
Appendix I 

Policy Focus School Social Workers’ Qualitative Responses 

Targeted Support to Schools 

with the Greatest Need & 

School Social Worker 

Concerns for Students 

1. “Better funding is needed to address the REAL needs of the 

students and their families. Ask families and students what they 

need, don’t assume you know what funding is most beneficial to 

them!” 

 

2. “The pandemic has shown a spotlight on the areas of strain for 

families: social, emotional, financial.  Work is needed to 

strengthen the social safety net, services and resources for poor 

and immigrant families as well as those with mental illness or 

significant special needs.” 

 

3. “It feels like this pandemic has uncovered the large amount of 

social service support that schools provide directly to students and 

families. It is very challenging to provide these services with no 

resources and remotely. We had to add in-person SW, nursing, and 

educational services to our meal distribution because families 

really needed it. People need intensive basic needs services right 

now. We need more funding, social service support, staffing and in 

person services to succeed in this work.” 

 

4. “More and more students are having to deal with severe emotional 

distress due to poverty, parent drug addiction or parent 

incarceration. Because of so many high needs and traumatized 

students, schools need more to be able to support these students. 

We need more mental health services… Families are stressed even 

more so now since this pandemic. I would encourage all to voice 

concerns to legislators to maintain sufficient funding to schools.” 

 

5. “The need for more mental health support outside of the schools is 

a continuous problem. During the pandemic our only option has 

been to send kids to the ER and that is only with the consent of 

their parents when worried about suicidality. We really need more 

innovative supports to help families during this time and to help 

individuals access social networks that promote greater mental 

health resources.”  

 

6. “The students least likely to have access come from areas of 

greater poverty, are more likely to be minority students, and many 

are recent immigrants or undocumented. Many of these families 

and students already face many barriers and have been affected by 

job loss and financial strain as well as being more likely to have 

family members sick with or dying from Covid-19. And now they 

are even further behind their peers in school. This is why people 

are protesting in the streets, because our systems are stacked 



against our students and families. It needs to change!” 

 

National Plans to Reopen 

that Include Social Work 

Voice 

7. “My school district has a committee, which I am part of, to plan 

for the reopening of our school. The committee is comprised of a 

variety of staff and administration in the district. I think this is a 

smart idea because I don’t think reopening can be only top down, 

as staff we’re the ones delivering the remote learning and seeing 

firsthand what students and families are going through. We are 

trying to carefully consider and construct schedules, SEL 

considerations and strategies for parents and students, and what 

the curriculum should look like.” 

 

8. “At an administrative level, having social work input ‘at the table’ 

as decisions are being made for students, staff and families [is 

needed… State and federal funding for public schools [is also 

essential] as our district is in a huge financial crisis now with 

aggressive legislators who are looking to destroy public education. 

If there's not enough funding to support our positions then talking 

about what we need is a [moot] point.” 

 

9. “As the only social worker I am without a department. Therefore, I 

felt lost and on an island with information being distributed. I 

ended up inviting myself to participate in special education 

meetings so I could get information being distributed by 

department heads to teachers.” 

 

10. “Most ‘remote learning plans’ are based on SCHOOL areas of 

need. So, SSW are trying to address SCHOOL areas of need while 

the child is at home experiencing FAMILY and COMMUNITY 

areas of need.  The disconnect definitely leads to lack of 

engagement.”   

 

11. “I think we need to have input from the community, school-staff at 

all levels, parents, and students regarding plans [for] re-opening 

as many of our families, including our colleagues, have said they 

will put their children in online schools before they bring them 

back to schools. Concerns teachers have [are] valid, including if 

they take temperatures and a student tests [negative] are they 

legally responsible for not administering [the] test correctly if a 

student then gets COVID-19? How do they keep students apart 

especially in middle and high schools? How do you address the 

needs of students with [Special Education] needs especially 

functional skills students? What will discipline look like? Will staff 

continue to physically intervene during a physical altercation? If 

yes, staff will be placed in danger.  If not, will students be put in 

danger?” 

 

Reengaging Lost Students 12. “I [have] worked for years to address and manage school 

reluctance/refusal cases and fully expect that this will be a huge 

area of need when children and families return to the structure 



and expectations of a formal school environment and academics 

again in person.”   

 

13. “Creating equitable education isn't about checking off to do lists. 

It's about getting into the work of getting to know the needs of the 

community and meeting them where they are. Where they are is 

seldom in the school buildings. We need to make more effort to 

engage families in ways that are meaningful to them not what is 

convenient for us.” 

 

14. “Don’t give up on kids and families.  When on a video call with 

teachers, administrators and others, and the student/family doesn’t 

show up for the call...CALL them on their phone immediately and 

invite them to join.  It has worked greater than 80% of the time.” 

 

15. “Our district made the commitment to reach out to students who 

were not engaging at all to check on their basic safety and well-

being and let them know their school cared for them. Parents and 

extended family were overwhelming[ly] very grateful for this 

outreach.” 

