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Abstract 

 With school shootings happening across the United States almost daily, the call for 

educators and researchers to understand how to prevent such violence is timely and necessary.  

While many associate school security with physical measures such as secure perimeters, metal 

detectors, and security guards, there is no research to show that this method is effective in 

preventing school shootings.  On the contrary, there is mounting research to show that these 

physical strategies have multiple adverse effects on students, staff, and school climate.   

This study is uniquely situated in the current research available because it evaluates 

relational approaches to creating more safe and secure schools.  There are many ideas and 

strategies that encourage relationship building between teachers and students, however, this 

study focuses on the specific relationship between elementary school-based social workers and 

the students with whom they work.  The need to focus on such a specific age bracket stems from 

the research that shows early interventions are most effective.  While this idea is traditionally 

applied to academic interventions, the same is also true in social and emotional interventions.   

By interviewing thirteen elementary school-based social workers for this study, I was 

able to gain a deeper understanding and appreciation for the work in which these professionals 

engage each day.  Across eight elementary schools, the student populations differ in many ways 

and as such, the needs of the community range greatly.  In this study, school enrollments range 

from 64 and 600 students.  Likewise, interview participants have worked in the buildings 

anywhere from one to thirteen years.   Moreover, schools in this study range between 20-81% 

student population who qualify for free or reduced meals.  However, by concentrating on one 

school district, with a wide range of differences from building to building, the integration of 

social workers is one of the only consistent social and emotional strategies that all schools share.  
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However, while each school has been allocated one part time social worker through district 

funding, there are still inequities in this area.  For example, schools with Title I funding have a 

full time social worker while the school that receives the most funding can afford an additional 

half time social worker.  At the other end of the spectrum, there are three schools that have 

private foundations.  These foundations pay salaries in the school building for additional 

personnel.  These “community funded positions” include innovation specialists, instructional 

coaches, and social workers.  All in all, this means that the schools with the highest and lowest 

need receive the most support, while those in the middle are often have the highest enrollments 

with the least number of student-support staff.   

By interviewing social workers across the school district, this study aims to provide a 

snapshot of the work being done, challenges or misconceptions around the role, and 

recommendations for how to best leverage the relational aspect of this role in order to prevent 

school violence such as school shootings.  
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Chapter One 
Introduction 

Research Context and Questions 

School safety continues to be a daily and relevant topic in the world of both K-12 and 

higher education, as well as religious organizations across the United States.  While there is 

much talk around gun control, arming teachers, and protecting physical spaces, this study aimed 

to evaluate school safety strategies through a systemic lens.  To narrow the focus even more, this 

study was designed to explore the role of social workers in public schools and the part they play 

in school safety.  Five central research questions guided this study: 

1) What are the role(s) of elementary school social workers? 

2) In what ways do social workers collaborate with other faculty? 

3) How are social workers roles structured to support safer school environments? 

4) In terms of addressing and preventing violent acts at school, what are current practices?  

5) What are the major challenges social workers face in attempting to maintain a safe 

school environment?  

Scope of this Study 

To begin, I describe the current reality of school safety (e.g., the use of metal detectors, 

security cameras, and fenced perimeters).  Next, I review alternative methods of violence 

prevention and explore the implications of these approaches.  Finally, I focus on school-based 

social workers’ role and include definitions, contextual school placement, and specifics of this 

role will be included.  The methods of this qualitative study and data analysis will be discussed 

in Chapter 3.  Building on the work of Cuellar (2018), this case study aims to research possible 

relationships between school security and school-based social workers’ responsibilities.  
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Findings and analysis are explored in Chapter 4.  Lastly, I conclude this study with a discussion 

of my findings, possible future research, and identify the limitations of my research methods, 

findings, and conclusions.   

Overview  

According to the U.S. Center for Homeland Defense and Security, the K-12 School Shooting 

Database (K-12 SSDB) show how incidents of school shootings continue to rise. K-12 SSDB has 

gathered data on more than 1,260 K-12 school shootings going back to 1970 (see Figure 1).  The 

goal of the U.S. Center for Homeland Defense and Security is to systematically record every K-

12 shooting regardless of circumstance, injury, or death because of the value in being able to 

collectively study all different types of school shooting incidents.   

 

Noticeably different about their approach to current research is that incidents where weapons 

were misfired, or a shooter was captured or disarmed by witnesses prior to shooting are also 

 

Figure 1. 2018 School Shooting Incidents by Year (Center for Homeland Defense and 

Security, 2019) 
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included while national reports exclude these “near misses.”  This is because the situations 

leading up to these school shootings have the same value in understanding the factors that 

contribute to the issue regardless the number of casualties (Center for Homeland Defense and 

Security K-12 School Shooting Database, 2019). 

The Centers for Disease Control (CDC) tracked school shooting data since 1994 and 

found rates from 1994 to 2008 did not show a significant change. However, they found rates 

increased significantly from 2009 to 2018 (see Figure 2).  That is to say, during the years  

 

1994-2016, a total of 30 multi-victim school-associated homicides occurred, averaging 1.36 per 

year.  This represents 0.01% of all homicides among youths in the United States during this 22-

year time period (Holland, Hall, Wang, et. al., 2019).  In the 9 years from 2009-2018, this 

number has increased to average 18 per year, accounting for 0.02% of all youth homicides in the 

United States.  In 2016 alone, 3 multi-victim school-associated homicides occurred, and in 2017 

five (Holland, Hall, Wang, et. al., 2019).   

Goal of Study 

The goal of this case study is to explore the role of school-based social workers on the 

creation and support of safer schools through a therapeutic approach to school safety and 

 

Figure 2. Victimization and incidence rates of school-associated multiple-victim homicide per 

100,000 students, United States, July 1994 - June 2018 (CDC, 2018). 
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security.  One potential outcome for this research would be to provide insights for school and 

district administrators regarding supporting school and community social workers to enhance 

their practice and effectiveness.  Further, it is hopeful that this research will be used to inform 

future decisions around investing in school security measures.   
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Chapter Two 

Review of the Current Knowledge in the Literature 

While school and district officials are flocking to one of the dozens of security 

conferences held each year to purchase equipment to arm their schools, there are alternative 

means to be explored that are shown to be more efficient and beneficial.  In this review of 

current literature, we will examine the high price of school safety.  Broken into two categories, 

authoritarian and therapeutic strategies (Nickerson & Spears, 2007), first I will examine the 

most prolific which is authoritarian (i.e., metal detectors, security cameras, school safety 

officers).  Moving on therapeutic strategies (i.e., school personnel such as counselors and social 

workers, relationship building, and increasing connectedness), specifically social workers, will 

be the focus.  Lastly, school climate, effectiveness, and financial effects will be discussed for 

each category.   

Authoritarian Approach 

As described by Nickerson and Spears (2007), the authoritarian approach is also referred 

to as the use of physical barriers.  This includes safety measures such as metal detectors, security 

cameras, school security guards, and zero-tolerance policies.  To be clear, this study does not 

address zero-tolerance policies where administrators are required to expel or suspend students 

when students break certain rules, regardless of the circumstances.  Overall, the authoritarian 

approach has grown rapidly in the United States over the past decade.  As of 2018, 70% of 

schools have security cameras and over 90% have secure entrances.  This approach has created a 

huge demand in the security market for educators and administrators, is costly, and generally is 

funded through capital outlay with little to no oversight.  

The Price of School Safety: Authoritarian Strategies 
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With growth in the number of school shootings, school and district administrators are 

scrambling to create safer schools.  Each year the educator sector of the security equipment 

market rises (see Figure 3).  Last year alone it reached $2.7 billion, and this does not reflect the 

billions more spent on armed campus police officers.  As one can see, breaking down the budget 

and spending on school safety is not a straightforward task.  Complicating matters more, districts 

often pay for security enhancements through capital outlay or general funds.  Additionally, many 

of these items are one-time, large expenses that are not reflected in a yearly budget.  Overall, 

according to DeAngelis (2011), the literature reveals very little is known about the cost of school 

safety and security.   

  
Figure 3.  Relationship Between Security Measures and School Shootings (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2019)  
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Educational/Therapeutic Approach 

The second approach: educational/therapeutic approaches, are also referred to as 

theoretical prevention.  This approach encompasses school climate, increasing connectedness 

and communication, counseling, conflict resolution, and school personnel such as social workers 

(Nickerson & Spears, 2007).  This approach is primarily preventative in nature.  Moreover, it 

requires more time, planning, and capacity building.  While no quick fixes or solutions are 

offered in this approach, there are also many benefits to be examined.  Additionally, this 

approach coincides with mandates to teach social and emotional skills alongside academic ones 

(National Association of State Boards of Education, 2005).   

Focusing on School-Based Social Workers 

While all of the educational/therapeutic approaches are worthwhile and have been 

discussed, the literature around the role of school-based social workers has been underdeveloped.  

Culture, climate, relationships are all buzzwords in education, however, this study aims to 

narrow the focus on how social workers specifically support the work towards creating safer 

schools.  They are uniquely positioned to identify elements of the school environment that 

impede student success, advocate for the disadvantaged, and promote student achievement 

through their service delivery and coordination (Cuellar, 2018).  Today, school social workers 

are one of the most widespread mental health care providers for youth in the United States (Kelly 

et al, 2010).  In light of their wide reach through public education in our country, it is imperative 

to look through the lens of social work when discussing student mental health as it relates to 

school violence.   

It is important then to gain the perspective of school social workers because of the 

training they have around violence prevention and the authority they have to implement safety 

strategies in their daily work.  Furthermore, social workers are uniquely positioned to experience 
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the effects of school safety strategies through direct contact with students.  In a recent study by 

Cuellar (2018), it was shown that school social workers can be involved in developing policy 

regarding school safety and best practices in education.  Additionally, school social workers can 

advocate and implement evidence-based mental health services.  Lastly, they can identify safety 

and security needs (Cuellar, 2018).   

Focusing on Elementary School Social Workers  

For the purpose of this study, I am focusing specifically on the role of social workers in 

the elementary setting.  Looking through the lens of the elementary level is necessary because of 

the work done by Viggaiani which emphasizes that early intervention provided in a collaborative 

manner while linking educational and social services within the school setting is an effective way 

of preventing school failure (Viggaiani, 2002).  Not only does early intervention prevent events 

leading to dropout and provide cost-effective ways to address the needs of families (Allen-

Meares, 1995), but providing interventions while children are young makes it possible for 

students to work on overcoming problems (Levine, 1985).   

The Role of School-Based Social Workers  

The role of social workers is to provide student and system focused interventions that 

address the needs of social, emotional, and mental health needs of students by acting as a critical 

conduit between school, home, and community (Franklin, Kim, & Tripodi, 2009; Frey et al., 

2013).  Simply put, school-based social workers support schools by providing targeted emotional 

and social support to individual students (Dworak-Peck, 2019).  They can serve as case 

managers, parent and student advocates, student mediators, and link families to community 

resources.  Social workers are hired by the school district and placed within a school to support 

students directly.  They can offer support to small groups of students who may need the same 

type of intervention such as anger management, self-control, depression and anxiety, or 
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enhancing social skills.  At times social workers may even work with a whole class in a co-

teaching model with the classroom teacher to implement social and emotional learning 

curriculum.   

The Demand and Prerequisites for School-Based Social Workers  

While not all schools have social workers, they are becoming more prevalent.  Jobs in all 

areas of social work are growing at a rate of more than twice as fast as the average profession 

(Dworak-Peck, 2019).  Moreover, they are expected to increase 16 percent over the next decade 

(Dwoark-Peck, 2019).  Social workers graduate with a bachelor’s degree in social work and 

specialize in school-based social work by earning a master’s degree from a Council on Social 

Work Education accredited social work school.  Students typically complete an internship, 

practicum, or fellowship in the field.   

Constraints for Social Workers in Schools 

Social workers and teachers work in bureaucratic settings with little to no control over 

their clientele, services, and curriculum.  This setting limits the scope and depth of work that 

social workers are able to do compared to the private sector.  In terms of working with students, 

social workers are instructed to work with students who interrupt the organizational flow.  To be 

clear, the social workers’ job description calls for “working with students regarding their social 

and emotional problems interfering with adjustment and achievement in school” (Shawnee 

Mission School District Job Description, 2019).  The long-held idea that education in the United 

States focuses solely on the academic needs of students creates a gap in what students bring to 

school with them and the expectation of schooling.  The traditional approach of social workers 

working with students and families in a residual, case-by-case basis is not adequate for ensuring 

students are ready to learn (Bronstein, 2003).   

Social Workers and Teachers Relationship 
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While there are many notable similarities between social work and teacher professions, 

there are striking differences that can hinder the workflow between the two.  Bronstein’s 

research spotlights this dynamic relationship between teachers and social workers.  Similar 

attributes of each profession include predominantly female workforce, bureaucratic setting, and 

service orientation.  Since both sectors are largely female dominated, over 70% have children 

(Olarte, 2000), and child-bearing practices are largely still based along gender lines (Olarte, 

2000), the majority of teachers and social workers face dual time commitments with minimal 

financial resources (Bronstein, 2003).  The demands placed on both results in teachers and social 

workers stretching and balancing different roles and competing demands and complex problems, 

thus they are both likely to have a broad vision of responsibilities, time management skills, and 

rely on interdisciplinary collaboration (Bronstein, 2003).  

Additionally, in both lines of work there is debate over professional status because of 

shorter training period, lower status, less right to privileged communication, less specialized 

body of knowledge, and less autonomy from supervision (Etzioni, 1969).  Thus, both are 

commonly referred to as “semi-professions.”  Moreover, the lower salary of both professions is 

similar in that when comparing the lifetime earnings of social workers and teachers they are 

within $5,000 of each other (Ozawa & Law, 1993).   

