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Abstract

Purpose: This study evaluated the effectiveness of the online and face-to-face formats of a course-based Positive Youth
Development (PYD) program, “Tomorrow’s Leaders,” in promoting holistic development among university students in
Hong Kong. Method: Utilizing a one-group pretest-posttest design, this study collected data from students who took
the course “Tomorrow’s Leaders” before and after the course, with 2,695 students enrolled online and 4,056 students
enrolled face-to-face. Results: Students demonstrated enhanced PYD attributes, psychological well-being, and desired grad-
uate qualities in both formats. Students in the face-to-face format showed greater improvement than those in online format
in specific outcomes (e.g., self-determination, life satisfaction, and problem-solving ability). Discussion: The findings sup-
ported the effectiveness of the online PYD program but also highlighted the advantages of face-to-face learning. This disparity
underscores the critical role of interpersonal engagement in nurturing leadership abilities and fostering a positive self-concept

in young people, which is relevant to youth social workers.

Keywords

face-to-face learning, online learning, student well-being, leadership education, evaluation, youth social work

During university years, students have to cope with many
stressful demands, including pursuing academic excellence,
preparing for their careers, and developing and maintaining
new interpersonal relationships (Taylor et al., 2013). These
demands may collectively threaten their well-being and
increase the prevalence of mental health problems (Duffy
et al.,, 2019; Li et al., 2021; Shek, 2025a, 2025b, 2025c).
From an ecological perspective, university students’ develop-
ment is shaped by multiple nested systems, including their
immediate learning environments (Chai et al., 2022; Katz &
Somers, 2017). Therefore, universities have become increas-
ingly important settings for youth social work practice, where
social workers and professionals deliver preventive and
developmental interventions to support students’ psychoso-
cial adjustment (Bessant & Emslie, 2014; Sprague Martinez
et al., 2018). For example, researchers and social workers
have paid growing attention to the well-being of university
students based on positive youth development (PYD) princi-
ples in empowering university students (Chai & Shek, 2024;
Shek et al., 2023). Accordingly, course-based programs based
on the PYD framework have been designed and implemented
in higher education institutions to help improve the leadership
qualities and well-being of university students (e.g., Chai
et al., 2022; Li & Shek, 2020).

Studies have supported the effectiveness of course-based
programs that are mainly based on the face-to-face learning
mode, in which all the course content and materials for learn-
ing are delivered in person directly to students (Greenhow
et al., 2022). This learning mode can be regarded as a typical
or traditional mode of instructional learning. On the other
hand, online learning via virtual platforms and tools has
emerged as an important alternative in the digital era (Yang
& Ghislandi, 2024). Despite its widespread use in higher edu-
cation, the effectiveness of online learning is still under
debate (Nguyen, 2015), and its effects on student well-being
have not been adequately examined. Grounded in ecological
systems theory and strengths-based and empowerment per-
spectives, this study examined the effectiveness of a
PYD-based leadership course delivered in both online and
face-to-face formats for university students in Hong Kong.
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Building on Equivalency Theory (Simonson et al., 1999), we
compared learning outcomes across the two delivery modes
within the same course. This study is relevant to social work-
ers who have used both face-to-face and online delivery
modes in training programs for young people.

Course-Based Programs for the Holistic
Development of University Students

In addition to academic demands, students encounter various
challenges during their university years, including major life
transitions, social stress, and economic burdens, which may
lead to mental vulnerabilities (Bersia et al., 2024; Li et al.,
2021). From a social work perspective, these challenges repre-
sent key targets for developmental and preventive social work
with emerging adults. However, existing children and youth ser-
vice systems focus more on children while overlooking univer-
sity students (Bessant & Emslie, 2014; Curran & Wexler, 2017).
According to ecological systems theories, these difficulties can
be understood as arising from interactions across multiple levels
of students’ environments, including family backgrounds, peer
networks, institutional demands, and broader social and eco-
nomic conditions (Chai & Shek, 2024). In view of this, educa-
tors and social workers have recognized the importance of
helping university students manage these external risks and pro-
moting their strengths to improve their overall holistic develop-
ment (Li & Shek, 2020; Shek et al., 2022).

The PYD is a strengths-based perspective focusing on
one’s potential and capability, serving as promising theoreti-
cal guidance for practice design (Law & Shek, 2011; Lopez
et al., 2015). Course-based programs grounded in PYD prin-
ciples comprise an effective practice model that could benefit
a wide range of students (Shek et al., 2023). A university in
Hong Kong has designed and implemented a leadership
course that utilizes PYD attributes to promote students’
well-being and holistic development. Within an ecological
framework, such a credit-bearing subject can be viewed as a
school- and community-level intervention embedded in the
university context, providing a structured environment that
supports students’ development and mitigates related
developmental risks. Specifically, the PYD attributes include
resilience, self-efficacy, self-determination, psychosocial
competence (cognitive, emotional, social, behavioral, and
moral), positive identity, spirituality, beliefs in the future,
and prosocial norms. Evaluation studies have confirmed that
when delivered in face-to-face settings, the course promotes
PYD developmental outcomes and the well-being of students
(e.g., Li & Shek, 2020). Furthermore, the course won a Silver
Award for Ethical Leadership and a Gold Award for
Nurturing Student Well-Being and Purpose in the QS
Reimagine Education Awards in 2017 and 2021, respectively,
endorsing its value to youth leadership and well-being devel-
opment. However, the effects of the online version of this
course have not been evaluated.

