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The School Social Work Association of America (SSWAA) describes school social work as “a specialized area of practice within the broad field of the social work profession. School social workers bring unique knowledge and skills to the school system and the student services team. School Social Workers are instrumental in furthering the purpose of the schools: To provide a setting for teaching, learning, and for the attainment of competence and confidence. 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 that mission.”

The National Association of Social Workers (NASW) has established Standards for School Social Work Services that define school social work as “social work services provided in the setting of an educational agency by credentialed school social workers. This specialty in social work is oriented toward helping students make satisfactory adjustments and coordinating and influencing the efforts of the school, the family, and the community to achieve this goal.”
The National Alliance of Pupil Services Organizations (NAPSO) describes school social workers in this way: “School social workers understand that many students face social, emotional, learning, cultural, and economic barriers, which must be addressed in order for these students to be successful in school. The student outcomes related to school social work services are increased student achievement, safety, attendance, social-behavioral competency, and family and community involvement. School social workers provide a wide range of services to students, including assessment and screening, individual and group counseling, crisis intervention, family support, advocacy, and classroom instruction. In addition to serving students with disabilities, other student groups commonly served by school social workers are students experiencing violence and harassment, homeless students, pregnant and parenting students, truant students, students who are high-risk for dropping out of school, and students who are transitioning between school and treatment programs or the juvenile justice system. School social workers network with community-based organizations to ensure that students and families access needed services. They work closely with teachers and administrators to provide consultation related to behavior and classroom management, mental health, child abuse and neglect, crisis response, truancy, family dynamics, community resources, and other special concerns that impact student learning. Recognizing that many challenges experienced by students are prevalent in the school-community, school social workers seek to develop and implement new programs, resources and policies that will maximize students’ success in school.”

Wisconsin school districts generally choose to focus their school social work services on students who are experiencing barriers to learning success. Services are most frequently provided to:

1. Truants, dropouts, and other students whose school attendance interferes with their learning; 
2. Special education students, including students being evaluated for special education needs;
3. Students who struggle with inappropriate behaviors, including anger or physical or verbal aggression; 

4. Families that are experiencing significant challenges, including domestic violence, AOD abuse, homelessness, mental illness, parent-child conflicts, trauma and poverty; 

5. Students who are high-risk for not graduating, including potential dropouts, school age parents or pregnant teens, adjudicated delinquents, and students who abuse alcohol or other drugs; and

6. Students who have been victimized through traumatic events such as child abuse, child neglect, dating violence, sexual assault, neighborhood violence and/or multiple deaths, harassment, and bullying. 

The Wisconsin School Social Work Content Guidelines define the populations at risk with which school social workers work to “include, but are not limited to, children with disabilities, school age parents, homeless youth and families, students affected by mental health and AOD issues, GLBTQ students, abused and neglected students, students living in poverty, children of color, adjudicated and incarcerated youth, gifted and talented students, English-language learners, students whose families are in crisis, and other marginalized groups of students.”

School social workers utilize an ecological perspective that views the individual within relationships to other people and his/her environment. They are trained to work from a strengths
perspective, emphasizing the student’s assets, both personal and environmental, to help the student be more successful. To the extent possible, families are recruited as partners in the academic success of their children. This is true even when parents and other adult care-givers may be disenfranchised from school.

The Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), also known as No Child Left Behind (NCLB), identifies an 800:1 student to school social worker ratio. The School Social Work Association of America (SSWAA) recommends a 400:1 ratio. Realistically, the actual ratio should take into account the range of services the school social worker is expected to deliver, as well as the targeted student population, e.g., poverty level.
The Department of Public Instruction partners with the Wisconsin School Social Work Association to conduct a survey of school social workers every three years to determine what issues school social workers are addressing and what strategies and programs they are using to deal with these issues. By administering the survey over time, we are able to track changes in school social work practice that allows us to accurately describe the state of the profession in Wisconsin and plan professional development activities that will meet current needs.

