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INTRODUCTION

LETICIA  VILLARREAL SOSA, TORY  COX, AND  MICHELLE ALVAREZ

If we understand the historical complexity of our profession, then putting our profession into 
action requires that we situate ourselves and our professional development in that complexity.

Miguel Meza, school social worker, Argentina

A
s we wrote the introduction to this book, I (Leticia) was in four different Latin American 
countries. I spent 2 weeks working with school social workers in Rosario, Argentina, with 
Miguel Meza, whom I just quoted. Part of my work in Argentina was to provide profes-
sional development to school social workers. During one of the workshops that Miguel 

Meza presented, he made the statement I quoted previously. I quickly wrote it down and decided 
that it had to be the introduction to this book because this quote reflects our goals for this text 
and also reflects contributions that can be made to the profession when we see our work through 
a different lens. Throughout my travels in Latin America, I have had the opportunity to explore 
social work through the Latin American lens, which can offer a great deal to the challenges we 
face in the United States.

The profession of school social work in the United States has evolved significantly in the 
past two decades, with school social workers assuming new roles and visions for the future. 
This book is an update to a previous edition of School Social Work: From Theory to Practice. In 
this updated edition, we provide a contemporary understanding of school social work practice 
given numerous changes in practice and policy that have altered the landscape of specialized 
support services, including school social work services. Due to policy and context changes such 
as increased privatization, an emphasis on the Common Core, increasing concern about issues 
of equity and inclusion, and an increasing emphasis on data- based decision- making, the role 
of school social workers has been and is evolving. Along with these changes, the profession 
has responded with proactive steps to develop a national model of practice that considers and 
responds to this changing context. This book is aligned with the newly developed national prac-
tice model developed by School Social Work Association of America (SSWAA). Each chapter 
was designed to align with every aspect of the SSWAA model.
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In this book, we hope to give readers special insights into the roles, responsibilities, ethical 
principles, legal expectations, political landscape, and future of the school social work profes-
sion. As primarily employees of educational entities, school social workers face a complex work-
ing environment in which educational outcomes are of primary importance, not social services. 
Within this environment, we have to understand that different motivations regarding the wel-
fare of students exist. In a nuanced approach to his or her work, the skilled school social worker 
recognizes the political environment of school settings and utilizes his or her relationship-  and 
rapport- building skill set to bridge differences and create coalitions mobilized to support stu-
dents and families. Of particular interest for school social workers are those marginalized pop-
ulations that have traditionally faced substandard academic institutions, dilapidated facilities, 
and inexperienced teachers, all contributing to poor educational outcomes. These marginalized 
populations can be seen through the lens of the common usage of the phrase “achievement 
gap” in which Whites and many Asian subgroups have higher standardized test scores than 
students of different ethnicities or racial groups. This term has become a part of the educational 
lexicon to the degree that its binary, categorical, and segregationist implications have entered 
mainstream dialogue and become a paradigm for viewing student potential, remediation, career 
versus college likelihood, and lowered expectations.

School social workers need to be armed with tools of interpretation and advocacy to com-
bat these paradigms at each tier of the multi- tiered systems of support, with particular focus 
on students immersed in generational poverty. School social workers carry the responsibility 
to advocate for different educational futures for children and families in Individual Education 
Program or Student Success Team meetings; universal prevention activities or targeted inter-
ventions; and inclusion, push- in, or pull- out services. Going along with the prevalent school 
administrator’s opinion about a student and his or her family is an insufficient course of action 
to initiate change. We carry the beacon of belief for students, often being the only person in a 
room of professionals who can see through the disruptive and defiant behavior and envision 
the future success for a struggling student. Our strength- based perspective allows us to be mer-
chants of hope for populations trained to believe that bright futures are for the “other kids.” We 
employ systems theory and an ecological perspective in understanding and validating the family 
stressors that impact educational outcomes while working to build bridges of understanding 
between school personnel and children, youth, and families who experience cultural dissonance 
with educational systems. Because we can specialize in direct clinical practice or macro- level 
program development, grant writing, and school leadership, we have the skill set to change 
perceptions and expectations that other school professionals may have for students. We may be 
the last advocate on behalf of a foster youth about to be sent to a continuation school because 
of credit deficiency; a youth experiencing homelessness who is told he does not belong; or a 
pregnant teen ostracized by her friends, family, and community. We cannot carry these respon-
sibilities lightly.

