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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

By redefining the role of the school social worker, we 
can allow schools to be life-changers for children.

Nationally, 21% of children in our public schools 

live in poverty, and 25% suffer from multiple 

adverse childhood experiences (ACES)—trauma.1 

In many communities both of these numbers 

are significantly higher. While the root causes of 

these issues might occur outside the classroom, 

the effects are felt every day by teachers and 

administrators. Yet, until now schools have 

viewed these challenges as beyond their scope 

and impossible to address. The results are not 

surprising. Students are not successful and 

teachers feel overburdened and unsupported. 

However, by focusing on one essential pillar of 

school structure, this proposal makes the school 

a supporting force in a family’s life—rather than 

yet another agency to contend with. 

School social workers—more than anyone else 

in a school building—possess the training and 

skill set to address the systemic issues outside 

of school that impact students while they are 

in school. However, in most districts, they are 

relegated to the margins of the school. Therefore, 

they end up spending their time merely bringing 

families to truancy court or providing basic service 

coordination for individual children. Few districts 

have really defined the role of the social worker 

as the one who understands the root causes of 

behaviors in a family and who is the key connecting 

point between families and teachers, and all the 

agencies that play (or should play) a role in the 

lives of children and their family members.  If 

students and families could build relationships over 

years with social workers, who also are building 

relationships with government agencies and 

learning their intricacies, we would see a dramatic 

change in the lives of children. Someone would 

have a wide-angle lens on the family, and be able 
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to help a family navigate complicated waters.

Students often have multiple aspects of the 

public welfare system working in their lives—

food and nutrition, housing, mental health, 

health care, legal, and education. While each of 

these providers have a clear role, they operate 

in distinct silos.  When families are left fighting 

each agency over specific needs, rather than 

having their holistic needs met, small gaps in 

service can begin to build up, or each agency 

fails to identify needs apparent only from 

a comprehensive understanding of family 

functioning.  When one need is not being 

addressed, the progress in other areas will often 

be lost.

Everyone wants to do well by the families they 

serve, but the way schools and public welfare 

agencies are structured—with a focus on a 

specific service rather than on a whole family—

makes it impossible.  Further, teachers are often 

trapped trying to serve students with significant 

needs, without the resources to address those 

needs effectively—especially those related to 

family or neighborhood systems. To close this 

gap, we propose to build in a layer of support for 

families and house that layer of support at the 

school—where most families spend significant 

parts of their time. 

This shift is not technical—it calls for a 

fundamental shift in values at the school. By 

using social workers in this way, we are making 

clear that all student challenges—academic, 

behavioral, mental health related, etc.—are 

intertwined and must be addressed holistically. 

We are seeing a child as a whole person—not as 

someone who can shed the effects of his home 

life when he walks through the schoolhouse 

gates. And we are taking responsibility as a 

school system for honoring and supporting this 

child and teachers—not ignoring the challenges 

that seem outside our lane. It has long been agreed 

that teachers do more than teach academics; 

but, that assumption has lead to massive teacher 

burnout. Schools should do more than teach 

academics, but we need to invest the resources 

outside of teachers to do so.

More heavily investing in social workers in 

schools, and more clearly defining their roles, 

will allow us to make the fundamental changes 

we need for student success. Social workers 

should have small caseloads that allow them 

to proactively build relationships with families, 

help families navigate the multiple agencies in 

their lives, and address student needs so that 

they can focus on learning. Social workers can 

be part of a team of individuals who work with 

families and students, but their success depends 

on clearly defined role—away from compliance 

measures and towards proactive actions. Schools 

can start moving in this direction immediately—

by simply clearly defining the role of the social 

worker as proactively focused on families. 

Schools can make deeper changes by partnering 

with community agencies to develop a robust 

network of support.
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PART ONE:

The Solution

A mother dies after being hit by a car while she was riding a bicycle—the only mode of 
transportation the family had. Now the father is left to raise two middle-school-aged 
boys. The father is borderline intellectually disabled and is unable to work for medical 
reasons. They live in a house that is nominally “rent-to-own,” but given the terms of the 
lease, they will never actually pay enough to own the house, which is in disrepair. 

The father tried to qualify for disability benefits but was denied. Because he did not 
have a car, their only source of food was the convenience store at the gas station down 
the street. This was expensive and unhealthy.  Over the years, the father’s health 
deteriorated. The kids—by this time in high school—were having to take care of their 
dad and began to miss school. What little money they received after mom died is now 
gone. With no disability payments, bills begin to pile up.

The boys’ school recently refined its model of student support to include a more intensive 
focus on school social workers. The new team of social workers analyzed attendance 
and behavioral data and noticed that these boys were struggling and at risk of becoming 
truant. They assigned one social worker to develop a relationship with the children and 
family to better understand their needs. This social worker visited the father at home, 
and over the course of a few conversations, was able to step in and prioritize their needs. 