Definitions Within Current Literature  

School Shootings. In looking at research around school shootings, one difficulty is that 

so many terms are used interchangeably.  This is because there is no legal definition or 

consensus on how to define school shootings.  Some research includes gang violence, suicide, 

shootings that take place at extra-curricular activities, and even suicides.  As such, I will be using 

the FBI definition as an individual actively engaged in killing or attempting to kill people in a 
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populated area.  For this study, I am excluding references to drug, gang, or domestic violence 

that may occur on school property.   

Crisis Communication. The loosely coupled nature of education leads to widespread 

gaps in communication.  With teachers having almost complete autonomy over their classroom, 

there is little interdependence among other adults in the building.  Weick (1976) examines the 

characteristics of loosely coupled systems including loosely linked and minimally dependent on 

one another for their functioning.  Moreover, goals, standards, and learning targets are generally 

ambiguous, have competing and sometimes contradictory objectives (Fox & Harding, 2005).  In 

terms of individual students, unless their problems impede the dominant organizational goal: 

maintain order and academic achievement, they can fester unnoticed until a larger problem such 

as a school shooting occurs (Fox & Harding, 2005).   

Decoy Effect. In order for schools to achieve their primary goal which is academic 

achievement, educators and administrators must maintain order.  However, this means that the 

bulk of time, attention, and resources go towards students whose behavior disrupts the 

organizational flow.  Turner (1976) called this issue the “decoy problem.”  Turner found that a 

common factor in the failure of organizations to predict disasters in that attention paid to some 

well-defined problem or source of danger was dealt with, but this distracts attention from another 

dangerous but ill-structured problem in the background (p. 388).   According to a Secret Service 

report based on 37 school shootings, nearly two thirds of the attackers had never or rarely been in 

trouble at school (Vossekuil, Reddy, & Fein, 2000).  School shooters go unnoticed because they 

do not behave in ways that disrupt the primary goals of order and academic achievement.   

Structural Secrecy.  Vaughan (1996, 1999) developed a term “structural secrecy” to 

explain the failure of information to reach important actors within an organization due to division 

of labor, hierarchy, and specialization of tasks and goals.  Because tasks are highly segregated in 
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schools, information is often lost between staff members.  Moreover, there are often few formal 

methods for communicating about students across faculty (Fox & Harding, 2005).  Two 

processes: task segregation and institutional memory loss are cited as the cause of structural 

secrecy in schools.  These processes are intentionally built into schools in light of confidentiality 

and the “clean-slate” mentality.  The philosophies behind these processes are well intentioned.  

However, because of the central value of confidentiality surrounding student privacy, this 

emphasis can place teachers, social workers, administrators, and parents in conflict.  

Additionally, while the clean-slate mentality is well intentioned and uniquely American in that 

teachers want to ensure that all children are given a clean slate or second chance upon a new 

school year (Fox & Harding, 2005), it causes institutional memory loss from year to year.   

Summary of Current Literature   

School Safety Strategies. School safety strategies have a number of effects on the 

students and educational environment of the building.  While this includes both authoritarian and 

therapeutic strategies, current research suggests that many common authoritarian preventative 

measures such as metal detectors, security cameras, guards, and zero-tolerance policies are not 

effective means of preventing school violence (Addington, 2009; Borum, Cornell, Modzeleski, 

& Jimerson, 2010; Casella, 2006; Cuellar, 2016; Garcia, 2003; Hankin, Hertz, & Simon, 2009).  

Moreover, it is indicated that the contrary is true; that the use of these strategies can negatively 

impact students’ perception of safety and actually increase school violence (Bachman, Randolph, 

& Brown, 2011; Schreck & Miller, 2003). Beger (2003) found that these processes negatively 

impact school climate and more specifically the overall learning environment of students.  

Additionally, these strategies address the issues that have already occurred rather than focusing 

on prevention. 
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 Therapeutic Approach. In contrast, therapeutic approaches such as counselors and 

social workers, relationship building, working collaboratively, and acting as a part of a problem-

solving team is supported by research (Gregory & Ripski, 2008).  This method of engaging in 

student discipline shows positive effects on student behavior, therefore, research suggests 

focusing on a proactive approach to student behavior (Bradshaw, Mitchell, & Leaf, 2011).  

Additionally, the same researchers found a therapeutic approach to school safety improves the 

climate and learning environment within a school (Bradshaw, Mitchell, & Leaf, 2011).  The use 

of collaborative teams including parents, students, social workers, administrators, teachers, and 

social agencies results in significantly improved student behavior (McDonald et al, 1997).   

Medicaid Funding. Additionally, the funding of social workers is much more 

sustainable than physical safety barriers.  This is in large part due to Medicaid funding in 

schools.  While it goes largely unrecognized, Medicaid funding is woven into the nation’s 

education system.  Specific examples of Medicaid funding include education-related services 

including school clinics, counseling for children, and social worker salaries (Viggaini, 2002).  To 

put this in perspective, Medicaid’s annual school budget is $4 billion out of a total $400 billion 

budget (Gorman, 2018).  While many think of a specific segment of the population as being 

those who benefit from Medicaid, it has the potential to greatly enhance the educational 

environment and ultimately benefit all students (Pugach, 1992).   

General Funds.  Conversely, there are many unintended consequences of school 

spending as it relates to secure technologies.  One of the problems with this is that it is difficult 

to budget for future security enhancements when the technical market is changing so rapidly.  

Furthermore, when funding is taken from capital outlay or general funds it creates nebulous 

accounting practices which makes it difficult if not impossible to get a clear picture of how much 

schools and districts are actually spending much less compare these figures to other neighboring 
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districts or even nationally.  Lastly, by spending these funds on security, this money is being 

deferred from other possibly more efficient resources for student learning or well-being.    

Move to Therapeutic Strategies.  Researchers such as Cuellar (2018) caution the use of 

authoritarian practices should be employed with caution and furthermore, should be replaced 

with student focused and educationally driven security processes.  In this light, it is timely and 

necessary to explore the topic of therapeutic safety strategies within education, specifically the 

functions and demands of school-social workers.  Overall, replacing authoritarian strategies with 

therapeutic can improve academic performance and reduce dropout rates as well as student-

police involvement (Bradshaw, Mitchell, & Leaf, 2011).   Specifically, processes that promote 

positive relationships and improve communication practices may be the most effective method 

for reducing school violence (Cuellar, 2018). 
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Chapter Three 

Methodology 

Research Design and Rationale 

The purpose of this study was to explore the relationship between social workers and safe 

school environments.  This study was be guided by five central research questions.  

1) What are the role(s) of elementary school-based social workers? 

2) In what ways do social workers collaborate with other faculty? 

3) How are social workers roles structured to support safer school environments? 

4) In terms of addressing and preventing violent acts at school, what are current practices?  

5) What are the major challenges social workers face in attempting to maintain a safe 

school environment?  

During the interviews, additional questions were used to explore how much control school-based 

social workers have over their time and caseload, communication and information sharing 

practices, and crisis intervention protocol.  

While there is extensive research on the profile of students who commit school violence 

such as school shootings, there is very limited research specifically related to the impact 

therapeutic strategies have in creating safe schools.  This represents a gap in literature, and a 

clear purpose for this study to gain a deeper understanding as to how social workers may impact 

the school and students to prevent peer and/or self-harm. This qualitative study is be based upon 

adult interview based on elementary school-based social workers within one district, Heartland 

School District.   

Context of this Study 
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 The Heartland School District is a suburban school district outside of Kansas City.  The 

district serves a diverse population from 14 cities within one county.  Located 10 miles from 

downtown Kansas City, it serves a diverse population of students (Table 1).   

Table 1 

Demographic Comparison of Local Kansas City Area School Districts 

 Heartland 

School District 
Pioneer School 

District 
Central School 

District 
Sunset 

School 

District 
FTE 27,295 29,603 49,953 22,779 

% Male 51.2 48.6 51.3 52.0 
%Female 48.9 51.5 48.8 49.0 

SES     
% Non- 

     Economically  

     Disadvantaged 

65.0 73.1 52.7 92.1 

% Economically  

     Disadvantaged 
35.0 26.9 47.3 8.0 

Race     
% White 63.6 66.5 63.8 72.0 

% African  
     American 

8.8 7.33 6.9 3.3 

% Hispanic 19.0 16.8 20.1 6.0 
% Other 8.6 9.3 9.2 19.0 

 

Sample  

The selection of social workers came directly from the Director of Student Services but 

remained voluntary.  The Director of Student Services oversees social workers at the district 

level.  While social workers are school-based, meaning they report to their assigned school 

building each day, the Director of Student Services maintains control of hiring, professional 

development, and collaboration within the social worker network.  The Director of Student 

Services shared the list of all elementary school-based social workers as well as their contact 

information.  Within the sample, participants met certain criteria including working in the 
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elementary setting and having worked within the district between one and twenty-five years.  

Participants were chosen who could contribute to an evolving grounded theory and whose 

qualification for interviews was experiential relevance.  The email sent to social workers read:  

Greetings Elementary Social Workers.  I am looking for individuals who can share a bit 

about their current role serving as an elementary social worker specifically, how your practice 

relates to school safety and security.  Do you work with students who display violent tendencies? 

Or perhaps you have you found yourself advocating for a student who does not fit the typical 

“highflyer” profile with a growing discipline record?  In order to learn more about the impact of 

your role on creating safer schools with relational security, I am looking for individuals who can 

share with me about their practice around school safety and security.  I am especially interested 

in how your work plays a role in threat assessment.  If you would like to talk, I would be happy 

to come to your building to talk.  Using my professional email address, social workers replied 

directly to the email.  Having verbal consent from the district Director of Assessment, I chose to 

use my professional email address because it was beneficial in gaining trust as I was reaching out 

to social workers within the district that I do not know.  When participants were selected for the 

study, they received a copy of the consent form (Appendix B).  Some participants requested the 

Interview Guide (Appendix A), which was also emailed to them ahead of our meeting.   

Financial Context  

Heartland School District is unique in its approach to social work in terms of how the 

position is funded.  A goal for this study was to reflect this practice in hopes for future 

exploration.  Specifically, all elementary schools have a half-time social worker salary paid by 

the district.  However, some schools have privately funded school foundations which can 

subsidize the social worker salary in a building.  This means that some schools have part time 

social workers, while others can have one or more full time.  With over 34 elementary schools, 
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the district presents wide geographical, racial, economic, and academic diversity.  Within the 

district there are five high schools.  Each high school has a 1:1 transition with the middle school 

that feeds into it.  That is to say, the elementary schools combine to form one middle school and 

that middle school feeds directly into the high school.  With this in mind, the district often breaks 

down data into feeder patterns.  For this reason, I chose to interview social workers from the five 

different feeder patterns within the district.  The feeder patterns are determined by the five high 

schools: North, South, East, West, and Northwest.  A random systematic sample was identified 

so that each pattern had an equal probability of selection.  Purposeful selection was based on 

representing variety not only in feeder pattern, but also in age.     

Instrumentation 

Interviews. Interviews were conducted at the participant’s primary work location.  A 

social worker’s primary work location is the building which they primarily serve as assigned by 

Human Resources.  The interviews followed a semi-structured script of questions while answers 

are recorded using the Rev app on a cell phone or iPad.  Simultaneously anecdotal notes were 

taken to include any physical reactions such as crying, laughing, or any other significant gesture.  

These anecdotal notes can be significant in deciphering meaning as qualitative research is 

flexible rather than fixed, inductive, and reflexive (Maxwell, 2013).   

 Data Collection Process. Interviews were stored digitally in cloud-based storage 

platform, Google Drive.  Audio files, as well as transcriptions, were also stored in this way and 

secured with password protection.  The interviewees were provided with a copy of the interview 

transcription and asked for feedback or corrections.  Next, interview audio files were replayed, 

and transcriptions were read multiple times to gain better understanding as well as remove any 

personally identifying information.  While listening and reading the interviews, notes and 

questions were documented to be revisited.   
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Data Analysis.  I identified patterns and themes as part of the constant-comparative 

method.  This tool allowed me to look for trends, relationships, and themes.  Moreover, I 

leveraged this technique while conducting further interviews.  Maxwell (2013), contends that any 

component of design may need to be reconsidered or modified during the study in response to 

new developments.  For this reason, when data collection was complete, I thoroughly and 

deliberately analyzed the data in its entirety.  Using the interactive model (Maxwell, 2013) the 

research had a definite yet flexible structure including goals, conceptual framework, research 

questions, methods, and validity.   

 Validity.  To ensure validity, I used Maxwell’s work as a framework.  First, I utilized the 

strategy of triangulation of sources, methods, and theories cross checking the information 

provided by the interviewee with my interpretation.  Additionally, I practiced referencing and 

adding to the literature review portion of the study and including any auxiliary data gathered that 

was unplanned (i.e., interviews, anecdotal notes, or notes from after the recording device is 

turned off).  I also searched for discrepant evidence that would be considered an outlier in that it 

did not fit with themes or patterns otherwise shown.  I asked how these results or conclusions 

could be wrong, what other plausible conclusions could be drawn, and how I can support or 

challenge my ideas about what is going on.  Lastly, I compared this study with other programs 

that have been previously conducted around school shootings such as Fox and Harding’s work 

(2005) where school counselors and other staff members were interviewed about school shooting 

incidents that happened at the buildings where they were working.   

Limitations  

 Researcher Context.  As a current employee in the school district, it is possible that 

some of the research participants and I may work together on a frequent or infrequent basis.  In 

my role as an instructional coach, I am non-evaluative and work on the same salary schedule as 
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other certified employees of the district.  However, due to the nature of the close working 

relationship with administrators, there may be some social workers who did not feel comfortable 

speaking openly with me about their role.  Regardless of this limitation, I interviewed social 

workers who voluntarily choose to speak with me.  This is significant because Peshkin (1982) 

holds that subjectivity operates during the entire research process.  As an instructional coach at 

the elementary level in Heartland School District, I cannot remove my subjectivity.  It is, as 

Peshkin contends, silently present in both the research and nonresearched aspects of my life.  As 

an instructional coach in the Heartland School District, it is possible that some teachers may not 

wish to work with me.   