Effects of Online Learning Mode

Online learning presents an array of advantages, primarily in
connection with easy access. Financially, online learning
appears more accessible, as it spreads the costs of learning
across a mass population that desires higher education and
thus minimizes the fee burden on the individual learner
(Nguyen, 2015). In addition, online learning is flexible and
can be customized in ways that allow learners to enjoy
many options regarding when, where, and how they want to
learn (Alexander et al., 2012), particularly through recorded
lecture content (Arifiati et al., 2020). These advantages
make online learning uniquely suitable for students with spe-
cial needs and for learning under unconventional circum-
stances (Greenhow et al., 2022). For example, during the
COVID-19 pandemic, face-to-face teaching at Hong Kong
universities was suspended on multiple occasions from
2020 to 2022. As a result, online learning became a critical
alternative to traditional face-to-face learning during the pan-
demic period. In fact, in response to this global crisis, the
move from the face-to-face learning mode to an online one
was implemented by higher education institutions across the
world (Ntsiful et al., 2023). For example, service learning
turned into an online mode during the pandemic (Li et al.,
2024; Lin et al., 2023).

Although online learning has been widely adopted by
higher education institutions for various subjects, its effective-
ness is still under debate (e.g., Alexander et al., 2012; Guo
et al., 2023). Some scholars have offered support for its effec-
tiveness and benefits. For example, Soffer and Nachmias
(2018) found that online students benefited more in terms of
grasping course content, communication with teachers,
engagement, satisfaction, and learning outcomes than students
enrolled in face-to-face sessions. Paechter and Maier (2010)
observed that an online platform enabled introverted and pas-
sive students to engage in class activities by allowing quick
textual responses from teachers. However, many scholars
have questioned the effectiveness of the online learning
mode (Mok et al., 2021; Nguyen, 2015). For example, Mok
et al. (2021) found that only one-third of university students
were satisfied with an online course, and 60% of online stu-
dents considered online learning less effective than
face-to-face learning. Typically, students complained about
technical difficulties and insufficient interaction (Arifiati
et al., 2020). Unsatisfactory internet connections may lead to
online students’ procrastinating and consequently cause diffi-
culties in understanding lectures (Alexander et al., 2012).
Reduced teacher—student interactions in online communica-
tion also led to lower student learning satisfaction (Dumford
& Miller, 2018). However, it is noteworthy that these evalua-
tion studies were mainly based on the perceptions of the sub-
jects instead of changes in their developmental outcomes. In
social work interventions, social workers have also used online
education programs. However, there are very few evaluation
studies in this area (Dinh & Nguyen, 2020; Kurzman, 2019).
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Comparisons Between Online and
Face-to-Face Learning Modes

Equivalency theory (Simonson et al., 1999) posits that online
courses should be designed based on the principle of the equiv-
alency of learning experiences. This implies that online educa-
tors should tailor teaching materials and methods to the online
learning environment to create learning experiences that are
equivalent to traditional face-to-face education and ensure
equivalent learning outcomes. The community of inquiry
framework supplements equivalency theory by identifying
three important components of online learning experiences
(Swan et al., 2009) and provides insights into how to strategi-
cally address challenges in online teaching (see Table 1).

The first component is cognitive presence, which refers to
the learner’s capability for ongoing reflection and discourse to
establish and confirm their understanding of meaning (Swan
et al., 2009). In the context of online learning, providing stu-
dents with materials that facilitate the reflective thinking pro-
cess would be helpful.

The second component is social presence, which refers to
how learners develop affective expression, open communica-
tion, and group cohesion with others in online learning envi-
ronments (Richardson & Swan, 2003; Swan et al., 2009).
Research has shown that a higher frequency and duration of
social presence significantly enhance student performance
(Sharma et al., 2020). To promote social presence in online
settings, it is important for educators to actively engage stu-
dents in group activities and discussions to foster a supportive
environment.

The third component is teaching presence, which refers to
efforts to promote cognitive and social presence in multiple
ways to reach personal, meaningful, and educationally valu-
able learning outcomes (Swan et al., 2009). Providing profes-
sional training for online teachers might be helpful in
improving this component.

Although effective strategies can help address the chal-
lenges faced by online learning, it is also undeniable that
some practical difficulties in online courses are not easy to
overcome, especially for aspects related to social presence,
which may lead to the finding that the course effect of
face-to-face teaching is still considered relatively superior.
For example, based on equivalency theory, Garratt-Reed
et al. (2016) compared the learning outcomes of an introduc-
tory psychology course in two modes (online and
face-to-face) and found no difference in students’ final grades,
except for the group presentation. Paechter and Maier (2010)
also found that university students preferred face-to-face edu-
cation for better interpersonal communication. This indicates
that the learning experiences of cognitive presence (e.g.,
knowledge acquisition) might be equivalent between the
online mode and the traditional mode, but social presence
(e.g., group work) in the online mode is less effective due
to non-face-to-face interaction in the online platform, which
further impedes the effects of teaching presence.

