
Letter from the Chair
The articles in this edition are intriguing. Both of them describe ways for school

social workers to enhance their effectiveness as practitioners. In “Partners in Education: Leveraging

the Roles of School Social Workers Through Collaboration With School Principals,” D. Natasha

Scott recommends a number of practical strategies to increase awareness among principals about

the important contributions school social workers make toward improving student learning outcomes.

Ongoing communication between principals and school social workers is one of the best ways to

bring about a shared understanding of how our work focuses on social and emotional needs of

students and how to address barriers to learning. 

The second article summarizes findings from Dr. Michael Kelly’s research on how to develop

effective and sustainable professional learning communities (PLCs) for school social workers (SSWs).

He identifies practices that make PLCs work and offers tips for SSWs who want to start their own

communities. PLCs provide intensive learning experiences. Effective PLC groups tailor their focus to

those areas that members say they would like to explore and develop. Each PLC should have the

flexibility to determine how to meet (online, on the phone, or in person) and what will be discussed

during the meeting. PLC groups should set realistic annual goals that result in completed projects that

can be shared with their schools or districts. These two articles identify innovative ways for school

social workers to demonstrate effective practice.  

Brenda Coble Lindsey, EdD, MSW, LCSW
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On any given day, students enter
the schoolhouse unprepared to
learn. For some students,
internal and external barriers—
such as poverty, mental illness,
learning disabilities, and family
dysfunction—prohibit them from
getting the maximum benefits of
their educations (Adelman &
Taylor, 2006; Lagana-Riordan
& Aguilar, 2009; Sherman,
2016). To provide an equal
educational opportunity to all
students, school leaders must

take steps to counter the
negative impact of social
problems on learning; however,
school principals and teachers
are often confronted with issues
outside their scope of expertise
(Richard & Villarreal Sosa,
2014; Watson, 1985). Many
schools employ student services
professionals such as school
social workers to address the
social and emotional concerns
of students. 

American schools have
benefited from the expertise of
school social workers (Webb,
2011). These professionals are
typically known for their role as
the liaison between the home,
the school, and the community
(Allen-Meares, 2010). Social
workers provide an array of
micro-, macro-, and mezzo-level
services using specialized skills
(Webb, 2011). Essentially,
school social workers do
whatever is legal and ethical to

eliminate barriers and to create
opportunities so that students
can thrive in the school setting. 

The role of the school social
worker is leveraged when there
is a partnership between the
principal and the school social
worker. The reality is that
principals greatly influence
which student services are
available in their schools and
who provides those services
(Bye, Shepard, Partridge, &
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Alvarez, 2009; Graham,
Desmond, & Zinsser, 2011).
School leaders’ understanding
and vision of the roles of school
social workers are thus critical to
positioning these professionals
to make influential contributions
to student outcomes (Higy,
Haberkorn, Pope, & Gilmore,
2012). By outlining practical
recommendations for raising
awareness via interdisciplinary
collaboration, this article
supports the need for increased
role clarity between school social
workers and school principals.

THE VIEW FROM THE
PRINCIPAL’S OFFICE
For a variety of reasons,
principals generally have limited
exposure to school social workers
and may not fully understand
the role (Tower, 2000). For
starters, school administrators
are typically recruited from the
teaching workforce, which
gives them little exposure to the
work and training of school
social workers (Louis & Gordon,
2006; Shoffner & Williamson,
2000; Williams & Wehrman,
2010). In turn, leaders define
the roles of school social
workers based on the leaders’
earlier experiences (internship
or previous position) and the
most visible tasks (home visits,
school attendance, crisis
intervention, etc.) that these
professionals complete (Louis &
Gordon, 2006; Shoffner &
Williamson, 2000; Tower,
2000; Williams & Wehrman,
2010). It should also be noted
that, according to the National
Center for Education Statistics,
less than half of the public
schools in the United States
employ school social workers
(Schools and Staffing Survey,
2008). Therefore, it is likely that
many principals lack experience
working with school social
workers; principals’ limited
exposure to school social
workers may perpetuate role

misperception as well as the
underutilization of these
professionals (Tower, 2000).