 

16. “Some of my students on my caseload I have not been able to 

connect with since the school closure and I am very worried, but I 

have exhausted all modes of communication and feel stuck about 

how to reach or support them. I am worried that students are not 

accessing the mental health services that we are making available, 

but am unsure of how to make them more accessible to families. It 

has been a huge struggle for me to feel effective in this role during 

this time.” 

 

Increasing Access to 

Technology and Supportive 

Services 

17. “Policymakers needs to make access to internet and tech a ‘human 

right’ initiative.” 

 

18. “Access to technology and internet was a huge barrier for our 

students to receive academic instruction and social work and other 

services. I would like to see policy address the inequities in access 

to internet and technology, especially in light of the predictions 

about a second wave of the virus coming in fall.” 

 

19. “Access to technology has been the key, however, many of our 

families are lacking that and afraid to come forward.  I have found 

the bilingual community to be the hardest hit.” 

 

20. “I have found that the biggest hurdle for online learning is our 

families and their access to the appropriate technology (laptop, 

chromebooks, internet services). It’s also difficult for many of our 

families to help their students get online and help them with their 

assignments because most of our families have jobs that are 

essential or have multiple jobs in order to keep their families in 



their housing and food for their bellies.” 

 

21. “I have [necessary] resources, it is my students and [families] who 

do not have technology or internet due to poverty/rural areas.” 

 

22. “I'm having trouble accessing some families who are highly 

mobile/changing phone numbers and/or don't have internet or 

computers.  Families are having difficulty with technology, and 

supporting their students with doing online schoolwork.” 

 

23. “My students need technology to access the curriculum… Parents 

are expected to use their own technology.” 

 

24. “Our students with special education needs are already 2+ years 

behind and with the last three months being online we are risking 

more regression on the skills that they had. I worry so much about 

this.” 

 

25. “Some of my students have paras. They have NOT received this 

service during remote learning.” 

 

26. “After 27 years in the profession, this was the most trying time I 

have ever experienced. I have 80+ Special Ed. students on my 

caseload, primarily with social/emotional problems.  This was 

specifically difficult for our students with [Autism Spectrum 

Disorder]. Remote learning was not ideal for any of them.  

However, it was evident that every effort I made to stay connected 

with these students and available to them was greatly appreciated 

by their families.” 

 

Massive Expansion of 

Workforce & Adaptations 

27. “The State Boards of Education or the federal level Dept. of Ed. 

need to realize the importance and need of SSWs and the need to 

have a mandated number of SSWs per student (even if it is 1 to 

1,000).” 

 

28. “I am a contracted service [provider] as are the counselors I 

supervise. We are at times treated as less than their regular 

employees in regards to support, monetarily, and health benefit 

wise. The [mental health] needs of students are increasing. I have 

had a number of suicides over the years of students who were not 

receiving social work services. It is disappointing see school 

resource officers valued more than social workers, i.e. they are 

direct employees and outnumber social workers. If our students 

MH/emotional needs are not met, they cannot meet their 

educational needs.” 

 

29. “[I need to see more] equality across professions.  School Social 

Workers are undervalued and underpaid in my district despite 

education and experience.” 

 



30. “I strongly believe that as school social workers we need to 

remain ESSENTIAL. We are employed by an education system that 

will have to make cuts of staff in the future. Our skills allow us to 

know how to function during a crisis. My role may have shifted 

from direct care to more basic needs outreach (food insecurity, 

device distribution, housing support, home visits) but there [were] 

still enough mental health/crisis concerns to allow for continued 

direct care.”  

 

31. “My district has me spread thin overseeing 750+ students at the 

HS level.  Our district was already reeling from 8 losses (majority 

suicides of students) in the past 2 years right before the shutdown.  

We just don't have enough social emotional support personnel to 

address all the needs between staff and students in our building.” 

 

32. “Schools need more social workers. I am 1 of 2 for 4,500 students. 

This is unrealistic and not equitable for our students.”  

 

33. “[We need] more social workers.  Currently there are 8 of us for 

5,000 students.”  

 

34. “I am one social worker for 1500 students (165 staff too!) and it is 

just too much. I often feel stretched so thin I am [ineffective].” 

 

35. “Ultimately more social workers are needed in the schools if we 

are going to meet the needs of all kids…” 

 

36. “Our biggest district has a huge shortage of SSWers. The ones 

that are here are definitely getting burned out and stretched thin. I 

am very concerned about the quality of internship experiences with 

the watering down of the temporary allowances for those in MSW 

School programs. The University Relations committee through 

IASSW is meeting and addressing these issues by providing online 

resources/learning for next year’s group thankfully.” 

 

37. “I am concerned about the increased workload that will very likely 

occur after we return to school. I anticipate that many students 

and families are experiencing trauma and that this is going to 

greatly impact their behavior and academic performance.” 

 

38. “As job stress increases and finances decrease, our district may be 

looking at eliminating school social workers and replacing them 

with lesser paid teacher case managers. This shift comes at a time, 

when well-trained professionals are needed to meet the increased 

needs of staff, families, and students. The stress of this likelihood is 

an added burden to continuing to work within a job that I love and 

a location I care about which I care deeply.” 

