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Abstract
Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, many social work students and educators had to switch gears quickly and replace face-
to-face courses with online delivery. While most had had experience with remote learning, the unexpected and immediate 
transition was challenging. Students and educators who had chosen in-person instruction had to adapt quickly to a learning 
paradigm for which they had not planned, while simultaneously coping with the anxieties brought on by the pandemic, 
such as economic hardships, threat of illness, and new family responsibilities. The pandemic has engendered fear, trauma, 
grief, and loss, all of which negatively affect instruction and learning. This reflection paper identifies special challenges and 
issues with regard to teaching and learning in social work clinical practice courses brought on by the pandemic. Utilizing the 
theoretical frameworks of ambiguous loss, interpersonal neurobiology, and the here and now approach, this paper suggests 
effective teaching methods and collaborative learning strategies to inform social work education during academic disruption 
in this and future emergencies (e.g., natural disasters). It is suggested that social presence, as well as group cohesion among 
students and between students and instructors, can serve as a protective factor to ensure continued productive motivation for 
teaching and learning while facing the challenges that are experienced during such times.

Keywords COVID-19 · Social work education · Emergency educational plan · Social presence · Online education/online 
learning

Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19), caused by severe 
acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2), 
quickly became a global pandemic that has resulted in 
3% global case mortality, which is much higher than the 
mortality rate for influenza which is approximately 0.05% 
(Andersen et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2020; Zhang et al., 
2020). In the United States, there has been a dramatic 
increase in the number of COVID-19 cases and deaths asso-
ciated with its complications since the first case in January 
2020 in the state of Washington (Holshue et al., 2020; Mur-
phy, 2020).

Due to the high contagion of this disease, possibly spread 
even by people who are asymptomatic, it is required to prac-
tice social distancing to reduce interpersonal contact and 
community transmission (Centers for Disease Control & 
Prevention, 2020). This has resulted in changes in lifestyle 

and shutdowns of daily functions (Galea et al., 2020). The 
pandemic has led to an economic downturn marked by 
reduction in work hours, job loss, inability to seek health 
care, and loss of health insurance and other benefits (Gan-
gopadhyaya & Garrett, 2020). In addition to the economic 
crisis, many feel isolated due to social distancing, which is 
strongly associated with pandemic-related emotional distress 
such as depression and anxiety (Holmes et al., 2020). Many 
people have had close personal experiences with COVID-19 
as they may have contracted it and/or have observed those 
close to them suffering and even dying from the disease.

COVID-19 caused the closure of schools all over the 
world. At the time of writing this article, the pandemic has 
engendered fear, trauma, grief, and loss, all of which can 
negatively impact instruction and learning. In an effort to 
decrease infection rates at the onset of the pandemic, most 
educational institutions, including schools of social work, 
immediately moved all learning to emergency remote teach-
ing. In contrast to learning experiences that are carefully 
planned for online delivery, emergency remote teaching is a 
temporary shift from on-campus learning to an alternative 
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delivery method due to crisis situations such as natural 
disasters (Hodges et al., 2020). In the case of COVID-19, 
uncertainty associated with the disease itself and the absence 
of reliable treatment shaped the emergency educational plan 
(Murphy, 2020). Both students and educators were chal-
lenged to adapt to an unexpected learning paradigm while 
coping with anxieties brought on by the pandemic, such 
as economic hardships, threat of illness, and new family 
responsibilities. This was a particular challenge in clini-
cally oriented in-person practice courses, as class time and 
assignments often utilize live, real-time interactions such 
as role play, interviews, presentations, and various arrays 
of group discussions as primary means of accomplishing 
learning objectives.

To continue the semester’s work online, conferencing 
applications, such as Cisco Webex or Zoom, were utilized to 
provide real-time face-to-face interactions. Lectures, as well 
as interactive learning activities such as small group discus-
sions, presentations, and role plays, continued during the 
pandemic situation by use of these platforms. Synchronous 
communication tools such as text chat and shared white-
board added to the quality of the classes (Falloon, 2012; 
Holmes et al., 2015). However, limitations in synchronous 
instruction online have been identified (Falloon, 2012; Ned-
eva et al., 2014). Abrupt transitions to online education can 
be problematic for students who were originally not prepared 
or who were not planning to take their classes in this format.