 Research Setting.  As this study is focused on a single school district, it is limiting in 

comparison to other districts.  The way social worker positions are funded is distinctly unique in 

Heartland School District.  Moreover, the neighboring districts have board policies that preclude 

community funded positions.  Therefore, some of the findings may be applicable for internal use 

only.   

Summary 

 In summary, the format of this qualitative study allowed the researcher to construct a 

coherent design for gaining understanding around a specific educational/therapeutic strategy.  

This study is situated in current literature, relevant for the participants, and may have a lasting 

impact on current practices.    
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Chapter 4: Results and Findings 

 The purpose of this study was to gain a better understanding of the role school-based 

social workers play in promoting safer schools.  This study was designed to evaluate school 

safety strategies through a systemic social lens by exploring the role of elementary school-based 

social workers in one mid-western public-school district.  Further, to goal was to gain insight 

into the daily work of each participant and identify ways in which they may promote safe 

learning environments at their school sites.   

 This chapter presents the findings for the following research questions: 

1) What are the role(s) of elementary school social workers? 

2) In what ways do social workers collaborate with other faculty? 

3) How are social workers roles structured to support safer school environments? 

4) In terms of addressing and preventing violent acts at school, what are current practices? 

5) What are the major challenges social workers face in attempting to maintain a safe 

school environment?  

The thirteen school-based social workers interviewed for this study serve in one or more 

elementary schools within the same school district during the 2019-2020 school year.  Interviews 

took place during the month of February of the 2019-2020 school year at each participants’ 

school where each is assigned by their district supervisor.  Because this study was exploratory, 

the interviews were semi-structured and the coding process was developed based on the existing 

literature and as themes emerged in responses.     

Findings: Major Thematic Strands 

This section presents the six primary themes that emerged regarding the role of school-

based social workers in relation to school safety.  This study employed a constant comparative 

and grounded-theory analysis to focus on themes informed by the literature and that came to 
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light through the coding process.  The following themes were developed from interview 

transcripts which were guided by the interview guide (see Appendix A): communication 

practices, building leadership and culture, capacity building, intervention process, role 

ambiguity, and workload.  By leveraging the concept-driven coding technique, the categories and 

concepts of the codes came from research literature, topics from the interview guide, and 

organically through the participant responses (Gibbs, p.44).  Framework analysis was utilized by 

building up a list of key thematic ideas before applying codes to the text (Gibbs, p. 44).  Raw 

data was transcribed verbatim and reread initially making notes.  The transcripts were then 

reread a second time with a critical lens, using color-coding to identify themes, bold typeface to 

enhance direct quotes, and notes to annotate the text.   

Demographic Profile of the Participants 

 The participants included thirteen female elementary school-based social workers in the 

Heartland School District.  The range of tenure spans from a first-year social worker to a social 

worker who has been in the district for 13 years.  Each social worker was asked to provide 

background information including prior experience and educational background.  Likewise, each 

participant was asked to describe the demographic profile of the school in which they serve.  The 

results are reported below (see Table 2).  
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Table 2 

Profile of Elementary School-Based Social Workers in Heartland School District 

Participant 
Highest 
Degree 
Earned 

Total 
Years in 

Social 
Work 

Total Years 
in Heartland 

School 
District 

Total Years in 
Current 

Elementary 
School 

Enrollment in 
Current 

Elementary 
School 

Percent of 
Free and 
Reduced 

Population 
of School 

Social Worker 01 MSW 11 11 10 386 53% 
Social Worker 

02* MSW 1 1 1 299 37% 

    1 501 22% 
Social Worker 03 MSW 8 8 5 573 20% 
Social Worker 04 LCSW 26 13 4 365 47% 
Social Worker 05 MSW 11 11 11 568 31% 

Social Worker 
06* MSW 12 8 5 503 81% 

    2 270 38% 
Social Worker 07 LCSW 9 1 1 284 38% 
Social Worker 08 MSW 13 13 13 596 67% 
Social Worker 09 LCSW 8 3 3 64 54% 
Social Worker 10 LCSW 26 13 13 610 59% 
Social Worker 11 LCSW 20 1 1 456 47% 
Social Worker 12 LCSW 11 3 3 64 54% 
Social Worker 13 LCSW 15 3 3 64 54% 

*Supports more than one building
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Theme 1 – Communication Practices: Structural Secrecy  

Structural secrecy explains the failure of information to reach important actors within an 

organization due to division of labor, hierarchy, and specialization of tasks and goals (Vaughn, 

1999).  This concept is meant to illustrate the segregated roles in education and lack of 

communication flow.  For example, a teacher may bring concerns of a student demonstrating a 

propensity towards violence to the school social worker.  However, this information has no 

systematic way of being recorded.  While the school district in this study has adopted a grading 

platform with the capability of documenting interventions in a “guidance” tab, many social 

workers reported that they do not use this function.  One social worker said it this way,  

We’re trying to document on Skyward more. I always try to call the middle school social worker and 
say “hey we have this one, and this one, and this one” if they’re highflyers I’m concerned about.  
(SW03)  
 

Furthermore, the use of the platform is unclear.  One participant said that in her building 

it is used primarily to document discipline data while the guidance tab is used to document 

preventative strategies such as whole group lessons.   

The teachers are responsible for entering the discipline information on Skyward. But the adults that 
need to know the information are then provided the information and usually that comes from the 
principal. I mean it’s kind of a need to know. I don’t know. I wouldn’t say that everyone is made 
aware of what happened. But if there’s been a major crisis with a student and they needed to de-
escalate, then I think the teacher is informed. (SW01)  
 

Privacy Policies. While the school district’s grading system has a place to input 

information about interventions, only two of the thirteen social workers said they utilize this.  

When asked why, the participants explained that using this platform yields negligible benefit 

because social workers are governed by HIPAA (Health Information Portability and 

Accountability Act) privacy policy while educators are governed under FERPA (Family 
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Educational Rights and Privacy Act).  While both are designed to protect information of 

individuals, according to the Center for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), school officials 

do not have access to HIPAA protected information.  To be clear, this means that any 

information a social worker was to record about the types of interventions, skill deficits, or 

warning signs that a student demonstrated, would only be accessible through the district platform 

by fellow social workers or school nurses within the school district.  The two social workers who 

utilize the district grading platform explained it this way.  

Social workers, we have a separate place where we can enter our individual or group sessions and 
teachers don’t have access to that.  (SW01) 
 
Some (social workers) are very protective about their notes.  Some think that it should be shared with 
anybody else that has access to it.  We have a guidance tab and it is only viewed by those of us that 
follow HIPAA. Because teachers follow FERPA, which is a different confidentiality standard. (SW02) 
 

While other teachers can access the same platform to enter grades, the guidance tab with 

the notes does not appear on their screen.  Not only is access prohibited, they do not know it 

exists.  This is problematic because teachers do not know to even ask for such information, nor is 

there a shared common language between the two parties for the type of information being 

requested.   

In thinking about students who transfer out of district, information loss is even more 

significant.  One participant reflected on this issue when asked about the flow of communication 

for students who benefit from interventions and supports. 

I even think about, we have a family of five who left us to move to Colorado and they’re getting ready 
to move back again and they’re a family who struggles with chronic homelessness. And I don’t know 
that we sent very much with them, which is a shame because there’s so much there that they could 
have maybe benefited from. So it’s only been a few months and they’re on their way back. (SW04) 
 

Clean Slate Mentality. One social worker who utilizes the platform explained how she 

uses it to enter notes.  However, the other school social worker discussed how she goes about 
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using the platform to enter notes and more broadly her own code of ethics for documentation.  

She refers to what Fox and Harding (2005) term “The Clean Slate Mentality.”  While this 

distinctly American notion that you can reinvent yourself is deeply held in our country, it plays 

out with school staff members worrying about labeling students in ways that prejudice other 

teachers.  The idea that students are entitled to a clean slate is a deeply held conviction for many 

in education.   

Unless it’s a DCF call or suicidal risk assessment, I do not offer much detail on the notes I input. The 
only reason I do is if I think that in the future somebody’s going to need to have access to that. That’s 
the tricky thing because when I sit down with a kid and I explain to them that what they tell me stays 
between us. I take that really seriously.  I don’t want the social worker in the middle school to look 
back and say, well on this day all this was going on in his life, and then paint a picture that may not be 
the picture any longer. (SW02) 

 

This idea is an example of what Fox and Harding deem “the dark side of the clean-slate 

mentality.”  Most information that is exchanged is done so verbally and anecdotally by one 

social worker calling another if there are concerns about a student.  However, this approach is 

placing undue confidence in the connectedness of school communities and the network of school 

social workers.  Moreover, this only accounts for students who are transferring within district or 

moving up to the middle and high school levels.  

Response to Intervention Kept Hidden. One social worker worked to explain how 

information is restricted even when a student may be going through a special education 

evaluation or referral process.   

I do not communicate anything along those lines with teachers. Now I would probably say, “we have a 
serious situation going on, but I can’t share the details with you, but just know this is happening.” I am 
always going to ask the student for permission and I’m never going to share information without that 
permission.  In meetings for example, I am only going to disclose what I’m working on in regard to 
the behavior that has brought us to the table. I would only disclose what was pertinent to what they 
needed to know. (SW02) 
 
Typically, over the span of at least eight weeks teachers, administrators, special education 

staff, and social workers meet to discuss interventions and student progress.  The goal of these 
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meetings is to share information about the student to determine if a student is making progress.  

The participant explained that when she speaks to a teacher individually or in this type of 

meeting, she is careful not to disclose information.   

Distrust in the System.  Some social workers raised the issue of privacy and 

confidentiality as being part of the Social Work Code of Ethics.  This is taken seriously by social 

workers as their license depends on it.  According the NASW Code of Ethics, 1.01, Commitment 

to Clients states that a social workers’ primary responsibility is to promote the well-being of 

clients.  As one social worker said:  

I will not compromise my code of ethics. I take it very seriously. Extremely seriously. So, anything a 
child says to me will not be shared with others (SW07) 
 

Another participant explained that documenting their work is more a compliance issue 

rather than a helpful tool.  She explained that she does input information because that’s what her 

supervisor asked them to do.  For this reason, she inputs the minutes and type of contact (e.g. 

phone call, parent contact, etc.)   

I try and document everything and I’m careful how I document because of confidentiality, because I 
don’t always trust the system. But yes, I document in the guidance tab when I have parent contact and 
same with communicating with an outside agency. (SW06) 
 

 While this participant spoke about all of the things, they document in the system, they 

also reflected on how much information is lost when students move schools.  Even during the 

interview, they were able to reflect on a current situation with a new student who moved from 

another state who is demonstrating self-destructive behaviors.  As she spoke, she explained 

“we’ve had no communication from the school even though we’ve reached out. So, it’s like 

starting from zero. And that’s just one.”  This social worker also provided some information 

around the different methods of recording interventions provided by social workers.  As 
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compared to an individualized learning plan (IEP) that students who receive special education 

services have in place to share with each school they attend, report cards that general education 

students have vary from state to state, district to district, and sometimes even school to school.   

If a student moves within the district, typically the social worker will contact me, or vice versa. I’m 
really big into communication and I feel like if that’s…. I want to help that social worker, that family, 
that student, and by letting the new school know “hey this is the new school’s social worker, this is 
what we did and this is what helped and they received back…” or whatever the supports were.  
Sometimes we have to call each other but it’s trickier from outside the school district. I have to kind 
of… I may or may not hear about it. It’s not on a report card, but for example, if say they are a special 
ed student, sometimes it will reflect on there if they were meeting with a counselor whereas ours 
(report card) does not. It varies case to case. (SW06)  

 

Theme 2 – Leadership: Creating an All-In Culture 

 While building leaders and school-based social workers work closely to manage student 

behaviors, create individualized plans for interventions, and support families in crisis, the school 

administrator can also set the tone for the building by creating a positive school culture.  A 

healthy school culture as described by Kaplan and Owings includes the following underlying 

norms: collegiality, collaboration, continuous learning, openness to new ideas, problem solving, 

improvement, and hard work (Kaplan & Owings, 2013).   The participants in this study who 

spoke positively about their work environment were able to give specific examples of how their 

building administrators support them.   

I Feel Like I’m Not Alone.  The school social workers in this study who described their 

work as being primarily preventative and spoke positively about their work echoed these 

attributes when asked to describe their administrator’s leadership style.  One social worker 

explained it this way: 

I want to say this is my third or fourth year being full time here and I love it here. I mean it’s year two 
with the current principal who’s doing some really great things with regard to the relationships and 
just helping teachers understand that teaching the whole child is more than just academics. I mean, 
there is that social, emotional learning piece that has to occur. (SW05)  
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This participant went on to explain “I do really enjoy coming to work every day.  I mean, 

and it’s because I do, I feel supported and I feel like I’m not alone.”  Another participant splits 

her time between two buildings.  She explained that the staff at one building is a strong team, 

while the other building struggles.   

They have a strong team and they just… it’s a well-oiled machine. I don’t know how else to say it. 
They just take care of it, and even when the principal’s not in the building, things just keep going very 
strongly, as they should. Everybody helps support one another and does what’s needed. (SW06)  
 

When asked about the characteristics of these leaders, some attributed it to structure.  

Others spoke about the building administrator as being a member of the team, or the time the 

administrator spends building relationships with students and staff members.  Hopson and 

Lawson point to site-based teams as the main strategy for school climate improvement (Hopson 

& Lawson, 2011).   