As a result, our study assumes that online teaching could
also effectively improve students’ overall development, but
the face-to-face mode is superior due to its advantages in
social presence. Because related studies comparing the effects
of online and face-to-face learning modes from the perspec-
tive of Equivalency Theory are still limited in education
and social work contexts, further empirical investigations
are needed.

Empirically, previous studies comparing the effects of
face-to-face and online learning modes have yielded inconsis-
tent results. Some supported the equivalency theory, showing
that there was no significant difference between the outcomes
of the two modes. For example, Driscoll et al. (2012) found
that the satisfaction of students attending a sociology course
did not differ significantly between online and face-to-face
settings. However, observing that online platforms might
encourage the use of quantitative reasoning skills, Dumford
and Miller (2018) suggested that the effects of courses that
integrated quantitative reasoning skills (e.g., business
courses) were better in the online mode. Interestingly, Xu
and Jaggars (2014) found that students studying applied pro-
fessions (e.g., law and nursing) and social sciences (e.g.,
anthropology and psychology) displayed comparatively
poor adaptation to online learning compared to students
studying in other majors. This is possibly because these disci-
plines require hands-on practice and group discussion, which
are difficult to conduct online.

“Tomorrow’s Leaders” is an award-winning leadership
program (one QS Reimagine Education Silver Award and
one Gold Award, the University Grants Committee
Teaching Award in Hong Kong) based on PYD attributes at
a Hong Kong university (Chai et al.,, 2022; Li & Shek,
2020; Shek & Ma, 2014). It is a course-based program con-
sisting of 13 three-hour lessons. Various teaching approaches,
such as experiential learning activities, group discussion, and
active self-reflection, were included in this course, encourag-
ing students to discuss and collaborate with other classmates,
which helps promote their positive development, especially
interpersonal competence (e.g., interpersonal communication
and conflict management). In this respect, face-to-face learn-
ing has the natural advantage of facilitating mutual communi-
cation and interpersonal relationships (Paechter & Maier,
2010). Moreover, social connections and a sense of belonging
are important for university students, especially during diffi-
cult periods (e.g., returning to the classroom after a long
period of lockdown). In the face-to-face mode, students are
more likely to have strengthened social connections through
in-person interactions with teachers and other students com-
pared to students in the online mode (Avci, 2023). Through
face-to-face interactions, students and teachers exchange
information and affection, which promotes mutual under-
standing and support that contribute to the well-being of uni-
versity students (Lemyre et al., 2023). Based on these
considerations, ensuring equivalent learning experiences
between the online and face-to-face modes of the leadership
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Table 1. Challenges and Strategies for Online Teaching Based on the COI Framework.

COI Components® Specific Categories® Challenges

Strategies

Cognitive presence Triggering Event
Exploration
Integration

Resolution online

Presentation of learning materials
Lack of appropriate equipment and
environment for students to study

Design online-friendly learning materials
Provide technical help for teachers and
students

Unstable Internet connection

Social presence Affective Expression
Open Communication
Group Cohesion
Teaching presence Design and Organization
Facilitating Discourse
Direct Instruction

platform

Non-face-to-face interaction
Lack of real-time feedback

Coping with uncertainty in the Internet
environment
Nonproficiency in using a virtual

Create safe and effective online
communication

Provide positive feedback to students
through various methods (e.g., text)

Provide professional training for
teachers to sustain the quality of
online instruction and guidelines

Note. * These contents were based on the COI framework presented in Swan et al. (2009).

course might be challenging because face-to-face learning has
a natural advantage in social presence.

The Present Study

This study adopted a practice-based, quasi-experimental
one-group pretest-posttest design to evaluate a leadership
course named “Tomorrow’s Leaders,” which was based on
PYD principles and delivered to university students at a uni-
versity in Hong Kong. Li and Shek (2020) previously evalu-
ated the outcomes of this course on students’ PYD attributes,
psychological well-being, and desired graduate attributes in
the pre-COVID-19 period and reported significant positive
changes among students who took the course in the
face-to-face mode. Building on this work, the present study
sought to investigate the changes in student outcomes when
the course was delivered in the online mode (during
COVID-19) and face-to-face mode (post-COVID-19), as
well as the differences in changes between these two modes.
Data were collected from cohorts enrolled between 2020 and
2024 during the pandemic and post-pandemic eras. Two
research questions with nine corresponding hypotheses are
proposed below.

Research Question 1: Do students change after taking the
leadership course? Based on previous evaluations of the
course and related PYD interventions showing beneficial
effects on similar outcomes (e.g., Li & Shek, 2020; Lin
et al., 2023), we hypothesized the following:

Hla: Students in the online learning group would show
significant positive changes in PYD attributes.

H1b: Students in the online learning group would show
significant positive changes in psychological well-being.
Hlec: Students in the online learning group would show
significant positive changes in desired graduate attributes.
H1d: Students in the face-to-face learning group would
show significant positive changes in PYD attributes.

Hle: Students in the face-to-face learning group would
show significant positive changes in psychological
well-being.