Many educators who were forced by pandemic restric-
tions to convert their courses to online learning did not 
have the expertise required for online teaching and learn-
ing pedagogy (Petzold, 2020), in particular those who had 
no previous online teaching experience. In addition to the 
technological challenge for educators, not all students have 
access to the level of technology required for online learn-
ing. Some may not have financial resources to procure what 
is necessary. Internet signals might not be adequate where 
they live. Students may be sharing computers with other 
household members and therefore may not be able to use 
the devices during class time because someone else is using 
them. Privacy to participate in online classes may also be 
an issue.

Several studies on social work education during the 
COVID-19 pandemic have been conducted (Dove, 2021; 
Hutchison, 2021; Karabanow, 2021; McCarthy et al., 2021; 
Sapiro, 2021; Sethi, 2021; Smoyer et al., 2020). Most of 
the studies identified challenges faced by both educators 
and students, although it was reported that educators were 
pleased to be able to continue to teach (McCarthy et al., 
2021). However, the literature has highlighted concerns 
about the quality of teaching in online classes, resulting from 
converting the in-class course to online without the teacher 
being fully prepared. Thus, the online environment has not 
fully satisfied course objectives or students’ expectations. 

Students have been less exposed to professional dialogue 
and interactions, have been less stimulated to internalize 
social work values and ethics (McCarthy et al., 2021), and 
have had fewer opportunities to enhance critical thinking 
skills. Smoyer et al. (2020) conducted a survey of Bachelor 
of Social Work (BSW) students about their experiences with 
online courses during the pandemic. Findings indicated that 
the BSW students expressed frustration with distance edu-
cation; they reported limited opportunity to ask instructors 
questions about course content or assignments. This was par-
ticularly true for those who were taking asynchronous online 
courses. Hands-on activities or learning experiences and the 
physical closeness in the classroom were missing in online 
class. Smoyer et al. emphasized the need for interactive tech-
nology in online social work classes to stimulate personal 
interactions and immediate feedback from the instructor and 
peers to motivate students to participate actively (Smoyer 
et al., 2020).

This reflection paper applies the theoretical frameworks 
of ambiguous loss, interpersonal neurobiology, and the here 
and now approach to understand the affective experiences of 
COVID-19 in social work education at the onset of the pan-
demic. Launching from the perspectives of these three theo-
ries, this paper discusses effective online teaching methods 
and collaborative learning strategies in clinical social work 
practice courses during the period of academic disruption 
caused by the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic that may 
be useful in future emergencies. Class activities, teaching 
methods, and collaborative learning strategies that empha-
size social presence and group cohesion amongst students 
emerged at this time to be the best practices for maintaining 
a productive learning environment.

Case Example: Clinical Social Work 
with Families, Second‑Year

MSW Clinical Practice Course, Spring Semester 2020

A special energy comes over a college or university as stu-
dents and faculty move toward the second half of the spring 
semester. In particular, among those who will be graduat-
ing, there is a growing excitement with regard to upcoming 
transitions and events that will mark the formal end of this 
part of their academic journey. They begin to make plans for 
graduation day. In schools of social work, students begin the 
termination process with clients at their field placements. 
Extensive time in the field, classes, writing papers, doing 
group projects, and giving presentations are coming to an 
end as they start to draft their first Master of Social Work 
(MSW) resumes and consider next steps for jobs, supervi-
sion, and continued professional education. Faculty mem-
bers delight in welcoming graduates to the profession at the 
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end of spring semester.... and then it all changed in mid-
March 2020.

At that time one of the authors was teaching a second-
year, MSW-level family therapy class. A portion of class 
time was dedicated each week to group process. As a means 
of understanding the concept of a “system,” the instructor 
sought to create a professional holding environment in the 
class that would serve as a parallel process to the experience 
of being a part of a family system. After each group process 
discussion, time was dedicated for reflective meta conversa-
tions about process, as opposed to the content of the group 
interactions. Students bridged these ideas back to their own 
work with clients, expanding their vision of what occurs 
between social worker and client(s) well beyond diagno-
sis and treatment. The extent to which this practice would 
benefit the students would be revealed once the transition to 
remote learning began.

