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School Social Workers as SEL Leaders

Introduction

School social workers support all students, specifically in areas of social and emotional learning (SEL). Trained in the social-ecological, person-in-environment perspective, They are skilled at integrating the school, community, and family contexts into their assessments, interventions, resource referrals, and evaluations with students and families. A key aspect of school social work practice is implementing evidence-based SEL interventions, which have been shown to significantly reduce barriers to learning and improve student outcomes (Kelly et al., 2015). 

School social workers are mandated by their code of ethics to uphold social justice in their day-to-day work (NASW, 2021). They advocate for vulnerable and marginalized groups, striving for inclusiveness and integration within school systems and communities. Working within interdisciplinary teams, school social workers deliver culturally competent and holistic initiatives to support student and school well-being. By fostering culturally responsive interventions, school social workers create safe, supportive, and inclusive environments that enhance positive learning outcomes for all students across all three tiers of practice: universal (tier 1), targeted (tier 2), and individualized (tier 3).    

SEL and The School Social Work Association of America (SSWAA) 
National School Social Work Practice Model 2.0

The role of school social workers as it relates to SEL across the three tiers of practice can be understood through its national practice model. This updated version, approved by the School Social Work Association of America (SSWAA) Board of Directors in December 2023, builds upon the original 2012 model. The SSWAA National School Social Work Practice Model 2.0 serves as a guiding framework for school social workers, equipping them to navigate the complexities of their work in the 21st century and beyond. 

The SSWAA National Practice Model 2.0 reiterates the home-school-community contexts in which school social workers address students’ academic, mental health, and socioemotional needs while fostering a safe and inclusive school climate. The model underscores the critical role of school social workers in advancing student and school well-being through practice, policy, research, advocacy, and leadership. Grounded in social work values, equity, and the profession’s code of ethics, the model serves as a guide for school social work practice. The SSWAA National Practice Model 2.0 is informed by frameworks from allied professions and prevailing perspectives from the National Association of Social Workers and the Council on Social Work Education. 

Based on the profession’s training and contemporary perspectives, and iterated in the SSWAA National Practice Model 2.0, school social workers believe that:

SEL promotes student and school well-being. SEL is rooted in science. Hundreds of independent studies demonstrate that SEL enhances academic performance, improves overall well-being, and fosters safer schools (Cipriano et al., 2023). By cultivating skills essential for success both in school and beyond, SEL contributes to positive, supportive learning environments. SEL helps students develop critical life skills such as emotional regulation, empathy, and problem-solving, which are vital for navigating relationships, overcoming challenges, and contributing positively to their communities and future workplaces. 

School social workers adopt a strengths-based approach to SEL, prioritizing the development of student resilience rather than focusing on deficits, with the aim of improving both student and school well-being. When children and adults understand the rationale behind rules or practices, they are more motivated to adopt positive behavioral changes. When a student understands the benefits of good sleep, being grateful, and kind, or even understanding how the brain works, they start to see and focus on what they can do to feel better rather than despair about what they cannot change. Similarly, if parents understand how effective communication fosters positive changes in behavior, they are more likely to use positive parenting strategies and encourage their children to participate in social-emotional learning at school.
   
SEL brings families, schools, and communities together. SEL is for everyone – not only for students, but for the adults: parents, teachers, administrators, out-of-school time service providers, and many more. Research demonstrates that promoting the safety and well-being for children cannot be achieved without also ensuring these conditions for parents and educators (Osher et al., 2021). A trauma-informed system cannot function effectively if teachers feel powerless, unheard, and without the motivation to address the challenges they face. Likewise, when parents are excluded from communication about practices and procedures in schools, it fosters distrust and disengagement. Systemic barriers must be addressed to foster collaboration between families, schools, and communities, ensuring the creation of inclusive environments where everyone feels valued and supported.  

School social workers are trained to facilitate the inclusion of all faiths, beliefs, heritages, and cultures by fostering environments that respect and celebrate differences. Through their education and practice, they develop skills in cultural competence, understanding the unique needs and perspectives of various communities. School social workers work to create inclusive spaces where all individuals feel valued and respected regardless of their backgrounds. They are adept at navigating complex social dynamics, mediating conflicts, and promoting dialogue that encourages mutual understanding and collaboration. School social workers implement SEL in ways that are driven by partnerships between families and schools and tailored to the local community’s priorities, cultures, and needs.  

SEL promotes good citizenship. SEL advances diversity, equity, and inclusion by fostering empathy and understanding needed to respect and celebrate differences in their communities. SEL promotes agency and civic engagement, empowering students to take an active role in their communities and contribute to positive societal change (Jagers et al., 2019). SEL recognizes that some students require additional support to succeed. For instance, some students with disabilities require more skills than others to promote success. Students with fewer family resources require more opportunities than others to promote life chances. This is the essence of equity – ensuring that individuals from all backgrounds have what they need to succeed. SEL develops essential life skills such as effective communication, goal setting, self-motivation, and decision-making that benefit both individuals and their communities. With these skills, students can build healthy relationships, succeed in schools and workplaces, and contribute to our communities.