H1f: Students in the face-to-face learning group would
show significant positive changes in desired graduate
attributes.

Research Question 2: Are there any differences in student
changes in the online and face-to-face modes? Given
related studies on course mode differences (e.g., Xu &
Jaggars, 2014) and the greater potential for social presence
in face-to-face settings (Leyer et al., 2023), we expected
that the face-to-face mode would show greater improve-
ments in the outcomes, particularly those strongly linked
to social presence and group work. Accordingly, we
hypothesized the following:

H2a: Students in the face-to-face group would show
greater positive change than students in the online group
in PYD attributes.

H2b: Students in the face-to-face group would show
greater positive change in psychological well-being than
students in the online group.

H2c¢: Students in the face-to-face group would show
greater positive change than students in the online group
in desired graduate attributes.

Methods

Participants

The participants were students enrolled in the course
“Tomorrow’s Leaders” from the 2019/20 to 2023/24 aca-
demic years. They were invited to complete the evaluation
before and after taking the course. Specifically, this study
adopted a one-group pre-test and post-test design. Despite
its limitations on vulnerability to external bias, it is still a use-
ful tool in social work program evaluation (Thyer, 2002). This
design has been applied in previous PYD program evalua-
tions (Hewson et al., 2010; Joubert, 2021; Ma & Shek,
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Table 2. Demographic Information of Students Attending Face-to-Face Learning (n =4,056) and Online Learning (n=2,695).

Online Face-to-Face

Age (Mean, SD)

Gender (n, %)
Male
Female

School/Faculty (n, %)
School of Design
Faculty of Humanities
Faculty of Construction and Environment
Faculty of Engineering
School of Hotel and Tourism Management
Faculty of Health and Social Sciences
Faculty of Applied Science and Textiles
School of Business

Semester (n, %)

2019-20 (Semester 2)

2020-21 (Semester I)

2020-21 (Semester 2)

2021-22 (Semester 2)

2022-23 (Semester |)

2022-23 (Semester 2)

2023-24 (Semester |)

2023-24 (Semester 2)

Total

18.51 (0.82) 18.57 (1.30)

1,263 (47.0%)
1,424 (53.0%)

2,137 (52.8%)
1,907 (47.2%)

129 (4.8%) 120 (3.0%)
58 (2.2%) 252 (6.2%)
323 (12.0%) 464 (11.5%)
619 (23.0%) 1,165 (28.8%)
67 (2.5%) 155 (3.8%)
1,285 (47.7%) 1,293 (31.9%)
213 (7.9%) 600 (14.8%)
0 (0.0%) 3 (0.1%)
459 (6.8%)
532 (7.9%)
784 (11.6%)
920 (13.6%)
950 (14.1%)

904 (13.4%)
925 (13.7%)
1,277 (18.9%)

2,695 (39.9%) 4,056 (60.1%)

2019; Ma, Shek & Chen, 2019; Ma, Shek & Leung, 2019). In
a review of social work education evaluation studies,
Carpenter (2011) reported that around 75% of the studies
adopted a one-group pretest-posttest design.

After matching data from the pre- and post-tests, a total of
6,751 completed student questionnaires were obtained, with
4,056 students receiving face-to-face instruction and 2,695
students receiving online instruction. Online cohorts primar-
ily took the course between 2020 and 2022, when face-to-face
teaching was suspended due to COVID-19, whereas
face-to-face cohorts primarily took the course after the relax-
ation of pandemic-related restrictions (see Table 2). Students
were pre-assigned to course sections by the university’s stu-
dent system rather than self-selecting the mode.

In the face-to-face mode, all sessions and activities were
conducted on campus in classrooms. In the online mode dur-
ing COVID-19, the same syllabus, learning outcomes, and
assessment tasks were delivered via the university’s learning
management system and videoconferencing platform. The
original three-hour face-to-face lecture was adjusted into one-
hour asynchronous pre-class self-regulated learning (e.g.,
e-learning modules, short videos, and readings) and a two-
hour synchronous live lecture. To foster interaction and social
presence online, instructors used strategies such as breakout-
room discussions and online polls.

Procedures

Ethics approval was obtained from the Institutional Review
Board of the university prior to the implementation of the

study. A consent form was given to the participants before
the pretest, and they were informed that their participation
was completely voluntary and that they could withdraw
from the study at any time without any consequences. They
were also informed that their data would be anonymized
and kept confidential. Prior to the first lecture, the students
were invited to fill out an online pretest questionnaire. After
all lectures were delivered, the students were invited to fill
out an online posttest questionnaire.