In an ideal world, school social
workers and school
administrators would have
similar perspectives on how
school social workers contribute
to student success (Bye et al.,
2009; Sherman, 2016).
However, research shows that
school social workers and
principals have different views
about the tasks completed and
the percentage of time spent
completing them (Allen-Meares,
1994; Staudt, 1991; Tower,
2000). These divergent views
are likely influenced by the
context of school social work
practice. For example, many
school districts assign school
social workers to multiple
schools, so a principal in one
school may not be aware of a
school social worker’s activities
in another school (Staudt, 1991).
A principal’s views and
perceptions are most likely
shaped by what happens in his
or her building (Staudt, 1991).
Also, school social workers
may be viewed as part-time
employees due to their itinerant
status (Staudt, 1991).
Accordingly, principals may not
consider the role of school social
workers to be a significant part
of the school improvement
process (Staudt, 1991).

PRACTICING WITH PURPOSE
In an era of tight budgets and
greater calls for transparency
and accountability, principals
must maximize the use of all
existing resources and the
contributions of every staff
member (Dahir, Burnham,
Stone, & Cobb, 2010). To do
so, principals must have a clear
understanding of the roles of
student support personnel (Higy
et al., 2012). School social
workers can help principals to
better understand and

appreciate their role. Outlined
below are a few practical
recommendations that school
social workers can implement to
increase school administrators’
knowledge of the profession.

Collaborate with your
principal(s). School social
workers may benefit from
collaborating with their principals
to prioritize the scope of work
(Staudt, 1991). At the beginning
of each school year, principals
and school social workers
should clarify roles and set
reasonable expectations.
Decisions about activities to be
completed by the school social
worker should be written down
and referred to often.

Develop an annual
agreement. A written annual
agreement is a powerful
advocacy tool (Hatch, 2014).
The American Association for
School Counselors recommends
that annual agreements contain
such elements as activities/tasks,
use of time, program goals,
annual calendar, committee
assignments, and artifacts to
demonstrate how the work will
be completed (Hatch, 2014).
The development of an annual
agreement between the school
social worker and the principal
requires negotiation, planning,
and ongoing communication.
The impact could be a school
social work program that is
aligned to the mission of the
school and the needs of the
most vulnerable students.

Collect data. It is important 
for school social workers to
maintain data that demonstrate
the effectiveness of their work
(Bye et al., 2009). Moreover,
the data should document the
impact of school social work
practice on student achievement.
Documenting the contributions
of school social workers
legitimizes the role (Gibelman,

1993). In addition, it justifies
the need for services and it
documents best practices for
service delivery.

Report outcomes. School
social workers are typically
found working quietly behind
the scenes and under the cover
of confidentiality (Sherman,
2016). As such, school
administrators and other
educators often do not see
school social workers in action
(Sherman, 2016). To be clear,
the National Association of
Social Workers’ Code of Ethics
requires that all social workers
maintain confidentiality and
protect the rights of clients;
however, school social workers
must find ways to ethically tell
their stories. One way to
generate a narrative about the
roles and contributions is to
report data on actual tasks and
outcomes of school social work
practice. The data should be
routinely shared with principals,
district-level administrators,
school board members, and
other stakeholders. Consistent
communication between
principals and school social
workers may facilitate principals’
knowledge of the role. 

Advocate for the profession.
In as much as school social
workers advocate for children
and families, these professionals
must also self-advocate
(Sherman, 2016). Again,
school social workers must tell
their stories within the school
community. Giving voice to the
accomplishments, challenges,
and perspectives of school
social workers strengthens the
profession. It allows stakeholders
such as school principals and
teachers to better understand
and appreciate the roles and
contributions of these
professionals. 

                  dictates that sharing of information is done at all times in the
     



An increasing number of
students are facing complex
problems (bullying, mental
impairments, homelessness,
etc.). Although many students
are resilient, some find these
problems to be barriers to their
learning. Within schools, school
social workers are in a unique
position to make a powerful
contribution. Their role is critical
to the social and emotional needs
of students, and the support of
school principals is needed to
fully realize this role (Higy et
al., 2014). Implementing
structures that facilitate ongoing
communication and
interdisciplinary collaboration
between principals and school
social workers will likely improve
any misperceptions that currently
exist. Interdisciplinary
collaboration between principals
and school social workers
could translate to effective
social work practices that are
implemented schoolwide
(Sherman, 2016).