 

39. “It would be helpful if policy included that school social workers 

who have less than five years of experience receive clinical 

supervision paid for by the school district as teachers receive 



mentorship if they have less than five years of experience.” 

 

40. “School Social Workers need to hold supervisory positions over 

other school social workers instead of former teachers.” 

 

Development of Best 

Practices and Service Modes 

41. “‘Do the best you can’ was the philosophy to finish this school 

year.” 

 

42. “As a school social worker for many years, the COVID virus 

brought into perspective how important our position is to be in-

person. In many ways I felt like a first-year school social worker 

trying to find my way around the system, researching for a new 

curriculum, no real guidance from principals and district 

personnel, not knowing who to turn to to collaborate and 

brainstorm.” 

 

43. “In my opinion because the supervisors are not licensed it impacts 

every protocol and practice decision made. Including ethical 

decisions that impact students we serve. For instance, it is 

emphasis we practice under FERPA and to disregard HIPPA; the 

message is to disregard social work ethics as they are guidelines 

not laws. Therefore in our district we don’t utilize informed 

consent forms; we document all therapeutic interventions in a data 

base accessible to all teachers, librarians, student aids, 

counselors, disciplinary staff, vice principals, and any other 

position the admin decides has an educational interest.” 

 

44. “I feel as though I need more guidance as to how to provide 

effective service in this type of remote learning setting.  I feel as 

though we, as colleagues, have banded together, watched 

webinars, and have shared information, but we are the ‘blind 

leading the blind.’ I think overall, we are doing a good job, but I 

think we could be doing better if we had some structures and 

systems developed/in place.  There has been no time to develop 

them, but should be looked into for future purposes.” 

 

45. “Resources that address compassion fatigue, burnout, maintaining 

boundaries would all be beneficial. It is quite draining to live in 

uncertainty for such a long period of time. Uncertainty about 

health, the pandemic, frequently changing timelines on reopening 

the state and what that looks like, slow-moving school 

board/district that has been hesitant to comment on reopening 

plans, uncertainty about funding and job security. How to balance 

personal needs and boundaries while still advocating for social 

justice.” 

 

46. “A document has been developed regarding how to get consent for 

telehealth services and vague expectations as to what telehealth 

services should look like. Basically, we have been encouraged to 

keep reaching out and keep lines of communication open and 



continue reaching out if there is some response.” 

 

Increased Professional 

Development Opportunities 

& Supports 

47. “I think there should be more sensitivity and cultural diversity 

training in order for everyone to understand and be more sensitive 

to what daily traumas and life conditions that many of the students 

in the urban school environment experience, and the historical 

implications that have defined these experiences.”  

 

48. “Even after 20 years of educating school staff on the effects of 

trauma, the challenges of mental health issues and the needs of 

students living in poverty, during this crisis many staff continue to 

not understand and refuse to make accommodations to provide 

additional resources and support for these students. This has been 

my biggest frustration and challenge during this time.” 

 

49. “[I need access to] technology training that is specific to what I do 

as a Social Worker instead of as a school system employee. I do 

not need training on how to create self-grading quizzes but I do 

need information about telehealth.” 

 

50. “I found many school social workers ready to deliver services to 

families without giving adequate thought to policies, safety 

(regarding internet), and confidentiality concerns.” 

 

51. “I have felt completely unsupported by my district during this time. 

I had to manage several difficult situations in which my 

supervisors responded hours later only to tell me ‘We defer to 

you.’ I'm considering leaving school social work due to the lack of 

support from upper administration in my building and in my 

department. I often hear that because I am an LCSW, I should 

know how to handle all situations per my supervisors.” 

 

52. “There has been no dialogue about secondary trauma or caregiver 

fatigue among those of us in the district who work in mental 

health.  We are ALL dealing with COVID, but senior leadership 

seems to view their staff as impervious to it and that we are simply 

worker-bees, expected to show up and do the work as if we aren't 

dealing with this pandemic just like everyone else.”   

 

53. “I need us school social workers need to do a better job of 

articulating what our roles/expertise /areas of knowledge are...  

Lots of people think we are the side-kicks to the school 

psychologist (the Robin to their Batman), others think that we are 

school counselors (sometime there's overlap, but it's a different job 

and set of skills in many cases), and some think that all I do is sign 

people up for services and lead social justice leadership activities. 

I know our jobs are flexible (and need to be!) and I know we wear 

many hats (and I love that about our jobs)... but I often feel that 

there are some serious misunderstandings out there and despite 

our many differences and different roles, we could still articulate 



something!” 

 

54. “I believe that the lack of school social work services definition is 

detrimental to the services that we can provide to students and 

families. There is already a negative stigma associated to school 

social work due to [Child Protective Services]. However, school 

social workers have to invest time in creating awareness to 

parents and community members about the services that we could 

provide to students and families. But, the primary barrier to 

practice is the lack of understanding from school administrators 

about school social work practice and the nature of our job. I 

don’t think we can offer a systemic approach to practice and 

typically school social workers are not guided by leaders with a 

social work background. Therefore, support is limited.” 

 

 