The seven services identified below have consistently been shown to be most frequently provided on all four of the Wisconsin school social work surveys beginning in 1998, indicating a high degree of reliability. On average, Wisconsin school social workers report spending 44% of their time in the provision of special education services, i.e., referral, assessment, case management, IEP teams, related services identified on IEPs, consultation with teachers, work with families, and coordination with community-based services.
1. Consultation with teachers & administrators

Consultation is the professional service provided most often by Wisconsin school social workers. Over 95% report engaging in this activity (at least) weekly. Direct work with students is time-consuming and limits the number of students who can benefit from school social work services. Use of consultation allows the school social worker to impact more students and build the capacity of fellow educators to more effectively address the barriers to learning faced by students. Over time school social work consultation has evolved from “content expert” to “collaborative facilitator.” School social workers’ ecological perspective ensures that consultative services will consider the student’s environment and how it impacts the student’s behavior, learning and interactions with others.
Consultation with teachers generally involves dealing with problem behaviors, social problems or mental health issues with the goal of improving classroom performance. Inappropriate behaviors are reduced or eliminated. The teacher is helped to understand and manage the dynamics, symptoms and manifestations of mental health disorders.
Building principals are critical to a school’s culture and climate. Effective consultation with administrators can change educator-specific practice into building-wide policy. School social workers work hard to establish strong relationships with administrators to maximize the effectiveness of consultation with these individuals.
The Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act (IDEA) regulations list assisting in developing positive behavioral intervention strategies as a school social work service. 
[ss. 300.34(c)(14)(v)]

2. Assessment, evaluation & screening

School social workers provide a wide range of assessment, evaluation and screening services. Over 85% of Wisconsin school social workers are involved in assessment and evaluation at least weekly. Usually, these services are provided as part of a formal, educational evaluation that 1) necessarily involves the parent’s participation and consent and 2) is cooperatively implemented by a school-based team. Examples include Individual Education Plan (IEP) and 504 evaluations. Assessments by school social workers generally include one or more of the following areas: adaptive functioning, behavior, social-emotional functioning, and individual development. Parents’ input and knowledge of the student’s functioning is documented by the school social worker, as well as any community-based interventions and evaluations that may provide important information to help the school-based team make an educational diagnosis and subsequent recommendations for educational programs and interventions.
Sometimes circumstances require immediate screening without the prior knowledge and consent of a parent. While all educators are required to report suspected child abuse or neglect, teachers and administrators often rely on the school social worker to meet with the student to determine if the presenting information, i.e., injury, statements by the student, etc., warrant a report to child protective services. Similarly, a teacher may become concerned that a student may potentially be in immediate danger due to possible self-injury, e.g., suicide. The school social worker may be asked to determine what level of danger is present and how imminent it is.
School social workers use both formal and informal measures, including 1) standardized instruments, 2) observations in the classroom and other locations in the school environment, 3) parent, student and teacher interviews, 4) home visits, and 5) locally-developed tools. Over half of Wisconsin school social workers report conducting classroom observations on at least a weekly basis.
Historically, assessments by school social workers have shifted from determination of eligibility for services to a functional approach that focuses on intervention and problem-solving. School social workers utilize an ecological perspective that views the individual within relationships to other people and his/her environment. Assessments may also be done of family situations, when it is believed that these circumstances may be a barrier to the student’s success in school.

The Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act (IDEA) regulations list preparing a social or developmental history on a child with a disability as a school social work service. 

[ss. 300.34(c)(14)(i)]

3. Counseling

School social workers provide professional counseling as a common strategy to address the social, emotional, behavioral, educational, economic, cultural, and mental health needs of students within the interconnecting environments of the student’s home, school and community. Over half of Wisconsin school social workers provide group counseling at least weekly and 85% provide individual counseling at least weekly. School social workers utilize an ecological approach to ensure that all factors that interfere with a student’s learning are examined and addressed in a systemic and systematic fashion. This includes, but is not limited to, the student’s intra- and interpersonal in-school functioning (social, academic, behavioral, transitional, developmental), influences of family interactions and dynamics, and involvement with peers and within the community (e.g., neighborhood, peers, faith community).

School social workers are trained to work from a strengths perspective, emphasizing the student’s assets, both personal and environmental, to help the student be more successful. Formal and informal means are used to assess the student’s current situation and determine what particular counseling approach is most appropriate. Examples include, but are not limited to, problem-solving, solution-building, cognitive-behavioral, skill-building, and support. Counseling may be provided in individual and/or small group settings, depending upon the needs of the student. As appropriate, efforts may be coordinated with other people the student interacts with (e.g., family, teachers). 
The Elementary and Secondary Education Act, commonly referred to as No Child Left Behind (NCLB) identifies school social workers as school-based mental health services providers. [Sec. 4151(9)]  The Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act (IDEA) regulations list social workers as one of the professions qualified to provide counseling services and group and individual counseling as a school social work service. [ss. 300.34(c)(2), (14)(ii)]
4. Casework/management

The National Association of Social Workers (NASW) has established Standards for School Social Work Services. Within that document, case management is defined as “organizing, coordinating, and sustaining activities and services designed to optimize the functioning of students and/or families.”