First, the social worker connected the father to a legal aid attorney who could assist with 
the lease agreement on the house as well as his disability application. A renegotiated 
lease and potential disability benefits will go a long way towards addressing the family’s 
financial problems. The social worker then connected the father with quality medical 
care. The social worker ensured that he and his two boys had bus passes and knew 
how to use the bus to at least get to a nearby grocery store so that they could purchase 
healthier food for less money. The social worker also connected the boys with some 
counseling to help them grieve the loss of their mother more fully, and helped one of 
them join the school band and the other join the track team, both activities that bring 
the boys joy and motivates them to attend school. 

Because of the focus of this social worker, the two boys did not drop out of school or 
get in trouble with the truancy system. They still had struggles, but they had a support 
system to allow them to navigate all the complexities of day-to-day living and to put 
more focus into their schoolwork.
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PART ONE: The Solution

The types of obstacles faced by this family 

are common, especially among children who 

experience trauma and live in or on the edge 

of poverty, like the majority of families in many 

communities.2 Indeed, one expert observed 

that “it’s reasonable to assume that a majority 

of students in school have been exposed to at 

least one traumatic event at some point in their 

lives.”3  And, as science continues to confirm, this 

cumulative effect of poverty and trauma has real 

impacts on cognitive functioning and behavior 

and is the single biggest obstacle for many 

children and families.4 

Of course, numerous agencies and organizations, 

both public and private, already exist to address 

specific needs of families—food and nutrition, 

housing, mental health, health care, and legal, 

to name a few. But there is rarely a single agency 

or person who is tasked with addressing the 

family as a whole over the long term rather 

than one discrete challenge. For this reason, the 

availability of this agency-specific assistance has 

not translated into real success in addressing 

the multiple needs of families in a long-term or 

systemic way. 

First of all, these agencies can be extraordinarily 

complex. Navigating even one of them can 

be time-consuming. Trying to do this without 

reliable transportation (public or private) or 

child care can be daunting to the point of 

impossible. And trying to coordinate with 

multiple agencies—none of which communicate 

with the other agencies—compounds the 

difficulty. On top of these logistical challenges, 

many families have never had the opportunity 

to learn how to advocate for themselves in a 

way that garners results. Furthermore, unless 

the agencies are able to address all the needs of a 

family in a competent manner, any progress in one 

area will be undermined by the gaps in the other 

areas. Lastly, divulging certain aspects of family life, 

especially traumatic events, can be emotionally 

difficult. Indeed, often the most important aspects 

of someone’s life is also the most difficult to 

discuss. Having to communicate with multiple 

bureaucratic agencies does not lend itself to the 

level of trust needed to reveal such information.

The lack of support results in academic and 

behavioral challenges, which build over time. 

Teachers try to address these challenges as well 

as they can, but often get burned out with a lack 

of resources and support. Trying to work with 

students using only the tools available to individual 

teachers flies in the face of what we know about 

child development and learning.  

We know that the needs of family members and 

their children are interdependent.5 The original 

ACEs study used a checklist with 10 forms of 

common trauma, every single form of which 

largely occurs outside of school, and most relate 

to experiences within the home. Responses to 

traumas at home are essential to the strength of 

their effect on children. Indeed, “parental response 

“Trying to work with students 
using only the tools available 
to individual teachers flies 
in the face of what we know 
about child development and 
learning.”
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PART ONE: The Solution

and family functioning are powerful mediators 

between trauma and its impact on children.”6

In other words, when family problems or poverty 

prevent parents from helping children resolve 

trauma, those problems will grow worse.  That 

is when behaviors will manifest most severely 

at school.  Addressing the symptoms of poverty 

and trauma in children at school without 

acknowledging the powerful factors at play every 

day at home will not likely result in any long-

term success. So, it should come as no surprise 

that child wellbeing is improved by programs 

that use “parental and family support networks, 

mentoring, and resource support can reduce 

stress and contribute to successful outcomes.”7 

Also, we know that many children who live in 

extreme poverty or who come from homes of 

chronic stress or trauma are simply not able 

to function successfully in a school setting 

without significant support. They “often 

experience disruptions in academic learning 

and skill development” due to symptoms that 

negatively affect attention, concentration, and 

memory.8  To make matters worse, kids who 

have suffered trauma or chronic stress struggle 

to succeed socially as well. “Their hypervigilance, 

heightened sense of alert, and post-traumatic 

play may set them apart from peers, restrict the 

normalcy of their social interactions, and place 

them at risk for delays in social competence.”9  As 

time goes by, these students lose ground to their 

peers academically, miss class time due to the 

consequences of behavior, and schools spend a 

great deal of energy and human capital addressing 

the behavior rather than its cause. Quite often 

these students end up in the special education 

setting. This setting is incredibly expensive, both 

in terms of money and human capital, and yet, 

because the root causes of this behavior are not 

being addressed, little success is achieved.

