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School social work practice that targets students and schools for change is the 

most effective approach in removing barriers to learning for all students. However, 

research on the profession has found that school social workers tend to focus on 

traditional clinical work with individual students and families, often to the exclusion of 

broader system level interventions.  Working to create a positive school climate is an 

avenue for social workers to facilitate school-wide change.  This research explores how 

school social workers employ a practice approach that embraces a broad clinical 

framework specifically including skills associated with building a positive school 

climate.  The study also analyzes how specific school social worker characteristics are 

associated with the performance of practice tasks related to enhancing school climate.   

The project examines data collected from social workers practicing in Texas 

public schools as part of an exploratory, mixed method survey. The analysis utilized 

descriptive statistics and a hierarchical cluster analysis to group the school social workers 

with similar response patterns for the practice task variables.  Descriptive statistics 

revealed that 93% of the school social workers participated in at least one of eight general 
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practice tasks related to school climate dimensions and 77% participated in at least four 

of the eight.  The cluster analysis yielded a solution that grouped the participants into four 

clusters.  Once the clusters were profiled, three school social worker characteristics were 

found to significantly relate to the completion of tasks associated with school climate:  

perception of autonomy, job structure and years of experience.   

The results show widespread use of practice skills that target multiple dimensions 

of school climate.  The findings lend support to the feasibility of participating in the 

school climate related tasks across school settings and school social worker 

characteristics.  The research findings place school social worker expertise in a school 

reform framework and captures how they can contribute to school-wide change within 

their routine practice duties. 
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CHAPTER ONE:  PROBLEM STATEMENT 

Introduction 

School social workers provide services to remove barriers to learning and 

contribute to student well being and academic success.  School social workers, therefore, 

have an important contribution to make to all members of the education community.  

School social workers approach problems at a school with an ecological systems 

perspective by utilizing interventions aimed at individual students, families, educators, 

and the school community.  However, research on the profession has found that school 

social workers tend to focus on traditional clinical work with individual students and 

families, often to the exclusion of broader system level interventions.  The school social 

work research literature has made a clear call for practitioners to be more involved in 

efforts of school reform and macro-level change.   

At the same time, the field of education has also placed a growing emphasis on 

school-wide reform, especially for vulnerable populations.   With the shift in education 

towards accountability and the requirements of the No Child Left Behind Act (P.L. 107-

110, 2002), schools are faced with intense pressure to demonstrate achievement from all 

students.  It has been increasingly important to determine how to meet the needs of at-risk 

students that are often performing below standard levels.  In recent years, school reform 

initiatives have examined specific factors related to school effectiveness and improving 

outcomes for all students.  One of the primary contributions of this research is the 

importance of building a positive school climate to improve student outcomes.  A number 

of empirically tested reform initiatives that address school climate include tasks and skills 

that potentially overlap with school social workers’ expertise, like relationship building 

and creating a safe environment.  However, to date, no one has systematically examined 
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the macro level tasks performed by school social workers from the perspective of linking 

them with building a positive school climate. 

A number of school social work task surveys that included questions about macro 

level tasks have been conducted in the last 40 years (eg. Allen-Meares, 1994; Allen-

Meares, 1977; Chavkin, 1985; Costin, 1969, Kelly et.al, 2009).  In part, this is due to the 

long trend for school social workers to define themselves within schools and within the 

social work field.  It is also indicative of the field’s commitment to exploring best models 

for effective and efficient practice in the demanding school environment. Most studies 

have found a large number of professional tasks performed by school social workers in 

order to meet the expectations of their job.  Although their tasks do reflect multi-system 

interventions, macro-level tasks like leadership, policy advocacy and involvement in 

education reform have often lagged behind, in utilization and ranked importance, those 

tasks within a traditional clinical model of practice. 

  Based on these findings, over the years a number of researchers have criticized 

school social workers for not using broader system-level interventions. For example, 

Dupper and Evans write that practice approaches that are too narrowly focused on 

traditional clinical tasks ―…fail to address school-level factors that exacerbate student 

problems‖ (1996, p.4). Allen-Meares writes that school social worker’s lack of 

involvement in macro-level tasks is ―disappointing‖ and that ―…social workers need to 

pay more attention to leadership and policy making roles and their importance to the 

achievement of social work goals‖ (1994, p. 564).  Frey and Dupper assert that social 

work practice that targets students and schools for change will more effectively combat 

student problems, as well as advance and promote the profession (2005).  It has also been 

suggested that training programs for school social workers need to place greater emphasis 
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on school interventions focused on reform and removing school wide barriers to learning 

(Allen-Meares, 1977; Essex & Massat, 2005).   

Therefore, although the emphasis to provide traditional clinical services to 

students and families is certainly understandable and important, it can unnecessarily limit 

school social workers’ opportunities to participate in meaningful long-term change that 

will affect students beyond the reach of a single school social worker.  By consistently 

ranking macro-focused interventions last, school social workers are missing an 

opportunity to use their expertise in social change for at-risk children and participating in 

education reform.  Furthermore, macro interventions are a key, but often over-looked 

component to school social work interventions from an ecological perspective.  Of 

course, school social workers are already called on to address both a large number and a 

wide array of problems.  However, meaningful reform in the ways that schools are 

organized and engage students can ultimately improve the effectiveness and efficiency of 

school social work practice.  

 Macro-level Tasks in School Social Work 

Macro level tasks in social work practice are broadly defined as‖…working to 

change the larger environment…by intervening in communities, organizations and the 

legislative arena to effect social change‖ (Segal, Gerder, & Steiner, 2009, p. 115).  In the 

school social work literature, macro level tasks have been largely understood as 

leadership and advocacy in social and public policy initiatives to reduce structural 

inequalities in the education system (Teasley, 2004).  Of course, these are areas in which 

school social workers are strongly encouraged to participate.  Their involvement in policy 

decision making and education reform could generate meaningful change on a broad 

scale for vulnerable students.  That said, the school social work profession has not 
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demonstrated great strides over the last 40 years in their involvement with macro-level 

interventions (Allen-Meares, 1994, 1977; Costin, 1975; Kelly, 2008).  A number of 

theories exist about why this is so including school social work job constraints, work load 

demands, practitioner interest, challenges of working in a host environment and a focus 

on clinical social work training in MSW programs (Allen-Meares, 1994; Dupper & 

Evans, 1996; Frey & Dupper, 2005). 

In addition to these factors, very little research exists on how school social 

workers can successfully meet the competing demands of their jobs and engage in macro-

level tasks.  Perhaps one reason that little change has occurred in school social work 

practice is because there is a need to understand more about what factors can contribute 

to a successful integration of traditional clinical skills and macro interventions.  One way 

that might further inform the successful integration is an expansion of the understanding 

of what macro level interventions can look like on a school campus.  By broadening the 

professional framework for understanding how school social workers can be involved in 

macro-level change, practitioners might be able to better incorporate tasks that stimulate 

education reform.   

Although macro practice skills like affecting education policy are commendable 

and should be continued to be promoted by the profession,  at the heart of the argument is 

the call for school social workers to be involved in school-wide change that can affect all 

of the children and families in a school, not just those on a caseload.  One area that has 

been largely overlooked in the school social work literature calling for school-wide 

change interventions is the contribution of building a positive school climate, a central 

tenet in the research on school effectiveness.  

 School climate is ―the learning environment created through the interactions of 

human relationships, physical setting and psychological atmosphere‖ (Perkins, 2006, 
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p.1). A positive school climate is marked by all members of the school community 

feeling safe, respected, valued, connected and engaged in a supportive school 

environment. School climate is multidimensional and involves many internal and external 

factors. Although the elements of school climate can be numerous and sometimes 

complex, a thorough review of the research literature collapses the factors into four 

essential dimensions:  Safety, Teaching and Learning, Relationships and Environmental-

Structural (Cohen, McCabe, Michelli & Pickeral, 2009).  A wide variety of tasks within 

the realm of school social work practice are associated with each of these domains of 

school climate. For example, a school social worker could lead a workshop for school 

staff to recognize and reduce bullying behaviors, which could build relationships and 

create an environment where students feel safe. A more thorough discussion of school 

climate, including the specific domains and the relationship to education reform and 

school social work practice, is provided in Chapter Two.    

Helping to create a positive school climate is a macro-level intervention domain 

that compliments school social work practice skills and expertise.  It is also an area where 

school social workers can affect school-wide change that is less dependent on particular 

employment configurations, funding, individual school constraints or other factors 

largely beyond the control of practitioners.  Furthermore, with the current trend for 

accountability and evidence-based practice, it is worth noting that creating a positive 

school climate has also been linked empirically to improved academic outcomes for 

students.  In fact, a major study indentifying educational, psychological and social factors 

contributing to learning that utilized content analysis, expert ratings and results from 91 

meta-analyses found that factors that influence school climate have a far greater influence 

on student learning than new policies at the state, district or school level (Wang, Haertel 

& Walberg, 1993).  Therefore, contributing to a positive school climate includes macro-
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level tasks that are grounded in evidence for removing barriers to learning and can 

contribute to the central mission of school social work practice.   

Study Background 

The Profession of School Social Work 

Social workers have been practicing in schools for over one hundred years.  

During the last century, the profession has seen a number of changes based on societal 

trends, education policy and advances in knowledge.  However, school social workers 

have always remained true to the mission of removing barriers to learning for all 

students. 

Unfortunately, the number of children and youth coming to schools with 

significant barriers to their learning continues to increase (Center for Mental Health in 

Schools, 2005).  The number of students who need mental health services, in addition to 

the number of children living in poverty, is growing. These trends indicate a continuing 

and growing need for school social work services (Franklin, Gerlach & Chanmugam, 

2008). 

  The School Social Workers Association of America (SSWAA) reports an 

estimate of 20,000-22,000 social workers working in the schools in the United States.  

They further report that the field of school social work is experiencing a slow, but steady, 

growth in the labor market (Randy Fisher, personal communication, July28, 2006).  It is 

likely that the field will continue to grow as the awareness of complex student needs 

increases with the attention to improving public education for vulnerable students.   

Each state uses school social workers in unique ways.  The diverse roles, complex 

funding streams and varied employment titles can make the field difficult to define.  

Many states do have a school social work structure that is well-integrated and understood 
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by school systems.  However, this does not always imply that the school social workers 

in these states model best practices.  For example, a recent study of school social work in 

Illinois found that their services were often entrenched in out-dated models of practice 

confined by special education requirements (Kelly, 2007).  