While a school cannot be expected to address all of the challenges in the lives of its students, when these challenges affect how children learn in school, then the school has a role in alleviating these challenges. Typically, modifications are made to the student’s educational program or support services are added. There may be a referral to community-based services or for a medical evaluation.

Recommended services often need adjustment or changes. Sometimes the circumstances in the student’s life change. The parents may not have followed through on a referral. Classroom teachers may need ongoing support to implement strategies. Regular communication may be necessary with a community-based therapist to ensure support services enhance each other for the benefit of the student. Follow-up meetings of involved educators and parents may help make the adjustments needed for the student to be successful in school.
All of these activities can be described as casework or case management. School social workers devote much of their time communicating with everyone involved in the delivery of services to students: families, teachers, administrators, other pupil services professionals, representatives from community-based agencies, heath care providers, etc. More than four out of five Wisconsin school social workers report providing casework and case management at least weekly.
5. Home-school-community liaison 
Many students experience barriers to learning that 1) involve circumstances outside of the school, or 2) require the cooperation of people or organizations outside of the school. School social workers regularly enter the greater community to engage families and representatives from community agencies, e.g., social services, juvenile justice, mental health, Birth-to-3, developmental disabilities, vocational rehabilitation. School social workers are familiar with family and community agency systems and are comfortable interacting with members of these systems on their “home turf” as a critical strategy to elicit support for students and the school.
This service includes providing referral information to students and families, including facilitating these referrals for people and advocating for anyone who may be disenfranchised or otherwise challenged to take advantage of community-based services. A family may receive counseling and support to better understand their child’s condition and behaviors and to improve parenting skills. Almost four out of five Wisconsin school social workers report (at least) weekly school-home liaison services.
School social workers’ training to ecologically assess problems from a systemic point of view often leads to the development of formal and informal partnerships with community-based agencies to improve outcomes for students. School social workers are ideally suited to represent the school on county-based, community service teams (CSTs) that plan and oversee “wrap-around” services for youth as an alternative to inpatient treatment. More than two-thirds of Wisconsin school social workers report (at least) weekly school-community liaison services.
The Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act (IDEA) regulations list school social work services to include 1) counseling families, 2) working in partnership with parents and others on the problems in a child’s living situation (home, school, and community) that affect the child’s adjustment in school, and 3) mobilizing school and community resources to enable the child to learn as effectively as possible in his or her educational program. 
[ss. 300.34(c)(14)(ii, iii, iv)]
6. Crisis intervention and coordination 

While crisis is typically considered a low-incident phenomenon in schools, almost four out of five Wisconsin school social workers report (at least) weekly involvement in crisis intervention and coordination. This percentage is up over 10% since the original school social worker survey in the 1998-99 school year.
A “crisis” can be considered to be any event that necessitates immediate action and involves potential or actual harm to someone in the past, present or future. Examples are:

· Past harm - Screening a child to determine if a report for suspected abuse is necessary.

· Present harm - Rushing to the Emotional Behavioral Disability (EBD) classroom to intervene because a student is out of control.

· Future harm - Counseling a student who is concerned her verbally abusive boy friend may begin to physically abuse her.
Other activities that would fall into this category, as well, are regular meetings of a Crisis Response Team, on-going management of the school’s crisis infrastructure, or individual threat assessments.

7. Membership on and leadership of school-based teams
Many school social work services are delivered in collaboration with other educators as part of school-based teams. More than three out of four Wisconsin school social workers report (at least) weekly involvement in building consultation teams and almost two out of three report (at least) weekly involvement in pupil services teams. School social workers may serve as members of these teams or may serve as leaders/facilitators.
Some of these teams can be characterized as student-focused, problem-solving groups, e.g., building consultation teams (BCT). Others involve conducting a formal assessment, determining eligibility for services, and developing a plan of instruction and services, e.g., Individual Education Plan (IEP) teams, 504 Teams. Some teams can best be described as reactive, e.g., a Crisis Response Team. Finally, some teams or committees are established to address specific problems or issues, e.g., bullying, school climate, drug use or abuse, or are designed to complete a building needs assessment or assist in policy development.