Most teachers have seen the following pattern 

play out again and again: an elementary school 

student begins displaying behavioral issues. 

The child is referred to a doctor who suspects 

ADHD and prescribes medication. There may be 

a mild improvement but as times goes on this 

improvement fades and the behaviors worsen in 

middle school. Following academic and behavioral 

struggles, the school determines that the child has 

a disability and gives the child a vague emotional 
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disturbance diagnosis and special education 

services, or a mental health assessment leads 

to an oppositional defiant disorder diagnosis. 

Both diagnoses miss the mark and result in 

costly, ineffective strategies to help the child. 

The behaviors that started in elementary school 

are often the result of trauma, poverty, or a 

combination of the two. However, without a 

complete picture of what is going on outside the 

school and in the family home, schools are left 

to guess.10  The strategies that we leave schools 

to use then, are band-aids at best and are 

ineffective in the long term. 

We know, then, that we have to work with 

students and families intensively if we want to 

give students the best academic opportunities, 

retain teachers, and break the cycle  of poverty 

and trauma. However, the contrast between what 

the research suggests is needed and the reality 

in most schools is stark. Over time, personnel in 

a school have been called on to carry out tasks 

that weren’t traditionally in their purview. For 

example, guidance counselors spend increasing 

amounts of time tending to master schedules 

and standardized testing which takes away from 

the actual counseling for which they were trained.  

Similarly, school social workers are plagued by 

huge caseloads, sometimes as many as 2000-3000 

students each. These social workers often have 

little time to address anything other than severe 

truancy issues. In other instances, districts use 

social workers for general service provision—getting 

children eyeglasses, winter coats, and emergency 

food. This lack of focus on the social-emotional 

needs of students, as well as the very real issues 

outside the school setting, has gotten us where 

we are today. Teachers are expected to somehow 

work around the system’s failure to address a 

known problem and to do “whatever it takes” 

to help their students. But they just can’t. They 

do not have the time or the training to address 

these issues by themselves. And we are seeing the 

results. Students’ needs are not met, and schools 

face increasingly difficult academic and behavioral 

challenges. Teachers feel unsuccessful and 

overworked, and are leaving their jobs in droves. 

Simply put, the status quo is not sustainable.

The question becomes: if the hurdles to students’ 

academic success are rooted outside the 

classroom, how can we best tackle those obstacles 

and who is in the best position to be on the 

frontlines? 

“The strategies that we leave 
schools to use  are band-aids 
at best and are ineffective in 
the long term.”

PART ONE: The Solution
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The Solution

Short of restructuring the entire government so that public agencies provide more coordinated care, 

school-based or school-assisted support could present the best opportunity to address the trauma and 

poverty that get in the way of so many families’ progress. School social workers are perfectly positioned—

by training and experience—to be the centerpiece of this support. In fact, their training has envisioned the 

precise kind of work that the research suggests:

Moreover, professional organizations explicitly endorse this sort of work. The National Association of Social 

Workers (NASW) envisions that school social workers will work with families, not just students. “School 

social workers shall conduct assessments of individuals, families and systems/organizations (namely, 

classroom, school, neighborhood, district, state) with the goal of improving student social, emotional, 

behavioral, and academic outcomes.” Similarly, the School Social Work Association of America (SSWAA) 

states that “School social workers are hired by school districts to enhance the district’s ability to meet its 

academic mission, especially where home, school and community collaboration is the key to achieving 

student success.”12  More specifically, the SSWAA lists a host of things that a school social worker should 

be doing that relate to family services:

School social workers . . . have special expertise in understanding family 
and community systems and linking students and their families with the 
community services that are essential for promoting student success. School 
social workers’ training includes specialized preparation in cultural diversity, 
systems theory, social justice, risk assessment and intervention, consultation 
and collaboration, and clinical intervention strategies to address the mental 
health needs of students. They work to remedy barriers to learning created 
as a result of poverty, inadequate health care, and neighborhood violence. . . 
They work closely with teachers, administrators, parents, and other educators 
to provide coordinated interventions and consultation designed to keep 
students in school and help their families access the supports needed to 
promote student success.11 

• Family counseling

• Working with parents to facilitate 
their support in their children’s school 
adjustment.

• Alleviating family stress to enable the 
child to function more effectively in 
school & community.

• Assisting parents to access programs 
available to students with special needs.

• Assisting parents in accessing and utilizing 
school and community resources.



