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Abstract 

School social workers play a critical role in promoting student well-being, educational equity, and systemic 

support within school environments. Recent scholarship highlights expanding responsibilities, 

interprofessional collaboration, workforce challenges, and contextual pressures shaping school social work 

practice globally. This narrative review synthesizes empirical studies published between 2022 and 2025 to 

examine (a) the roles and functions of school social workers, (b) interprofessional collaboration and 

institutional contexts, (c) workforce well-being and professional challenges, (d) implications for policy and 

practice, and (e) Future Recommendations. Findings indicate that while school social workers contribute 

significantly to student mental health, equity, and social–emotional learning, their effectiveness is constrained 

by high caseloads, role ambiguity, resource limitations, and systemic inequities. The review underscores the 

need for clearer role definitions, improved organizational support, inclusive practice frameworks, and 

evidence-informed policy reforms to strengthen school social work practice. 

Keywords: school social work, student well-being, interprofessional collaboration, workforce challenges, 

educational equity 

1. Introduction 

School social work has increasingly been recognized as a vital component of holistic education systems, 

particularly in addressing students’ social, emotional, and mental health needs. As schools confront rising 

mental health concerns, cultural diversity, migration-related stressors, and post-pandemic recovery challenges, 

school social workers are expected to function as counselors, advocates, resource brokers, and system-level 

collaborators. Despite their growing importance, the profession faces persistent challenges related to workload, 

professional recognition, and institutional support. 

This review critically examines recent literature to provide an integrated understanding of how school social 

workers operate within educational systems, the challenges they face, and the implications for policy and 

practice. 
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2. Methodology 

A narrative review approach was adopted to synthesize peer-reviewed qualitative, quantitative, and mixed-

methods studies published between 2022 and 2025. The reviewed studies include research conducted across 

diverse geographical contexts such as Australia, the United Kingdom, Sweden, South Africa, Turkey, Taiwan, 

and the United States. The literature was thematically analyzed to identify recurring patterns, gaps, and 

emerging directions in school social work research. 

3. Roles and Functions of School Social Workers 

Across studies, school social workers were found to play multifaceted roles encompassing individual 

counseling, family engagement, crisis intervention, and advocacy. Research from Sweden demonstrated that 

counseling practices are largely eclectic, integrating cognitive-behavioral, psychodynamic, systemic, and 

attachment-based approaches. However, termination processes were often informal, indicating a need for more 

structured practice frameworks. 

In multicultural and immigrant contexts, school social workers acted as critical mediators supporting emergent 

bilingual students and immigrant families. Their work addressed barriers such as language difficulties, 

discrimination, immigration-related stress, and limited parental engagement. These findings highlight the 

profession’s contribution to educational equity and inclusion. 

4. Interprofessional Collaboration in School Settings 

Interprofessional collaboration emerged as a central theme influencing effective school social work practice. 

Studies consistently reported that collaboration with teachers, psychologists, and counselors enhances 

coordinated support for student well-being. Clear referral pathways, shared professional goals, and supportive 

school cultures facilitated collaboration. 

However, role overload was a recurring concern. School social workers were frequently assigned intensive, 

individual-level interventions, limiting their involvement in universal and preventive initiatives. This 

imbalance reduced their capacity to contribute strategically at Tier 1 and Tier 2 levels of student support.  

5. Workforce Well-Being and Professional Challenges 

Workforce sustainability remains a pressing concern. Research conducted during and after the COVID-19 

pandemic revealed high levels of emotional exhaustion, administrative burden, and intentions to leave the 

profession. Social workers reported reduced face-to-face engagement with service users and increased stress 

due to the complexity of student needs. 

Additional challenges included licensure-related stress, perceived exam bias, stigma faced by social workers 

with criminal convictions, and limited institutional recognition. These factors collectively undermine 

professional morale and retention, particularly among early-career practitioners. 
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6. Structural and Systemic Constraints 

Several studies emphasized systemic barriers affecting school social work practice, including inadequate 

funding, high caseloads, fragmented service systems, and ambiguous role definitions. In under-resourced 

school contexts, especially in township and marginalized settings, social workers relied heavily on community 

partnerships due to limited access to specialized services. 