Due to the quick onset of the COVID-19 pandemic in 
March 2020, the university moved all in-person classes to an 
online format. This change occurred with less than a week’s 
notice. In addition to classes moving online, nearly all field 
placement assignments were halted immediately and most 
students did not know whether or when they would return 
to their agencies. Following the instructions of the univer-
sity’s administration, the instructor met with the students at 
the regularly scheduled time on Cisco Webex instead of in 
the usual classroom, and students were given the option to 
continue the course asynchronously online or as a synchro-
nous online class through Cisco Webex. Unanimously, the 
students chose to continue in a synchronous online format 
at the regularly scheduled day and time. The class then pro-
ceeded, similarly as in previous classes, utilizing the first 
10–15 min of class for group process.

As students began their first Cisco Webex class, the 
typical 15-min exchange became a 2-h conversation. Some-
thing much bigger had occurred for the students than simply 
moving the class online. The students needed to talk. They 
needed to listen and be heard. They needed to externalize 
their experiences and have them witnessed. Not tending to 
these needs would not have had merely an adverse impact 
on the learning process; it would have halted it. What had 
been established as a holding environment for the sake of 
learning began to morph into a space for sharing, concern, 
uncertainty, pain, and healing. The class had begun its tran-
sition from an in-person holding environment to a virtual 
holding environment, which is present when a group uses 
technology to maintain connections (Fletcher et al., 2014; 
Shulman, 2000).

Ambiguous Loss and the COVID‑19 Pandemic

Pauline Boss’s (Boss & Couden, 2002) concept of ambigu-
ous loss provides a framework to understand the emotional 

experience of the COVID-19 pandemic’s impact on the class 
described above and likely what most students and faculty 
experience at times of academic disruption due to acute cri-
ses. Boss and Couden (2002) defined ambiguous loss as “a 
situation where a loved one is perceived as physically pre-
sent while psychologically absent, or physically absent but 
kept psychologically present because their status as dead or 
alive, dying, or in remission, remains unclear” (p. 1352).

For the social work students in spring 2020, while no one 
person was missing, there were multiple layers of loss and 
ambiguity. School communities that had been rich with con-
nection and had become dependable and predictable hold-
ing environments were now in question. Rites of passage, 
such as finishing the year with classmates, terminating with 
clients and supervisors at field placements, celebration and 
closure with the faculty and staff, finishing academic work, 
the induction ceremony, and graduation, were now in limbo. 
Would they even be able to complete their degrees in May, as 
planned? All of this was occurring for the students in tandem 
with the impending horror of the pandemic. Students were 
worried about whether they or their loved ones would be sick 
or even die. Ongoing news footage painted a dire picture of 
the world situation, showing critically ill people, exhausted 
care providers, full morgues, and coffins awaiting burial in 
places, such as China and Italy, that were being ravaged by 
COVID-19.

Our premise is that the most stressful losses are those 
that are ambiguous. When people are unable to obtain 
clarity about the status of a family member, they are 
often immobilized: decisions are put on hold; roles 
remain unclear; relationship boundaries are confusing; 
celebrations and rituals are canceled. (Boss & Couden, 
2002, p. 1352)

Not only when people cannot obtain clarity about the sta-
tus of a family member but also when they cannot obtain 
clarity about the status of what gives their lives fulfillment, 
purpose, structure, and meaning, they are immobilized and 
suffer strong anxiety. Echoing Boss and Couden’s comments, 
everything was now on hold due to COVID-19. No one knew 
what to expect next or what else would be “cancelled.” Fac-
ulty members were not immune to the ambiguity and chal-
lenges that the students were facing; they were experiencing 
them, too.