Achieve Columbia  |  Simultaneously Redefining the Role of Schools and Social Workers 9

Social workers work with parents . 
. . to access school and community 
resources that may help families 
reduce these stressors and improve 
the family’s outcomes. In providing 
this kind of assistance, social 
workers may not change structural 
issues, such as low socioeconomic 
status or racial inequity, but they 
may address how families deal 
with issues related to these factors. 
Social workers are well-placed 
to help provide or connect to 
wraparound services.13 

Experts agree with these organizations’ descriptions of the school social worker’s purview:

“The school-based literature clearly 
demonstrates, regardless of level, 
that effective strategies to address 
academic and behavior issues 
use a comprehensive approach 
that targets multiple intervention 
agents (for example, teacher, 
parents, peers) and intervenes 
at multiple levels (for example, 
school, home, community).”14 

“The social worker also engages 
parents, maintaining awareness 
that they too may have trauma 
in their backgrounds that may 
influence how they interact with 
their children. Trauma-informed 
school social work means including 
trauma assessment in the process, 
educating parents, supporting 
them empathically, linking them 
with needed resources, and helping 
parents form support networks 
around shared concerns.”15

Simply put, school social workers are trained to do precisely what the experts agree will actually make a 

difference. Schools and districts are not using them to do so, however.  We need to redefine and refocus 

their role on these specific skills, and reduce the ratio of social worker to student so that they can truly 

address root causes and not just put a band-aid on top of solutions.

Let’s look at the differences in how most school social workers would address the scenario summarized 

earlier in this article. That scenario incorporates a number of issues that are relatively common.

TYPICAL ROLE AND NEW VISION FOR SOCIAL WORKERS

Event Current Social Worker What We Need To Have

Mom dies in 
bicycle accident

At this point the social worker 
does nothing, because he does not 
know anything other than that the 
kids have been absent.

Social worker has a small caseload of 
families and already has a relationship 
with the family who lets her know 
about mom’s death. The social worker 
knows that mom was the sole source of 
income and that finanacial stability will 
be a concern.

Immediately checks in with family and 
assesses stability of household.

1

PART ONE: The Solution
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Event Current Social Worker What We Need To Have

Children return
to school

Children begin 
to miss school

Children’s 
attendance 
continues to be 
inconsistent

The school social worker checks 
in with the children to see how 
they are doing. This is the first time 
that the social worker learns of the 
circumstances of mom’s death. 
The boys seem appropriately sad, 
but do not mention anything 
about financial or other problems 
at home.

The school social worker does not 
know that without transportation 
and money, the father is relying 
on the local gas station as the 
sole source of food. Unbeknownst 
to the social worker, the father’s 
health has deteriorated and the 
children stay home to care for him.

At this point the social worker 
begins to address the attendance 
issue and starts the process of an 
attendance plan and/or a truancy 
petition. He may wrongly assume 
that the attendance issues are 
simply related to the children’s 
grief and will offer some sort of 
grief counseling. This is a start, but 
it is too little, too late.

By the time the children return to 
school, the social worker has recognized 
that money and transportation were 
going to be stressors.

The social worker has connected the 
father with a legal lawyer to assist with 
his disability claim.

The social worker also connects the 
father with a financial advisor to help 
with the little money from the life 
insurance policy.

Social worker also ensures that the 
father and boys have free bus passes 
and know how to use the bus to get to 
the grocery store.

Social worker ensures that father is seen 
by a therapist and a doctor.

Social worker realizes that maintaining 
rent is going to be a problem in the 
short term. She connects him with 
someone to renegotiate the terms.

Social worker also meets with teachers 
to ensure that any missing work or 
concerns about the students getting 
behind are addressed.

Social worker connects the children 
with a therapy group specifically for kids 
who have lost a parent.

2

3

4

PART ONE: The Solution
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The difference between these two approaches 

are stark. In the current model, there is virtually 

no focus on the root cause of the students 

missing school. The focus on the students is 

simply reactionary.

However, in the model we propose, the social 

worker already has a relationship with the family 

and is able to proactively engage with the family 

and head off the snowball effect of this tragedy.

The shift described above is not technical—it is 

a fundamental shift in values at the school. By 

using social workers in this way, we are making 

clear that all student challenges—academic, 

behavioral, mental health related, etc.—are 

intertwined and must be addressed holistically. 

We are seeing a child as a whole person—not 

as someone who can shed themselves of the 

effects of his home life when he walks through 

the schoolhouse gates. And we are taking 

responsibility as a school system for honoring 

and supporting this child—not ignoring the 

challenges that seem outside our lane. It’s long 

been agreed that teachers do more than teach 

academics; but, that assumption has led to 

massive teacher burnout. Schools should do 

more than teach academics, but we need to 

invest the resources outside of teachers to do so.

In an ideal situation, schools will have a team 

of social workers who provide intensive support 

to families and students that need it. This will 

require a concerted effort by the district, the 

principals, and the teachers to reduce the 

ratio of social workers to students, make social 

workers a deep part of the school team—not 

relegated to the sidelines—and to make clear 

the work the social worker needs to do to build 

a trauma-informed school. Sample outlines of job 

responsibilities are in the pilot description below. 