School Social Work in Texas 

Texas is a state with an unconventional structure for employing school social 

workers.  Unlike many states that follow traditional configuration of school social work 

practice where school districts hire social workers for well-defined roles, it is often 

unclear how Texas school districts use school social workers.  For example, social 

workers can work in Texas schools with titles that include:  parent-teacher liaison, drop-

out prevention coordinator, behavior specialist, visiting teacher, drug prevention 

specialist, truancy officer, after-school program director or school social worker.   

Additionally, some social workers in Texas schools are employed by a school 

district, but others are actually employees of organizations that are collaborating with the 

school, like city and state agencies, juvenile justice offices and non-profit agencies.  For 

example, the non-profit agency Communities in Schools-Central Texas has partnered 

with the Austin Independent School District and placed trained school social workers in 

over 40 of their campuses (www.cisaustin.org).  These types of employment 

configurations for school social workers are often not recognized by the profession; in 

fact, the School Social Work Association of America (SSWAA) limits the definition of 

school social worker to a professional hired by a school district (www.sswaa.org).  

Although it is understandable for the SSWAA to advocate for school district hiring of 

social workers, state wide funding and district decision making do not always support the 
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practice in some states.  So, alternative employment configurations that place trained 

social workers on campuses can be an important avenue for student support.   

Since school social workers in Texas can be employed by various organizations 

and funding streams, and because they often do not hold the official title of school social 

worker, they can be hard to identify.  In the fall of 2008, The Texas Education Agency 

(TEA) reported that the state employed 167 licensed school social workers (TEA, 2008).  

However, this number grossly underestimates the number of licensed social workers 

placed in Texas schools.  Of the over 20,000 licensed social workers in Texas; over 500 

self-report as school social workers (Garza & Landeck, 2007).  Even this numbers is 

likely an inaccurate reflection of the field in Texas.   

The University of Texas at Austin School of Social Work’s Professional 

Development Center hosts a Texas School Social Work conference each year with a 

typical attendance of close to 500 (Nowicki, as cited in Franklin, 2006).   The 

Professional Development Center also maintains a contact list of almost 1,500 school 

social workers that have received continuing education or been invited to attend the 

school social work conference.  Although some of the employment factors and licensure 

status of these school social workers are unknown, this number likely comes closer to the 

real number of social workers practicing in Texas schools.  Therefore, this research could 

further benefit the field by describing the employment configurations, as well as the roles 

and tasks of school social workers, in states like Texas that utilize school social work 

services in unconventional ways.   

NASW Standards of School Social Work Practice and Code of Ethics  

The National Association of Social Work (NASW) developed professional 

standards for school social work practice in 1978.  The standards have been revised 
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several times to reflect changes in education and practice trends, with the most recent 

update occurring in 2002.   In all, there are 42 specific standards that the NASW has set 

forth to guide school social work practice.  Of these standards, a number of them 

particularly relate to involvement in school-wide change through tasks that can affect 

school climate (see Table 1.1).  

Table 1.1 Selected Standards for School Social Work Services 

School social workers shall ensure that students and their families are provided services within 

the context of multicultural understanding and competence that enhance families’ support of 

students’ learning experiences. 

School social workers shall advocate for students and their families in a variety of situations. 

As leaders and members of interdisciplinary teams and coalitions, school social workers shall 

work collaboratively to mobilize the resources of local education agencies and communities to 

meet the needs of students and families. 

School social workers shall develop and provide training and educational programs that address 

the goals and mission of the educational institution. 

School social workers, as systems change agents, shall identify areas of need that are not being 

addressed by the local education agency and community and shall work to create services that 

address these needs. 

School social workers shall understand the relationship between practice and policies affecting 

students. 

The goals, objectives, and tasks of a school social work program shall be clearly and directly 

related to the mission of the local education agency and the educational process. 
Source: National Association of Social Workers (2002).  

In addition to the NASW Standards of School Social Work Practice, school social 

workers are, of course, also committed to adhere to the Code of Ethics based on the core 

values of the social work profession.  These ethical principles provide a mandate for 

school social workers to seek opportunities for social change as a part of competent 

practice (see Table 1.2). 
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Table 1.2 Ethical Principles of the Social Work Profession 

Social workers’ primary goal is to help people in need and to address social problems. 
Social workers challenge social injustice. 
Social workers respect the inherent dignity and worth of the person. 

Social workers recognize the central importance of human relationships. 
Social workers behave in a trustworthy manner. 
Social workers practice within their areas of competence and develop and enhance their 

professional expertise. 
Source: http://www.socialworkers.org/pubs/code/code.asp 

Current Trends in Education and School Social Work 

Education and social work are both fields that are affected by current social 

trends, new knowledge and are continually striving to find ways to improve.  Recently, 

the federal education legislation, No Child Left Behind, and the move for evidence-

informed practice in social work have intersected to form a new emphasis on strategies 

for implementing interventions with empirical support. The outcome of this trend is on-

going, but has ramifications for school social workers. 

No Child Left Behind 

 No Child Left Behind (NCLB) legislation enacted in 2002 (P.L. 107-110) created 

widespread change in educational policy and practice.  NCLB’s objective is to increase 

the academic standards for all children, thereby reducing the achievement gap for poor 

and minority youth.  In particular, NCLB seeks to increase academic standards through 

an emphasis on accountability for student educational outcomes and for using methods 

with strong empirical basis.  In order to enforce the standards of NCLB, schools that do 

not meet required benchmarks must demonstrate yearly progress on improving student 

outcomes or face penalties from reduced funding to forced re-organization. 

NCLB also has implications for practitioners providing school-based mental 

health services, including school social workers. Educators are increasingly looking for 
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ways to meet the needs of students that are not performing at the expected standards.  

Since school social workers can be a key part of the school’s plan to remove 

nonacademic barriers to learning, educators may place extra value on practitioners that 

help students be better prepared to meet academic standards (Franklin & Gerlach, 2006; 

Adelman & Taylor, 2002).  This recognition is also supported by NCLB itself, which 

expands provisions for school-based mental health practitioners.    

In addition, one key shift in thinking due to NCLB policy is to view a school as 

meeting benchmarks or ―failing‖, rather than individual students.  That is, schools are 

held accountable for the success or failure of their student population.  Therefore, 

improvements for student outcomes are being increasingly understood as needing a 

school wide focus.  Building a positive school climate matches well with NCLB policy 

because it calls for holistic, school-based intervention, it has strong empirical support and 

it can be clearly measured (Cohen et al., 2009).   

Evidence-based Practice in Social Work 

In addition to the pressure from NCLB to use scientific standards to determine 

best practices, the field of social work is also placing growing emphasis on selecting 

interventions with a strong evidence-base of successful outcomes.  It is argued that 

seeking out interventions with the most robust evidence-base is the best approach for 

both ethical and efficient practice (Raines, 2004; Franklin, 2001).   

School social workers are, therefore, called to utilize outcome-based research in 

determining how to shape their practice.  Fortunately, the body of research documenting 

successful school-based interventions is growing and becoming more accessible to 

practitioners (Franklin, Harris & Allen-Meares, 2006).  However, using interventions 

with a strong evidence-base can be challenging in a school context.  Schools are complex 
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organizations with countless variables that affect the implementation and outcomes of an 

intervention.  Rather than proposing that research alone should dictate practice 

guidelines, it is suggested that school social workers need to investigate evidence-based 

practice techniques and then think critically about their application on their particular 

campus (Franklin & Kelly, 2009; Dupper, 2007; Raines, 2004).   

Evidence-based interventions that are multifaceted with some flexibility to be 

adapted into a specific school environment and that require minimal costs and training 

are often the best fit for school social work practice (Franklin & Kelly, 2009; Franklin & 

Hopson, 2007).   Interventions that build a positive school climate include a number of 

evidence-based approaches that fit this description.  Therefore, tasks associated with 

building a positive school climate is an area of macro level change that is grounded in 

evidence and feasible on a campus.  It is also important to note that research shows 

interventions can be successful in building a positive school climate, and then further 

links a positive school climate with improved academic outcomes (specific examples will 

be explored in Chapter Two).    

Previous Tasks Analyses of School Social Workers 

Clearly, the recent trends in education and the professional standards of school 

social work compel practitioners to include an emphasis on school-wide change as a 

responsibility of the job.   A substantial amount of research has examined the job 

responsibilities and tasks performed by school social workers in the last 40 years in an 

effort to understand what school social workers, in fact, do.  In particular, four large 

national studies have provided the field with a great amount of information about social 

work practice in schools.  The results of these surveys have also provided a framework of 

school social work practice through time.   
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The primary groundwork was set in the late 1960s by the school social work 

scholar, Lela Costin.  Costin conducted a national survey of masters-level school social 

workers to determine how they viewed their roles in the schools.  She wanted to examine 

the practice tasks and to see how they were reflective of the societal and educational 

trends of the time.  Even though the late 60’s was a time of considerable change, she 

largely found that school social workers were practicing within an outdated clinical 

model.  She found that school social workers described their primary tasks as clinical 

casework that focused on individual emotion and personality, rather than on broader 

interventions that targeted school change.  She further concluded that school social 

workers were remiss in including leadership and policy advocacy in their service delivery 

and unwilling to entrust tasks to other school professionals.  From this research, Costin 

advocated for a model of practice that focused on the interactions of the student, school 

and community (Costin, 1975; 1969).  

Building on Costin’s work, Allen-Meares completed a follow-up study in 1977.  

She also asked a national sample of school social workers to identify their roles and tasks 

and to rank their relative importance.  In addition, Allen-Meares explored how the school 

social workers’ responses had changed due to developments in schools and in social 

work. She found that school social work services were shifting from the role of a primary 

clinical caseworker to a home-school-community liaison.   However, school social 

workers were still hesitant to share responsibility for tasks with other school 

professionals, even as interdisciplinary teamwork was beginning to gain momentum in 

educational reform (Allen-Meares, 1977).   

Allen-Meares used factor analysis of the tasks to identify seven primary areas of 

school social work practice.   The seven task areas are (in their order of perceived 

importance): 
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1) Clarifying the child’s problem to others 

2) Preliminary tasks to the provision of social work services 

3) Assessing the child’s problem 

4) Facilitating school-community-pupil relations 

5) Educational counseling with child and family 

6) Facilitating the utilization of community resources 

7) Leadership and policy making 

(Allen-Meares, 1977) 

In the analysis of the survey data, 20 tasks loaded into the Leadership and policy 

making domain and the factor mean was 3.24 (with a SD of .805).  In contrast, the 

highest ranked factor, Clarifying the child’s problem to others, had a factor mean of 3.80 

(with a SD of .449).  Therefore, her results found that school social workers consistently 

ranked macro-focused interventions like leadership and policy making as least important 

in their roles of providing school social work services.  From this, Allen-Meares also 

encouraged school social workers to expand their practice and ―accept the challenge‖ of 

education reform (Allen-Meares, 1977, p. 200). 

