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Should a New Hampshire Public School District Engage in Social Work? 
Ronda Gregg 

Introduction 
Today's educational culture is statistically focused 

on student achievement and quality programs in public 
schools. This intense national focus leads to mistaken no
tions that better academic instruction and increased teacher 
quality will, of themselves, improve a school's test score 
average. The merits of effective instruction, high standards 
for students and competence in instruction and learning 
often overshadow the need for a school district to address 
the environmental and emotional barriers to student and 
school success. 

Background Information 
Litchfield School District has employed a school social 

worker for four years. Though Litchfield has few families 
in poverty and most families are enjoying the benefits of 
a considerable income, the town has been unable to pass 
a bond issue for a new elementary school in three con
secutive years and has no public kindergarten. There are 
students at all levels who are disengaged with learning, 
most particularly at the middle and high school levels. The 
school dis trict experiences difficulties common in larger 
communities, including substance abuse, behavioral prob
lems and students who experience depressive episodes. 

The school social worker has been an integral part of 
the high school program for four years. As the third year 
came to a close, the school district made the decision to 
expand the role of the school social worker to address the 
needs of students at all three schools. 

... schools must be proactive in meeting the 
challenge of dealing with factors that affect 
a student 's learning while the student is in 
school. 

Positive Implications 
There are many psychosocial and mental health 

problems that affect student learning and performance. 
Increasingly, schools are including staff who can address 
the mental health needs of their students. 

Psychosocial problems affect students' learning and 
performance in profound ways. Generally, a psychosocial dif
ficulty leads to poor school performance which, in turn, leads 
to failing grades and poor behavior within the school setting. 

Schools must address barriers to learning and promote 
healthy development. The No Child Left Behind Act has 
been specific about this in regard to schools which are in 
need of improvement. The Carnegie Corporation's study 
("Years", 1994) on young people and schools points out the 

circle of responsibility belongs to more than the schools. 
However, schools must be proactive in meeting the chal
lenge of dealing with factors that affect a student's learning 
while the student is in school. 

Our schools need to meet the challenging mandates 
for academic growth as educators continually assess the 
needs of their students within the context of their learning 
environments. We cannot ignore the fact that our students' 
social environments and their emotional needs contribute 
to how well they function during the school day. 

Students come to our schools with unique genetic and 
environmental make-ups. We have volumes of material 
we want our students to absorb, manipulate, and utilize. 
However, we cannot fill their unique minds without first 
connecting with each of them. Kathleen Cushman (2006) 
writes that "teachers who know their students well can 
make powerful connections between academic subjects and 
the things kids worry and care about"( p.36). She also notes 
that "the payoff is when there is increased investment by 
the students in their feelings toward school" (p.36) . 

Many school systems have begun to engage the skills 
of a school social worker as a vital adjunct to their school 
faculty. The role of the school social worker focuses on five 
strategic areas. These include enhancing a student 's learning 
in the regular classroom, supporting transitions of students 
from grade to grade, increasing home and school connec
tions, responding to and preventing crises and facilitating 
student and family access to effective services. 

School social workers incorporate therapeutic inter
vention, systems theory and a strength-based perspective 
to maximize students' educational experiences. Lee (2002) 
found that school social workers, through both individual 
and group counseling, can help students "learn skills for 
cooperative behavior, listening, eye contact, interpersonal 
communication, respecting diversity, personal and social 
responsibility, goal setting and decision-making" (p.60). 

However, a school social worker alone cannot solve 
all the psychosocial and emotional needs of students. It is 
increasingly clear from a variety of literature that a col
laborative approach is more appropriate. (Abrams, 2000; 
Corbin, 2005; Greene & Lee, 2001; Jagendorf & Malen
koff, 2000) Studies (Dowen & Borven, 1998; Borven et. 
al., 1998) document the effect positive teacher support 
has on student performance and the academic outcomes 
of students. Lynn, McKay & Atkins (2003) reported that 
a collaborative approach with a school social worker can 
reduce teacher stress, help teachers to heighten their sense 
of efficacy .in addressing students' emotional difficulties and 
empower teachers to become a potential source of support 
to their students. 
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What are some of the barriers our school systems must 
deal with when faced with the decision to employ a school 
social worker? 

A survey was done at our local high school to examine 
the perception that staff held the role of school social work
er. One of the questions asked respondents to explain the 
diflerence between a high school guidance counselor and a 
school social worker. All of the responses were similar. The 
high school staff responses said the guidance counselors' 
roles included taking care of the students' academic life, 
as in scheduling classes and writing recommendations for 
college and helping to plan for college. They felt the school 
social worker was present to conduct counseling sessions 
and to meet the emotional and social needs of the students. 

There were also negative comments regarding the role 
of the social worker. These comments were not only voiced 
by teachers, but other community members. There was a 
general feeling that social work belongs outside of school, 
because it is "subordinate to the educational mission" and 
makes schools look more like "rehabilitation centers instead 
of places oflearning." 

Study 
Former students were interviewed to determine if the 

interventions of the school social worker were helpful in 
their attainment of graduation goals. Findings from the 
student interviews lent support to a continuation of the 
school social worker position. The students responded they 
had learned to respect themselves, to overcome obstacles in 
their lives that negatively impacted learning and to be more 
reflective about themselves and their futures. One student 
responded that she was able to "reach for the impossible" as 
a result of interventions. 

These were students regarded as potential dropouts. 
They were depressed, making poor grades, using drugs, 

cutting class and not well connected at school. At the time 
of this study, all of the former students were employed full 
time. One is a licensed real estate broker and two saved for 
college by working and are currently enrolled. 

Teachers interviewed for the study felt the role of a 
school social worker held merit. These teachers referred stu
dents because they clearly cared about the students' serious 
emotional states. One teacher commented that a student's 
self-confidence improved. She also saw more classroom 
engagement by students who met with the school social 
worker. 

Working Toward a Solution 
The town of Litchfield is certainly not unique when 

dealing with the emotional needs of students. The Litch
field learning community is committed to providing it's 
students the opportunity to learn without the encum
brances of negative psychosocial factors. Teachers generally 
appreciate having a staff member available to assist the 
students with their mental health needs. The school social 
worker plays a key role in our efforts to engage students 
academically, socially and emotionally. 
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