In order for this to happen, we first need to make 

adjustments to social workers’ caseload. The 

National Association of School Social Workers 

recommends a 1:250 student model, with a 1:50 

model for high-need students.16  These ratios are 

suitable in a model that involves students only—not 

full family support. However, the intensive work 

with families will require a lower ratio. If a social 

worker has a range of intensity of support on their 

caseload, they could work with 50 students—so 

long as only 15 of those needed intensive family 

support. 

This of course requires a significant expenditure; 

moving to the NASSW recommended levels would 

be a dramatic change, and this proposal would 

go even further.  Those expenditures may become 

revenue neutral over time as behavioral issues and 

special ed expenditures are reduced. However, 

in the short run, a school may choose to include 

lower-cost case managers as part of the team. 

Case managers can take on much of the resource 

coordination and direct work with the families. This 

approach requires fewer social workers since their 

By using social workers in 
this way, we are making clear 
that all student challenges—
academic, behavioral, mental 
health related, etc.—are 
intertwined and must be 
addressed holistically.

PART ONE: The Solution
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primary role is to manage the case workers.

Also, the social workers must be integrated 

into the school team. In many instances, social 

workers are seen as a resource to be used when 

someone—a teacher, an administrator—thinks they 

are needed. But this misses the mark. Teachers and 

administrators don’t know what they don’t know,  

so they often wrongly assume that the assistance 

of a social worker is unnecessary. Social workers will 

have information about the family that is relevant 

to teachers every day. They will have ideas about 

how to address academic or behavioral issues that 

will help the teacher in the classroom. Therefore, 

ideally, the social workers are included in all team 

meetings—RtI, MTSS, weekly team meetings, 

etc.—and their dramatically-reduced caseloads are 

necessary to facilitate this teamwork. 

Of course, while the social worker should be 

integrated into the school team, they will 

spend a large portion of their time outside of 

the school. Indeed, a good school social worker 

in this setting will have to be someone who is 

comfortable meeting families in their homes and 

neighborhoods. Moreover, the social worker’s 

day-to-day schedule will need to be sufficiently 

flexible to meet the needs of the families they are 

serving. For example, there will be some families 

who will not be able to meet during the normal 

hours of a school day. They have to be able to build 

relationships, be non-judgmental, and show belief 

in the potential of the children they work with. 

Finally, a focus on being a trauma-informed 

school will allow everyone on the team to work 

together more seamlessly in providing support. 

Such a school would ensure that every adult in 

the building  is knowledgeable about trauma-

informed practices. The school would also support 

professional development for teachers and staff 

that promote trauma-informed practices. Just as 

importantly, the school’s policies—especially around 

discipline—should also reflect this approach.

Ideally, this model would begin in kindergarten. 

Depending on the size of the elementary school, 

it could be sensible to begin with a social worker 

who is focused on a cohort of the kindergarten and 

then scale up to take on the entire kindergarten 

grade level. Over this time, the school can build up 

a team of social workers who would then follow 

the students and their families to first grade while 

another team would begin working with the new 

set of kindergarten students and families. This would 

continue through the end of third grade, when we 

expect children to be able to read. Also, scaling back 

after third grade would still allow time for monitoring 

to ensure that the provided support has a lasting 

impact. Scaling up one grade at a time provides time 

to ensure that the program is working effectively 

and to make necessary changes given the resources 

available at the school or community. Each year will 

add a new cohort until the program is operating 

at full scale after year four. The work of the social 

workers would involve full support of specific families, 

teacher education, and resource coordination. 

For students who stay in a school, they should need 

fewer services as they reach middle and high school—

particularly if the social worker’s help has been able 

to help stabilize the family. Social workers can then 

focus on groups of students and monitoring families 

for any evidence of backsliding. However, for some 

groups of students—those whose needs are that 

significant, and for transient students who come in 

at middle and high school, this intensive support will 

be needed. Depending on a community’s specific 

needs, different ratios will be required.

PART ONE: The Solution
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Using social workers in a proactive, intentional way that focuses on the needs of the family, not just the 

child, would result in both short-term and long-term success—not only for the student and family but also 

for the school. 

ANTICIPATED OUTCOMES AND EVIDENCE OF SUCCESS

Social Worker
• Low ratio
• Focused role

Initial Improvement
in School

• Better attendance
• Better behavior

Longer-Term
School Success

• Increased teacher retention
• Stronger community

     of students

Support & Services
Are Accessed

• Parents access services
• Students receive services
• Teachers receive support

Longer-Term
Student Success

• Better academics
• Decreased drop out rate
• Decreased special education

FAMILIES
Social workers with more focused roles will be able to work with families to ensure that they have 

access to necessary and available services. For example, the borderline intellectually disabled 

single father with health issues mentioned at the beginning of this article would benefit from 

resource coordination to ensure that (1) he received disability benefits to which he was entitled, 

(2) he wasn’t being taken advantage of by his landlord, and (3) he was receiving the medical 

care he needed. Addressing these issues relevant to the father would have profound effects 

for his children who were trying to take care of him. Of course, “access” does not simply mean 

Families, students, and teachers will receive greater support. 
Families and students will receive needed services; teachers will 
have strategies to help with student behaviors. 