NASW, in collaboration with Allen-Meares, collected information again about 

school social work practice in 1994 in the School Social Worker Job Position Survey.  

Although certainly not surprising to busy school social workers, they found 104 tasks 

performed by school social workers, 100 of which were deemed at least ―very 

important.‖     

The survey categorized responses into five distinct factors, presented below in 

their ranked order of respondent perceived importance. 

1) Administrative and professional tasks 

2) Home-school liaison 

3) Education counseling with children 

4) Facilitating and advocating families use of community resources 

5) Leadership and policy making 

(Allen-Meares, 1994)  
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In this study, the factor mean for the tasks that loaded on the Leadership and 

policy making domain was 2.85 (with a .712 SD), whereas the factor mean for the top 

ranked factor was 3.55 (with a SD of .475).  So, although school social work practitioners 

did see tasks associated with leadership and policy making as important, they were still 

understood to be the least important part of quality social work practice.  Again, school 

social workers were urged to accept the role of a change agent in an effort to make more 

meaningful differences for children and to strengthen the field.   

Clearly an enormous amount of change in education policy and practice has 

occurred since these studies were completed, especially with the passage of No Child 

Left Behind in 2002.  The field has been in need of an updated survey of the school social 

work profession.  In 2008, the National School Social Work Survey project brought 

together social work scholars and the School Social Work Association of America to 

explore the current state of the profession.   

Overall, the latest survey found that although the school social work practitioners 

did think that tasks involving school wide change were important, they were still less 

likely to perform them due to the time constraints of  providing support to the complex 

and growing needs of the student population.  The results found that, on average, school 

social workers spend 28% of their time intervening with issues at the classroom, school 

or district level.  On the other hand, they spend 59% of their time working on specific 

student problems.  The researchers once again recommended that school social workers 

need to expand their involvement in system-wide intervention efforts (Kelly, Berzin, 

Frey, Alvarez & Shaffer, 2009).   

As one can see from the task surveys, the field of school social work recognizes 

the importance of providing both traditional clinical tasks and those supporting school 

wide change.  However, the recognition has been slow to translate into a significant 
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change in practice approach.  That said, although former task surveys suggest that macro 

level skills are not widely used, an expanded understanding of how they are involved in 

school wide change processes could increase the knowledge of macro level skills 

employed by school social workers.   This study seeks to examine the use of macro 

practice skills from a school reform framework in order to understand how school social 

workers may be contributing to school wide change within their clinical practice duties.  

Therefore, this study further examines macro level practice tasks of school social workers 

by assessing the practice skills that are used for school change within school reform 

initiatives designed to specifically impact school climate.   

Aims of the Study and Overview of Methods 

This research project builds on the earlier task analysis surveys in order to 

understand the roles of social workers practicing in Texas schools.  In particular, it 

explores the degree that social workers in schools employ a practice approach that 

embraces a broad clinical framework specifically including skills associated with 

building a positive school climate.  In addition, it distinctively examines which tasks 

related to school climate change are performed by school social workers.  Finally, the 

study will analyze how specific school social worker characteristics, like employment 

configuration or student population, are associated with targeted practice tasks.  Thus, the 

general aims of the research project are as follows: 

Aim 1:  To examine if school social workers in Texas participate in tasks 

associated with enhancing school climate. 

Aim 2:  To examine which specific tasks and skills school social workers perform 

that are associated with building a positive school climate. 
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Aim 3:  To explore how particular school social worker characteristics are 

related to the completion of tasks associated with enhancing school climate. 

In order to accomplish these aims, a statewide survey of master level social 

workers practicing in school settings was administered.  The questions were developed 

by the researcher as part of the Texas School Social Work survey managed by Jemel 

Aguilar, Ph.D. and Christine Lagana-Riordan, MSW, through the University of Texas at 

Austin School of Social Work.  The survey was first dispensed to a pilot population of 

185 school social workers in February 2008 and was administered in full-scale in the 

spring of 2009.    

Implications for School Social Work Practice and Research 

The results of the study will help to inform social work practice in schools and 

broaden the concept of contributing to meaningful macro-level change in schools.   

Knowledge about how school social workers use their skills and expertise to engage in 

school change can inform school social work research on macro tasks and may also 

influence how social work educators train future practitioners.  Ultimately, a better 

understanding of how practitioners can facilitate meaningful school reform can improve 

the services that school social workers provide to at-risk children, families and schools.   

In particular, the results could further the understanding of how school social 

workers can participate in school climate change.  Building a positive school climate is 

an important way to address a pivotal non-academic barrier to learning and accelerate a 

school’s implementation of reform ideals.  School social workers will be able to utilize 

the results to better understand the macro skills that are being used in schools to impact 

school climate and to build effective macro interventions and social change into their 

existing practice in schools.  Furthermore, social work educators will be able to better 
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train social work students on how to have the most effective practices with traditional 

clinical interventions as well as school change approaches that will create better 

educational opportunities for at-risk children.  It can also give a strategic avenue for 

school social workers to position themselves as agents of change within the school 

context.   

The results will also show how school social workers are, in fact, involved in 

tasks that can contribute to a positive school climate, making it possible to further train 

for and target interventions of school climate. This could also provide encouragement to 

the field that school-wide change can be a feasible target with the skills and expertise 

they already possess.  Potentially, the results may provide the first step for further 

research on school social work practice and school climate change.  Once it is established 

that school social workers  are involved in tasks associated with facilitating a positive 

school climate, research examining outcomes for both school climate and student success 

related to macro-level change practice skills could add to the profession.  In addition, this 

study could build a better foundation for measuring macro level change in schools and 

developing future measures for macro tasks performed by school social workers.  

Therefore, the information from this research could help build a necessary bridge from 

the recommendations from scholars to broaden clinical perspective to real-world practice 

implementation that achieves school-wide change.   
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CHAPTER TWO:  LITERATURE REVIEW AND CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

Now that the rationale for how school social workers can effect school wide 

change by impacting a school’s climate has been provided, this section looks in depth at 

the specific areas of research that contribute to the understanding of both the effective 

practice of school social work and the role of school climate in removing barriers to 

learning.  More specifically, this review addresses the relevant research in three primary 

areas:  Ecological theory and the domains of school social work practice, education 

reform and school climate, and social work roles and school climate.   

Ecological–Systems Perspective and School Social Work 

 Ecological-systems perspective in social work practice is fundamental to 

understanding effective school social work practice.  The ecological-systems perspective 

is an application of General Systems Theory that helps practitioners assess the nature of 

the relationships between a child’s ecosystems and design multi-level interventions 

(Germain & Gitterman, 1980;  von Bertalanffy, 1973).  In the ecological-systems 

perspective, student problems are framed within a social context that acknowledges the 

interrelated and dynamic factors at the micro, meso and macro levels (Allen-Meares, 

2007).    

By viewing student problems through an ecological lens, school social workers 

assess all of the system-level factors contributing to barriers of learning and enabling 

academic success, including ways to enhance school climate.  The school environment is 

a major system-level factor in a student’s school experience (Marshall, 2004). One of the 

central tenets to the ecological systems perspective is ―person in environment fit.‖  In 

order to create the best fit for students, school social workers can help facilitate change in 

both the student and in the school.   
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Risk and resiliency are two more important concepts that grew out of the 

ecological-systems perspective.  Risks are factors within a child’s ecosystem that threaten 

their healthy development (including school success) and resiliency factors are those that 

help to protect or ―buffer‖ the child from the risks (Fraser, Richman & Galinsky, 1999).  

A school climate that is unwelcoming, indifferent or unsafe could certainly be a risk 

factor for a student’s academic success.  On the other hand, a positive school climate can 

provide encouragement and a respite from other risks making a student more resilient 

(Freiberg, 1998).   

Since examining all of the ecological systems that can influence a client is a 

principle belief in social work, there is little argument in the field as to the relevance of 

the ecological systems perspective in school social work.  However, assessing and 

intervening on all system levels, from micro to macro, is an ideal often inspired to, but 

difficult to fulfill.  The acuteness and magnitude of student need, as well as the demands 

of the job, are so large that the assessment might be multi-level, but the interventions 

often default to more micro-focused interventions.   This reality is another incentive for 

learning more about how school social workers can play a meaningful role in enhancing 

school climate by using the expertise they already have.   

Clinical Quadrant for Social Work Practice 

One useful way to represent a model of the ecological systems theory applied to 

school social work practice is through Frey and Dupper’s (2005) adaptation of the 

Clinical Quadrant.  The clinical quadrant for school social work practice is a descriptive 

model that provides a template to understand the specific targets of intervention.  

Although it is a popular heuristic in the field, the clinical quadrant is non-empirical and 

has not been tested to prove its applicability for practice.  However, the authors’ propose 
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that the clinical quadrant is a model that better demonstrates the integration of essential 

school social work skills.   

Most importantly, the clinical quadrant provides a new conceptualization of 

macro practice skills as an integral part of a broad clinical practice framework.  One 

further benefit is the lessening of the division of ―clinical‖ skills from those used to effect 

environmental change by placing them all within a broad clinical framework. That is, it 

recognizes that more macro level changes are brought about using refined clinical skills.   

In addition, the clinical quadrant allows room for school social workers to 

quantify the amount of time exerted within each quadrant based on their practice context.  

Thus, it provides a strong model for a broader clinical framework, while allowing school 

social workers to use their insight to build their best practice.  The four quadrants are 

divided by the focus of change (individual or environment) and by the targets for change 

(individuals and small groups or systems).  Macro level tasks can fall into three of the 

four clinical quadrants (A, B, and D) whereas traditional clinical tasks are largely 

categorized in Quadrant C (see Figure 1).   

It is important to note that some interventions fit into more than one quadrant.  In 

fact, the authors encourage practitioners to use approaches that can impact multiple 

targets. For example, the authors explain that a violence prevention program might 

change school climate (Quadrant B: Interventions that involve large groups or entire 

systems and target systemic change) as well as teach useful anger management skills to 

students (Quadrant D:  Interventions that involve large group or entire system and targets 

student change).   As one can see from the model below, the task surveys demonstrate 

that most school social workers over-emphasize work in Quadrant C (Interventions that 

involve individuals, small groups or families and targets student change).  The clinical 

quadrant, therefore, can serve as a visual tool for school social workers to be mindful of 
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expanding their clinical focus to interventions that include school wide change (Frey & 

Dupper, 2005).  

Figure 1.  Clinical Quadrant for School Social Work 

 
Source:  Frey, A. & Dupper, D. (2005). Towards a 21

st
 century model of school social work  

practice. Children & Schools, 27(1), 33-44.   

