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SCHOOL SOCIAL WORKERS HELPING STUDENTS SUCCEED:
RECOMMENDED SCHOOL SOCIAL WORKER TO STUDENT RATIOS

The School Social Work Association of America (SSWAA) recommends a maximum ratio of one Master
of Social Work (MSW) level school social worker to 250 general education students or one school social
worker per building serving 250 students or fewer. This recommendation is consistent with the roles and
functions of the profession as delineated in the SSWAA School Social Work National Practice Model
(2013). When students require more intensive services, such as student with disabilities and other
specialized populations, the ratio of school social workers to students should be adjusted to ensure school
social workers appropriate workloads to address students' needs . For example, in programs serving
students with intensive behavioral challenges the ratio may need to be significantly lower to provide the
level of services necessary to address those needs.
School social workers provide mental health services in schools and have specialized training to meet
students’ social-emotional needs. Schools often are one of the first places where mental health issues are
recognized and initially addressed (Hennessy & Green-Hennessey, 2000; Hoagwood et al., 2005). School
social workers serve as the primary mental health provider for students, and they may be the only
counseling professional available to students and their families to both initially identify and provide
interventions for those issues. (Early& Vonk, 2001; Hennessy & Green-Hennessy, 2000; Kelly, Berzin, et
al., 2010). In a 2008 survey of school social workers, only 11 percent of respondents reported that all or
most of the students on their caseloads receive counseling or therapeutic services outside of school (Kelly,
Berzin, et al., 2010).
Research indicates between 18-20- percent of students have mental health issues significant enough to
cause impairment to their major life functions (Dore, 2005), yet only one in five students receives the
necessary services (Kaffenberger & Seligman, 2007). Furthermore, diverse students, including students
with disabilities, students of color, and students from low income families, are at greater risk for mental
health challenges, but are even less likely to receive the appropriate services (Vera, Buhin, & Shin, 2006).
Students with untreated mental health issues may develop more significant problems which can greatly
impact their educational experience and result in poor educational outcomes and possibly dropping out of
school (Erford, Newsome, & Rock, 2007).
The role of the school social worker as outlined in the SSWAA School Social Work National Practice
Model includes:
 Provision of evidence-based education, behavior, and mental health services
 Promotion of a school climate and culture conducive to student learning and teaching
excellence
 Maximization of access to school-based and community-based resources (SSWAA, 2013).
Staffing at a higher ratio than the maximum recommended by SSWAA compromises the quality of
services provided to students and affects the potential for positive academic outcomes for all students.

References
Frey, A.J., Alvarez, M.E., Dupper, D.R., Sabatino, C.A, Lindsey, B.C., Raines, J.C., Streeck,
F., McInerney, A., Norris, M.P. (2013). School Social Work Practice Model. School Social Work
Association of America. Retrieved from
http://sswaa.org/displaycommon.cfm?an=1&subarticlenbr=459.
Dore, M. (2005). Child and adolescent mental health. In G. Mallon & P. Hess (Eds.), Child welfare for
thetwenty-first century: A handbook of practices, policies, and programs (pp. 148-172). New
York: Columbia University Press.
Early, T.J., & Vonk, M. E. (2001). Effectiveness of school social work from a risk and resilience
perspective. Children & Schools, 23, 9-31.
Erford, B. T., Newsome, D. W., & Rock, E. (2007). Counseling youth at risk. In B. T. Erford (Ed.)
Transforming the school counseling profession (2nd ed.) (pp. 279-303). Upper Saddle River, NJ:
Pearson.
Hennessy, K., & Green-Hennessy, S. (2000). Estimates of children and adolescents with school-related
behavioral problems. Psychiatric Services, 51, 591.
Hoagwood, K., & Erwin, H. (1997) Effectiveness of school-based mental health services for children: A
10-year research review. Journal of Child and Family Studies, 6, 435-451.
Kaffenberger, C., & Seligman, L. (2007). Helping students with mental and emotional disorders. In
Paniagua, F.A. (2005). Assessing and treating culturally diverse clients: A practical guide (3rd
ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.
Kelly, M.S., Berzin, S. C., Frey, A., Alvarez, M., Shaffer, G., & O’Brien, K. (2010). The state of school
social work: Findings from the National School Social Work Survey. School Mental Health, 2,
132-141.
National Association of Social Workers. (2012). NASW Standards for School Social Work Services.
Retrieved from
http://www.naswdc.org/practice/standards/NASWSchoolSocialWorkStandards.pdf .
Vera, E. M., Buhin, L., & Shin, R. Q. (2006). The pursuit of social justice and the elimination of racism.
In M. G.Constantine and D. W. Sue (Eds.) Addressing racism: Facilitating cultural competence
in mental health and educationalsettings, (Hoboken: Wiley), pp. 271-287.

Approved by the SSWAA Board of Directors on March 10, 2013 © School Social Work Association of
America