1

PART ONE: The Solution
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PART ONE: The Solution

ATTENDANCE
Chronic absenteeism and/or transiency is often the result of homelessness, lack of transportation, 

lack of access to health care, or job inflexibility.17  Addressing these obstacles, or helping find an 

alternative to simply not coming to school, will result in a quick turnaround. For example, the school 

social worker should be able to work with the family to identify stable housing. This is a concrete, 

relatively short-term issue which has profound implications for the student and the school. 

BEHAVIOR
Similarly, addressing issues at home and working collaboratively with teachers will result in a 

fairly quick improvement in school behavior. Indeed, an improvement in attendance often assists 

in improving behavior at school. Better attendance will keep kids from feeling behind, which 

will result in better engagement and less boredom. Even more importantly, helping the family 

get access to services will mitigate some of the issues that occur outside of school (i.e., medical 

issues, lack of access to food). Finally, the social worker will be able to provide the teachers with 

information that contextualizes the students’ behaviors. This will enable the teacher to address 

their students more effectively and limit an escalation in negative behavior that results in harmful 

school exclusions.

informing families about the availability of services. The social worker will be in the best position 

to recommend services that will be specific to the needs and context of each family. Furthermore, 

to ensure that the families are actually benefiting from services and getting what they need, the 

school social worker will need to have a role in connecting families with resources and monitoring 

the results. 

STUDENTS
A student may need more intensive therapy than is available in the school district, and the social 

worker can arrange that. The student could further need a quiet place to regroup in the mornings 

or afternoons. The social worker can collaborate with teachers to ensure that this happens.

TEACHERS
By getting involved in the family life, the social worker can provide better support to a teacher. 

They will be able to help a teacher understand where behavior is coming from, and therefore find 

strategies to improve it. Or they can help a teacher find the right way to communicate needed 

information to a family. Every teacher does not need to become a social worker to be successful—

instead, the teacher can partner with the social worker to support the family.

With this greater support, we should start to see some initial 
improvement in school—increased attendance and better behavior.

2
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PART ONE: The Solution

ACADEMIC IMPROVEMENT
Student academic progress will improve. There will be signs of improvement early on. However, 

depending on the academic gaps that a student must address, it may take a full year or more to 

see significant progress. Of course, this could vary greatly depending on (1) how young the student 

is when a social worker is able to work intensely with their family, (2) how far behind a student is 

academically, (3) social  issues that are occurring outside the school, and (4) how early the academic 

interventions start.

DROP-OUT RATE DECREASE
This outcome will take time to realize. But if a school social worker is able to work with the family 

when the student is young, not only will drop-out rates decrease, but also all the effort and time 

put into expensive drop-out prevention in high schools will decrease. 

SPECIAL EDUCATION ROSTERS
Third, special education rosters will go down. Many of the students receiving special education 

services are there because of an undefined emotional disturbance or ADHD.18  This is sometimes 

simply a symptom of poverty, trauma, and chronic stress outside the school rather than a concrete 

disability that can be addressed at school. By shifting the social worker’s role to a whole-family, 

proactive approach, fewer students will be labelled in a manner requiring special education 

services. This could result in huge cost savings. Nationally, approximately 6 million students (ages 

6-21) are provided special education services. This represents 9% of the student population of that 

age range.19  Students receiving special education services cost approximately $10,000 more per 

year than a student who is not receiving such services.20  And most students who begin receiving 

special education continue to receive special education services through high school.21  Therefore, 

if this work results in a decrease of just two students per year, then a district would stand to save 

significant funding.22

TEACHER RETENTION
Finally, we anticipate that teacher retention would improve. Many teachers’ biggest complaint is 

that they are expected to address all of their students’ needs, including chronic difficult behaviors, 

but they do not have the time or the training to do this effectively. They become overwhelmed 

and ineffective. And then they simply quit. Besides the obvious problems this creates at any given 

school and in school districts generally, there are huge financial costs as well. Hiring a new teacher 

costs at least $18,000. Reducing the rate of teacher turnover could also result in significant savings 

in addition to the benefits that flow from experience and continuity.