Models of School Social Work Practice 

The debate over best practice models in school social work has a long history in 

the profession.  In part, this is due to the fact that school social workers must often tailor 

their practice to best meet the needs of their campus.  The demands of the school social 

work profession are immense, as children, families, schools and communities are faced 

with increasingly complex and perilous issues.  There is not a ―one size fits all‖ model for 

school social work practice, nor should there be.  However, several practice models have 
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emerged over the years to help school social workers conceptualize their practice 

obligations.  Again, like the clinical quadrant, these models are theoretical models of 

practice, rather than empirical models.  Often, these models are proposed by their 

advocates as ―what should be‖, even though the task survey research has shown a 

different reality of practice.  

Five models of school social work practice stand out in the field.  Alderson (1972) 

described four models in particular:  the traditional clinical model, social change model, 

community school model and the social interaction model.  Each of these models place a 

different emphasis on the target system for change.  A fifth model was proposed by 

Costin, the School- Community-Pupil Relations model (1975).  This model focuses more 

on multi-level systems, by targeting the interactions of characteristics of the school, 

community and individual students (Allen-Meares, 2007).   Researchers and practitioners 

have argued over the best model, but the task surveys have clearly shown that, in 

practice, most school social workers function primarily within the traditional clinical 

model of providing individual social and emotional support to children and their families.   

Although the models are conceptual, one thing that is certain is that each of these 

models can contribute to the theoretical understanding of effective school social work 

practice.  On the other hand, a model that does not address barriers to learning at multi-

system levels is increasingly understood as insufficient.  Again, practice approaches that 

have shown particular promise are those with a concurrent intervention focus on student 

change and school change (Dupper, 2002; Mattiani, 2006; Sloboda & David, 1997).  

Therefore, the emphasis is not necessarily on moving away from the more traditional 

clinical model of practice, but instead, on understanding ways that school social workers 

can integrate their clinical practice with a broader clinical focus that includes the school 

and community as important targets for intervention.   
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With the emphasis from education on accountability and from social work on 

using evidence-based practice, school social work researchers and practitioners are 

renewing their efforts to understand models based on ―what works.‖  Thus, school social 

workers have to incorporate resources with an evidence-base with their practice wisdom 

to build interventions that work on their campuses.  A renewed emphasis on empirically 

developing models that provide sound practice theory with pragmatic ―how-to‖ skills 

could benefit the field.  In particular, a model that combines clear theory building with 

observed practice in the schools could offer a new perspective on how to integrate macro-

level intervention skills with traditional clinical practice.  The research on school social 

worker practice tasks that can enhance school climate provides a first-step to building a 

part of one such model.   

Education Reform and School Climate 

The study of school climate was first introduced in the education literature in the 

early 1900s, around the same time that the profession of school social work began.   

Much of the early research on school climate was case studies, but the last fifty years has 

seen a large body of empirically grounded research on school climate and its effects on 

student outcomes (Cohen, McCabe, Michelli &Pickeral, 2009).   The growing emphasis 

on the importance of school climate has been strengthened by the extensive research on 

school effectiveness.  As researchers have investigated variables that contribute to school 

effectiveness and positive student outcomes, factors relating to school climate have 

repeatedly played a significant role in indicators for academic success and youth 

development (NCCC, 2007).  Therefore, most significant education reform initiatives in 

the last thirty years have addressed some aspect of school climate.   
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Although education researchers have extensively examined the characteristics of a 

positive school climate over the last 50 years, the term is not universally understood.  In 

part, this is due to the fact that school climate has a large number of components that 

evolve as more is learned about what school level factors contribute to positive student 

outcomes (Marshall, 2004).    It is also a complex concept dependant on individual school 

factors, even though most people could likely name variables that contribute to (or detract 

from) feelings of being safe, respected, connected and engaged in a supportive school 

environment.  In simplest terms, school climate is ―the learning environment created 

through the interactions of human relationships, physical setting and psychological 

atmosphere‖ (Perkins, 2006, p.1).   

School climate research is related to the broader study of organizational climate.  

However, schools are a unique and complex type of organization and school climate has 

developed into its own genre of study.  Occasionally the terms ―school culture‖ and 

―learning environments‖ have been used interchangeably in the literature, but each  has 

its own separate (but allied) identity.  In general, ―school culture‖ refers more directly to 

the actual state of the school, while ―school climate‖ more directly refers to the way that 

students, families, teachers and staff experience the school.  ―Learning environments‖ 

tends to focus more specifically on the academic experience. For the purposes of this 

study, the term school climate will be used and school climate will be defined using 

empirical research that has established particular dimensions and subscales that measure 

the construct of school climate. 

Domains of School Climate 

Numerous researchers have contributed to the understanding of what can 

constitute a positive school climate.  In an effort to formalize and clarify the factors of 
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school climate, The National Center for Learning and Citizenship, Education 

Commission of the States, The National School Climate Center and the Center for Social 

and Emotional Education brought together a large group of national practice and policy 

leaders in education for a ―consensus-building‖ meeting in 2007.  From this meeting, four 

essential dimensions of School Climate were proposed:  Safety, Teaching and Learning, 

Relationships and Environmental-Structural (Cohen et al., 2009).  Within these four 

essential dimensions, a large number of specific elements are listed as indicators.  The 

specific components found in the essential school climate domains will be further 

explored in the discussion of the Comprehensive School Climate Inventory (CSCI) 

below. 

Assessment of School Climate 

There are hundreds of instruments for measuring particular domains of school 

climate, including measures to be completed by students, teachers, parents and 

community members (Woolley, 2006; Freiberg, 1999).    However, each of these 

instruments is designed to measure experiences with, or perceptions of, a particular 

school’s climate.  A measure to assess an individual’s role in tasks pertaining to building 

a positive school climate is not available.      

Many school districts across the country require schools to do some amount of 

measurement of school climate.  However, most districts use un-tested or ―in-house‖ 

measures that have no scientific base, are not comprehensive and do not allow for input 

from multiple stakeholders (Cohen, 2009).  That said, in a recent survey of educational 

leaders, 90% responded that school climate is a key area of interest and focus and 79% 

reported that measuring school climate generated meaningful and positive school 

improvement (MMS Education; as cited in Cohen, 2009).  Clearly, these results 
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demonstrate that many school leaders do take issues of school climate seriously, but need 

more education about how to best assess climate.   

Several measures of school climate have undergone extensive testing and have 

shown strong empirical support of their psychometrics.  Some of these measures include 

the School as a Caring Community Profile-II (SCCP-II) (Lickona & Davidson, 2003), the 

School Success Profile – Learning Organization Survey (SSP-LO) (Bowen & Powers, 

2003), and the CFK School Climate Profile (Johnson & Johnson, 1995).  One of the most 

inclusive, thorough and empirically tested measures of school climate is the 

Comprehensive School Climate Inventory (CSCI).    The CSCI was developed by the 

Center for Social and Emotional Education, a non-profit organization founded at 

Columbia University’s Teachers College in collaboration with the National School 

Climate Council.   The development of the CSCI took place over several years and 

utilized theoretical and survey information in school effectiveness and social and 

emotional education.  In 2007, the CSCI underwent extensive testing to determine the 

evidence of its measurement accuracy and consistency (CSEE, 2009). 

The Comprehensive School Climate Inventory (CSCI) 

The CSCI is particularly useful tool for the purposes on this study for several 

reasons.   First, it has a strong empirical base.  The testing of the CSCI evaluated about 

27,000 observations to determine the internal structuring, scale reliability and convergent 

validity.  The confirmatory factor analysis found the models to be significant at the 

individual factor loading as well as on the larger climate scale.  The Comparative Fit 

Indices ranged from 0.97-0.98.  The overall alpha of the measure as a unified climate 

scale is 0.961.  The reliability of the sub-scales is also good, with alphas ranging from 

0.660- 0.883. Lastly, the unified climate scale was found to be statistically correlated 
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with both an index of academic performance and to the graduation rates for the high 

schools (CSEE, 2009). 

Furthermore, the CSCI is one of the most comprehensive measures of school 

climate factors.  It includes an extensive list of school climate variables and includes all 

of the key dimensions found in the literature as well as a description of the major 

indicators of each domain.  These descriptions were key in the development of tasks 

associated with enhancing positive school climate for this study (See Table 2.1).  The 

CSCI is reflective of the essential domains of school climate as agreed upon by leaders in 

the education field.  Also, the CSCI is appropriate for K-12 grade levels.  Therefore, 

although the CSCI is not a tool to measure involvement on actual tasks that are associated 

with improving school climate, it is an instructive tool to understand the domains of 

school climate and, subsequently, build a model of practice tasks associated with the 

school climate domains.  For these reasons, in order to define the domains of school 

climate for this project, the five dimensions of comprehensive school climate of the CSCI 

were utilized.  
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Table 2.1 The CSCI Dimensions of School Climate  

DIMENSIONS MAJOR INDICATORS 

1 Safety  

Rules and Norms Clearly communicated rules about physical violence; clearly 

communicated rules about verbal abuse, harassment, and teasing; 

clear and consistent enforcement and norms for adult intervention. 

Sense of Physical Security Sense that students and adults feel safe from physical harm in the 

school. 

Sense of Social-Emotional 

Security 

Sense that students and adults feel safe from verbal abuse, teasing 

and exclusion. 

2 Teaching and Learning  

Support for Learning Use of supportive teaching practices, such as: encouragement and 

constructive feedback; varied opportunities to demonstrate 

knowledge and skills; support for risk-taking and independent 

thinking; atmosphere conducive to dialog and questioning; 

academic challenge; and individual attention. 

Social and Civic Learning Support for the development of social and civic knowledge, skills, 

and dispositions including: effective listening, conflict resolution, 

self-reflection and emotional regulation, empathy, personal 

responsibility, and ethical decision making. 

3 Interpersonal Relationships  

Respect for Diversity Mutual respect for individual differences (e.g. gender, race, culture, 

etc.) at all levels of the school—student-student; adult-student; 

adult-adult and overall norms for tolerance. 

Social Support—Adults Pattern of supportive and caring adult relationships for students, 

including high expectations for students’ success, willingness to 

listen to students and to get to know them as individuals, and 

personal concern for students’ problems. 

Social Support—Students Pattern of supportive peer relationships for students, including: 

friendships for socializing, for problems, for academic help, and for 

new students. 

4 Institutional Environment  

School 

Connectedness/Engagement 

Positive identification with the school and norms for broad 

participation in school life for students, staff, and families. 

Physical Surroundings Cleanliness, order, and appeal of facilities and adequate resources 

and materials. 