Perspectives From Interpersonal Neurobiology

In tandem with the perspective of ambiguous loss, inter-
personal neurobiology provides a framework for under-
standing what can occur when students and educators must 
deal with adversities or natural disasters that lead to aca-
demic disruption, such as the COVID-19 pandemic. When 
faced with what the brain perceives as danger or threat, 
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the immediate neurobiological response is to go to flight, 
fight, or freeze (Cozolino, 2014). This can result in panic, 
which can be contagious, as when someone yells “fire” or 
what sounds like a shot is heard. The event catches every-
one’s attention and is likely to lead to increased alertness, 
as people scan for danger. Emergencies of any type that 
can lead to academic disruption can have the same neu-
robiological impact as the sound of the shot or warning 
about fire. From the neurobiological perspective, people 
recognize the interruption as a threat and therefore move 
into a state of heightened arousal. The functions in the 
brain move from the frontal cortex, where one thinks, to 
the amygdala, a more primitive location that is wired to 
respond to danger, sending messages to the body to pre-
pare for battle, to run, or to freeze (Cozolino, 2014). As 
Fishbane (2007) wrote, “We share with all animals the 
instinct for self-preservation” (p. 297).

Many educators found their students in this shared state 
of neurobiological arousal in spring 2020; they shared that 
state. It is noted throughout the literature (e.g., Cozolino, 
2014; Fishbane, 2007) that connection to others can serve 
as a remedy for the emotional stress in such situations. As 
Fishbane (2007) wrote, “Social connections facilitate sur-
vival in primates” (p. 398). When one is threatened, being 
part of a group is a neurologically adaptive resource. Cozo-
lino (2006, as cited in Fishbane, 2007) commenting on this 
dynamic stated, ‘‘Our social brains have been shaped by 
natural selection because being social enhances survival’’ 
(p. 397). Connection to others leads to release of the neu-
rotransmitter oxytocin, which reduces the impact of stress 
hormones such as cortisol and norepinephrine (Fishbane, 
2013). “Pairing, attachment, and feeling safe all release oxy-
tocin and are strengthened by it” (Fishbane, 2007, p. 406).

In the case example above, the sense of attachment, 
safety, and group cohesion, originally achieved in the face-
to-face class and later strengthened as the group changed 
their regularly scheduled in-person class sessions to an 
online format, became an interpersonal neurobiological rem-
edy to stress, isolation, ambiguous loss, and fear, as it served 
as a protective and healing mechanism for the students. This 
is why the students needed more than 15 min for the group 
processing time at the beginning of the first synchronous 
online class. The group processing period in each class had 
already been established as an interpersonal neurobiological 
resource; therefore, instinctively and unconsciously, students 
were drawing on an established group coping mechanism to 
deal with the stressors related to the pandemic. Social work 
educators may be unaware of the magnitude of the simple 
but powerful resource of allowing time for group processing 
in both face-to-face and online classes. This situation clearly 
demonstrated the value of the time allotted for group pro-
cessing as an effective online teaching method and strategy 
during the period of academic disruption.

Amending Pedagogy in the Learning Environment: 
Use of Here and Now

Maintaining academic momentum and student engagement 
in the learning process mid-semester when confronted with 
a seismic shift in course delivery caused not only emotional 
challenges, as noted above, but also a major pedagogical 
challenge. The clinical skills of seasoned clinicians who 
teach advanced social work clinical practice courses were 
a resource for assessing the situation in which the students 
found themselves due to COVID-19. It was apparent that 
many of the struggles that bring people to therapy, such as 
loss, ambiguous loss, fear, relationships, and interpersonal 
struggles, were playing out in the classroom setting. Just as 
therapeutic goals are often impeded or deferred by unfore-
seen occurring events, this was happening in the social work 
classroom. As clinicians must guide clients through rough 
waters, offering advice and support to maintain equilibrium 
during times of upheaval, this same necessity presented at 
this time.

The group process time in the class described above 
demonstrated utilization of a here and now approach when 
working with groups. Yalom and Leszcz (2005) defined 
the concept of working with groups in the here and now as 
addressing “what is happening in this room in the immediate 
present” (p. 30), drawing the participants’ attention not only 
to what is being said (content) but also to all that is going 
on beyond just the words being exchanged (process). For a 
group to be effective, “the group members must experience 
one another with as much spontaneity and honesty as pos-
sible, and they must also reflect back on that experience” 
(p. 30). This duality of the here and now has utility both in 
the consulting room and in the classroom. Kivlighan (2014) 
wrote that, in therapy, “here and now interventions tend to 
open the client up to deeper levels of emotional experienc-
ing” (p. 20).