Measures

Positive Youth Development Scale Attributes. To meet the study
requirements, we selected the following 12 variables, mea-
sured by 34 items, from the Chinese Positive Youth
Development Scale (CPYDS; Shek et al., 2007; Zhu et al.,
2024): 1) self-determination (2 items, e.g., “I am confident
about my decision”); 2) clear and positive identity (4 items,
e.g., “I am a person with self-confidence”), 3) belief in the
future (3 items, e.g., “I have the confidence to solve my future
problems”), 4) prosocial norms (2 items, e.g., “I care about
unfortunate people in society”), 5) resilience (3 items, e.g.,
“When [ face difficulty, I will not give up easily”), 6) moral
competence (3 items, e.g., “I will fulfill my promise”), 7)
behavioral competence (2 items, e.g., “I can face criticism
with an open mind”), 8) cognitive competence (4 items,
e.g., “I know how to see things from different angles”), 9)
emotional competence (3 items, e.g., “I can see the world
from the perspectives of other people”), 10) social compe-
tence (3 items, e.g., “I know how to communicate with
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others”), 11) self-efficacy (2 items, e.g., “I can finish almost
everything that I am determined to do”), and 12) spirituality
(3 items, e.g., “My life is colorful and full of excitement”).
A six-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree)
to 6 (strongly agree) was used, with higher scores indicating
better PYD outcomes. These measures were also used by Li
and Shek (2020).

Psychological Well-Being. Students’ psychological well-being
was measured by two variables: thriving and life satisfaction.
Thriving was measured by five items based on the thriving
scale developed by Lerner et al. (2003). The respondents rated
five items, such as “I am capable of managing my own life.”
Life satisfaction was measured using the Satisfaction with
Life Scale (SWLS; Diener et al., 1985), designed to measure
students’ well-being and quality of life. The respondents rated
five items, such as, “In most ways, my life is close to my
ideal.” All items were rated on a six-point Likert scale, rang-
ing from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree), with
higher scores suggesting a higher level of psychological
well-being.

Desired Graduate Qualities. Desired graduate qualities were
measured by four attributes: problem-solving ability, critical
thinking, life-long learning, and ethical leadership (Shek &
Ma, 2014). A total of 15 items were used to measure students’
desired graduate qualities, with problem-solving ability
accounting for three items (e.g., “I know how to effectively
solve problems in my daily life”), critical thinking accounting
for three items (e.g., “I know how to use critical thinking
skills when solving problems”), life-long learning accounting
for two items (e.g., “It’s important to understand the develop-
ment of oneself”), and ethical leadership accounting for seven
items (e.g., “I will sacrifice myself for others”) (Shek & Ma,
2014). Items were rated using a six-point Likert scale ranging
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree), with higher
scores indicating that the students had better graduate qualities.

Data Analysis

To test Hypotheses 1a—1f (i.e., within-group changes in each
mode), we conducted two repeated-measures multivariate
analyses of variance (MANOVAs), one for the online group
and one for the face-to-face group, with test (pretest vs. post-
test) as the within-subjects factor and the set of outcome var-
iables (PYD attributes, psychological well-being, and desired
graduate attributes) as dependent variables. When the multi-
variate test was significant, follow-up univariate repeated-
measures ANOVAs were performed for each outcome. The
F statistics, p values, and effect sizes (r];) were used to indi-
cate whether each hypothesis (Hla-H1f) was supported.

To test Hypotheses 2a—2c (differences in change between
online and face-to-face modes), we conducted a series of two-
way MANOV As with test (pretest vs. posttest) as the within-
subjects factor and mode (online vs. face-to-face) as the

between-subjects factor. A significant test X mode interaction
indicates that changes over time differed between the two
modes. Significant multivariate interactions were followed
by univariate analyses for individual outcomes; for these tests,
we also report F statistics, p values, and ;112,. The outcomes
with significant test X mode interactions are also displayed
graphically (see Figure 1).

Results

The basic demographic information about the participants is
shown in Table 2. Among the face-to-face learning participants,
2,137 were male (52.8%), 1,907 were female (47.2%), and 12 stu-
dents did not report their gender. The average age was 18.57 years
(SD = 1.30). Of the online participants, 1,263 were male (47.0%),
1,424 were female (53.0%), and 8 students did not report their
gender. The average age was 18.51 years (SD =0.82).

Outcome Changes for All Students Across the Two
Modes

To test Hypotheses la—1f, repeated-measures MANOVAs
were conducted separately for the online and face-to-face
groups. Significant multivariate effects of the test were found
for primary PYD factors, psychological well-being, and
desired graduate attributes in online (F'=58.20-300.71, ps <
.001, ;7; =.087-.207) and face-to-face groups (F'=84.78-
521.93, ps<.001, 17; =.078-.235). Follow-up univariate anal-
yses showed significant positive pre-post improvements in all
PYD attributes, psychological well-being indicators, and four
desired graduate attributes across the two modes (ps <.001).
Details can be found in Tables 3 and 4. These results indi-
cate that taking the “Tomorrow’s Leaders” course, regard-
less of learning mode, was associated with significant
improvements across all outcome domains, providing sup-
port for Hypotheses la—1f.