5  Staff Only  

Leadership Administration that creates and communicates a clear vision, and is 

accessible to and supportive of school staff and staff development. 

Professional Relationships Positive attitudes and relationships among school staff that support 

effectively working and learning together. 

Source: www.schoolclimate.org/programs/documents/dimensions_chart_pagebars.pdf 
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Task Surveys and the Domains of School Climate 

Through examination of the CSCI’s five domains of school climate, it is apparent 

that some of the previous school social work task surveys discussed in Chapter 1 included 

tasks that are associated with creating a positive school climate.  However, none of the 

task surveys expressly framed macro-level tasks as ones that could contribute to an 

overall shift in school climate.  Therefore, the questions from previous surveys that relate 

to school climate domains are largely descriptive and do not define a particular macro-

change process to intervene in school climate.   

For example, the national School Social Worker Job Position Survey completed 

by NASW and Allen-Meares in the early 1990s did ask respondents about some tasks 

within the domains of school climate, although they were not specifically conceptualized 

that way.   Most of the tasks associated with a positive school climate were categorized 

under the survey domain headings of Relationships with and Services to Teachers and 

School Staff, Services to Other School Personnel and Community Services.  For example, 

over half of the school social workers responded that they ―Explore with the teacher the 

nature of the teacher-student interactions and the impact on child learning‖ and ―Help 

new staff to understand the diversity of parents‖ (NASW, 1989).  The results 

demonstrated promise that school social workers participate in these tasks.  However, the 

results were not directly connected to tasks with the domains of school climate and, 

therefore, not specifically considered a contribution to school-wide change.   

The survey also asked practitioners to make a distinction between the tasks that 

they are required to do versus the tasks that they would most prefer to do. Interestingly, 

the items that the school social workers reported were most preferred have a strong 

standing in improving school climate.  For example, some of the tasks school social 

workers described as most preferred were:  help change school-community-pupil 
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relations; help teachers recognize differences in values; suggest use of student peer 

relationships; help teacher discover child's resources; help new staff understand diversity; 

and assist in in-service training of teachers (Allen-Meares, 1994).  Again, it is promising 

to see evidence that school social workers want to be engaged in tasks that can help 

create a more positive school climate.  

The recently completed National School Social Work Survey reported the 

percentage of respondents that were involved in ―Improving School Culture‖ (Kelly et 

al., 2009).   The national sample of over 1,500 school social workers found that 31% felt 

that they used ―improving school culture‖ as an intervention strategy.   Their data on 

Texas found that 23% of responding school social workers participate in improving 

school culture.  However, the question was not defined beyond ―improving school 

culture‖ and not all school social workers are likely to think about improving school 

culture in the same ways.  Furthermore, school social workers might also participate in 

tasks that can affect school culture as described in the education literature, but not 

recognize that they are contributing to such change.  By specifically asking about tasks 

they perform drawn from the evidence about meaningful school climate change, research 

can purposefully assess the scope of their involvement.     

School Climate and Academic Outcomes 

Schools are ultimately responsible for educating students.  As discussed earlier, 

educators and students are under intense pressure to perform at higher standards.  

Therefore, for any intervention to be considered meaningful on a campus, it must be 

linked to improving academic outcomes in some way.  A positive school climate has 

been shown to remove barriers to learning and, thus, raise academic outcomes for 

students.  School climate has been shown to be a particularly important variable for 
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vulnerable students, like minority, economically disadvantaged and GLBT youth 

(Woolley, 2006).   

 Specifically, research on school climate has demonstrated that a positive school 

climate enhances school bonding related to higher test scores, higher grades and school 

completion (Catalano, Haggerty, Oesterle, Fleming, & Hawkins, 2004; Fleming et.al, 

2005).  School climate has also been shown to have a positive effect on student 

adjustment, student behavior and achievement, especially during times of transition, like 

middle school (Haynes, Emmons & Ben-Avie, 1997; Kuperminc, Leadbetter, Emmons & 

Blatt, 1997).  Lower levels of student absenteeism and of student suspensions have also 

been associated with a positive student climate (Rumberger, 1987; Wu, Pink, Crain & 

Moles, 1982).  Finally, a positive school climate has also been found to correlate with a 

reduction in risky health behaviors, like smoking, drug use, violence and early sexual 

activity (McNeely, Nonnemaker & Blum, 2002; McNeely &Falci, 2004).   

In addition to having an empirical connection itself to improved academics 

outcomes, a positive school climate can also be the first step to foster a readiness for 

systemic change. That is, a school marked by caring, mutual support and a sense of 

community will be more willing to receive recommendations for change and more 

accepting and adept at implementing new strategies to remove barriers to learning 

(Adelman & Taylor, 2007).   

It also appears that a positive school climate and effective education reform have 

an encouraging effect on each other.  That is, schools that have successfully implemented 

reform strategies report having a more positive school climate, and having a positive 

school climate has demonstrated an increased likelihood of further success at 

implementing reform initiatives (Sterbinsky et al., 2006; Desimone, 2002).  Thus, even if 
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a school social worker is not specifically involved in a reform initiative, she can play an 

important role in setting the stage for change.   

Overview of Comprehensive School Reform   

A great deal of education research has investigated specific models of school-

wide reform and their effectiveness when implemented on a school campus.  Much of the 

recent research has centered on the education reform models that seek to address all areas 

of school functioning, for example from instruction and assessment to parental 

involvement and student engagement. These reform initiatives are known as 

Comprehensive School Reform (CSR) models.   

CSR models are important to this study because they are widely accepted in 

education as a sound reform initiative and they have a number of components that school 

social workers could participate in to improve school climate.  CSR reform models are 

significant to the discussion of school climate because they target schools for holistic 

reform, including specifically addressing areas of school climate.  CSR models are also 

an integral part of NCLB and aim to raise student achievement using scientifically based 

research and effective practices by targeting school wide change.  Over 300 million 

dollars was granted to schools to implement CSR programs nation-wide in 2003 alone. 

(U.S. Department of Education, 2004).   

CSR programs have been funded in the last decade by the U.S. Department of 

Education based on stringent criteria of demonstrating multi-system level interventions 

and evidence of improving student outcomes (Sterbinsky, Ross &  Redfield, 2006).  

Based on a large meta-analysis of CSR and effects on student achievement, CSRs have 

been shown to have meaningful benefits on a number of academic outcomes, most 

strikingly a reduction in the achievement gap for low-income and minority students  
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(Borman, Hewes, Overman & Brown, 2003).Three CSR models in particular were shown 

to have the strongest evidence for effectiveness with effect sizes ranging from +0.15 - 

+0.21:  School Development Program, Success for All and Direct Instruction, all of 

which have a component that addresses school climate (Borman et.al, 2003). 

The School Development Program (SDP), pioneered by James P. Comer and the 

Yale Child Study Center, is a particularly noteworthy model because of its 30-year 

history in education reform, evidenced success and its strong emphasis on a positive 

school climate.  Based on an evaluation of outcomes studies, SDP meets the "highest 

standard of evidence" in a report published by Center for Research on the Education of 

Students Placed At Risk (Borman et. al, 2003).  This distinction was earned through the 

numerous studies of SDP schools that report extensive improvement in academic 

outcomes for all students, and especially at-risk students. 

SDP focuses on holistic child development in order to cultivate nurturing learning 

environments in which all students are expected to succeed (Comer, 2004; Haynes, 

1998).  Furthermore, SDP clearly dictates the key importance of multi-level collaboration 

between teachers, administrators, parents and the community to enhance student learning 

by creating a school climate that supports healthy development.  Students also benefit 

from observing the significant adults in their lives working together to support their 

learning (Haynes, 1998).   

In addition to effective teaching and learning strategies, student success in SDP 

programs have been shown to be mediated by nine key elements of school climate. See 

Table 2.2. 
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Table 2.2 Elements of School Climate found in SDP  

sensitivity and caring respect and trust high expectations 

high achievement motivation effective leadership strong order and discipline 

a collaborative spirit supportive teacher-student 

relationships 
positive student interpersonal 

relationships 
Source: Haynes (1998). 

Combined with the twelve domains of school climate described by the CSCI 

(Rules and Norms, Sense of Physical Security, Sense of Emotional Security, Support for 

Learning, Social and Civic Learning, Respect for Diversity, Social Support-Adults, 

Social Support-Students, School Connectedness/Engagement, Physical Surroundings, 

Leadership and Professional Relationships), the above nine key elements of school 

climate associated with success in the SDP programs help to inform this study by 

informing and helping to structure a list of tasks that school social workers could perform 

in order to influence school climate.  For example, knowing that high expectations for all 

students are an important factor in the reform success, school social workers could work 

with educators to raise academic expectations for at-risk students.   

SDP and other CSR models present opportunities for school social workers to 

contribute to school-wide change and building a positive school climate.  Corbin (2005) 

writes that CSR frameworks provide a crucial opportunity for ―…supporting the mutual 

adaptation of the student and the school, not the more dominant orientation of supporting 

the adjustment of the student to the school‖ (p. 246).  There are a number of roles that a 

school social worker could fulfill as part of a CSR team that could facilitate the success 

of the reform model and in building a positive school climate.  Corbin provides a diagram 

to further understanding of how school social workers can inform educators and support 

CSR efforts. See Figure 2.  
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Figure 2.  School Social Workers’ Involvement in the Comprehensive School Reform 

Teams 

 
Source: Corbin, J.N. (2005). Increasing opportunities for school social work practice resulting from 

comprehensive school reform. Children & Schools, 27(4), 239-246. 

 

As one can see from the diagram, school social workers can position themselves 

as key players by providing important information on non-academic barriers as well as by 

using their skills to facilitate discussions about school wide needs.  Therefore, the 

diagram can serve as a practice illustration and provide more information pertinent to this 

study about specific tasks school schools workers could do participate in comprehensive 

school reform.  For example, as part of the interdisciplinary child-study team, a school 

social worker could share patterns in referrals for social work services and contribute to 
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identifying school-wide trends that could be better addressed at a system level (Corbin, 

2005).   

School Social Work Roles and School Climate 

School social workers are a natural fit for tasks associated with changing school 

climate.  Social workers’ skills and expertise in building relationships, collaboration, 

problem solving and understanding context are well suited for contributing to school-

wide change.   Additionally, these skills coupled with clinical expertise, cultural 

competence, and an emphasis on social justice  are areas where the social work 

profession  has historically demonstrated proficiency and are also effective for building a 

positive school climate.  In looking at the research on school climate, there is growing 

evidence that there are specific tasks related to school climate that school social workers 

can build into their practice.  Furthermore, as school social workers review the clear 

evidence for effective interventions for improving student outcomes, shaping school 

climate should be part of their ―best practice‖ approach.   