They Are All “Our Kids.”  School social workers who feel supported by a team shared 

that they feel distributed leadership in that the weight is not entirely on their shoulders.  The idea 

that one person does all of the social and emotional instruction in the building would be 

overwhelming for some.  For example, one social worker said this: 

Every year when they do school social worker appreciation day or whatever, I’m always like, every 
teacher in our school is a social worker. Like literally all day, every day you guys are dealing with 
social and emotional issues. (SW08) 
 

She went on to talk about how teachers in the building talk about students being “our 

kids” regardless the grade or classroom.  One example of a preventative strategy she shared is 

that when a substitute comes to a class with a student who has a history of dysregulated 

behaviors, another teacher in the grade level will invite that student to join their class for the day.  

This way the student is with a teacher that they are comfortable with and see on a daily basis as 
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opposed to someone they may have never met before.  While this may create more work for the 

neighboring teacher, examples like this show the all-in culture of the building.   

Building Trust.  Research shows that trust and mutual respect are the necessary 

foundation for building a positive school culture (Hopson & Lawson, 2011).  This begins with 

the trust that adults in a school have in the school principal and extending to the relationships 

adults enjoy at school (Hopson & Lawson, 2011).  This is evidenced by what one social worker 

said when asked what makes her feel empowered in her role. 

I feel empowered by my principal and like he trusts what I’m doing. I feel that my administrator will 
back up anything. I feel like any teacher that sees me sitting in a hallway with a kid for an hour will 
stop by and say, “Can I help?” “Do you need a tag out?” I think it’s like they do that support. Just 
even a break. Our principal, he’ll send me on an errand when he knows that I’ve hit my limit. On 
Wednesday morning he was like “Oh, we need something from somewhere, will you go get it?” I'm 
like "I know what you’re doing… and I appreciate it.” I think he’s good about acknowledging that it’s 
hard. (SW08)  
 

Because teamwork and team learning are core components of a positive school climate, 

social workers play an important role in interprofessional teams.  Hopson and Lawson (2011) 

found that when school personnel have a respectful, caring relationship and work in teams to 

develop understanding of student needs and address those needs, learning organizations thrive.  

In one building, the social worker explained the team approach to student behaviors. 

Everybody’s here to help support one another and the students. When we know we have some pretty 
hard case, we end up usually having a meeting and coming up with a plan. The teachers, the para, the 
therapist, the school administrator, and then the recovery staff come together, and we formulate a 
specific, individual plan for them. I think as a team we are very supportive, and I know that we have 
some code words when we need people to come immediately. If I say “This is Tracy, I need assistance 
in my office now” they come running. (SW09)  
 

The influence of the school leader has a significant impact on the school building.  As 

Marzano cites, there is a .25 correlation with average student achievement and principal 

leadership in schools (Marzano, Waters, & McNulty, 2005, p. 4).  All in all, school building 

leaders are positioned to help not only improve student achievement but also create positive 
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learning environments.  One participant spoke about the impact the building administrator had 

made in her short time in the building.  As her second year in the building, the principal had 

already established a diagnostic team to discuss student needs.  

We kind of collaborate and we have a great team. I think definitely something that we see, we 
respond. I think any behavior… we respond instead of react. I think it’s kind of… it’s a team 
approach.  (SW05) 
 

Likewise, one participant compared the effect on the building of the current administrator 

and the past administrator.  

It makes a really big difference. I mean, I think the worst time… well, when I say worse, I think the 
neediest time, I guess it would be when we had a different principal. She was a wonderful person, very 
caring, and you know I loved her. But I just think the way that she handled crisis is very different than 
how our current principal handles it. And I think it does make a difference. (SW01)  
 

When asked what specifically made this principal successful, from her perspective, the 

participant first cited good communication skills.  

I think she’s very good at communicating and making sure that there’s a plan in place and that we’re 
all following the plan and letting me know if something… if I’m not there on a day that something’s 
happened, she makes sure that I’m aware of it. I feel fortunate, I really do. I think we’re in a really 
good place as a building right now. I’m sad because we’re losing our principal, so yeah, she’s retiring 
this year. So, it’ll be different next year. (SW01)  

  

Theme 3 – Capacity Building: Stronger Together  

A frequent theme that arose when speaking with participants was the idea of capacity 

building, whether it be through professional development, leadership opportunities, or clinical 

recognition.  Bandura (1997) holds that professional efficacy focuses on one’s beliefs of being 

competent and effective at work and holds feelings of job-related success.  In this light, it is 

important to observe the participants who are advocating for themselves and their students.  The 

way each school-based social worker described this desire varied, but the idea of professional 

respect and trust continued to emerge.  Likewise, those who did not feel empowered by leaders 
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were given little autonomy and spoke about desiring equal professional recognition.  One social 

worker put it this way 

I think I would be more empowered if the district would listen to us more on programs that we think 
would work with kids. When we’re saying a child needs more help, to be able to make those resource 
decisions.  (SW10)  
 

Empower Me and I Will Empower Others.  While across the 34 elementary schools 

there are numerous strategies and programs that have been implemented to help students with 

self-regulation.  Of the thirteen participants in the study, six spoke about differing programs in 

their buildings.  However, researchers have found that programs pale in comparison to the 

importance of teacher perception (Gregory, 2007).  That is to say, buy-in matters a great deal 

more than the program brand.  One social worker explained how the staff in the building was 

learning about a program when they experienced a change of leadership.  When the current 

administrator came in and saw that it was working, they worked together to grow the program. 

The program we use is not really a program, it’s just good teaching practices and strategies that 
involves a four-day training in the summer. Our current administrator has learned a great deal and has 
done whatever she can. We’ve become a host site for the summer institute, this will be our second 
year doing that. I think just her willingness to put in the extra work, to provide that professional 
development for the staff to learn and grow. It’s definitely about the professional development that’s 
played a huge, huge role in helping to build that culture of community. I think that’s really where 
we’re making the most strides. (SW05)  
 

Equal Professional Footing.  Collaborating with teachers and administrators is part of 

the daily work that school-based social workers conduct.  They are meeting individually, in 

teams, and around the table for problem solving sessions.  However, not all of these meetings 

take place under optimal circumstances.  It can be difficult for social workers and teachers to 

collaborate at times.  One reason for this can be that teachers and social workers come from 

different educational backgrounds.  Whereas a school counselor goes through the same 

undergraduate program as a schoolteacher, a school-based social worker’s degree is held in 
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social work.  This can cause a gap in communication where a teacher may feel as though a 

school counselor can relate and have a better understanding of the issues at hand because of their 

background.  One social worker put it this way 

Maybe my biggest challenge is continuing to build rapport and collegiality and for teachers to 
understand that I have equal professional footing. It seems like maybe the feeling was that this wasn’t 
quite a professional position, more of a catchall and kind of a para. In the beginning I was babysitting 
their classes and cleaning up in the lunchroom, which I do not mind doing sometimes. Absolutely, 
that’s fine, but that can’t be the main thrust of this job. (SW 07)  

  

To provide context, in the interviews conducted, ten out of the thirteen interviews were 

interrupted with phone calls, teachers or students walking in, and being paged on the walkie-

talkie.  However, this participant was not interrupted once by the building staff or students in our 

time together.  She did make clear that as it was her first year in the role, it was especially 

difficult for her to fit into the building culture.  However, another social worker who had been in 

the building for nine years echoed this sentiment.  

It would be nice if they would recognize us for the skills that we have. We are licensed as therapists. 
In the alternative school they’re recognized as therapists, here, we’re not. Technically a lot of what I 
do is therapy, but we have to call it psychosocial education or something like that. (SW10)  
 

This desire goes beyond just professional recognition.  The participant explained how a 

majority of their work would be reimbursable through Medicaid if they were given the 

designation of therapists.  She explained that when she began working in the district, it was a job 

requirement to have a master’s degree in social work. Then the social workers fell under the 

special education umbrella and “the one who took over did not value our role, so those hired 

under her didn’t have master’s degrees much less clinical certification” (See Appendix D).  As 

seen in Appendices D and E, the two job postings from the last two years, the education 

qualification has changed.  In 2018 the job requirement was a non-specified bachelor’s degree, 

while in 2020, the job calls for a master’s in social work.  While the clinical certification is a 
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level of licensure that allows for social workers to diagnose and treat patients in their own 

practices, there are also benefits to the school system.  This has now changed again with a new 

supervisor so that the job description calls for a master’s degree (See Appendix E).  

Medicaid reimburses therapists just like speech pathologists. We do a monthly report of how much 
time we spend in special education related activities or what the district calls “tier three activities.” 
Some of that can be reimbursed by the state. What the district did in the past though, is take that 
money we brought in, and use it to hire more behavior specialists, which aren’t reimbursable, instead 
of hiring more social workers with that money. That was a huge insult. If they would recognize that… 
we could be reimbursed for therapeutic services. (SW10)  
 

What’s in a Name?  The participants in this study reported that in their practice, the title 

“social worker” can be triggering for families.  When asked about the biggest misconception 

around their work, participants explained that their job title can cause confusion for many 

families in the school communities where they serve.   

 
I think the biggest misconception is that I don’t want your kids. I mean I don’t want to take your kids 
away. I feel like a lot of parents are super scared, especially, well obviously, especially in a higher risk 
school where they might have more interactions with DCF or social workers coming into their house. 
But I still see it a lot here where parents aren’t free because the term social worker. I think the title 
scares people. (SW03) 
 

Another participant said that the way she introduces herself depends on with whom she is 

speaking.  She even said that her family members have a hard time introducing her to new people 

when they talk about her job.  

It depends on the parents. A lot of times I do think the word social worker is a buzz word for a lot of 
families. And so sometimes I will just call, and I’ll say I work at the school. Or I might say I’m the 
social worker counselor. Like if I just throw in the word counselor sometimes that eases their nerves. 
That’s what my husband used to do when he’d introduce me to people. He’d be like “this is Vanessa, 
she’s a social worker but not the one that takes your kids away.” (SW08)  
 

She went on to talk specifically about how some families hear “social worker” and they 

think “please stay out of my business, this doesn’t concern you.”  However, she explained that 

when a new student comes to the school she tries to meet with the parents and explain that she 
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has done lessons in the classroom so they will be okay with her working with their student.  One 

social worker attributed the negative connotation with media influences in the recent decades.  

Pop culture has portrayed social workers in a negative light and that is something she feels the 

weight of on a regular basis.  This particular participant said she will introduce herself as a social 

worker, but if somebody calls her a counselor that she prefers that name.  

I think social workers still struggle with the title, social worker. I think that whether it be the movies 
and media or real life, social workers have a bad rap of being the person that shows up at your house 
to check on you, to take your kids, they’re not beneficial, they’re a negative if they’re in your life. I 
think that’s the perception. And that’s what all the movies through the ‘80s and ‘90s and actually 
before that, which show that if a social worker shows up, it’s because somebody called the cops on 
you or somebody doesn’t think you’re parenting right or something along those lines. (SW02)  
 

The participant continued to go on saying that it can be intimidating for parents to think 

that somebody is going to “butt in because they have the power to.” However, she explained that 

she sees this misconception changing dramatically and has parents reach out to her all the time.  

When asked what she attributes this shift to, she explained the movement away from mental 

health shaming in society.   

Nowadays, when you say you’re going to a counselor or you’re taking your child to a counselor, it’s 
like oh cool. Who are you seeing? Where can I get in? But ten years ago, that was not the case. It 
would be like, oh, what’s going on. What’s wrong? What aren’t you doing? There’s a judgement, 
there’s a taboo, there’s a stigma attached to it. And so, I think that’s dissipating, but it’s still there. 
(SW02)  
 

In one interview, the social worker said that parents in the community use their right to 

wave services provided during the school day.  For example, many school-based social workers 

meet with individual students or small groups to work on a targeted area of social and emotional 

learning.  Some examples would include social group, executive functioning, anger management, 

or problem solving.  One social worker said a new student to the building was in crisis and the 

parent did not want this child “having anything to do with the social worker,” that is until the 

principal explained the social worker role to the parent.  The participant explained that even with 
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the classroom teacher making a concerted effort to establish regular communication with a 

parent, the parent might not consent to these services.  

It’s happened, certainly several times already this year, when a teacher has mentioned that they would 
like their student to touch base with the social worker or the social worker to call them, they get very 
upset because of the title. The title, the word “social worker” can feel intimidating to some people, and 
so I have to work really hard explaining I’m here to support. I am just a team member here to help 
your child and you, just support whatever is needed but my goal is to always help the students be as  
happy and as successful as they possibly can at school. (SW06) 

 

Theme 4 – The Intervention Process: No End in Sight  

 Most educators leverage the power of Response to Intervention (RTI) process to address 

academic problems.  However, interventions are not limited to academics.  Because RTI is a 

problem-solving approach to intervention, it can be used to address social and emotional issues 

as well as self-regulation.  To provide some context, RTI is a framework for providing a tiered 

level of support for students.  Tier one is considered general education instruction delivered by 

classroom teachers.  Tier two is specialized instruction delivered in small groups by a classroom 

teacher or specialist.  Tier three is small group or individual instruction that occurs in a separate 

setting by a specialist or special education instructor.   

While there is an RTI framework, the implementation is different in every school.  

Generally speaking, most interventions last between 4-8 weeks and data are collected to reflect 

on the effectiveness of the intervention.  However, with no continuity, interventions can last 

from weeks to years with no change.  This is an important note because behavioral interventions 

can become ongoing with no time limit.  This is the issue that arose in the interviews conducted 

in this study. 

Nested Classroom. The first interview in this study was with a school-based social 

worker who had a unique physical space.  While participants had anything from an office to a 

small classroom, this social worker had multiple classrooms linked together.  There was a main, 
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full size classroom, with two adjoining small classrooms.  The main classroom was arranged into 

smaller sections with desks, couches, a game area, and a workspace.  One small classroom was 

designated as a sleeping room, and the other as a recovery room with no furniture and nothing on 

the walls.  This space, she explained, is for students who must be secluded.   

While our interview took place, there were over five students, one intern, and two 

teachers who came through her workspace.  The first interruption was in the first three minutes 

of the interview, “excuse me, for one second. This is my day all day. Everyday.” She explained 

that she is the first intervention that kids have.  She explained that the building is unique because 

students can self-refer and so her space becomes as she called it, Grand Central Station.  