Over time, these changes will lead to larger improvements for the 
student and for the school:

3
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PART TWO:

Implementation Plan

Vision for Impact
Children in poverty have multiple agencies in 

their lives—health, education, food, housing, 

and maybe more. We cannot expect the child, 

or even the family in need, to navigate all of 

those agencies seamlessly so that the child 

can focus on being a child, on learning to read 

and do math, and on developing the skills 

needed for a successful career. Schools are 

the most logical agency to provide this kind of 

support to families—they see the children every 

day, and the results of failures in other public 

systems fall directly on the teachers and other 

students at the school. Yet, teachers are already 

overburdened and can’t take on this role. Instead 

we need to help schools invest heavily in social 

workers with a clear purpose—to work closely 

with the families and students to access needed 

resources.

Step 1

Assess the needs of the school. Are the biggest 

issues around classroom behavior or are they 

academic? Or both? What percentage of the 

families who attend the school would likely 

need assistance? And within this group, what 

percentage of families would likely require 

intensive, ongoing assistance? What sort of 

support do the teachers need the most?

Steps to Implement
Below is a high-level outline of the steps needed to 

move in this direction. We later describe a similar 

effort underway in Columbia, South Carolina. Every 

effort will be community-dependent, but all begin 

with aligning the vision above—and bringing the 

right stakeholders together to commit to serving 

students in this more holistic way. Any school can 

begin to move in this direction in big and small 

ways—an individual school can begin to shift the 

role of their social worker, or a school can work 

more deeply with a district to bring in additional 

funding for these roles. At the very least, every 

school should define clearly the role they want 

all the non-teaching staff to play—with a focus on 

supporting families outside of school. 

Step 2

Identify the resources already available at the 

school and frequently used in the community. 

Does the school already have at least one 

dedicated social worker? Is there someone at 

the school who focuses on assisting teachers 

with classroom behavior issues (i.e. behavior 

interventionist)? How many school guidance 

counselors are there and how much of their time 

NEEDS ASSESSMENT & PARADIGM SHIFT
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can be dedicated to conducting substantive, 

proactive work or counseling with students?  Is 

there a mental health, social service, or legal 

services provider frequently used by children or 

families in the school?  

Step 2 is critical to the success of the project. 

This is the point at which the school is making 

a fundamental value statement—we are going 

to fight for children inside and outside of 

the school. The social worker job description 

should reflect that focus. The biggest change in 

this paradigm from the status quo is in intensity, 

intentionality, and collaboration. This requires that 

the numbers of students and families assigned to 

a social worker has to remain low.  If, at this phase, 

a school finds itself assigning the social worker to 

a large number of students, or focusing solely on 

truancy or other logistics, then they should take 

a step back and think more deeply about the 

outcomes they are interested in. 

Step 3

In the context of the new social worker job 

description, determine what would be needed 

to realistically meet the needs of the whole 

school given the identified needs and available 

resources. Determine whether this is a realistic 

goal. If there are not enough social workers or 

other resources to genuinely meet the need, then 

scale back the approach and begin in a particular 

grade with the goal of scaling up each year. Trying 

to meet too much need with too little resources 

will undermine the entire approach.

Step 5
Begin the hiring process. It might be helpful to 

include in this process the teachers and staff 

who will have the most contact day-to-day with 

the social worker(s) and whomever else is going 

to be hired. They need to have buy-in from the 

outset. Bringing them into the hiring process is a 

good start.

Step 4

Now that the precise needs have been identified, 

determine the resources that will be needed. To 

the extent possible, the school should try to locate 

multi-year funding sources or identify partnerships 

that can provide these resources in a consistent 

manner (i.e. local university).

Step 6

Determine appropriate training for the new hire(s) 

before starting work. The biggest change in the 

day-to-day work of the social worker will be their 

increased focus on working with families outside 

the school. This will require a much greater 

knowledge of available community resources and 

RESOURCE FINDING

HIRING & TRAINING

PART TWO: Implementation Plan
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how they will be able to connect families to 

those resources. In fact, to the extent possible 

the social worker should begin developing 

relationships with agencies and organizations 

before they actually need to connect them with 

families. Moreoever, the social worker will be 

conducting far more home visits and will need 

to understand how to conduct family needs 

assessments.

Step 7

Determine a weekly meeting schedule with the 

social worker(s) and teacher/staff teams. It is 

best to choose a set time and day each week so 

that this meeting becomes a part of everyone’s 

weekly routine. Otherwise, it is easy for everyone 

to simply think they will meet when they need to. 

That misses the point. Consistent meetings will 

ensure that the teachers are regularly updated 

with information about their students, and this will 

allow the social worker to monitor academic and 

behavioral progress in a more proactive manner.

Pilot Program Case Study
Currently, a pilot program that incorporates many of the principles discussed above is underway in 

Richland County, South Carolina. Resilient Richland is a United Way-led coalition that seeks to ensure 

that all communities are trauma-informed. One of the focal points of this program is to ensure that 

schools more effectively address students’ lives outside of school. As discussed above, the specific 

resources and team members necessary to carry out this work may vary somewhat from school to school. 