Utilizing case studies throughout the book, connections between theory and practice are 
made, representing school social work throughout the United States in a variety of settings. This 
book also features, wherever possible, school social work practitioners collaborating with school 
social work researchers and academics, providing a clear connection between theory and prac-
tice as well as modeling the possibilities of academic and practitioner partnerships.

We view this text as a process of entering into dialogue with the evolving changes and per-
spectives. This dialogue includes a critical understanding of the policy context and neoliberal 
reforms as presented in Chapter 5 by Stone and Moragne- Patterson. This would also include an 
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emphasis on intersectionality as the approach to issues of diversity, which pushes us to consider 
the complexity of the lives and various intersecting social identities of our students and of our 
own social identities.

As a response to efforts to promote equity and appropriately support the needs of an increas-
ingly diverse student body, this book considers issues of diversity from an intersectionality 
perspective. Understanding students and their lived experience from this intersectional per-
spective addresses the need for increasing cultural competence among school social workers. 
Considering issues of social diversity from an intersectional perspective provides the framework 
for the incorporation of the experiences of marginalized groups as a core feature of the book 
throughout each chapter rather than an “add on” chapter featuring one or two groups. In this 
way, we are not considering a particular cultural or ethnic group but, rather, the multiple identi-
ties and intersecting systems of oppression that are present in students’ lives. This perspective 
goes beyond race, class, and gender to include, for example, migration, documentation status, 
language, sexuality, and ability.

An intersectionality perspective is grounded in the work of women of color who insisted 
that race, class, and gender are interlocking oppressions that are all simultaneously experienced 
(Mehrotra, 2010). This approach will allow the practitioner to account for the unique experience 
of students based on migration experience, sexuality, race, ethnicity, and gender, among others. 
In addition, an intersectionality perspective allows social workers to consider not only indi-
vidual identity formation as we have been trained to do (i.e., Erikson, Piaget, Phinney, etc.) but 
also to move to a place where we understand that our students come to us with fluid and hybrid 
social identities based on the various communities to which they belong. School social work-
ers should understand their students not just from a perspective of who they are as individuals 
but also from a perspective of who they are as members of a social group, often a social group 
stigmatized by society, and how that impacts their experience in an educational institution in 
which stigmatized social identities become salient. For example, a Mexican American student 
who comes into the school building is not only an individual but also a member of a social group 
that has had to struggle for educational access and has been viewed within the school system 
as intellectually inferior. The way in which this student understands his or her own experiences 
within the school context will be shaped by this knowledge of being a part of this social group 
that has been historically oppressed.

Additional key elements to an intersectionality approach include placing the lived experi-
ences of marginalized groups at the center of our theorizing, understanding and acknowledging 
within- group diversity, avoiding the essentializing of social groups, and promoting social justice 
and social change through acknowledging not just social diversity but also interlocking forms of 
oppression (Dill- Thornton & Zambrana, 2009). Finally, an intersectional perspective also chal-
lenges the practitioner to consider her own social position and understand her own privileged 
or oppressed identities and how this shapes her own perspectives and work as well as how she is 
viewed by others. We hope that this approach will provide school social workers with the tools 
to better understand the lived experiences of their students, help students to navigate these com-
plex social identities, understand how their own social positions shape the work, and advocate 
for students on a systemic level helping to create schools that value students’ various social iden-
tities. In doing so, we will further our role as school social workers in promoting educational 
rights and advocacy, a core feature of the new school social work model developed by SSWAA.

As noted previously, the US educational system has experienced major changes in recent 
years. With the advent of the Common Core State Standards (CCSS), national standards have 
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been adopted by 90% of the US states, territories, military schools, and the District of Columbia. 
Although criticism of the CCSS is prevalent, this change in educational policy presents school 
social workers with the opportunity to further align their work with educational standards. We 
have the opportunity to establish a new level of collaboration with teachers and administrators 
tasked with implementing new ways to teaching an increasingly diverse and technologically 
savvy student population. We encourage school social workers to better understand how their 
work can link with the expectations of CCSS or their state’s standards. We believe that this 
policy change opens up a doorway of collaboration between school social workers and teachers 
not seen before, specifically regarding the teaching of standards in which school social workers 
have specialized skill. Some of these areas include the speaking and listening standards and the 
national social– emotional learning standards set by SSWAA for school social workers. As we 
synchronize our work with standards and engage in dialogue with teachers and administrators 
using their terminology, we become even stronger parts of the safety net of multi- tiered systems 
of support that children, youth, and families need to succeed.