Differences in Student Improvements Across the Two
Modes

To test Hypotheses 2a-2c, two-way repeated-measures
MANOVAs with test (pretest vs. posttest) and mode (online
vs. face-to-face) were conducted. As Table 5 shows, signifi-
cant test X mode interactions were observed at the multivari-
ate level for primary PYD attributes (F'=3.64, p<.001,
;1,2,= .006), psychological well-being (F=9.77, p<.001,
;112,= .003), and desired graduate attributes (F=2.59,
p<.05, 11]2,=.002). Univariate follow-up tests (see Table 5
and Figure 1) revealed significant time X mode interaction
effects for self-determination (F=5.82, p<.05, n,=.001),
clear and positive identity (F=19.70, p<.001, 17]2,=.003),
life satisfaction (F=15.41, p<.001, 7112,= .002), and
problem-solving ability (F=4.73, p<.05, 71]2,=.001). As
Figure 1 presents, on these outcomes, students in the
face-to-face group showed a larger pre-post increase than
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Figure |. Significant interaction effects between test (pretest vs. posttest) and group (online vs. face-to-face).

students in the online group, although the effect sizes were
small. Overall, these findings provide partial support for
Hypotheses 2a—2c and suggest that, under the specific pan-
demic and post-pandemic conditions of this study,
face-to-face delivery was associated with greater improve-
ments in certain PYD attributes, life satisfaction, and certain
desired graduate attributes.

Discussion and Applications to Practice

The present study found that university students who com-
pleted the PYD-based leadership course showed significant
improvements in PYD attributes, psychological well-being,
and desired graduate attributes in the online and face-to-face
modes. This aligns with the findings of two previous studies
that measured the effectiveness of this course (Li & Shek,
2020; Shek & Ma, 2014). At the same time, this study found

that students in the face-to-face mode exhibited relatively
larger improvements in certain outcomes, including self-
determination, clear and positive identity, life satisfaction,
and problem-solving ability. These findings extend previous
evaluations of “Tomorrow’s Leaders” by demonstrating that
the course remains effective under different delivery modes
and contextual conditions while also revealing modest but
consistent advantages associated with face-to-face mode for
certain outcomes. These findings are also novel in the social
sciences (including social work) and education fields. The
use of leadership and well-being promotion programs is
important, particularly in the post-pandemic era, for promot-
ing the resilience of students (Paine & Prochnow, 2022;
Wang et al., 2025).

From a social work perspective, the findings provide fur-
ther evidence that a course-based PYD program can function
as a developmental and preventive intervention for emerging
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Table 3. Outcome Changes Between Pre-Test and Post-Test for Students Attending Online Learning (n =2,695).

Online Learning

Test Effect
Pretest Posttest (Pretest-Posttest)
M SD M D F U
Primary PYD factors 58.20%** 207
Resilience 4.70 77 4.85 .78 9437+ .034
Social competence 4.65 73 4.86 71 207.76™ .072
Emotional competence 4.50 74 4.76 74 276.7 I*F+* .094
Cognitive competence 4.67 .63 4.87 .66 207.74%** .072
Behavioral competence 4.6l 71 4.84 71 200.98%** .070
Moral competence 4.8l .68 4.95 .68 91.96%+* .033
Self-determination 4.49 77 4.76 .76 28| .57%*+* .095
Self-efficacy 4.55 .80 4.79 77 222, | 3k* .076
Clear and positive identity 422 8l 4.55 .82 463.93*%* .147
Beliefs in the future 478 73 4.88 74 48.22%%* 018
Prosocial norms 491 72 4.96 72 14.59%++* .005
Spirituality 4.48 91 4.65 .88 126.8]#+* .045
Psychological well-being 300.7 | #F* .183
Thriving 4.52 .60 4.56 .58 19.99%** .007
Life satisfaction 3.83 .94 426 97 591.02%#* .180
Desired graduate attributes 63.60%F* .087
Problem-solving ability 4.56 .68 4.77 72 202.28*%* .070
Life-long learning 4.69 72 4.86 71 126.23%%* .045
Ethical leadership 4.69 .56 4.83 61 149.7 | ++¢ .053
Ciritical thinking 4.68 .68 4.87 .69 178.98%+* .062
Note. ***p <.001.
Table 4. Outcome Changes Between Pre-Test and Post-Test for Students Attending Face-to-Face Learning (n =4,056).
Face-to-face Learning
Test Effect
Pretest Posttest (Pretest-Posttest)
M sD M sD F N
Primary PYD factors 102.73%++* 235
Resilience 4.63 .86 4.82 .93 139.70%+* .034
Social competence 4.63 .79 4.85 .88 229.92%*+* .054
Emotional competence 4.48 .78 4.75 .89 328.42%** .075
Cognitive competence 4.67 .68 4.88 8l 244.35%*k* .057
Behavioral competence 4.6l 77 4.86 .85 253.66*** .059
Moral competence 478 73 4.93 .82 110.38%%* .027
Self-determination 4.46 .85 478 .92 421.73%%¢ .095
Self-efficacy 4.54 .85 4.8l .90 287.34%+* .067
Clear and positive identity 4.19 .88 4.62 .96 811.27%** .168
Beliefs in the future 472 .80 4.84 .90 71.67%% 017
Prosocial norms 4.86 .79 4.94 .85 36.54%F* .009
Spirituality 4.46 .96 4.67 1.01 198.89#+* .047
Psychological well-being 521.93%** .205
Thriving 4.44 .63 4.49 .63 18.50%+* .005
Life satisfaction 3.87 .99 441 1.08 945.99*++* .190
Desired graduate attributes 84.78%** .078
Problem-solving ability 4.54 74 4.79 .89 313.49%F* .072
Life-long learning 471 75 4.88 .85 143.95%%* .034
Ethical leadership 4.66 .59 483 .76 206. 1 2% .049
Critical thinking 4.68 72 4.88 .83 204.43%*+* .048
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Table 5. Outcome Changes Between Pre-Test and Post-Test for All Students in This Study (n=6,751).