Empirical evidence is growing that school social workers can contribute in 

meaningful ways to a school wide change in climate through specific programs.  Some of 

the most impressive contributions can be found in full-scale school re-design 

interventions like the CSR programs discussed in the previous section.  In addition to 

CSR models, a number of school-wide reform programs have demonstrated success with 

school social workers filling key roles.    

For example, social workers played a key role in a comprehensive school redesign 

project by creating a solution-building alternative high school drawn from the philosophy 

and techniques of Solution-focused Therapy.   Social workers were part of the team that 

facilitated the training of school staff and students in the solution-focused philosophy and 
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techniques.  These techniques helped to foster a school climate marked by mutual 

respect, collaboration, relationship building, trust and high expectations.  The Solution-

focused School specifically detailed three important teams to facilitate referrals for 

student success:  individual interventions, group interventions and school culture 

interventions and each of these teams have a role for a school social work practitioner. 

The Solution-focused School has strong indicators of success for student outcomes and 

for changing the school climate (Franklin & Streeter, 2005; Franklin, Streeter, Kim & 

Tripodi, 2007).     

Full-service Community Schools are also large-scale school redesign projects that 

school social workers could play a leadership role in. Community Schools are 

comprehensive school-community collaborations that function as a ―hub‖ for 

comprehensive educational, social and health services. One of the key goals of 

Community Schools is to create a climate that welcomes and supports all members of the 

school community. (Dryfoos, 2003, Blank, Melaville &Shah, 2003).  School social 

workers can be vital in the formation of a Community School by assessing the needs of 

the community, mobilizing resources for the students and families, building relationships 

and trust with families in the school community and providing training for school staff.   

Certainly, when feasible, school social workers can help facilitate broad school 

restructuring like advocating for the comprehensive school reform, creating a Solution-

focused School or a Community School.  However, not all schools are in a position to 

implement major school wide re-organization as it is expensive and labor intensive. 

Fortunately, there are a growing number of interventions that demonstrate school social 

workers can also stimulate a positive change in school climate by working within their 

school’s organizational system.  For example, a wide range of promising school-wide 

programs with multi-level interventions are available to address violence prevention, 
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bullying and harassment intervention, healthy relationships, drop-out prevention, peer 

mediation, conflict resolution, parental involvement and multicultural competence 

(Franklin, Harris & Allen-Meares, 2006).   

In addition to the strategies listed above, the following are two examples of 

unique interventions that have shown success in improving school climate with greater 

feasibility for school social workers.  Working on What Works (WOWW) is a solution-

focused brief therapy (SFBT) inspired program piloted in several schools that has also 

shown promise.  WOWW places a school social worker in the role of a coach to help 

teachers and students collaborate and think about strengths and solutions.  In particular, 

the school social worker facilitates a class-wide discussion with students and the teacher 

about their hopes for and perceived strengths of classroom management and behavior.   

The goal is to help both teachers and students function better together in the classroom 

and improve classroom behavior, teacher resilience and student achievement.  Although 

the results are preliminary, school social workers, teachers and students found WOWW 

to be a program that improved their school climate (Kelly & Bluestone-Miller, 2009).   

The School Change Feedback Process (SCFP) is another approach that has 

exhibited potential for a school-wide change in climate by addressing system-level 

challenges.  SCFP provides a means for involving school social workers in school-wide 

change by building relationships with teachers to facilitate discussions about processes 

that can decrease structural inequalities in schools.  For example, school social workers 

can hold a professional training with educators that opens dialog about how to best meet 

the education reform ideals of equal learning opportunities for all students, regardless of 

their SES or race.  Although these discussions can be challenging on a school campus, a 

school social worker can use their expertise on issues of social justice and relationship 
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building to facilitate important changes in equity, expectations and communication on a 

campus. 

Ultimately, SCFP has demonstrated that school counselors can use their practice 

expertise to enhance teacher efficacy and remove system level barriers to learning 

(Colbert, Vernon-Jones & Pransky, 2006).  Although SCFP was conceived with school 

counselors in mind, rather than school social workers, it is still a relevant model, as there 

is some overlap in relevant job responsibilities and skills.  School counselors have also 

been increasingly encouraged to move from traditional micro-practice roles to one of a 

change-agent (Adelman & Taylor, 2002; Perusse & Goodnough, 2001).  

In addition to utilizing a specific intervention model, school social workers can 

also employ general practice principles that can be easily translated to each unique school 

environment.  Based on a review of the literature on changing school climate, Woolley 

(2006) has compiled four basic practice principles that school social workers can use to 

positively influence school climate. See Table 2.3.  
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Table 2.3 Practice Principles to Influence School Climate 

Practice Principles Influence on School Climate 

Ongoing Assessment 
use formal measures and informal strategies to assess school 

climate from all members of the school community 

Adults are Key 

educate, value and support adults in the school so that they 

can contribute to a welcoming and supportive environment 

for students and families 

Open and Inclusive 

Governing Structure 

empower all members of the school community to shape the 

school environment by encouraging collaboration and input 

from all 

Safe and Welcoming 

foster relationships among all members of the school 

community that show mutual respect, emotional and physical 

safety, cultural competence, trust and fairness 

Source: Woolley. (2006).  

 

Therefore, in order to affect school climate, school social workers can use skills 

they have already developed through their professional training and practice experience.  

School social workers can implement one of the approaches that have demonstrated 

success in building a positive school climate.  School social workers can also apply their 

expertise specifically to issues of enhancing school climate, often without a considerable 

change in their practice approach.  In fact, it is demonstrated by this research that many 

school social workers are actively participating in tasks linked to positively impacting the 

climate of their school.  Most encouraging, as one of the leading scholars in school 

climate research writes, ―…making even small changes in schools and classrooms can 

lead to significant improvements in climate‖ (Freiberg, 1998, p. 22).   
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CHAPTER THREE:  METHODOLOGY 

The first two chapters establish that enhancing school climate is a significant and 

relevant avenue for school social workers to affect school wide change.  School climate is 

an area that has been largely overlooked in the school social work literature, but is a 

central tenet in the research on school effectiveness and reform. The social work 

literature demonstrates that the profession is uniquely aligned to participate in tasks 

related to enhancing school climate. However, a gap exists in school social work research 

to empirically validate the connection between school social work practice tasks and 

areas of positive school climate.  Therefore, the purpose of this study was to examine the 

use of practice skills related to dimensions of a positive school climate in order to 

understand how school social workers may be contributing to school wide change within 

their clinical practice duties.    

Overview of Research Design 

The research questions were a part a comprehensive, state-wide survey of social 

workers practicing in Texas public schools.  The survey was conducted using a survey 

instrument known as the Texas School Social Work Survey (TSSWS) which is a 36-item, 

self-report measure available in paper and a web-based format through Zoomerang 

(MarketTools Inc., 1999-2010).  The time needed to complete the questionnaire is 

estimated at approximately 25 minutes. The TSSWS consists of four major areas: a 

demographic section, a section on job responsibilities and tasks, a section on student 

characteristics, and a section on perceptions about student testing. The TSSWS gathered 

information about the nature of school social work practice in Texas, the extent of 

presenting student issues, how macro-level policy affects practice, and specific tasks 

performed by school social workers.  The principal investigator of the survey is Dr. Jemel 
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Aguilar and the co-investigator is Christine Lagana-Riordan, both of the University of 

Texas School of Social Work.  The researcher of this project served as the project 

manager of the survey.  The data collected from the TSSWS was used with permission 

from the principal investigators.   

The Texas survey used an exploratory mixed-methods survey design that initially 

incorporated a qualitative phase, quantitative phase and an initial pilot study (Aguilar & 

Riordan, 2009).  The survey items were developed through a relevant literature review 

and informed by 25 transcribed and coded qualitative interviews with Texas school social 

workers.  The survey is comprised of mostly quantitative items, but also includes an 

opportunity for qualitative responses.  The survey items used for the purpose of this study 

were a small sub-set of items specifically related to school social workers participation in 

school climate related tasks.   

Pilot Study Data 

A pilot study testing the TSSWS instrument was administered to attendees of the 

Texas School Social Work Conference in February of 2008 by Aguilar and Lagana-

Riordan (IRB approval 2007-05-0102).  185 respondents completed the survey during the 

pilot phase.  The results of the pilot were used to develop, test and revise the larger scale 

TSSWS to be administered to social workers practicing in Texas public schools in the 

spring of 2009.  The pilot survey response data were also used to inform the development 

of the questions specific to this project. 

Once the pilot study data was available, both the qualitative and quantitative data 

was reviewed.  The quantitative data was entered into SPSS and the responses were 

analyzed through descriptive statistics.  The qualitative data was collected through open-

ended questions at the end of the section on school social work practice tasks and in text 
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boxes for participants to record any comments or additions to the content. The qualitative 

data was transcribed and reviewed for both response content and comments.  

As a result of feedback provided by the participants and the analysis of the pilot 

data, the survey items were revised based on problematic trends in responses and in 

themes or tasks provided by the qualitative information.  The survey was modified to 

decrease response time and to remove school climate tasks that were less relevant to 

school social work practice. New items were also added as the intent of the research 

became more focused on specific domains of school climate and associated tasks.  Once 

the items were revised, the TSSWS research team further reviewed each item and 

question format until the team members reached a consensus. The team discussed item 

construction, readability and survey organization.  In addition, two of the research team 

members are former school social workers, who reviewed the items for clarity and 

relevance for the school social work field.   

Data Collection 

The TSSWS was sent to social workers practicing in Texas public schools in the 

late spring of 2009.  It was determined that the survey be administered late in the spring 

semester so that school social workers could reflect on the entire school year when  

answering the questions.  In addition, the nature of some of the items is better suited for 

late spring (for example, a number of the questions relate to the TAKS test that students 

complete in mid-April).  In order to capture as many responders as possible, one last 

prompt was also sent at the beginning of the following school year, in August 2009. 

An on-line version using the survey website Zoomerang was sent to those for 

whom an email address was available.  Respondents who preferred a paper version of the 

survey were able to select that option.  When an email address was not available, a paper 
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version was mailed to them with a stamped, self-addressed envelope for their response.  

An incentive to respond was offered with the distribution of the survey.  Specifically, all 

participants who returned the survey by June 15 were eligible for a drawing for one of 

100 $5 gift cards.  In addition, non-responders received two follow-up emails or a 

mailing reminding them and encouraging them to respond. 