While facing the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, stu-
dents’ “emotional experiencing” was heightened in response 
to a community that was quickly unraveling around them. 
Joining with peers in sharing the collective here and now 
emotional experience strengthened the cohesion that had 
been already established among the students. The living 
rooms, bedrooms, pets, children, patios, and backyards that 
became the new backdrop on students’ computer screens 
replaced the familiar classroom environment and offered 
opportunity for a more personal dimension to enhance class 
intimacy.

While conversations on Internet platforms such as Cisco 
Webex or Zoom are limited in terms of eye contact and the 
ability to see other participants easily on the screen, use 
of the chatbox was a positive teaching resource to address 
this issue. Chatbox features can be found on almost all 
web-based meeting platforms. The chatbox was a venue 
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for continuous engagement. During times of sharing, either 
with the instructor’s prompting or of their own accord, stu-
dents and the instructor shared thoughtful and emotionally 
supportive messages with classmates. A frequent statement 
from the instructor in the case example above when using 
the chat box feature was, “You are getting a lot of support 
in the chat box.” While the phrase soon became a humorous 
cliché that engendered laughter, it also led to moments of 
quiet reflection in which the student who had just spoken 
could receive supportive feedback from classmates. Utilizing 
the here and now provided an additional interpersonal neu-
robiological resource to the students to enhance connection 
and decrease stress.

Ritual and Ceremony as Components 
of the Educational Experience

Abrupt endings to any group process are ill advised. Groups 
need something to mark their termination. On the last day 
of class in the family-focused practice course described in 
the case example, students were asked to present an origi-
nal poem, do a performance of some sort, or in some other 
creative way convey to the class the role that “family” had 
for them in either their personal lives or in their work with 
clients. In fulfillment of this assignment, one student played 
music for the class. He spun a mix of records that integrated 
the classic “Pomp and Circumstance” graduation song.

Having the advantage of seeing the students’ faces on 
Cisco Webex, the instructor noticed that the melody brought 
several of them to tears. The instructor knew that the stu-
dents were upset that their graduation ceremony had been 
canceled. “Celebrations and rituals are canceled” in situa-
tions of ambiguous loss (Boss & Couden, 2002, p. 1352). 
Having recognized what the students were feeling, the 
instructor gave them time to process it and then called for 
a 10-min break. He told the class that he had to prepare for 
his “performance” contribution.

He returned to the class after the break wearing his gradu-
ation regalia. He sensed that the class needed to hear their 
names read aloud in a format that resembled a graduation 
ceremony. Walsh (2009) wrote that “rituals and ceremonies 
serve invaluable functions in connecting individuals with 
their families and communities, as well as guiding them 
through life-passage and times of adversity” (p. 14). The 
class laughed when the instructor surprised them in his rega-
lia. He said, simply, “This is my gift to you, the closest I 
can approximate to the graduation you missed.” Then he 
read each of their names slowly and clearly. Many students 
were crying.

Later that evening, he saw that many of them had posted 
screenshots of the “virtual graduation” to social media, 
where they received congratulatory responses. The “cer-
emony,” with its ritual sounds and symbols, although not 

likely in the format that they had imagined in the early part 
of the semester, marked the achievement of their degrees and 
validated their perseverance in the face of adversity.

Discussion

This reflection paper gives voice to one moment in time. 
This experience of academic disruption due the COVID-19 
pandemic, which continues to rage at the time this paper is 
written, adds to the knowledge base in the field by provid-
ing social work educators an example of how to think about 
and maintain a productive learning environment during such 
times. It documents the affective and pedagogical experi-
ences of the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic in spring 
2020. However, the events of this period are isomorphic and 
can be applied to many future situations of acute academic 
disruption. This paper suggests effective teaching methods 
and collaborative learning strategies, utilizing the theoreti-
cal frameworks of ambiguous loss, interpersonal neurobiol-
ogy, and the here-and-now approach for understanding the 
experiences of students and faculty when faced with unique 
obstacles, problems, and issues in instruction and learning. 
Unlike scheduled in-person or online courses that have been 
planned and prepared in advance of the semester, the abrupt 
migration to emergency remote teaching utilizing online 
delivery in the context of living in the midst of a global pan-
demic produced challenges to both students and educators.