Kids will request to come to me, parents call me and request I work with their kids, teachers ask me to 
work with kids, and then we have the SIT (student intervention team) team which will ask me to work 
for kids. Usually I’ll do a group or work with them individually. Some kids I end up with for years. 
There’s kids, this one back here, (points behind her) she practically lived in this room 24/7 for two 
years before they put her into special education. Some of these kids I meet all day, every day. (SW10)  
 

She went on to explain the disconnect between the way academic failure and social and 

emotional failure are managed at the organizational level.   

The district doesn’t provide any alternatives for some of our kids. For example, if you have an 
oppositional defiant disorder diagnosis, or conduct disorder, or bipolar, special ed will say they can’t 
fix that. There’s nothing they can do for kids like that. They’re just thrown back into the regular ed 
classroom with 25 other kids. Those are the kids that are causing most of the disruptions and most of 
the problems. While special ed says “That’s not our issue,” it’s definitely not a place where they can 
be with regular ed. A lot of times, right now, by default, they come and stay in the social worker’s 
office because it’s just when they don’t know what do to with the kids, they just end up with us.  Then 
it creates almost like a nested classroom here, where they’re not really engaging in their general 
education or special education. They’re in this sheltered classroom. (SW10)  
 

When speaking to other participants about the time they spend helping with de-escalation 

of students, one participant explained how the majority of her time at the beginning of the year 

was spent with one individual student.  

I spent the entire first semester, well a little more than the first quarter, one on one with a student 
waiting for evaluation and placement. It was one on one all day. I would have some breaks, but you’re 
one on one for at least five to seven hours each day.  (SW04)  
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When asked what the context was for this case, the social worker explained that this 

student was new to the school from another local district.  She explained that this first-grade 

student was showing physical and verbal aggression towards his classmates and adults in the 

building.  “He was making statements about killing himself and telling the other kids he was 

going to shoot them” (SW04) He was then “put” into her room to be self-contained with one to 

three adults at a time.  When asked what it took to move the process along, she explained that it 

hinged on the building administrator.   

Ultimately it came down to the amount of suspensions that he was getting for aggression towards 
adults… and we tolerated a lot of aggression, quite honestly. But sometimes it would just go too far. 
Kicking, hitting, throwing things at us. We finally had support from the principal at the alternative 
school, who finally stepped in. (SW04) 
 

A participant who is in their first year as a school-based social worker in the district 

spoke about the demands placed on her that leave her without a plan time or lunch break.  

A lot of what I do right now is spending three hours a day just supporting one student in class. I have a 
case load but unless they’ve been unsafe recently I don’t get to see them. That’s the reality. I don’t get 
a plan time. I don’t get a lunchtime. (SW11) 
 

Referral Process. When asking school-based social workers about the referral process 

for students, there were a range of answers.  A few social workers explained that they work with 

students who are referred by teachers or parents.  However, there were also social workers who 

spoke about responding to crisis calls as the main method for working with students.  One social 

worker explained it this way 

For the most part, it’s rather organic. You get assistance calls from teachers who are like “oh this kid 
needs help.” I have a referral form. Not a single teacher has completed it. Parents sometimes refer 
their kid. It doesn’t usually feel like those are the ones that are most needy. To put it bluntly, those are 
the parents that are involved and paying attention to their kids, so they are already doing better than 
the kids that the parents are not referring. (SW11) 
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The participant went on to say that she will watch out for those students who are referred 

by parents.  While the social worker recognized the need for more prevention, the issue of 

relationship building came up in light of class sizes ranging from 24-28 students.  She ended her 

thought by saying “generally speaking, I don’t want to say we operate in a state of crisis, but this 

building kind of hums.”  This was certainly evidenced by our time together.  While our interview 

was limited to a brief thirty minutes, this participant ate her lunch and we were interrupted twice 

by teachers and students in search of her.   

During one interview, when asked about the referral process in the building, the 

participant jokingly asked, “oh yeah, like the hallway consultation model?”  This is just one 

example of the way some social workers are spread so thinly in the school building that they feel 

like they are constantly putting out fires.  One social worker reflected on the two buildings she is 

split between.  The buildings are different in many ways.  While one building is much larger 

with over five hundred students, it is the smaller building, with just under three hundred where 

her time is spent “running” as she put it.  When social workers used this term in interviews, they 

use it to mean that they are being paged on the walkie talkie to help a student in crisis.  In the 

context of this study, this means a student is being violent in a classroom such as throwing 

furniture, attacking a teacher, or running to escape.  While she reflected on the difference 

between the two buildings, she had this to say 

When there’s structure there seems to be less crisis. I would say things like meetings, communication, 
procedures, plans in place, professional development, and trainings give structure. And SIT meetings. 
(SW06) 

 

One social worker transferred schools where she was spending most of the day one on 

one in self-contained setting with students to a building where there are fewer crisis calls and she 

is able to do more scheduled groups and class work.  She explained it this way 
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I mean, at Grant, I would say seven of my eight hours of the day were with sped students, where I 
mean here, it’s just… it just doesn’t look like the rest of the district. So it doesn’t take up as much of 
my time here, I can focus on preventative stuff. (SW03)  

 

While this participant is now in a building with fewer discipline referrals and crisis calls, 

it is also important to note that it is one of the wealthiest communities in the district.   

At Wits’ End.  The social workers interviewed in this study generally demonstrated a 

certain level of appreciation and sympathy for the teachers with whom they work.  They spoke 

positively about teachers being willing to try anything to help students.  They also spoke openly 

about the targeted aggression that they are often victims of in the classroom when a student is 

dysregulated.   

Usually the teacher tries to get the kids out and they’ll take the aggression until I come in, or the 
principal comes in. By the time kids get to middle school they might still be defiant and stuff, but we 
get most of the violent behaviors. In Kindergarten through second grade, we’re working through that, 
and trying to identify it, get services. It’s probably the hardest period of time. I don’t think people 
understand how much teachers are having to do every day with that. Last year we had one really 
violent kiddo. I had him in here for a couple months and then we worked our way back into the 
classroom, and I was with him, and one of the kindergarteners said, “Are you here to keep us safe 
from him?” (SW10) 
 

With scenarios like this it is easy to see why sitting down for problem solving sessions 

and discussing strategies can be difficult for staff members who are being physically assaulted 

daily by students.  More than one social worker spoke about the disconnect between the school 

and district. “I feel like the district is aware, but they don’t understand that it’s a daily thing” one 

social worker said in reference to student violence.  “It would be empowering if the district 

would recognize that we are licensed therapists and not just babysitters for some of the kids they 

don’t know what to do with” one participant explained.   

I think we’re trying but teachers sometimes are at their wits’ end, you know what I mean? And then 
they’re like, “I don’t want to be at tier three.” And it’s like “Well what have you done here and here 
and here?” And I think that feels really frustrating and we ask them to do so much already. It’s kind of 
like, I just want to swoop in and let’s figure something out. Get something going. (SW04)  
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Theme 5 – Role Ambiguity: Everything to Everyone 

 The participants in this study spoke about how their role as school-based social workers 

in the elementary setting provides ample opportunities to form relationships with students and 

their families.  However, the way in which relationships are established varies greatly from 

building to building.  When asked about their role and the type of work they do, answers were 

varied but there were a few common themes that each spoke about.  Each social worker talked 

about how they connect families with community resources.  This could include food, shelter, or 

legal services.  Likewise, participants discussed the ways in which they engage with students at 

school.  However, at times the demands can be conflicting.  For example, a social workers’ 

groups or individual sessions may be canceled or rescheduled because they are called to help a 

student in crisis.  This was a common theme recorded frequently. Participants spoke openly 

about role confusion held by administrators, teachers, parents, and even at times one another.   

 Every Building is Different.  With the constant change of leadership, it is no wonder 

that there is some role confusion for social workers and building administrators.  Thirteen years 

ago, when the social worker program first took shape, social workers were required to have a 

clinical license.  They operated as clinical therapists in the school setting and schools received 

Medicaid reimbursement for their work.  Over the years, with new leadership they were told not 

to work directly with students and should only be used as resource acquisition.  Meaning if a 

parent or student needed referrals or community resources, the social worker would help make 

those connections.  Now, as one social worker said, “we are somewhere in the middle.”  Some 

social workers operate as therapists, while others function more like school administrators.  All 

in all, one theme that continued to be echoed was that “it really depends on your building.”   

I think every building in the district is so different and I think you only really see that when you’re 
down in the trenches in all these different buildings and see how different they all operate, and really 
populations are all different. (SW03)  
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The idea that every building’s needs are so different can be problematic when the role or 

expectations are not clearly defined.  Another participant who is halfway through their first year 

in the district said it this way 

I don’t even know, quite honestly what the job description says. Because I think it’s super specific to 
what each building needs. So, my real job description is much more team stuff. Participating in 
meetings, developing plans, being that kind of mental health/developmental lens. (SW11)  
 

Because social workers are building-based supports, meaning they operate out of the 

school building, they work most closely with the building administrator, while they were hired 

by and report to their district administrator.  One social worker put it this way 

It’s really how your building administrator wants to use you. I have a good relationship with my 
administrator, so they listen to how I feel I can best support the building. (SW06) 
 

While the social workers are under the Director of Student and Family Services, who 

interviews and hires social workers, they are on a teacher’s contract and are evaluated by the 

building principal.  This can create a difficult balance when trying to fulfill all job requirements 

and expectations.   

Before I took this job, I asked three times before I would agree to take the job, “What’s my role going 
to be?” And really, honestly, it was never made clear. (SW07)  

 

 One social worker reflected on the evolution of her role assimilation over the past ten 

years.  Her honesty was refreshing as she openly spoke about the frustrations of taking on things 

outside the scope of the role which she agreed to when she was hired.   

When I first started here, I would be like “this isn’t my job! I shouldn’t be doing this!” Now I’m like, 
you know what, apparently this is my job. That’s the part where I get torn… on the 50 things that I 
have to be doing but this one kid is losing it. And it’s not personal, but sometimes it feels like “hi I 
was eating my lunch and now I am staring at you on the floor.” (SW07) 
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More Like an Administrator.  While the school-based social workers job description in 

this school district call for being willing to help students in crisis, it also calls for time to work 

with students individually, in small groups, or conducting whole group lessons (See Appendix D 

& E).  In practice, this is difficult for some because they are being paged to remove students 

from classrooms whose behaviors are escalating and are acting violent towards students and 

teachers.   

My biggest frustration, or the biggest inhibitor to success is how can I be the social worker who is 
here to help and support you when you’re having a difficult time and how can you not see me as an 
administrator coming to take you out of your classroom? (SW08) 
 

This issue of removing students from classrooms when they are “raging,” as one social 

worker put it, is a difficult balance.  This social worker went on to reflect on the impact made 

years ago, before there was an administrator intern in the building, and how she still feels the 

daily impact of this dynamic. 

There are students here that are like a few years ago we didn’t have an administrator intern. It was just 
me and the principal. And so, it was me just always responding. Always responding. I was just the 
face of “I’m in trouble because Mrs. M is here now.” I was doing something wrong. And so, I feel like 
even with some of our kids that are older now that were younger back then, our relationship is still 
kind of strained because they see me as that person in that power-struggle. It’s difficult to be that safe 
place for a kid to come to but you’ve also been the one that took them to the office the day before and 
had to call their mom. I think that’s the hardest part for a lot of us social workers. (SW08)  

 

One social worker described the frustration around being asked to remove a child from a 

classroom one minute, and then being seen playing with the same child in the hall minutes later.  

Many participants echoed the misconception that “I don’t just play with kids.”  That is to say, 

many felt that teachers see their role as a disciplinarian and playing with a student is seen as a 

reward for violent behavior.  However, the participants made clear that this play is intentional 

and targeted to teach social and emotional skills.  While it may look like a game of Uno, it is 

actually much more. 
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While some buildings have administrator interns, there are only a handful in the district.  

These positions change each year and the interns are usually placed into buildings as head 

administrators.  While the administrator intern role can help alleviate the drain of responding to 

crisis calls, it also means that there is work that must be done by someone with a more 

permanent position in the building.  When looking at managing programs, providing trainings, 

and connecting with community resources, these managerial tasks often fall into the social 

workers’ lap.  

I have a lot of administrative work that we’re required to do from the district. We oversee Panorama. 
We oversee MEP (the migrant education program). We oversee MVP which is the screener for all 
volunteers in the building or on field trips. I have to get my file because there’s so much. We oversee 
all the holiday stuff which is giving out baskets of food. We oversee the backpack snack program. We 
oversee Caring for Kids. Sunflower House just came here so that was also my responsibility to 
manage it. The District Cares Fund goes through us. (SW07) 
 

In addition to these responsibilities, many social workers reported serving on committees, 

providing training through professional development, or working to create school vertical groups 

of students that combine to make up school community groups.  Likewise, attending student 

problem solving team meetings takes up a large portion of time.  Many schools designate one 

day each week for these meetings which means that a social worker could be in these problem-

solving meetings at least one full day per week.  This expectation is also shared by 

administrators, specialists, and special education staff, who are expected to attend this type of 

meeting.   

Not a Clinical Setting.  Social workers explained their frustration around their work at 

times can stem from the expectation that they are making lasting behavioral impacts, while 

conducting their practice in an academic setting.  One social worker explained that this 

distinction was made clear when she was hired.  While her licensure is a clinical license, and she 

runs her own private practice in the community, “it was made clear to me when I took this 
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position that I am not a therapist here.”   Another social worker phrased it this way, “we do the 

best we can with the time we have but this is not a clinical setting so it’s mostly just checking in 

and referring out.”  Many of the participants had previous clinical experience and were able to 

compare the two settings.  