The surveys completed on-line collected the data electronically and were exported 

into SPSS for analysis.  The paper surveys were entered manually into the same SPSS 

data file.  The data were reviewed for missing cases, outliers or any abnormal response 

trends prior to data analysis.  A number of data preparation procedures were also utilized 

in order to ready the collected data for analysis, as discussed later in the paper.  

Study Population and Eligibility 

Any social worker (BSW or MSW) providing direct services on a Texas public 

school campus(es) was eligible to participate in the survey.  Since there is not one 

comprehensive list of all social workers practicing in schools in Texas, several methods 

for reaching a broad sample of practitioners was employed.   

First, all approximately 1,500 members of the University of Texas School of 

Social Work’s Professional Development Center who indicated at some point that they 

are practicing school social workers was included.  Email addresses were available for 

about 800 of the 1,500 social workers.  In addition, 167 practitioners categorized as 

―school social workers‖ by the Texas Education Agency were included in the study.  

Email addresses were available for almost all of these school social workers.  The names 

from the TEA list were compared to the list from UT in order to remove duplicates. 

 Next, all of the Executive Directors of Community in Schools (CIS) programs in 

Texas were asked to forward the on-line version of the survey to any of their staff that 



 

 46 

was a social worker providing services in schools.  A relationship with the Executive 

Director and the Clinical Director of CIS-Central Texas was established and they agreed 

to disseminate the survey link to their colleagues in the state.  CIS was targeted 

specifically because they link a large number of social workers with campuses. In Texas, 

CIS is comprised of 26 independent agencies throughout different regions of the state.  

According to the Texas Education Agency, CIS provides support services to over 600 

schools in 100 school districts in Texas (http://ritter.tea.state.tx.us/cis/whoweare.html).  

Although not all of the direct school support staff employed by CIS are social workers, a 

large number of them have social work degrees.  It is difficult to estimate the number of 

social workers employed by CIS, however, the survey was made available to as many as 

could be accessed.   

In addition to these three sources, a snowball sampling approach was utilized.  

That is, school social workers included in the survey were encouraged to send the survey 

link, or contact the research team, if they know of any other social workers practicing in 

schools. 

Survey respondents (n=185) who participated in the qualitative phase or the pilot 

study were excluded from the current study.  In addition, respondents that did not 

currently practice in schools or did not have social work degrees were excluded from the 

study.   

Response Rate  

The total response rate for electronic and mail surveys was approximately 17% 

(n=177). Although the response rate was lower than hoped for, the sample did reflect 

considerable diversity in demographic, professional and employment characteristics. This 

survey is also significant because it is the largest known sample of Texas social workers 
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practicing in schools. Since it is not known how many school social workers exist in 

Texas the actual response rate for the population may also be more significant than is 

indicated by the numbers of surveys mailed.  In addition, the response rate for school 

social workers taking the survey could be higher than the numbers of surveys distributed 

because it is unknown if the non-responders were actually eligible for the survey. The 

working list of school social worker contacts was compiled from several sources, for 

example, many of which were dated and contained a number of errors.  Many of the 

addresses were school campuses and were likely discarded if the named recipient listed 

on the address was not in the position any longer. The full list of survey participants 

likely contained a number of school professionals without social work degrees that did 

not respond when they recognized they were ineligible. In an attempt to reach as many 

school social workers as possible, however, the full list was included in the mailings.  

Therefore, it is possible to speculate that the response rate of those that were actually 

eligible for the survey might be higher, although this possibility cannot be tested. 

Several steps were taken to try and improve the initial response rate including the 

use of both e-mail and paper surveys. Three hundred and fifty five people received an 

email inviting them to participate in the Texas School Social Work Survey.  Of these, 87 

people completed the survey on-line. Thus, the response rate for the internet version of 

the survey was 25%. A paper version of the survey was also sent via mail to 716 valid 

addresses.  Of the 716 mail surveys, 90 were completed and mailed back by eligible 

school social workers, making a response rate of 13%. As was also explained above in 

the research design section, other attempts were made to improve the response rate, 

including multiple contacts and an incentive offer. Further discussion of the limitation the 

low response rate could contribute to the analysis will be explored when the research 

limitations are examined in the discussion section. 
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Human Subjects Protection  

The Texas School Social Work Survey was approved by the University of Texas 

Internal Review Board (IRB) for human subjects protection.  The instrument and survey 

methods met all of the standards for informed consent, confidentiality, and appropriate 

research protocols.  It also was categorized as placing subjects at minimal risks for harm 

or discomfort, which qualified the study for a waiver of documentation for consent.  

Thus, consent documents were sent with the survey, but did not require a signature.  By 

choosing to voluntarily complete the survey, participants indicated their consent.   

Development of Survey Items 

The following sections pertain specifically to the development of the small sub-

set of survey items related to the research questions of this project, rather than the 

TSSWS as a whole.  The researcher of this project took sole responsibility in the 

development of the items particular to the research aims.  In order to address the research 

questions, survey items were developed to specifically ask school social workers about 

tasks related to enhancing school climate, for which there was not an existing measure or 

scale. A number of psychometrically sound scales exist to measure aspects of school 

climate from various perspectives, but none measure behaviors or tasks performed on a 

campus by any member of the school community. Therefore, the creation of new survey 

items was the best option for obtaining the targeted information about school social 

worker engagement in tasks associated with a positive school climate.  

A number of steps were utilized in order to enhance the rigor of the survey and 

the validity of the new school climate task items. The methods included a detailed review 

of the school social work task literature and measures, a review of dimensions of school 

climate through empirically validated measures of school climate, a large initial sample 

used to test and revise the survey, and an expert panel review. These steps helped to 
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ensure that the questionnaire contained items and practice task variables that were 

relevant to school social work practice, reflected the full range of school social worker 

use of tasks related to school climate, and that the items were clear and easy to complete.  

Dimensions of School Climate and School Social Worker Tasks 

The first step in creating the school climate related task items for the TSSWS was 

a thorough review of the conceptual dimensions of school climate.  A comprehensive 

literature review of school climate, including dimensions from empirically validated 

measures that had been shown to measure the construct of school climate, were used to 

generate the school climate items for the TSSWS.   In particular, the Comprehensive 

School Climate Inventory (CSCI, discussed in depth in Chapter Two) provided the 

conceptual structure for the creation of the new survey items to measure school social 

workers’ use of school climate related tasks.  The CSCI proved to be the most useful 

because of its exceptional empirical base, the inclusive reflection of essential domains of 

school climate and its relevance for all grade levels of education. 

The CSCI details five dimensions with twelve subscales of school climate and 

each of the sub-scales provides a description of major indicators (see Table 2.1).  These 

indicators formed the basis for translation of the school climate dimensions into 

professional practice tasks that school social workers could perform on their campus. 

And these tasks, then, became the school climate items that appeared on the TSSWS.  

Thus, potential practice tasks were first constructed by the study investigator using a 

rational, intuitive method based on the description of the major indicators of each of the 

school climate sub-scales from a standardized measure of school climate. The list of 

school climate-related tasks items was created to be comprehensive and reflect the full 

spectrum of school climate dimension that are on the CSCI.  At the same time, the items 
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that are on the CSCI were constructed for school staff and reflected only perceptions of 

school climate. For this reason the items were developed to be task-oriented items and to 

reflect the expertise of school social workers.  

 In an effort to fully capture the tasks performed by school social workers, both 

general questions based on the wider dimensions of school climate and more specific 

questions based on the sub-scale indicators were included. This was important to portray 

the full range of activities, especially since school social workers’ understanding of 

school climate was likely to be varied. However, the broad tasks and the specific tasks 

were treated separately in the analysis.   

The school climate task items generated by the investigator using the dimensions 

of the CSCI subsequently were examined in relationship to other school social work task 

survey items and were also reviewed by an expert panel for the purposes of improving 

the task items and generating more face valid school climate questions for the TSSWS.  

School Climate in Previous Task Surveys 

A second step in developing the TSSWS items was an examination of previous 

school social work professional task surveys.  In particular, two previous national school 

social work surveys (NASW, 1989; Kelly et al., 2008) were reviewed for format, 

wording and any content related to the domains of school climate.  Again, a detailed 

review of the previous task surveys and content related to school climate can be found in 

the previous chapters.  These task surveys also included a comprehensive spectrum of 

tasks, and used both broad and specific language to gauge task involvement, further 

supporting the item construction. 

One survey item in particular that was a result of the review of the previous 

surveys was to include a question that directly asked school social workers if they felt 
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their work helped to create a positive school climate.  The most recent national survey of 

school social workers asked if they used ―improving school culture‖ as an intervention 

strategy (Kelly et al., 2008).  Due to this wording and the interchangeable use of school 

climate and school culture in some areas of the literature, the survey item asked if they 

considered their work to ―help create a positive school climate or culture.‖ The inclusion 

of this question was important because it allowed for a comparison to the national data 

and it directly assessed if school social workers perceived their work to be contributing to 

a positive school climate.  Furthermore, it provided an opportunity to compare the use of 

school climate related practice tasks to their perception of contributing to a positive 

school climate.   

Expert Panel Review 

Finally, a third step in developing the school climate task items for the TSSWS 

was to improve their face validity and content construction of the potential  items by 

having the items reviewed by an expert panel of six practicing school social workers 

(eight school social workers were approached and six agreed to participate).  The expert 

panel consisted of a heterogeneous group of social workers practicing in schools at 

various grade levels and with diverse populations.  Their experience as school social 

workers ranged from 4 to over 20 years.  In an effort to further improve the items on the 

TSSWS each school social worker was provided the following school climate domains 

from the literature and asked to list any tasks specific to these areas: 1) respectful 

attitudes towards students and staff, 2) shared trust, 3) nurturing and caring community, 

4) high expectations, 5) respect for diversity, 6) higher staff or student morale, 7) student 

engagement, 8) sense of fairness, 9) students feel physically and/or emotionally safe, 10) 

good relationships between students and teachers, and 11) good relationships between 
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families and teachers.  Finally, they were asked if they felt that any of these domains 

were not relevant to or feasible in school social work practice.  All members of the expert 

panel reported that the school climate indicators were relevant and feasible on a school 

campus. 

The expert panel provided valuable feedback on the items that had been generated 

and also helped by  increasing the list of tasks performed on campuses that can contribute 

to a building a positive school climate.  They also offered their perceptions on the 

feasibility of the tasks and the applicability of the concepts of building a positive school 

climate as part of school social work practice.   

Variables and Measurement 

The TSSWS gathered descriptive information about each respondent, including 

questions on demographics, employment configuration, school variables and practice 

characteristics.  This study used a subset of the variables to examine the project’s 

research questions and their development is described in the previous section.  In general, 

the school climate related task variables consist of one direct question on school climate, 

eight general practice task questions and forty-five specific practice task items. The 

following section details the particular survey items related to the aims of the research 

project.   