Variations in workforce data across national sources further complicate policy planning and resource 

allocation, leading to inconsistent estimates of workforce capacity and service coverage.  

7. Implications for Policy and Practice 

The reviewed literature suggests several key implications: 

1. Role Clarification: Clear, standardized role definitions are essential to reduce overload and enhance 

effectiveness. 

2. Organizational Support: Schools must invest in manageable caseloads, supervision, and professional 

development. 

3. Preventive Focus: Greater emphasis on universal and preventive interventions can maximize impact. 

4. Equity-Oriented Practice: Policies should support culturally responsive and inclusive school social 

work models. 

5. Workforce Sustainability: Addressing licensure barriers, emotional well-being, and professional 

recognition is critical for retention. 

 

8. Limitations of the Review 

This review is limited by its reliance on predominantly qualitative and cross-sectional studies, which restrict 

causal inference. Additionally, many studies focused on professionals’ perspectives, with limited inclusion of 

student and family voices. 

 

9. Future Recommendations 

9.1 Policy-Level Recommendations 

Educational and social welfare policies should formally recognize school social workers as essential 

professionals within multidisciplinary school teams. Clear policy frameworks must define their roles, scope of 

practice, and accountability structures to reduce role ambiguity and professional overload. Governments and 

educational authorities should allocate dedicated funding for school social work positions to ensure 

manageable caseloads and equitable service delivery, particularly in under-resourced and marginalized school 

contexts. 
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9.2 Strengthening Interprofessional Collaboration 

Schools should establish structured interprofessional collaboration models that clarify referral pathways, 

decision-making roles, and shared responsibilities among teachers, psychologists, counselors, and social 

workers. Regular interdisciplinary meetings, joint training programs, and collaborative case management 

protocols can enhance coordination and prevent the over-reliance on school social workers for intensive 

interventions alone. 

9.3 Enhancing Preventive and Universal Interventions 

Greater emphasis should be placed on Tier 1 (universal) and Tier 2 (selective) interventions, allowing school 

social workers to contribute proactively to school-wide well-being initiatives, social–emotional learning 

programs, and preventive mental health strategies. This shift can reduce long-term reliance on crisis-driven, 

individual-level interventions and improve overall student outcomes. 

9.4 Workforce Well-Being and Retention 

To address high levels of burnout and turnover intentions, schools and employing organizations should 

implement workforce well-being strategies, including access to clinical supervision, mental health support, 

flexible workloads, and professional recognition. Licensure processes should be reviewed to ensure fairness, 

cultural sensitivity, and alignment with professional competencies, particularly for early-career social workers 

and those from marginalized backgrounds. 

9.5 Culturally Responsive and Equity-Oriented Practice 

School social work practice should be grounded in culturally responsive, rights-based, and inclusive 

frameworks. Targeted training is needed to support work with immigrant students, emergent bilingual learners, 

students with disabilities, and other vulnerable populations. Schools should also strengthen partnerships with 

families and community organizations to address systemic barriers affecting student well-being and 

educational participation. 

9.6 Professional Education and Training 

Social work education programs should enhance preparation for school-based practice by integrating content 

on interprofessional collaboration, educational policy, trauma-informed care, multicultural education, and 

ethical decision-making in school settings. Field placements in diverse school environments should be 

expanded to bridge the gap between academic training and practice realities. 

9.7 Research and Evidence Development 

Future research should prioritize longitudinal and mixed-methods designs to examine the long-term impact of 

school social work interventions on student well-being, academic outcomes, and school climate. Greater 

inclusion of student and family perspectives is essential to capture the lived experiences of service recipients. 

Additionally, comparative cross-national studies can contribute to the development of globally informed best 

practices in school social work. 