The team described below is based on the particular needs and resources of one elementary school. The 

school-based team is comprised of three roles:

SOCIAL WORKERS

• Conduct intake and needs assessments 
for student and family

• Provide ongoing support and case 
management services for the student 
and family  

• Offer on-site brief and solution focused 
counseling for students and assist during 
crisis and de-escalation needs 

• Manage child and family history and 
records 

• Monitor cases by verifying child and 
family attendance, evaluating treatment, 
and advocating for needs and services

• Connect family to community resources 
and support

• Refer clients to outside public and private 
social service organizations (off-site team)  

• Develop work service plan(s) with families

• Coordinate and collaborate with on-site 
and off-site team members and school 
administration and staff 

PART TWO: Implementation Plan
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BEHAVIOR INTERVENTIONIST23 

FAMILY MENTAL HEALTH COUNSELOR24 

• Provides immediate, on-site support to 
children in the classroom

• De-escalates situations or crises and 
develops a plan to address immediate 
dangers or threats

• Assists in identifying children who 
participate in the program

• Facilitates on-site and off-site 
team meetings that focus on child 
development/behavior plans 

• Supports students with best practice 
behavior interventions 

• Works collaboratively with the social 
worker to assist in assessing and 
evaluating client needs

• Conducts family counseling sessions

• Provides treatment plans and counseling 
to assist the families in achieving more 
effective personal, social, educational, 
and vocational development and 
adjustment

• Assesses counseling needs comprised of 
family counseling, staff, and community 
supportive interactions

• Provides professional development to 
school staff and faculty on defining 
and measuring behavior, teaching 
positive reinforcement techniques, and 
employing strategies to de-escalate 
situations and negative behavior

• Maintains children’s behavior and 
development records and assessments 

• Coordinates and collaborates with on-site 
and off-site team members and school 
administration and staff 

• Provides information and serves as a 
resource regarding psychological services

• Participates in treatment team meetings 
and advises on individual treatment 
programs 

• Coordinates and collaborate with on-site 
and off-site team members and school 
administration and staff 

PART TWO: Implementation Plan

This team will begin working with the kindergarten teachers and their students and families at an 

elementary school. Crucially, this team will be integrated into the school and work closely with school 

staff, teachers, and administrators. 

This strategy’s biggest strengths are its simplicity and flexibility. Because the social worker will, in most 

instances, connect families to already-existing resources or organizations, the success of the program is 

not based on whether or not it is able to create and maintain particular partnerships. To be sure, over 

time there will be needs which are better met through partnerships with different organizations. But this 

may vary from community to community based on the communities’ needs and resources. This model 

provides the flexibility for this difference. 
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PART TWO: Implementation Plan

This program began in the fall of 2019. A 

behavior interventionist and social worker will 

be available at the beginning of the school 

year. Working with the teachers and other 

staff, the social worker will begin to identify 

families who need support. As this social worker 

begins to build up to their maximum caseload 

of 20 families, a second social worker will be 

hired. There are approximately 100 students in 

kindergarten. The estimate is that about half will 

require some support from this team. Therefore, 

either two or three social workers will be 

required to meet this need. The team will assess 

the needs of family mental health counseling. 

In the beginning, already-existing resources 

in the school will be used. However, if those 

resources are not sufficient to meet the needs 

of the families, then a full-time mental health 

counselor will be hired.

The behavior interventionist and social workers 

will follow the students and families through 

the third grade (if necessary). Each year a new 

team will begin working with new kindergarten 

students and their families. After 3rd grade 

the families will be monitored to ensure that the 

supports put in place continue to provide stability.

The tentative budget for this program is as follows:25  

Of course, this budget may be less in schools that 

already have behavior interventionists and/or 

mental health counselors. Moreover, many districts 

already have personnel who could oversee and 

evaluate a program like this. So the budget above 

would be higher than necessary for many schools. 

Lastly, if this program results in two fewer students 

needing special education services and one less 

teacher leaving the profession, it will pay for itself.

Social Worker $60,00026 

Behavior Interventionalist $55,000

Family Mental Health 
Counselor (if needed)

$60,000

Management and 
Evaluation Costs

$40,000
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Conclusion & Resources

This shift in values, in focus and in resource allocation, will allow us to more fully live up to our promise 

to serve every child. Schools and teachers are determined to either reach children despite their 

backgrounds, or make excuses for children because of their backgrounds. By providing whole support for 

whole families, more intensively, and more purposefully, we are able to have and meet high expectations 

for all children—no matter their background.

If any communities are interested in learning 
more about our pilot, or in working with us to 

develop a new model, please contact us at:

ROBERT LOMINACK
robert@rcpep.org

AVNI GUPTA-KAGAN
aguptakagan@gmail.com
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