We have often watched from a distance as principals, vice principals, counselors, and other 
school- based personnel meted out discipline to students. Some of us may have been asked to 
take on the disciplinarian role at our schools and can appreciate the challenges of providing 
therapeutic interventions while balancing the role of enforcement. These types of juxtaposed 
responsibilities are germane to educational systems and highlight some of the complexities of 
working in that system. Because studies have confirmed the inequitable distribution and sever-
ity of discipline toward non- White children and youth with a particular detrimental target of 
African American males, school social workers need to intervene when these practices are being 
carried out in school(s).

The cradle- to- prison pipeline includes a substantial amount of time in schools, particu-
larly in early years when patterns become established and parent– school relationships become 
entrenched. Disciplinary practices have been used as a means to systemically disenfranchise 
children and youth as sanctioned by school boards, legislators, and society at large. Whether it 
is overrepresentation in emotionally disturbed special education classes or inappropriate use of 
home- based suspensions, these accepted practices of systemic segregation are now being called 
out and named as inequitable practices. School social workers need to step into this new reality 
around disciplinary practices and lead in- services on how to appropriately address behavioral 
issues. We need to harness the elements of trauma- informed care in our consultative and coach-
ing work with teachers and administrators. We can help transform our schools into institutions 
in which maximal learning can occur because we have ensured safe environments for all stu-
dents and warm, welcoming, and hospitable interactions with parents.

In this book, we hope to inspire you to pursue school social work as your profession or to 
enhance your existing skill set by seeking new knowledge about school social work. We hope 
you critically appraise the information in this text and consider how you might improve your 
practice by integrating the information into your daily work. We have a vibrant profession 
built on our contributions to free and appropriate education for all students with a particular 
focus on those most in need. We need to continue to take this responsibility seriously— to 
commit our energies and passions to transforming schools into safe learning environments 
in which children, youth, and their families can thrive and work together for a brighter 
future.
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C H A P T E R   1

HISTORY OF SCHOOL   
SOCIAL WORK

GARY LEE  SHAFFER AND  RANDY A .  F ISHER

iNTroDUCTioN: ANTECEDENTS 

oF SChool SoCiAl Work SErViCES

Social work practice in public schools dates to 1906– 1907 with the establishment of visiting 
teacher services in New York, Chicago, Boston, and Hartford, Connecticut. At its inception 
in the early 1900s, school social workers were known, among other things, as visiting teach-
ers, school counselors, and home and school visitors. In 1945, a US Office Education survey 
identified 50 different titles used to designate social workers in the schools. Titles for school 
social workers continue to vary. Recently, a survey of school social workers in Louisiana 
found seven different titles in use for school social workers (Richard & Villarreal Sosa, 2014). 
School social work services and school social worker are used in this chapter except for histori-
cal accuracy.

Settlement workers, women’s civic leagues, child welfare practitioners, and others who stud-
ied “child maladjustment” viewed the schools as an excellent environment for intervening with 
“problem children and youth.” Although these early programs began at approximately the same 
time, this field of practice did not spring up spontaneously but, rather, evolved from educational, 
social, political, and economic developments, such as the establishment of common schools, 
compulsory education, child labor legislation, and the onset of the Progressive movement in the 
1890s. School- age populations increased rapidly, fueled by the flood of immigrants from south-
ern and eastern Europe combined with the migration of African Americans from the agrar-
ian South to the industrialized North. Thus, the considerable ethnic, racial, and socioeconomic 
diversity of the public schools, coupled with the convergence of new knowledge in such fields as 
education, psychology, and mental health, pressured schools to change and modify many long- 
held beliefs and practices.
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ThE CoMMoN SChool MoVEMENT

Common school reformers of the 1830s and 1840s established a pattern of public education 
that continues to exist in many forms today. Horace Mann lent direction to this movement that 
replaced the “charity schools” for the poor and provided educational opportunities to the masses 
that previously had been accessible only to children of the wealthy. The common schools were 
publicly financed, conservative, bureaucratic, uniform in curriculum and method, and slow 
to change. The reformers “believed that education could be used to assure the dominance of 
Protestant Anglo- American culture, reduce tensions between social classes, eliminate crime and 
poverty, stabilize the political system, and form patriotic citizens” (Spring, 2001, p. 103). Public 
schools placed a premium on punctuality, standardization, and routinization— skills important 
for America’s industrial revolution.