I work with kids a lot on social skills and social appropriateness, emotional regulation. Honestly, it’s 
pretty superficial because this is an academic institution not a therapeutic institution. And there’s a big 
difference. I have been a residential therapist in a therapeutic institution. Here, the point of this place 
is about academics so by necessity, I find it’s more superficial. I am not a therapist here. (SW07)  
 

One participant explained the shift from when she was first hired in the district twelve 

years ago.  While she has been in the same building for the past five years, the message behind 

her role has changed tremendously.   

When I first came to the district, we were always told, “We don’t do therapy, we teach skills.” And so 
that’s how I still operate. And if there needs to be ongoing therapy, we’re supposed to refer out to 
professional therapists in the community. Where each and every one of us could be a therapist out 
there in the community, but that’s not the job that we’re working under right now in the school 
district. (SW06) 
 

District Disconnect.  It should also be noted that social workers have had six different 

supervisors in the past six years.  More than one participant expressed frustration around this 

constant change.  Furthermore, the special education department has recently adopted a new 

framework.  Initially when the social worker program was started in the district about 13 years 

ago, it was under the special education umbrella.  That is to say, social workers only worked with 

students who received special education services.  Social workers, speech pathologies, 

occupational therapists, and school psychologists worked in teams that traveled to schools.  As 

the program grew, social workers were hired to work with general education students.  There 

became a disconnect between the special education social workers and general education social 

workers.  Professional development was separate and there was very little collaboration between 

the two groups.  One participant explained it this way  
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They kind of redesigned the social worker role. So, we used to be split: gen ed and sped. So, there was 
a sped social worker here that could only work with sped students. And so, then they put us all in one 
big pot where now we can just work with any student. Things were very much separated. Totally. So, 
like sped social workers would have in-service and stuff and gen ed wouldn’t be invited or vice versa. 
And so, it was like this whole sped team would travel as a team to their buildings. So, they kind of 
went as a group wherever they needed to go. (SW03)  
 

However, this structure has been reworked so there are no longer distinctions made 

between special and general education social workers.  “I started out as a sped social worker. Did 

that, I think for like five years, and then we all became general ed social workers probably about 

five years ago,” (SW05).  Now, all social workers work with all students.  While this has been 

the approach for three years now, there is still evidence of tension.   

I’m sure you’ve heard lots of opinions about how that played out, Departmentalized, when I think 
about special education then, I functioned very much part of an interdisciplinary team. And then those 
kind of evolved a little big when the speech and OT became more building based. I think there was an 
evolution in leadership that wanted to go a different direction and I don’t necessarily agree with that 
direction. I feel like that is a big missing piece when it comes to social emotional and mental illness, 
that special education still quite honestly misses the boat. (SW04)  

 

 One social worker was more optimistic on this dynamic as she reflected on the history of 

the school district.  However, she questioned why the district made the decision to hire social 

workers instead of school counselors from the onset.   

I think that the district is becoming more supportive, but I’d say just as a history, that like more 
general support for social work probably would help in empowering all school social workers that 
work here. I think the district’s stuck with social workers… but I don’t know that they even know why 
they stuck with social workers. I don’t know if that education is out there of why they went to social 
workers to begin with and why they’ve stayed with it. (SW03)  

  

Undefined Success Criteria.  When asked about how effective practices were proving, 

many participants had a difficult time giving specific evidence of improvement. 

I think we are seeing our training pay off. Maybe not whole building because I think this building, 
after being here for seven years, there’s always going to be that 10% that in emotional crisis of some 
kind all the time.  (SW08) 
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While the idea that things are improving is a positive thing, it is only perceived success.  

It is problematic that there is no clear goal for the work social workers engage in, nor is there any 

way to monitor progress.  

I already think with this principal, I haven’t really looked to know, but I sense our discipline referrals 
are pretty… way down compared to what they were before she started. (SW04)  
 

 One participant spoke about the need for more uniformity and data driven decision 

making from building to building.  While many social workers pride themselves on becoming 

experts on the needs of the community in which they work, there is also the need for continuity 

in the system.  

I feel like sometimes, some of us struggle with data collection. There are things we could all do more 
uniformly. Consistently. There’s not a lot of consistency because if you look at it…it shouldn’t just be 
a social worker’s style that drives what they’re doing. (SW06) 
 

This participant went on to compare the role of social worker and teacher, saying that 

while teachers have a curriculum and core standards to abide by, social workers do not.  

Moreover, she said “whether all of us would admit this or not, sometimes we feel lost not know 

what to teach” (SW06).  

 Not only is it difficult to determine success criteria at the school level, but some 

participant referenced difficulty at the district level as well.  Working within the school building 

with a school administrator, while reporting to a district level administrator can cause multiple 

and conflicting objectives.  For example, the district administrator has asked social workers to 

document the number of times they respond to a crisis call.  However, many school 

administrators do not want these numbers documented much less made public because of 

pressure to keep discipline rates low.  One participant explained it this way.   

I think that if our boss was a social worker it might be helpful just to truly understand what a social 
worker role is and what it looks like to be in a school as a social worker. There is absolutely role 
confusion from leadership. There are so many different things and some people are very therapeutic, 
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and others are all behavior based and crisis intervention. Our role has just changed a lot depending on 
who’s in charge of us that year… which changes a lot. The leader changes a lot, which then changes 
the message. So basically, you do what your principal tells you. So, if your principal wants a 
therapeutic social worker, that’s what you are. But if your principal tells you that you are just there for 
behavior calls, that’s what you do. (SW03)  
 

This participant suggested the need for joint professional development for social workers 

and building principals to attend together.  “I think it’s hard to pull it all together without 

aligning those goals and visions” (SW03).  She suggested in this type of setting, they could 

discuss best practices within the school setting “but that’s never happened, never even been 

talked about” (SW03).   

Theme 6 – Workload: Someone Has to Respond 

 During the interview process, the first question asked on the interview guide was for 

participants to talk about their role and responsibilities.  The lists of responsibilities placed on 

one individual were wide ranging.  Many social workers talked about crisis interventions, 

groups, and administrative tasks.   

Part of my responsibilities are doing crisis intervention. I do individual counseling as well as groups, 
social skill groups, friendship groups, anger management, and divorce. I’m also the MVP (volunteer) 
coordinator in the building. I run the back-pack snack program, do lessons, and provide resources to 
parents.  (SW01) 

  

While there were some overlapping responsibilities such as these, there were also some 

duties that were unique to the building.  One school is a safe home domestic violence shelter.  

Another school has started a substance abuse support program for the children who have 

experienced or witnessed addiction.  Lastly, many school social workers reported having 

students whose families are experiencing or have experienced homelessness.   

Call for Help.  When students become violent in the classroom towards their teacher or 

students, while it is not written down, it is an understood protocol for teachers to use a walkie-

talkie to radio for help.  The people within the school building who have a walkie-talkie differ 



 

49 

from building to building.  In most schools, the school nurse, front office staff, administrator, and 

social worker have them.  Additionally, many special education teachers, specialists, and 

instructional coaches have one as well.  When a teacher pages for help, the person who is most 

readily available responds to the call.  These calls happen frequently (between 3-5 per day) in 

some schools, while other schools may have one or two a week.  This call to respond falls 

heavily on the shoulders of the social worker and takes time away from previously scheduled 

groups, lessons, or individual sessions that are more preventative in nature.  

Before I was assigned to this school, I was assigned to a different school.  I didn’t get to do any 
prevention work at all. And some social workers are still, their job is crisis calls all day long and so 
you only ever get to be with the students that are in crisis. And that’s really hard because you’re 
spinning your wheels. (SW06) 
 

When asked what she attributed the high incidents of crisis calls to, she explained it was a 

combination of both culture of the building and clientele that is attending the school.  “Some 

buildings legitimately need more than one full time social worker because they can’t get it all 

done. They can’t do prevention, but somebody’s got to respond to crises, and there’s not enough 

administrators to deal with everything. And then there’s got to be someone that passes out the 

food” (SW06).   

Bandwidth for Prevention. The need to have an all-in culture is necessary to create 

more space for social workers to engage in preventative work.  Additionally, the idea that all 

staff members are responsible for building relationships and keeping students safe must be 

shared across the building.   

We are doing as much prevention as possible. Just in teaching those students how to recognize when 
they are meeting, what are their triggers? Something I have been successful with in fourth grade in 
particular has been a student-initiated break pass. Having the student be the teacher and give that 
direction as far as what happened prior. Having them notice, role play… it really is a beautiful thing 
how they do notice what’s expected. And that is huge. Huge teaching, learning, and growing occur 
during those times. I mean I think that’s where we just have to keep building and building and 
building. (SW05)  
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When asked what they attribute the ability to be flexible in their time and schedule, the 

participant attributed it to teachers working alongside in the preventative work. This includes 

buy-in from teachers and administrators into programs that are implemented school-wide.  

Programs referenced by participants in this study include Responsive Classroom, Trauma 

Informed Care, Behavior Intervention Support Team, Deep Equity, Zones of Regulation, Trauma 

Smart, and Positive Behavior Interventions and Supports.  

I do feel like teachers are typically really getting it. And they know that they’re able to, you don’t hear 
as much “I don’t have time. I don’t have time. I don’t have time.” They do now have the time because 
they have built that community. They’re meeting those social and emotional needs. The kids aren’t 
having to scream out and get them in other ways that are more aggressive. (SW05)  

  

Another participant equated the majority of her work as coming in waves as the year 

progresses.  At the beginning of the year the majority of her time is spent on whole group lessons 

in classrooms and then needs increase more for individual and group work from October on.  She 

explained that so many teachers stop her in the hallway to talk about students that she started 

carrying a little notebook around to take notes so she would not forget.   

While one misconception may be that students in school that receive Title I funding have 

more students who display crisis behaviors, this social worker who works in a Title I building 

did not share that experience. 

We are really fortunate here as compared to what I hear that goes around in the district as far as 
behaviors. We don’t… I mean we’ve had our fair share, but I don’t think… not anything compared to 
what I’ve heard about in some other buildings. (SW01)  
 

Similarly, in the school with the highest percentage of Title I funding, the social worker 

discussed the preventative approach as being the primary goal in her work.  

My responsibilities… it’s a multitude of things. Primarily, the main goal is preventative, to address 
social and emotional needs. So, I do individual meetings with kids, group sessions, and some 
classroom sessions. Actually, this year our school, very uniquely, they’ve given us an additional social 
worker two days a week. I wasn’t able to get out into the classrooms as much. I would get there 
maybe once a quarter. So now, they have more of a consistent thing. (SW08)  
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This participant explained that because of their level of need, they are the only school 

who has one full time and one part time social worker.  While at the other end of the spectrum, 

one participant who is a part time community funded social worker explained that she feels she 

can reach kids who may otherwise fall between the cracks. 

Teachers come to me if there’s something concerning… like a drawing or piece of writing. I’m 
thinking of a second grader now. He doesn’t really get disruptive or I mean he can, but it’s not like a 
consistent radio call every day. So yeah, we definitely are involved with kids like that. I think it would 
be harder to work with kids like that if I was always putting out fires and deescalating. (SW03)  
 

Are We Just Reacting?  With all of the hats that school-based social workers are 

wearing, it is no wonder that some experience a certain level of guilt when they cannot perform 

all that is asked of them.  

I get frustrated when the principal is out for meetings, and that’s not any fault of their own. But it’s 
just the way it is and when I’m like “this isn’t what I’m supposed to be doing right now” and I used to 
spend a lot of time being like… the thing that gets in my way in my head is if I have this schedule of 
all these kids I am supposed to be seeing, but then this one kid escalates and takes an hour. So now 
I’ve missed these three kids. I feel torn. This kid needs me, and they needed me. And are we doing a 
preventative thing or are we just reacting? (SW08)    

 

With the other pressures of the role, it is no wonder that many social workers expressed 

guilt over not being able to do all that they are asked.  

I work with 80 kids a day. 80 kids right now come through my office on a daily basis. Daily I go into 
classrooms to help a student who is being violent to deescalate. I would say that it’s daily that a 
teacher is hit, kicked, bit by students. A lot of times a student will destroy the classroom. They’ll tear 
everything off the walls, they’ll throw everything. The one thing I wish people knew is how often 
teachers in the elementary level have their rooms destroyed by these kids and those kids are being put 
right back into the classroom every day. (SW10)  
 

One participant acknowledged the discrepancy in work when asked her to describe her 

role.  She explained the preventative approach in her building as well as the additional half time 

social worker salary her building receives from the private foundation.  
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I feel like here, a lot of it is prevention based. I’ve tried really hard to implement calm corners and 
calm classroom… calming strategies for kids and doing classroom-wide interventions.  Then also 
doing lots of small groups and a little bit of individual work and some crisis intervention. It’s the 
opposite probably of what a lot of people do. With Katherine here, we kind of split it. But I think if I 
were not here it would look very different. But because we have this extra money, we can do this. Our 
foundation just said, “hey, we have an extra $25,000 a year to spend on something and we choose to 
spend it on a social worker.” (SW03)  
 

This speaks to some of the inequity people see in the district.  When there are buildings 

who can afford to fund positions through the community, and those who receive Title funding, 

the schools in the middle are the ones who lose.  One social worker explained that the hardest 

buildings are those that are right on the cusp of Title funding because they can afford personnel 

one year but if they lose their Title status, they lose that extra staffing.  To put it in perspective, 

some of the more affluent buildings have 1.5 social workers, the Title funded buildings have 2.5, 

and then there are some buildings who fit neither description who have a 0.5 social worker.   

With the need for prevention and crisis management, one social worker explained the 

way feels she must balance the role.  