D. Natasha Scott, EdS, MSW, is a
member of NASW’s steering
committee for the School Social Work
Specialty Practice Section. She is the
executive director of student services
for Cumberland County Schools in
Fayetteville, North Carolina, and she
is an adjunct instructor in the Social
Work Department at Fayetteville
State University. Ms. Scott is
currently conducting a mixed-methods
study, North Carolina Principals’
Perceptions of the Roles of School
Social Workers, as a doctoral
candidate in educational leadership at
the University of North Carolina at
Chapel Hill. She can be reached at
scottnatasha@hotmail.com.
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In K-12 education,
professional learning
communities (PLCs) have
been defined as collaborative

projects between educators with
similar work roles who come
together to improve student
outcomes (Leonard & Leonard,
2001). Such PLCs typically
carry out their work through
interventions that are “systematic,
timely, and directive” in order 
to create effective learning
conditions for all students
(DuFour, 2004, p. 7). Though
many classroom teachers
participate in PLCs today, little
is known about the effectiveness
of PLCs to engage school mental
health professionals (SMHPs) in
their own ongoing efforts to
provide professional development
and improve student behavioral
and academic performance
(Carpenter-Aeby, Aeby, &
Mozingo, 2011). In this article,
I will present examples of three
PLCs I’ve helped to create over
the past six years in locations as
diverse as Wyoming, suburban
Chicago, and Michigan. I will

show how we’ve applied the
lessons learned from those PLCs
to build a PLC research project
currently underway with a
multidisciplinary team at the
Family and School Partnership
Program (FSPP) as part of
Loyola Chicago’s School of
Social Work.

Several overarching challenges
emerge from recent survey data
on school social workers’
(SSWs’) practice: Many SSWs
report that they spend little time
engaging in prevention-oriented
work at a whole-school level
(Tier 1), and when they do
engage in Tier 3 practice, they
usually focus on individual
student concerns without family
and teacher involvement; further,
few SSWs report feeling
prepared to conduct their
practice in an evidence-informed
and data-driven manner. Another
significant challenge SSWs
report is the lack of social work
mentoring and supervision in
their settings: It is common for
SSWs to report that their direct

supervisor has never been a
school social worker, and many
report a sense of professional
isolation as they try to manage
their caseloads and other
demands (Kelly, Bluestone-
Miller, Mervis, & Fuerst, 2012). 

SCHOOL SOCIAL WORK
PLCS IN ACTION
To help address these issues,
district leaders and SSWs in
Casper (Wyoming), Evanston
(Illinois), and Oakland County
(Michigan) asked me to assist
the SSWs in forming PLCs. Each
PLC ran for at least a year, and
each group focused on the
specific issues that were important
to the SSWs themselves. Identify
these issues and the structures in
Table 1. 

As befitting the PLC model,
each group adopted different
modes of working together, all
in service of the larger outcome
of improving their practice and
service to their schools. All of
them had the chance to use the
PLC time for what they thought
mattered most, and all of them
worked hard with me and with
each other to produce a range
of documents and presentations
to which they referred
throughout the year. Perhaps
most impressive to me was that
they all gave freely of their own
time off school hours: Each one
of these PLCs succeeded
because the members were
motivated and willing to put in
the time that was needed, both

during and after school. Finally,
I was impressed by how each
PLC managed to find a way to
help the SSWs learn new skills,
put them into practice, and feel
part of a supportive community
doing this work.

LESSONS LEARNED FROM
PLC WORK: STARTING A PLC
IN YOUR DISTRICT
PLCs have become mainstays of
the K-12 education landscape,
but most of the PLCs to date
have focused on teachers and
learning about specific curricular
areas. The PLCs described in
this article were exclusively
created by and for SSWs, and
they proved to be an attractive
and efficient model across three
very different educational
contexts in three states. While not
without challenges (scheduling
issues at times, for example),
each PLC was remarkably
committed to its targeted areas
and willing to go above and
beyond to find resources and
develop new skills. Given that
most SSWs are not likely to have
a ready-made structure in their
district to provide this ongoing
professional development and
communal support, PLCs seem to
be a promising way to enhance
lifelong learning for SSWs.

As the one constant member of
each PLC, I’ve reflected on what
made these PLCs work and
what can be learned from these
experiences for SSWs who
want to start their own PLCs.