Test effect

(Pretest-Posttest) Group Effect Text X group
Variable F ng F nﬁ F nﬁ
Primary PYD factors 145.53%%* 207 5.34%%¢ .009 3.64%% .006
Resilience 213.57# .031 6.68* .001 2.17 .000
Social competence 405.9 | #+* .057 .39 .000 12 .000
Emotional competence 566.23*+* .078 .94 .000 21 .000
Cognitive competence 417.61%+* .059 .28 .000 .56 .000
Behavioral competence 422.60%F* .059 45 .000 73 .000
Moral competence 186.76%** .027 2.80" .000 .33 .000
Self-determination 644,53+ .088 .03 .000 5.82% .001
Self-efficacy 476.36%%* .066 Ny .000 .63 .000
Clear and positive identity 1159.3 |##* 147 1.45 .000 19.70%%* .003
Beliefs in the future 108.79%** 016 7.80%* .001 1.34 .000
Prosocial norms 44.95%+* .007 5.011* .001 221 .000
Spirituality 297 .45%%* .042 .07 .000 3.48t .001
Psychological well-being 748,07+ .182 50.47%+* 015 9.77%%% .003
Thriving 36.5 1% .005 32.85%* .005 an .000
Life satisfaction 1408. | 8*** 173 19.08%¥* .003 5.4 1%k .002
Desired graduate attributes 134.627%+* .074 3.39%* .002 2.59% .002
Problem-solving ability 472.7 1¥¥% .066 .04 .000 4.73* .001
Life-long learning 253.15%%* .036 1.27 .000 .02 .000
Ethical leadership 322.95%¥* .046 24| .000 2.98t .000
Critical thinking 357.85%** .051 A5 .000 .08 .000

Note. *p <.001; ¥p < .01; ¥p <.05; Tp<.10.

adults in higher education settings. By systematically target-
ing intrapersonal and interpersonal competencies, the course
appears to enhance students’ psychosocial resources,
leadership-related qualities, and graduate attributes that are
relevant to their future roles as professionals and citizens.
This supports the use of course-based interventions as a
complement to traditional personal counseling models in uni-
versity social work and student support services, allowing
preventive services to reach a much larger proportion of stu-
dents who might otherwise not seek help.

The findings for the online groups suggest that a structured
online version of the course can still be associated with
meaningful improvements in PYD attributes, psychological
well-being, and desired graduate attributes, even under the
challenging conditions of the COVID-19 pandemic.
Specifically, improvements in self-determination, resilience,
self-efficacy, and problem-solving ability are consistent with
the notion that online formats may provide opportunities for
students to practice self-regulation and autonomous learning.
For example, Paechter and Maier (2010) found that college stu-
dents who sought to gain self-regulation skills favored and ben-
efited from online learning. Barak et al. (2016) found that
through online learning, students became more aware of the
importance of self-regulatory skills, such as planning and pro-
cess monitoring. These findings are further supported by Han
et al. (2023), who demonstrated that university students with
stronger self-efficacy for self-regulation were less prone to pro-
crastination, a factor that predicted their course performance in

online learning. Other qualitative studies on how students nav-
igate the online learning environment have triangulated data
from different surveys. For example, in a study by Gelles
et al. (2020), college students broadly agreed that they would
not have developed self-regulatory skills had they not been
forced to shift to online learning during the COVID-19 pan-
demic. However, given that the present study did not directly
measure changes in self-regulatory processes, these possible
mechanisms should be regarded as tentative and warrant fur-
ther investigation in future research.

The comparatively larger improvements observed in the
face-to-face cohorts in self-determination, clear and positive
identity, life satisfaction, and problem-solving ability may
reflect the added value of in-person social connection and
group-based learning for these domains. This is possibly
because students in online groups display lower levels of
social presence, social interaction, and satisfaction than stu-
dents in face-to-face groups (Bali & Liu, 2018). As noted pre-
viously, disciplines that call for hands-on demonstrations and
mutual communication may be difficult to learn online (Xu &
Jaggars, 2014). This challenge was relevant to this leadership
course, especially in the context of topics such as interper-
sonal abilities (e.g., social competence and problem-solving
ability). This aligns with findings from Wheeley et al.
(2022), whose study on leadership education among univer-
sity students demonstrated that meaningful face-to-face
engagement, particularly through structured small-group dis-
cussions and contextual examples from instructors, enhanced
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students’ critical thinking and leadership competencies. These
results suggest that while the internet provides students with a
convenient platform to study, its disadvantages cannot be
ignored. Overall, face-to-face sessions may enable richer non-
verbal communication, spontaneous peer interaction, and a
stronger sense of belonging in the classroom, which are
important protective factors for student well-being and central
mechanisms in group work and developmental social work.
At the same time, these differences must be interpreted cau-
tiously because the face-to-face and online groups were
exposed to different historical and environmental conditions,
with the online group taking the course during the COVID-19
pandemic and the face-to-face group returning to campus in
the post-pandemic period.