 

 

http://www.ijcrt.org/


www.ijcrt.org                                                    © 2025 IJCRT | Volume 13, Issue 12 December 2025 | ISSN: 2320-2882 

IJCRT25A1345 International Journal of Creative Research Thoughts (IJCRT) www.ijcrt.org j134 
 

References 

1. Akarçay Ulutaş, D., Ustabaşı Gündüz, D., & Kırlıoğlu, M. (2022). Perceptions of social workers in the 

school social work project: The need for multicultural education. Participatory Educational Research, 

9(5), 330–351. 

2. Glassburn, S., Henson, J., Miller, R., Saylor, P., Staton, S., Walsh, M. A., & Wilderman, S. (2025). It 

means everything and it means nothing: New social worker views on taking the master’s licensure 

exam. Advances in Social Work, 25(2), 702–720. 

3. Goulden, A. (2025). “A lot of social workers don’t seem to understand or realize the harm that they 

cause”: Disabled young people’s experiences with sexual well-being in social work practice. The 

British Journal of Social Work, 55(2), 644–662. 

4. Jackson, S., & Chubb, L. A. (2025). Navigating the profession with a “black mark”: Discrimination 

experiences of social workers with criminal convictions. Journal of Human Rights and Social Work, 

10(1), 55–67. 

5. Kjellgren, M., Lilliehorn, S., & Markström, U. (2024). The counselling practice of school social 

workers in Swedish elementary schools: A focus group study. Nordic Social Work Research, 14(1), 

18–31. 

6. Lombardi, B. M., de Saxe Zerden, L., & Fraher, E. (2024). Varying estimates of social workers in the 

United States: Which data source to use? Medical Care Research and Review, 81(5), 408–416. 

7. MacLochlainn, J., Manthorpe, J., McFadden, P., Naylor, R., Schroder, H., McGrory, S., Nicholl, P., 

Currie, D., Kirby, K., & Mallett, J. (2025). The COVID-19 pandemic’s impact on UK social workers 

working with people with learning disabilities: A mixed methods study. Journal of Intellectual 

Disabilities. Advance online publication. 

8. Makholwa, F., & Muleya, E. (2025). Examining the challenges faced by school social workers in 

selected township schools in City of Johannesburg Metropolitan Municipality: An NPO perspective. 

TWIST, 20(2), 213–224. 

9. McMasters, S. M. (2023). School social workers’ perceptions of their ability to serve as transformative 

SEL leaders in K–12 public education (Doctoral dissertation, Miami University). 

10. Roth, B. J., Villarreal Sosa, L., Childs, T., & Rodriguez, S. (2025). Different ways to broker: School 

social workers, resource distribution, and equity for immigrant students. Journal of Ethnic & Cultural 

Diversity in Social Work, 34(4), 183–193. 

11. Testa, D. (2025). Interprofessional collaboration: How social workers, psychologists, and teachers 

collaborate to address student wellbeing. Australian Social Work, 78(3), 341–354. 

12. Vera, E., Heineke, A. J., Schultes, A., & Daskalova, P. (2022). Social and emotional needs of emergent 

bilingual high school students: Perspectives of teachers, school counselors, and school social workers. 

Journal of Educational and Psychological Consultation, 32(4), 416–453. 

13. Watson, K. R., Capp, G., Astor, R. A., Kelly, M. S., & Benbenishty, R. (2022). “We need to address 

the trauma”: School social workers’ views about student and staff mental health during COVID-19. 

School Mental Health, 14(4), 902–917. 

14. Westlake, D., Melendez-Torres, G. J., Corliss, C., El-Banna, A., Thompson, S., Meindl, M., Talwar, 

R., Folkes, L., Schoenwald, E., Addis, S., & Cook, L. (2024). Social workers in schools: A feasibility 

study of three local authorities. Journal of Social Work, 24(5), 607–626. 

15. Yu, Y.-A., Chiang, C.-M., & Domene, J. F. (2024). Counseling psychologists’ interprofessional 

collaboration with social workers: An exploration of grounded theory. Bulletin of Educational 

Psychology, 55(4), 635–660. 

 

http://www.ijcrt.org/