DEVELOPING EFFECTIVE &
SUSTAINABLE Professional Learning
Communities for School Social Workers

MICHAEL S. KELLY PHD, MSW



First, each group formed on its
own terms and identified what
they wanted me to help them
explore and develop. Second,
each PLC was able to set its
own agenda and used
whatever combination of online/
phone meeting and in-person
meetings that best suited it.
Third, each group was able to
be both ambitious in working
on their targeted areas and
willing to set realistic goals for
each year’s PLC. And finally,
each group worked toward
“products” that they could
either share internally with their
schools or disseminate more
widely within their districts. This
combination of intensive learning

and the desire to share their
work appeared to be crucial:
without the promise that all this
great PLC conversation was
going to be shared outside the
PLC—and that it could yield
tangible impacts in practice—
some PLC members may have
been less motivated to keep
going. Having a solid and
predictable meeting structure
using technology and in-person
meetings, granting SSWs
ownership of the PLC agenda,
and setting individual and
group goals for the PLC work
all seem to be essential to
making PLCs successful for
SSWs nationwide. 

Michael S. Kelly, PhD, MSW, is an
associate professor and the director of
the Family and School Partnerships
Program at Loyola University Chicago
School of Social Work. He can be
reached at mkell17@luc.edu.
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PLC GROUP
Casper, Wyoming
K-12 District

Evanston, Illinois
K-8 District

Oakland County (Michigan) Schools,
Michigan SSWs in a variety of 
elementary, junior high, high, and
alternative school contexts

TOTAL PARTICIPANTS
12 
(PLC met for 18 months)

26 
(PLC met for two years)

11
(PLC met for one year, and some
members are returning for year 2)

STRUCTURE OF PLC
• Monthly meetings by phone
• Four in-person daylong meetings with
Dr. Kelly 

• Five PLC groups formed based on
SSWs’ interests

• Monthly meetings by phone
• Twice a year, two-hour in-person
meetings with Dr. Kelly 

• Monthly meetings using Adobe Connect 
• Co-led by Dr. Kelly and Mr. Steve
Whitmore, Oakland County SSW
Consultant

• Sharing of data from monthly 
time-study tool completed by PLC 

• Monthly presentations by PLC members
on topics selected by the group

AREAS TARGETED
• Developing entrance and exit criteria
for SSW services

• Using data to intervene effectively at
the Tier 2 classroom level

• Using Evidence Based Practice, (EBP)
to select the best interventions for
students across all parts of the Multi-
Tier System Support (MTSS) system

• Improving Functional Behavioral
Assessment and the Behavioral
Intervention Plan, (FBA/BIP)
procedures and data collection tools

• Identifying the best EBP for students
with anxiety, autism, and Attention
Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder,  (ADHD)

• Assessing SSW progress-monitoring
tools and adopting new ones

• Developing a bank of measurable 
SSW goals to use districtwide

• Developing systems and best practices
for Tier 2 groups

• Use of time-study tool and analysis 
of data 

• Explaining and advocating for SSW
services based on the time-study data

• Sharing best practices on effective 
time management ideas, progress-
monitoring tools, and intervention
strategies for students with autism



NASW SPECIALTY PRACTICE SECTIONS ON-DEMAND WEBINAR

Ethical Challenges in School Social Work: Cutting-edge Issues  

CREDIT HOURS: 3 Ethics CEU(s) 

PRESENTERS:
•  Frederic Reamer, PhD  

MODERATOR(S): 
•  Dawn Hobdy, MSW, LICSW  

This webinar will provide participants with an overview of ethical, malpractice, and risk-management issues pertaining to school

social work and the delivery of services to minors and their families. Using extensive case material, participants will learn how to

handle complex practice-based ethical dilemmas, prevent professional malpractice, and avoid liability. Emphasis will be on practical
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concepts of confidentiality, privacy, and privileged communication; limits to minors’ right to confidentiality; disclosures to parents and
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confidential records; protecting third parties; management of online and digital communications; and relevant statutes, regulations,

court orders, and Constitutional issues.  
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Did You Know?
Few professions have as ubiquitous
a presence in systems that involve
children, from family and the 
school to child protective agencies
and juvenile justice systems, as do
social workers. 
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