I have had to talk with my administrator about, “I can’t be helping students if I am the first responder 
for everything that is going wrong in the building.  I can’t best support anyone.” If I am doing a 
classroom lesson and I get a walkie call, my district administrator told me to keep doing the lesson… 
but somebody has got to respond. (SW06) 
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Chapter 5: Discussion, Recommendations, and Conclusions 

 The purpose of this qualitative study was to gain a deeper understanding of the role 

school-based social workers play in creating safe schools.  This chapter includes a discussion of 

the major findings as related to the work that school social workers engage in on a daily basis 

and what implications may be valuable for district leaders, school administrators, and those who 

collaborate with school social workers.  The interpretation of the findings stem from a school-

based instructional coach and grounded in common themes that emerge from the interview 

transcripts in this study.  This chapter concludes with identifying limitations of the study, 

suggestions for future research, and a brief summary.  

 The chapter contains discussion and future research implications to help answer the 

research questions addressed by this study:  

1) What are the role(s) of elementary school social workers? 

2) In what ways do social workers collaborate with other faculty? 

3) How are social workers roles structured to support safer school environments? 

4) In terms of addressing and preventing violent acts at school, what are current practices?  

5) What are the major challenges social workers face in attempting to maintain a safe 

school environment?  

Summary of Overall Findings 

 While the role of social workers has been established in the school district within this 

study for over ten years, there still remains misconceptions around the role of a school-based 

social worker.  Participants spoke about the teachers, parents, and administrators’ interpretations 

of their role.  All in all, the resounding theme is that they are doing the work of what could easily 

be a team of people.  From providing community resources, teaching whole group lessons, 
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facilitating small groups, holding individual therapy sessions, and responding to crisis calls, there 

are a multitude of reasons why many social workers expressed eagerness to help with this study.  

One said “I’m hoping you can bring some of this to light, that’s why (when I saw your email), I 

was like, oh sign me up!” (SW10) in reference to wanting to get the word out there about the 

way their role can be misunderstood.  In an effort to investigate the workload placed on these 

professionals, this study explored the current reality that school-based social workers face.  This 

study sought to evaluate school safety strategies through a systemic lens.  By narrowing the 

focus even more, this study explored the role of social works and the part they play in school 

safety related to individual students who demonstrate violent behaviors and warning signs.   

 The semi-structured interviews were conducted with school-based social workers who 

support elementary schools in one mid-western school district.  This qualitative study was 

designed to gain valuable insight into the experiences of elementary school-based social workers 

who aim to work with students at a young age as an early intervention.  By conducting 

qualitative analysis, reflections, questions, and direct quotes give depth and enhance the scope of 

findings of this study.   

 The first research question centered on understanding the role of school-based social 

workers.  This study found that the role of elementary school social workers is highly dependent 

on the school building which that social worker serves.  While the building principal is a main 

determining factor for the type of work the school-based social workers engage in, this is not the 

only determining factor.  For example, the clientele of the students, parents, and community help 

to shape the expertise of the social worker.  The issues they see one year are likely to repeat from 

year to year, so social workers become unofficial experts in certain types of trauma.  Likewise, 

the culture of the building plays an unspoken role in the work.  That is to say, in positive, all-in 

cultures the social workers reported feeling less strained by helping with crisis calls because 
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teachers are doing more of the preventative work.  This includes different program 

implementation such as Calm Classroom, Trauma Smart, Deep Equity, and numerous others that 

were mentioned.  The participants whose buildings were implementing such programs reported 

feeling empowered by administrators, a member of a team, and joint responsibility for student 

well-being.   

 Research question two explored how school-based social workers collaborate with others 

in the building.  The school-based social workers in this study reported collaborating with 

teachers, building & district administrators, parents/guardians, and other social workers.  While 

most research explores the dynamic between teachers and school-based social workers, most 

participants in this study emphasized the effect the building principal has on their work.  In 

thinking about future implications for research, the relationship between school-based social 

workers and building administrators should be explored; specifically, the attributes of the 

building leader as it relates to the strategies social workers engage in (i.e. preventative or 

reactionary).  This working relationship can lead to desired outcomes of a positive school 

environment with distributed leadership in the area of preventing school violence.  Cuellar 

(2018), found that school social workers can be involved in developing policy regarding school 

safety and best practices in education.  This knowledge can be leveraged to help create a 

framework for social workers and administrators.   

Following the third research question, how are social workers roles structured to support 

safer school environments, the absence of structure became quickly evident.  It was made clear 

that the lack of structure defines more of the work school social workers are doing than the 

structure.  That is to say, the structure of the role is essentially nonexistent.  As one participant 

said “it really depends on how your building principal wants to use you. If they want a 

therapeutic social worker, you’re a therapeutic social worker.  If they only want you to respond 
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to crisis calls, that’s all you do.”  This also emphasizes the power of the building administrator in 

this dynamic.  One outcome of this study would be to develop materials that might educate 

building principals on how to best leverage social workers support in a building.  Furthermore, as 

one participant suggested, it would be beneficial for school principals to have professional 

development around mental health best practices in schools.   

 In terms of addressing and preventing violent acts at school, as asked in the fourth 

research question, the current practices were examined as research question four calls for.  The 

day to day violence participants spoke about was an unexpected reality that many described.  

That is to say, school social workers reported that they and/or teachers may be violently attacked 

daily by students.  While this was not the norm in all buildings, there were some buildings where 

social workers reported responding to violent crisis calls once per week or less.  Overall, 

replacing authoritarian strategies with therapeutic can improve academic performance and reduce 

dropout rates as well as student-police involvement (Bradshaw, Mitchell, & Leaf, 2011).   The 

candor with which social workers spoke about this issue and the frustration of enduring daily 

violent acts while at work was apparent in more than one response.  This coupled with other 

complaints can contribute to a feeling of being unheard, unacknowledged, or unseen by district 

administrators.  In an effort to create a more transparent atmosphere, this study can be seen as a 

tool to inform about the true nature student violence occurring in classrooms.   

Furthermore, participants reported that they were so busy reacting to student violence that 

they were not able to implement preventative strategies.  This is beneficial information for 

district administrators to inform hiring personnel decisions. That is to say, if all schools were 

allocated at least one full time social worker salary it would give more time for social workers 

who are currently split between buildings.  However, even schools with a full-time social worker 

echoed the notion that one social worker is not enough to do all that is asked of them.  While this 
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is a step in the right direction, to further the work being done all schools could benefit from two 

full time social workers or one full time social worker and one full time school counselor.  

Another idea that was mentioned by participants is that elementary schools would benefit from 

having vice principals.  This would help alleviate the burden of student discipline and leave the 

social workers to do more preventative methods while maintaining their role as a safe place 

rather than disciplinarian.   

The fifth research question, which examines the major challenges in the role of school-

based social workers, yielded varied responses.  However, the major challenges expressed by the 

participants of this study centered around the desire to be more empowered to do their work they 

were hired to do.  This involves gaining professional recognition for those that are clinical 

practitioners.  Additionally, this means having the bandwidth within their role to schedule 

preventative groups, individual sessions, and whole group lessons.  However, the current reality 

for many school-based social workers is that they are interrupted and taken away from the work 

they want to be doing to attend to students who are violently attacking teachers.  This puts social 

workers in a unique situation where they are seen both as an administrator removing students 

from classrooms, and also working to gain trust with students so they can work to address the 

issues leading to this behavior.   

Discussion of the Results 

 This research study was designed to evaluate school safety strategies through a systemic 

lens by exploring the role of social workers in the elementary school setting and the part they 

play in school safety.  While this study provides a framework for understanding the daily work 

demands placed on school-based social workers at the elementary level, it also reveals the 

struggle that school-based social workers face by continually compromising between reaction 

and prevention.  While many social workers expressed the desire to conduct more preventative 
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work, for many, they are unable to engage in this work due to the demands placed on them.  This 

study originally set out to find a connection between the therapeutic strategies social workers 

engage in to prevent school violence such as school shootings.  However, in reality, many social 

workers are utilized as authoritarian strategies, removing students having violent episodes in 

classrooms.  Thus, the framework of this study is problematic in the assumption that therapeutic 

and authoritarian strategies are mutually exclusive.   

As mentioned in chapter one, the goal was to explore the impact of school-based social 

workers on creating safer schools through a therapeutic approach to school safety and security.  

Earlier studies look at the effect of physical safety strategies (e.g. secure entrances, safety 

officers, metal detectors, etc.).  The result is inconclusive as to whether these systems are 

effective in creating safer school environments.  On the contrary the effects of such physical 

barriers have proven to erode the culture and climate of the school building, thus making it more 

prone to acts of student violence.  A number of researchers have identified that a focus on 

creating a positive school climate, and emphasizing relationships is the best approach to 

preventing school violence.  The social workers interviewed echoed the researchers in their 

desire to spend the majority of their time working with students on preventative measures.  The 

social workers in schools that have a high percentage of Title funding coupled with low 

academic achievement (i.e. below the state and district average in reading and math) noted the 

tension between being used as unofficial security guards; removing students from classrooms, 

protecting students from acts of aggression, and restraining students when they are having a 

violent episode.  As these issues were identified, the focus turned toward understanding why and 

how social workers’ roles are leveraged at the building level.   

 The study revealed that the answer is twofold in that the district administrator over social 

workers creating the framework for which to operate in, and the building administrator 
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implementing best practices.  One could conclude that the change in leadership over the district 

level, having a new director every year for the past six years, has created a disconnected and 

isolated approach to social work at the elementary level.  This is evidenced by the lack of 

professional development and collaboration available to social workers.  Likewise, the hiring 

criteria has changed resulting in varied levels of licensed and experienced social workers who 

also receive various levels of professional recognition.  Moreover, the school building 

administrator contributes to the working environment for not just social workers, but all actors in 

the school building.  They have the potential to help create a positive culture and climate in a 

building where there is an “all-in” mentality.  Participants who spoke about this mindset 

expressed gratitude for working in their buildings, love of their job, and enjoyment of working 

on a team of other professionals.  Leadership was an important lens to use while addressing areas 

of continuity and workload.   

 In the same line of thinking, role ambiguity and role conflict define much of the work 

being done by school-based social workers.    In terms of role conflict, school-based social 

workers, clear information and expectations are lacking as well.  Moreover, role overload, 

meaning the degree to which expectations exceed individual’s abilities (Thomas & Biddell, 

1966), was clearly evident by participants.  These areas are important because of the impact they 

have on burnout.  That is to say, researchers have found that the more role ambiguity and role 

conflict that exist, attrition will also increase (Ambrose et al., 2014).  This is important for social 

workers in schools because their role is often misinterpreted by administrators, students, and 

parents.  Participants in this study spoke about the challenge of building trust with students 

because they are seen as administrators who deal primarily with discipline.  Likewise, they 

explained that they will change their title or not even offer a title when calling home to speak to a 

parent.  For example, one social worker said that she will call herself a counselor-social worker, 
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or just say that she is calling from the school.  Similarly, task conflict is related to role 

boundaries because there are varying and competing tasks being placed on these professionals.  

For example, documenting crisis calls is an act that is being requested at the district level.  

However, day to day crisis calls are not being documented because of the increase of discipline 

rates.  Likewise, building administrators govern how social workers operate within the school 

building with little oversight or accountability.  While some participants spoke about this 

autonomy as a positive, others expressed a desire for more consistency and continuity in the 

practice.   

 Furthermore, the structural secrecy within school districts is likely due to a combination 

of educators’ desire to maintain a “clean slate” mentality and the different privacy standard that 

governs social workers.  Fox and Harding’s work (2005) explains the “clean slate” mentality is 

helpful in understanding the basic desire educators expect for students to not be judged by 

previous actions or records.  As mentioned in previous chapters, the lack of record keeping will 

result in information loss.  For example, students moving from elementary to the middle and 

high school levels, as well as students transferring out of the district need a record of 

interventions.  Moreover, if the expectation for what should be documented and which privacy 

standard should be followed, it would create clarity for all school employees.  Likewise, if this 

was clarified at the district level, it could be enforced.  Right now, the current reality is that there 

is no formal expectation as to what is documented and where this information is held.   

 This district is unique in the way that social worker allocation is determined.  The 

formula considers student enrollment and Title funding.  However, there are also school 

buildings with private foundations which pay salaries out of supplemental funds.  This can mean 

that schools have between 0.5 – 2.5 FTE social workers.  This discrepancy can create gaps in 

communication and styles of interventions.  For example, social workers who are more 
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therapeutic in their approach run more small groups, individual sessions, and whole group 

lessons.  However, other social workers may operate mainly in de-escalation or isolation with 

students who are removed from the general education setting but do not qualify for special 

education.  Funding is significant because Medicaid can reimburse time that clinical social 

workers spend working within Tier III supports.  However, historically, the district stance has 

been that “social workers teach skills not provide therapy.”  This devaluing of the 

professionalism that school-based social workers can offer has eroded the trust between the two 

parties.   

 There is a contrast between the general education and special education intervention 

process.  For students who are struggling academically or behaviorally, student intervention 

teams meet to create individual plans for success.  Because there is no standard framework for 

what the type, duration, or success criteria for these interventions, these plans often span years.  

Moreover, it creates an issue that one participant described as “nested classrooms” where 

students may not be successful in a general education classroom due to a diagnosed conduct 

disorder, oppositional defiance, trauma, or mental illness.  However, if these students do not 

qualify for special education services, these students slip between the cracks.  It creates a 

situation explained by participants where the social worker spends 5-8 hours a day in isolation 

with one student.  Not only does the student miss instruction, but the social worker is restricted 

by not being able to perform preventative tasks such as meeting with groups, working with 

individuals, collaborating with teachers, or engaging at other social workers at meetings.    

Limitations and Future Research  

 Although this study provided useful information about the nature of the role school-based 

social workers play in the elementary setting, this study was exploratory in nature and was 

limited by the number of participants.  The participants in this study work in the same school 
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district, however, this raises the issue of generalizability to a whole population of research.  

Suggestions for future research include conducting a qualitative study which engages 

participants from a variety of school districts.  Likewise, a quantitative study could elaborate on 

the questions of how many crisis calls do social workers respond to on an annual basis, how 

many hours per day are social workers spending in de-escalation strategies, and what percentage 

of time is spent in isolation with students?  This could be completed through electronic surveys 

sent out or by running reports at the district level.  