In times such as those described in this paper, in which 
the learning environment is disrupted, the most effective 
teaching methods for clinical practice courses, as well as 
for responding to student distress, should promote social 
presence, which is defined as the level to which a student 
feels connected to other students and the instructor in the 
online learning community (Sung & Mayer, 2012; Tu & 
McIsaac, 2002). Social presence can decrease anxiety (Fish-
bane, 2007) and increase group cohesion, which is a use-
ful resource during times of stress. Social presence was the 
critical factor that sustained the class in the example above.

At times of academic disruption, a synchronous approach 
is recommended over an asynchronous format for teach-
ing online clinical social work practice courses in order to 
generate immediate responses/feedback from the instruc-
tor, reduce isolation, and increase group cohesion and 
social presence in order to achieve the same level of learn-
ing effects that are experienced in in-person classes. Since 
speaking aloud can present multiple challenges in online 
learning platforms, the use of the text chat feature found in 
all videoconference platforms can help students to commu-
nicate with one another and with the instructor in a constant 
flow without disruption.

When a synchronous class is not an option, it is impor-
tant to sustain active interactions until the online course is 
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completed (Gellis, 2004). Educational resources and inter-
active communication strategies (Tu & McIsaac, 2002) can 
also facilitate social presence. For example, Flipgrid, a pop-
ular web-based social learning platform, enables students 
to make brief video recordings that can be shared with the 
entire class. Flipgrid has myriad applications for clinical 
education. For example, it can be used as an alternative to 
written discussion boards or to record role plays of clini-
cal scenarios. By actually seeing and hearing one another, 
students are more likely to feel connected to the learning 
experience. The resulting cohesion can motivate students to 
stay in online classes rather than withdraw because of lack 
of familiarity with online education (Galyon et al., 2016; 
Williams et al., 2006). Peer support and active collabora-
tion by students can bridge the gap between in-person and 
online classes (Davis et al., 2019; Holmes et al., 2015). Syn-
chronous online office hours can maintain social presence. 
When selecting online educational resources, social work 
educators should be mindful of students who require accom-
modations required in the Americans with Disabilities Act 
(as amended). Educators are encouraged to work with appro-
priate campus support services to provide those students 
necessary accommodations to ensure their success.

Online education became the “new normal” in academia 
during the global pandemic. However, it is not without chal-
lenges. While the majority of previous studies comparing 
online and traditional face-to-face courses have reported 
comparable effects in gaining knowledge in research, ger-
ontology, and human behavior in the social environment 
(e.g., Ni, 2013; Royse, 2000; Sidell, 2006; Westhuis et al., 
2006; Woehle & Quinn, 2009), little research has been 
conducted on online clinical social work practice courses 
(Cummings et al., 2013; Petracchi et al., 2005; Siebert et al., 
2006). There are still concerns in the literature about teach-
ing clinical practice courses online in a manner that ensures 
that students gain necessary knowledge and skills (Forgey 
& Ortega-Williams, 2016; Groshong et al., 2013). Although 
online classes allow students and educators to have face-to-
face interactions via a videoconferencing application, these 
interactions do not produce the same level of learning effects 
as those that are experienced in the classroom-based format 
(Davis et al., 2019; Groshong et al., 2013). Many educa-
tors and students have not been provided adequate training 
in using video applications (such as how to use breakout 
rooms for group discussions in the synchronous class ses-
sion) or have not received adequate resources from their 
institutions (Zidan, 2015). Because students and educators 
are not in the same location and may not be competent in 
using video applications or other technology skills, major 
challenges related to the lack of social connection or feelings 
of spatial isolation have been reported by students in online 
classes (Sung & Mayer, 2012). Financial constraints, access 
to computers (there may be one device in a house with many 

users), privacy, and consistent and reliable Internet signals 
present challenges for students in terms of online education. 
More research is required to examine the effects of online 
clinical social work practice courses and to provide empiri-
cal evidence of strategies and techniques, both synchronous 
and asynchronous, that are effective in emergency situations.
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