CoMPUlSorY ATTENDANCE

The first compulsory attendance law was passed by Massachusetts in 1852 when children 
between 8 and 14 years of age were required to attend school at least 3 months out of the year 
for a minimum of 6 consecutive weeks. Exceptions were made for poor children, those with 
mental or physical disabilities, or those able to demonstrate previous mastery of the content. 
By 1900, more than two- thirds of the states had compulsory attendance laws, and by 1918 com-
pulsory attendance statutes existed in all states. Required ages for attendance, exemptions from 
attendance, and length of the school year lacked uniformity, and truant enforcement remained 
uneven for decades because staffing, credentials, administration, and services varied across 
jurisdictions (Peterson, 1985; Richardson, 1980).

ChilD lABor lEGiSlATioN

Compulsory attendance was both opposed and ignored at times but generally proved to be 
ineffective without legislation that prohibited or severely limited the workforce participation 
of children and youth. Industry’s demand for child workers was enormous, and by 1900 18% 
of children 10– 15 years old were employed. In 1904, the National Child Labor Committee was 
organized to investigate and dramatize child labor dangers in concert with lobbying for protec-
tive legislation. Organized labor supported such legislation in part because it reduced job com-
petition from the child labor force. Although numerous states outside of the South responded 
to this lobbying effort, other attempts to secure uniform federal child labor laws were stymied 
by conservative church and farm organizations as well as the US Supreme Court until passage 
of the Fair Labor Standards Act of 1939. This legislation limited the number of working hours 
for school- age children and prohibited child employment in certain industries (Trattner, 1970).

MiGrATioN AND iMMiGrATioN

African American migration from the South to the cities of the North, combined with the 
flood of southern and eastern European immigrants to the cities of the East and Midwest, 
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rapidly expanded the school- age population and exacerbated social unrest. Between 1880 
and 1890, immigration increased by 5.25  million people (Cohen, 1958). The immigrants 
came primarily from eastern and southern Europe; many were Jewish victims of Czarist 
Russian pogroms. By 1890, two- thirds of the population of New  York City lived in hast-
ily constructed tenements that often lacked proper sanitation, utilities for lighting, and fire 
safety.

It fell to the social settlements, private philanthropies, churches, and local civic authori-
ties to address the urban filth and disease because state and federal governmental intervention 
was minimal. Congress and the courts objected to involvement in social reforms, and social 
Darwinism and laissez- faire philosophies were popular. Educational reformers tried to address 
the needs of the desperately poor, illiterate, and unskilled immigrants and migrants; however, 
their efforts proved both constructive and destructive. For example, immigrant parents felt their 
parental authority and respect undermined by the schools’ “Americanization” or “deculturation” 
programs (Nelson, 1987; Spring, 2001).

ThE ProGrESSiVE MoVEMENT AND ThE SoCiAl 

WElFArE EFForTS iN ThE SChoolS

Similar to the earlier common schools reformers, the Progressives viewed the schools as a means 
to address poverty and decrease crime, but their approaches to the situation differed signif-
icantly. Common school supporters sought these goals through education in the classroom, 
whereas the Progressives sought these ends by expanding the social welfare function of the 
schools. For example, Jacob Riis’s widely read and influential muckraking exposés, How the 
Other Half Lives (1890) and The Children of the Poor (1892), called for “strengthening and more 
effective enforcement of compulsory education and child labor laws; municipal provision of tru-
ant schools, nurseries, kindergartens, manual skill training, school playgrounds, and the open-
ing of the schools in the evening” (Cohen, 1964, p. 10). However, systems could not respond 
quickly enough to the rapidly expanding school- age population, and thousands of students in 
urban settings were turned away as public schools were overcrowded, underfunded, and often 
in such poor physical repair as to endanger the inhabitants (Spring, 2001).

CoNVErGENCE oF EDUCATioN AND SoCiAl Work

During most of the common school era, children were required to “fit the school,” and social 
services, if they existed, were provided by personnel from outside the school. As the concept 
of individual differences emerged from the field of psychology, there was greater recognition 
that individuals could adapt to their environment and that the environment could be altered to 
meet individual needs (Irwin & Marks, 1924). Social work began to employ new findings from 
psychology and psychiatry to better understand the mental and emotional life of the child and 
to emphasize prevention and early intervention in the schools. The mental hygiene movement 
took root and influenced practice for decades. Educators began to recognize that the home and 
community influenced the child’s education and that academic success required attention to 
both the intellectual and the social development of the child.

 

 