School social workers play a critical role in advancing SEL at both individual and systemic levels, which is essential to fostering good citizenship. They not only provide direct support to students but also shape policies and practices that promote diversity, equity, and inclusion throughout school systems. By advocating for marginalized groups and addressing systemic barriers, school social workers help create environments where all students have access to the resources and opportunities they need to succeed. This holistic approach ensures that SEL reflects the diverse needs of students, families, and communities, equipping students with the skills necessary for active citizenship. By promoting empathy, inclusivity, and respect for differences, school social workers contribute to building a more just and equitable society, where students are prepared to be engaged, responsible citizens who positively impact their communities.  

How SSW can lead SEL efforts within Multi-Tiered Systems of Support (MTSS)

School social workers are well-equipped and often called upon to deliver SEL instruction across the Multi-Tiered System of Support, spanning universal (tier 1), targeted (tier 2), and individualized (tier 3) levels. Teachers, school counselors, and psychologists also play key roles in implementing SEL programs and activities. By collaborating with these interdisciplinary professionals, school social workers make a lasting impact by integrating SEL into daily interactions and embedding it throughout the curriculum and broader school systems. 

School social workers are invaluable resources, assisting staff and administrators in cultivating classroom and building climates where both students and adults develop the five core competencies outlined in the CASEL SEL Framework, often referred to as the “CASEL wheel” (CASEL, n.d.). Educators and administrators often find it challenging to integrate SEL, viewing it as an additional task rather than as the essential foundation that supports the academic process. By fostering collaboration across the MTSS, school social workers help promote student and school well-being, strengthen connections between families, schools, and communities, and foster good citizenship. 

Tier 1 Strategies and Principles
Tier 1 activities address the entire school community, teaching health-promoting principles that support the mental and physical well-being of students and those who care for them. Consider an SEL framework and instruction that provides your school with a common language and focus, aligning with the goals of promoting student and school well-being, bringing families, schools, and communities together, and fostering good citizenship. These activities include but are not limited to, the importance of developing healthy lifestyles, effective communication, positive relationship-building, and identifying and reporting bullying. School norms and protocols will clearly define the roles of teachers, staff, and administrators in maintaining a safe and positive learning environment. Additionally, parents will be broadly informed about the curriculum and provided opportunities to understand the “why” behind it, encouraging reinforcement of these principles at home. Through such a collaborative universal approach, school social workers help ensure that SEL is embedded in the school culture, strengthening connections and supporting the holistic development of students and the entire school environment.  

Tier 2 Strategies and Principles
Tier 2 strategies involve small group instruction using evidence-based curricula designed to bring together students facing similar challenges, providing them with a safe environment to practice and master social and emotional skills. These groups may focus on students whose parents or guardians are going through separation or divorce, those who have experienced significant trauma, grief, or loss, or students working on emotional regulation and anger management. By offering targeted support, these groups build on the skills taught to all students, fostering increased competence, resilience, and self-worth. School social workers play a key role in facilitating these groups, promoting student and school well-being, and fostering connections between families, schools, and communities. Through this work, they also promote good citizenship by helping students navigate personal challenges, empowering them to contribute positively to their school and community environments. 

Tier 3 Strategies and Principles
Tier 3 principles focus on addressing the needs of students facing significant life challenges that affect their ability to learn, concentrate, or feel safe at school. At this level, the collaborative process is crucial, involving input from key personnel such as school and district administrators, parents, or guardians, and the students themselves. Interventions are guided by state and federal laws, with careful consideration of protocols for involving law enforcement, making community resource referrals, and implementing necessary interventions. Work at this level often involves individual counseling, which school social workers, especially those with the relevant clinical licensure are well qualified to deliver. Such personalized and intensive support bringing families, schools, and communities together ensures that every child feels safe and supported. In doing so, school social workers help students develop the resilience and skills needed for good citizenship, ensuring that even in the face of challenges, students are empowered to succeed academically and socially. 

Conclusion

School social workers are uniquely positioned and prepared to support students of all ages in SEL, guided by their training in the social-ecological person-in-environment perspective. Through the SSWAA National Practice Model 2.0, school social workers integrate input from the school, community, and family to deliver effective interventions and resource referrals. Their role is essential in promoting student and school well-being, strengthening connections between families, schools, and communities, and fostering good citizenship. 
As youth face unprecedented challenges, school social workers are equipped with data-driven, evidence-based interventions that not only reduce barriers to learning. They ensure that students receive the support they need at all three tiers of school practice, creating positive, safe, and inclusive environments where diversity, equity, and inclusion thrive. Through this work, school social workers help prepare students for lifelong success, empowering them to contribute meaningfully to their communities. 
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