 Furthermore, additional limitations include the study data that was collected from 

elementary school social workers.  The results of this study might not be generalizable to the 

middle and high school level.  Researcher bias was also a limitation given that the researcher is 

an educator in the same district and therefore, her perceptions and personal experiences might 

have mirrored those of the participants.   

Delimitations  

This study only involved participants in one public school district in Kansas with diverse 

student enrollment and demographics.  School-based social workers came from a variety of 

backgrounds with a wide range of experience and tenure in the district.  The social workers 

participating held different beliefs about their role and job expectations, which assisted in 

possible bias.  Moreover, the study was limited to practicing elementary school-based social 

workers.  Middle and high school level social workers were not engaged in this study, as the 

benefit of early intervention outweighs the impact of later stage interventions.   

Recommendations for Further Research  

 Although limited by the small number of participants, this study adds to the research 

around prevention of school violence.  Even though such interventions, such as relationship 

building is well known, the findings are important because they share the success of the social 
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workers who are able to engage in preventative work.  The findings also highlight their passion 

and dedication to creating safer school environments for students.  They will compromise their 

own job satisfaction and physical safety in order to remove violently aggressive students from 

classrooms.  These findings suggest that it is necessary to support this work by providing 

additional personnel at the elementary level, providing a framework for best practice to teachers 

and administrators, and implementing a system for documenting such violent acts.   

 While the social worker perspective states that their supervisor should have experience as 

a social worker, future research would benefit from understanding the qualities and attributes in 

leaders that empower social workers to work within the job limitations they agreed to when they 

were hired.  It is difficult to make claims when the director does not have personal experience in 

such a role.  However, it was not communicated that any participants in this study were 

interested in working at the district level.  Moreover, considering the credentials to do so, none 

of the participants would be elidable for such a role.   

 Lastly, some of the social workers who work within Title I buildings in this study spoke 

about the preventative work they are able to do.  While a misconception is that students in 

buildings with more Title I funding also need more crisis management, this was not true for all 

participants.  Future research may explore why there is a misconception and how this relates to 

prejudicial information.  It would be interesting to learn more about what enables some social 

workers in lower income settings to be able to do more preventative work.   

Conclusions 

 Limited research is available on the impacts of elementary school-based social workers’ 

impact on creating safer school environments.  Consequently, this study provides a framework 

for understanding the role that they do play.  Moreover, this study confirms previous research 

that early interventions are the most successful.  Additionally, this study extends previous work 
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by revealing the valuable experience of school social workers and on how future school 

administrators can be successful by sharing strategies for building positive school response teams 

within an “all-in” culture.   

 The findings from this study benefit teachers, as well as building and district 

administrators and can inform leadership practices that seek to create safer schools.  By serving 

as a reference point for higher education programs, future social workers can gain a better 

understanding for the work done in the elementary school setting.  Ideally, the findings from this 

study will inform educational leaders to create environments that promote the preventative 

approaches to cultivate safe school environments.   
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Appendix A 
Interview Guide  

 
BACKGROUND 

1. How long have you been in your present position? 

2. What are your responsibilities as an elementary school-based social worker? 

3. How many schools are in your case load? 

4. Do you sense a different set of concerns between buildings related to your role as a school-

based social worker?  

 

STUDENT CASE LOAD 

5. How do you go about working with students individually or in small groups? 

Probe: Are students referred to you by teachers, do parents request for their student to 

work with you, or do administrators leverage your role as an intervention?  

6. How is your day broken up in terms of working with students? 

 Probe: Do you mostly work with individuals, small groups, or whole classes.  

7. What would enable you to feel more empowered in your role?  

8. Is there anything else about your role or practice that you want people to know?  

Probe: What is misunderstood or do not know about your role that you wish people 

knew?  

 

RESPONSIBILITIES - School Safety 

9. Briefly describe how you perceive your role as it relates to student safety.  

 Probe: How are you involved in students you suspect may self-harm or harm others? 
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10. Please describe some of the proactive and preventative approaches you employ to keep 

students safe?  

 

INSTITUTIONAL PERSPECTIVE 

11. What is a strategy that your building could use for improving student safety? 

 Probe: What would this look like at the district level?   

12. What practices are in place that are working well?  

% Probe: What is working (why or why not) and how do you know? 

13. What resources are available to you to improve school safety?  

 

SCHOOL SHOOTING PREVENTION 

14. How do you see other faculty engage in preventing school shooting incidents?  

 Probe: How to administrators and teachers engage in maintaining safe schools? 

15. What from your perspective is changing in your home school in the wake of the rise of 

school shooting incidents?   

16. Have you encountered resistance around reform to create a safer and more secure school?  

 

BUILDING CLIMATE/CULTURE 

17. To what extent is student safety and well-being valued in your home school? 

18. Describe how school shootings that appear in the national news impact and lead to lasting 

changes in your home school.   

19. How frequently do conversations around school shootings occur in your home school?  

20. What are the major challenges you are facing in attempting to keep students safe at school?  

 Probe: How can these barriers be overcome? 
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Appendix B 

Informed Consent Statement 
 

School Safety and Security Strategies Implemented by School-Based Social Workers 
 
INTRODUCTION 
The Department of Educational Leadership and Policy Studies at the University of Kansas supports 
the practice of protection for human subjects participating in research. The following information 
is provided for you to decide whether you wish to participate in the present study. You may refuse 
to sign this form and not participate in this study. You should be aware that even if you agree to 
participate, you are free to withdraw at any time. If you do withdraw from this study, it will not 
affect your relationship with this unit, the services it may provide to you, or the University of 
Kansas. 
 
PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 
The purpose of this study is to look at the role social workers hold in creating safe and secure 
schools through therapeutic/educational strategies.   
 
PROCEDURES 
You will be asked to answer a series of questions relating to your work with students and teachers 
to create safe learning environments.  With your consent, the interview will be recorded using Rev 
and transcribed at a later date.  This will be accessible to the advisor and dissertation committee 
members through the University of Kansas.  All data collected during this study will remain secure 
in a password protected cloud storage system until the completion of my dissertation.  At the end 
of the semester, the auditory recording and transcription will be erased.  Both will be available to 
you if you wish to retain.   
 
RISKS    
Please expect this interview to between 45-60 minutes.  At any time, you are welcome to get up 
and take a break.  There are no other seen risks to this interview.  
 
BENEFITS 
Benefits of this research include better understanding how social workers relate to students and 
staff members in relation to creating safe learning environments. In the area of school safety and 
security, we may provide ideas for future professional learning opportunities.  This is a relevant 
and timely issue in the Kansas City area as well as nationally.  
 
PAYMENT TO PARTICIPANTS  
Participation in this research is strictly voluntary.  There is no financial gain from participating in 
this interview.  
 
PARTICIPANT CONFIDENTIALITY 
Any and all information will not be associated with your name or the name of the school 
district.  Rather, descriptors will be used to inform the reader of the context of your school district.  
Information will expire upon the completion of the 2020-2021 school year.    
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REFUSAL TO SIGN CONSENT AND AUTHORIZATION 
You are not required to sign this Consent and Authorization form and you may refuse to do so 
without affecting your right to any services you are receiving or may receive from the University 
of Kansas or to participate in any programs or events of the University of Kansas. However, if you 
refuse to sign, you cannot participate in this study. 
 
CANCELLING THIS CONSENT AND AUTHORIZATION 
The data in this study will be collected in the spring of 2020 school year.  You have the right to 
cancel your permission to use and disclose information at any time by sending a written request to 
emilyream@smsd.org. If you cancel permission to use your information, the audio recordings and 
transcriptions will be made available to you and then destroyed.  However, information that was 
gathered prior to your cancellation may be in use.  
 
PARTICIPANT CERTIFICATION: 
I have read this Consent and Authorization form. I have had the opportunity to ask, and I have 
received answers to any questions I had regarding the study. I understand that if I have any 
additional questions about my rights as a research participant, I may call (785) 864-7429 or (785) 
864-7385, write the Human Research Protection Program (HRPP), University of Kansas, 2385 
Irving Hill Road, Lawrence, Kansas 66045-7568, or email irb@ku.edu.  
 
I agree to take part in this study as a research participant. By my signature I affirm that I am at 
least 18 years old and that I have received a copy of this Consent and Authorization form.  
 

_______________________________         _____________________ 
Type/Print Participant's Name   Date 
 
_________________________________________ 
Participant's Signature 
 
 

Emily Ream                                            Thomas A. DeLuca, Ph.D. 
Graduate Student Researcher             Faculty Supervisor 
Human Studies Dept.                          School of Education, Educational Leadership & Policy 
Studies 
200 Fisher Hall                                   1122 W. Campus Road, JRP 406 
University of Kansas                             University of Kansas 
Lawrence, KS 66045                             Lawrence, KS  66045 
913-709-8982    785-864-9844 
emilyream@smsd.org   tadeluca@ku.edu  
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Appendix C 

Interview Protocol 
Social Worker Interview Protocol Form 

Interviewee: _________________________________________________________ 

Date & Time: _________________________________________________________ 

Home School: _________________________________________________________ 

Feeder Pattern: ________________________________________________________ 

FTE: ________________________________________________________________ 

Position Funding: ______________________________________________________ 

Interviewer: ___________________________________________________________ 

 

Survey Section Used: 

_____ A: Years’ Experience 

_____ B: Feeder Pattern Represented 

_____ C: FTE 

_____ D: Position Funding 

 

Follow-up: ____________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix D 
 

2018 Social Worker Job Description 
 

Position Type:           
Social Worker/Social Worker - General Education 
  
Date Posted:       
10/19/18 
  
Location:          
TBD 
 
Additional Information: Show/Hide 
 
Position:  Social Worker – General Education  
 
Reports to:  Principal 
 
Contract:  190 days – New Employee 
  
                      187 days – Returning Employee 
  

I.          General Responsibilities 
  

The social worker is responsible for the assessment of need and delivery of 

counseling and intervention services; coordinates appropriate community resources 

for students. 
  

II.          Examples of Duties 
  

A.      Services 
  

1.      Participates in comprehensive evaluation of students, as indicated. 
  

2.      Provides individual and group counseling and support to students. 
  

3.      Provides support to classroom teachers. 
  

4.      Responds to crisis situations in schools. 
  

5.      Implements appropriate programs, groups and initiatives to target at-

risk populations. 
  

6.      Plan individual school programs to promote a positive and caring 

school climate. 
  

7.      Coordinates and facilitates appropriate community services to students. 
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B.     Professional Relations 

  
1.      Works with students regarding their social and emotional problems 

interfering with adjustment and achievement in school. 
  

2.      Consults with families whose problems result in an impact on the 

student's educational progress. 
  

3.      Works with community agencies and groups to assist in developing 

appropriate intervention strategies. 
  

4.      Maintains positive working relationships with principal, teachers and 

staff. 
  

C.     Standards of Practice/Growth 
  

1.      Meets the state and District licensure requirements. 
  

2.      Fulfills routine requests made by supervisory and administrative staff 

promptly and cooperatively. 
  

3.      Avails self and participates in opportunities for professional growth. 
  

4.      Adheres to the ethical standards of the social work profession. 
  
II.                  Qualifications 
   

Bachelor’s in Social Work 

 

Valid Kansas Social Work License 
 
  

            
Language Skills: 
Ability to read and interpret documents including the analysis of district assessment data.  Ability to effectively write 
detailed reports and correspondence.  Ability to communicate well, verbally and in writing, with parents, patrons, staff 
and students.  Ability to speak in front of large and/or small groups. In addition, as an organization/community that 
reflects and appreciates diversity, bilingual communication skills are noted and valued. 
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Appendix E  
 

Social Worker Job Description 2020 
 

 

Position Type: 
Social Worker/Social Worker – General Education  

 

Date Posted: 
2/18/2020 

 

Location:  
West High School  

 

Date Available: 
Immediate Need 

 

Additional Information: Show/Hide 

 

Position:          Social Worker-General Education 
  
Reports to:      Principal 
  
Contract:         190 days – New Employee 
  
                        187 days – Returning Employee 
  

I.          General Responsibilities 
  

The social worker is responsible for the assessment of need and delivery of 

counseling and intervention services; coordinates appropriate community resources 

for students. 
  

II.          Examples of Duties 
  

A.      Services 
  

1.      Participates in comprehensive evaluation of students, as indicated. 
  

2.      Provides individual and group counseling and support to students. 
  

3.      Provides support to classroom teachers. 
  

4.      Responds to crisis situations in schools. 
  

5.      Implements appropriate programs, groups and initiatives to target at-

risk populations. 
  

6.      Plan individual school programs to promote a positive and caring 

school climate. 
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7.      Coordinates and facilitates appropriate community services to students. 
  

B.     Professional Relations 
  

1.      Works with students regarding their social and emotional problems 

interfering with adjustment and achievement in school. 
  

2.      Consults with families whose problems result in an impact on the 

student's educational progress. 
  

3.      Works with community agencies and groups to assist in developing 

appropriate intervention strategies. 
  

4.      Maintains positive working relationships with principal, teachers and 

staff. 
  

C.     Standards of Practice/Growth 
  

1.      Meets the state and District licensure requirements. 
  

2.      Fulfills routine requests made by supervisory and administrative staff 

promptly and cooperatively. 
  

3.      Avails self and participates in opportunities for professional growth. 
  

4.      Adheres to the ethical standards of the social work profession. 
  
II.                  Qualifications 
  

Master's in Social Work 
  

Valid Kansas Social Work License 
 
  

            
Language Skills: 
Ability to read and interpret documents including the analysis of district assessment data.  Ability to effectively write 
detailed reports and correspondence.  Ability to communicate well, verbally and in writing, with parents, patrons, staff 
and students.  Ability to speak in front of large and/or small groups. In addition, as an organization/community that 
reflects and appreciates diversity, bilingual communication skills are noted and valued. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 