Previous studies have revealed the difficulties of online
courses during the COVID-19 pandemic. For example,
Syahputri et al. (2020) found that during the COVID-19 pan-
demic, university students who attended online courses
reported feeling fatigued and experienced physical pain
(e.g., headaches), that nearly all the participants (98.6%) man-
aged their time poorly, and that more than half (68.6%) felt
isolated from their peers. Ferri et al. (2020) analyzed the chal-
lenges of online teaching during pandemic emergency situa-
tions through thematic analysis, explaining that technical
difficulties, including the lack of an internet connection and/
or digital devices, resulted in teachers and learners being
unable to access the technology when needed. This suggests
that students facing technical challenges and those who are
less self-motivated and disciplined may be less suitable for
online modes than others (Appana, 2008; Summers et al.,
2005). Thus, to conduct online courses or deliver online social
worker services, it is necessary to consider individual differ-
ences, as well as social-structural issues (e.g., the digital
divide). These findings have important implications for online
social work services for young people.

After COVID-19, although university students across the
world returned to campus and started taking face-to-face
courses, recent studies suggest that the long-term consequences
of the pandemic on students’ well-being in the post-COVID
era remain a concern (Bersia et al., 2024). In light of this, it
is likely that returning to traditional classrooms and interacting
with teachers and classmates fulfilled students’ need for social
connectedness, which was missing during the pandemic. A
crucial protective factor for students’ well-being (Avci,
2023), social connectedness experienced during the
face-to-face course possibly increased the effects of the course,
including students’ psychological well-being and positive beliefs
in themselves and the future. Asadullah (2024) conducted a
study on adolescents in the post-COVID period and found that
59% of secondary- and 72% of primary-level students reported
being happy about coming back to school, with a significant
reduction in education-related worries and indices of negative
emotions. University students may have experienced similar
emotions, and fewer worries about quarantine or infection spread
may have boosted students’ sense of self-determination. In

contrast, online students taking the course during the
COVID-19 pandemic may have been negatively affected by
their limited interpersonal interactions (Cheung, 2021).

The findings yield several implications for social work
practitioners and educators involved in designing and deliver-
ing PYD and leadership interventions in higher education.
This study provides additional evidence of the effectiveness
of the course-based PYD program in face-to-face and online
formats. This suggests that other prevention and intervention
initiatives could also be integrated into courses, thereby
extending services to a greater number of students in need.
Moreover, we found that while the online format of the pro-
gram was effective, the traditional face-to-face course may
have advantages in terms of improving students’ positive
development. This implies that the online mode can be used
to deliver social science courses and PYD programs as
needed, but the traditional mode should be the first choice.
More specifically, when the online mode is required, inten-
tional efforts are critical to enhancing social presence—
through regular synchronous sessions with active participa-
tion, breakout-room discussions, collaborative online pro-
jects, and timely individual feedback. These strategies may
help compensate partially for the reduced opportunities for
interpersonal interaction. The findings also have implications
for social workers who design their programs during crisis
periods, such as COVID-19, as well as for those who cannot
receive face-to-face service. Social workers and professionals
can draw on the above strategies when developing online
group interventions, psychoeducational workshops, or credit-
bearing subjects aimed at promoting youth development and
mental health in university settings.

Despite its contributions, this study has several limitations.
First, the quasi-experimental one-group pretest-posttest design
limits causal inference and makes it difficult to disentangle
the effects of the learning mode from historical and
pandemic-related influences. For improved validity, it may be
worthwhile to include a control group of students who do not
take the leadership course. Second, although our results showed
that online learning was effective for university students, these
findings may not be applicable to students of other age groups
(e.g., primary school students). Whether younger children
may face more difficulties and negative effects (e.g., internet
addiction and myopia) of online course-based programs
remains to be explored. Third, our findings may have also
been influenced by the cohort effect because the two groups
of students took the course at different time points. The students
in the face-to-face group took this course after the COVID-19
pandemic, whereas the students in the online learning group
took it during the COVID-19 pandemic. The validity of our find-
ings can be enhanced by comparing the two groups (face-to-face
and online) simultaneously. Finally, all outcomes were self-
reported, and no qualitative data were collected to illuminate
the students’ subjective learning experiences or the processes
underlying the change. Future social work research could address
these limitations by employing more rigorous designs (e.g.,
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randomized or matched comparison groups; concurrent online
and face-to-face groups), incorporating qualitative methods
such as interviews or focus groups, and examining specific mech-
anisms (e.g., changes in social connectedness, self-regulation,
and perceived social presence) that may mediate the effects of
course-based interventions on PYD and well-being.

Despite these limitations, the present study supports the
argument that PYD-based leadership courses can serve as
scalable, developmentally focused interventions within uni-
versity education, offering social workers and higher educa-
tion practitioners a feasible strategy to promote holistic
development, strengthen leadership capacity, and support
the well-being of emerging adults in both crisis and non-crisis
contexts.
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