Primary Research Variables 

Research Question 1:  Do school social workers in Texas participate in tasks  

associated with enhancing school climate? 

To address this question, one item on the TSSWS directly asked if the 

respondents if they considered their work to ―help create a positive school climate or 



 

 53 

culture.‖   However, as discussed previously, not all social workers are likely to 

understand positive school climate in the same way, so eight distinct practice questions 

associated with specific concepts from the school climate literature were developed into 

general practice questions.  Specifically, the CSCI comprehensive domains for school 

climate contributed to questions for school social workers regarding the constructs of 

school climate.  For example, one of the school climate domains is Respect for Diversity.  

In order to capture this domain in a practice-oriented question, the survey item asks if the 

school social worker ―Helps to create a culturally competent environment.‖  In an effort 

to reduce issues with social desirability, neutral language and a ―not applicable‖ option 

was included.  Respondents were also asked to provide an example of their work related 

to selected school climate items.  

The following prompt was provided prior to the selection of items, in order to 

further clarify the variables:  School social workers can contribute to the overall 

environment of a school.  If applicable, please choose the specific areas that you feel you 

have impacted through your work at a school.  The respondents were asked to choose all 

responses that apply.  The items were coded as 0=No and 1=Yes, creating dichotomous 

variables for analysis.   
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Figure 3.1 School Climate General Practice Questions  

 Help to foster positive relationships at 

my school 

 Help create a culturally competent 

environment.   
 Contribute to a higher morale at my 

school 

 Contribute to higher student engagement 

in school. 
 Help to foster trust between educators 

and students 

 Help raise teacher expectations for at-risk 

students 
 Help create a positive school climate or 

culture 

 Help create an environment where 

students feel safe 
 Help create an environment where 

students and educators feel respected  

 Not applicable – I do not perform these 

types of tasks 
 

The nature of this research question is exploratory and descriptive; however it is 

the focal point of the research project.  In short, the responses to this research question 

determine if school social workers do participate in tasks that can enhance school climate.   

In the second approach to examine practice tasks that relate to the domains of 

school climate, respondents were asked to select from a large number of job 

responsibilities and tasks they perform on their campus, serving to answer the next 

research question. 

Research Question 2:  Which specific tasks and skills do school social workers  

perform associated with building a positive school climate? 

As detailed earlier, the list of tasks were developed based on the literature review, 

review of previous surveys, data from the pilot TSSWS survey, and input from the expert 

panel.  The specific practice tasks were also associated with the domains of school 

climate from the CSCI.  For example, from the CSCI domain Respect for Diversity and 

the following general practice item (from Survey Item 1), ―Helps to create a culturally 

competent environment‖, four specific practice tasks were developed:  1) ―Help school 

staff to be more culturally competent, 2) Build school wide respect for diversity, 3) 
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Facilitate cultural diversity groups and events and, 4) Facilitate support for non-English 

speaking parents and students.‖  

The task section of the survey also included tasks related to other research 

questions from the TSSWS team under the survey section heading of Roles and 

Responsibilities.  The following prompt was included prior to the task lists:  School social 

workers often have many job responsibilities.  Please read the list of job responsibilities 

and check all that apply.  

The items were not listed by theme, but each item was carefully reviewed to avoid 

redundancy.  The items were treated as dichotomous variables with 0=No and 1=Yes. 

The included survey item tasks are shown in Figure 3.2.  
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Figure 3.2 School Climate Practice Task Survey Items 

 

 Provide teacher consultation 

regarding student behavior 

 Build school wide respect for diversity 

  Advocate for school change 
 Build relationships between parents 

and school staff 

 Help school staff to be more culturally 

competent  
 Facilitate peer mediation    
 Conduct campus wide needs 

assessments 

 Implement campus wide interventions 

 Parent or family outreach  Liaison between school and student’s 

community 
 Educate school staff about trends in 

student referrals for services  

 Lead parent workshops 

 Conduct campus or district wide 

trainings 

 Build relationships among school staff 

 Advocate with administrators to meet 

students’ needs 

 Recommend alternative strategies to 

resolve student issues 
 Coordinate student mentoring 

programs 

 Participate in a school planning or advisory 

team 
 Build relationships between teachers 

and students 

 Provide teacher training 

 Advocate with teachers to meet 

student needs 

 Facilitate cultural diversity groups and 

events 
 Provide anti-harassment education or 

training 

 Role model strength-based language  

 Work to engage parents in school-

wide policy and planning teams 

 Help teachers’ problem solve classroom 

management issues 
 Provide individual or group support to 

teachers 

 Community organizing for school issues 

 Educate teachers and administrators 

about campus wide problems 

 Support consistency in school-wide 

handling of behavioral or discipline issues  
 Guide discussions about students’ 

barriers to learning 

 Facilitate support for non-English speaking 

parents and students 
 Provide anti-bullying education or 

training 

 Participate in a campus student support 

team 
 Work to change teacher attitudes  Sponsor a school club or extracurricular 

activity that helps students feel engaged in 

school 
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Again, the study purpose of the second research question is primarily exploratory 

and descriptive.  However, an examination of the specific types of tasks more likely to be 

utilized by school social workers is essential to the research aims. Therefore, in addition 

to knowing whether the respondents do or do not participate in general with tasks 

associated with enhancing school climate, information about which specific tasks they are 

completing was collected to address the second research question. 

Research Question 3:  How are particular school social worker characteristics 

related to the completion of tasks associated with enhancing school climate? 

Cluster analysis was utilized to examine which characteristics school social 

workers have in common when grouped by their responses to the school climate tasks.  

Cluster analysis is designed to reveal relationships that might otherwise not have been 

revealed with individual observations (Hair et al., 2010).   Therefore, examining the 

characteristics of the school social workers grouped together may reveal information 

about how these variables are related to the performance of tasks associated with a 

positive school climate.  

First, cluster analysis was used to group school social workers with similar 

responses patterns regarding task participation into mathematically in homogeneous 

groups.  After the cases were clustered, these groupings were examined to see if 

participants within them had similar profiles in regards to demographic data, professional 

attributes and employment characteristics. 

The demographic data considered for the model included gender, race/ethnicity 

and age.  To determine the race or ethnic background of the respondents, the survey 

asked: ―What is your race/ethnicity?‖ and were coded as: 1=Black/African American, 

2=White/Caucasian, 3=Native American, 4=Latino/Chicano/Hispanic, 5=Asian/Pacific 
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Islander, 6=Bi-racial, 7= Other.  In order to assess age, respondents were asked to write 

in the year that they were born. 

The professional characteristics examined in the model were highest obtained 

degree, licensure, social work experience and school social work experience, and 

completion of a school social work course.  In the TSSWS, respondents were asked: 

―Please indicate the highest degree you have obtained‖ (coded as 1=BSW, 2=Non-social 

work Bachelors degree, 3=MSW/MSSW, 4=Non-social work Masters degree, 5=PhD in 

social work, 6=Non-social work PhD).  To report licensure status, they were asked 

―Please indicate your highest level of social work licensure‖ and were provided seven 

response options (coded as 1=LBSW, 2=LMSW, 3=LMSW-AP, 4=LCSW, 5=No social 

work license, 6=Inactive Social Work License, 7=Other).  To determine years of 

experience, respondents were asked to indicate ―How long have you practiced social 

work‖ and ―How long have you practiced school social work‖ by writing in the length of 

time.  Respondents were also asked about their school social work education by asking, 

―I took a specific course covering school social work‖ (0=No and 1=Yes). 

The variables examined in the clustering model for employment characteristics 

consist of information about district type, employer, job structure and school traits.  The 

school social workers were asked to describe their district as 1=Urban , 2=Rural, 

3=Suburban, or 4=Other.  Next, they were asked to, ―Please indicate who you are 

employed by‖ and were given five response options (coded as 1=Individual school, 

2=School district, 3=Non-profit agency, 4=Government agency, 5=Other). Since some 

school social workers are responsible for multiple campuses, the TSSWS asked 

participants to ―Please choose the box that best describes your current job structure‖ and 

provided the choice of 1=I work on one campus, 2=I work on multiple campuses, or 3=I 

do not work on a campus.  Additionally, the survey asked the participants to indicate if ―I 
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am the only school social worker in my school‖ (0=Disagree, 1=Agree) or if ―I am the 

only school social worker in my district‖ (0=Disagree, 1=Agree).  The last response to 

help understand job structure included the question, ―I have autonomy to develop 

programming and interventions relevant for my school or district (0=Disagree, 1=Agree).  

Finally, the TSSWS asked the school social workers to ―Please indicate the grade levels 

that you serve‖ (1=Elementary, 2=Middle/Junior high, 3=High school, 4=Other).  They 

were asked to check all school levels that apply in order to capture the range of levels for 

those serving more than one school. 

The cluster analysis itself grouped the respondents based on their participation in 

the school climate tasks (and not based on the descriptive variables above). These 

variables were selected for inclusion as part of the exploration of the similarities and 

differences within the clusters, based on conceptual and practical considerations.  Thus, 

not all of the social worker characteristics will prove to be meaningfully different by 

cluster. 

Data Analysis 

Overview 

The analyses of the responses to the survey are exploratory in an effort to 

understand the specific tasks school social workers in Texas employ related to enhancing 

a positive school climate.  The information from the analyses is intended to build a 

foundation for future research about school social workers’ contributions to positive 

school climate change.  In the simplest terms, this research examined the extent to which 

school social workers in Texas participate in practice tasks that are associated with 

enhancing school climate, identified which tasks they perform and categorized school 

social worker characteristics that are linked to the targeted tasks.  Due to the exploratory 
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nature of this research project, the study used univariate analyses in conjunction with 

hierarchical cluster analysis to examine the specific research questions.  

Univariate Analyses 

Descriptive statistics were used to both understand the characteristics of the 

population of school social workers and to answer the first two research questions.  

Demographic and employment variables, such as gender, education, licensure, 

employment configurations, school characteristics and student population were examined 

in order to give a clear picture of the respondents. Bivariate analyses to examine the 

relationship between the primary research variables of school climate tasks and the 

relevant descriptive variables were not appropriate for this analysis, as these relationships 

were examined through the cluster analysis.   

Next, descriptive statistics were examined to answer the first two research 

questions.  That is, frequency tables demonstrated how many school social workers 

participate in tasks associated with enhancing school climate and which tasks they are 

and are not completing.  The analysis reports the percentage of school social workers 

who perform at least one of the targeted general school climate tasks, as well as the 

frequency for each of the individual tasks. 

Cluster Analysis Overview 

Cluster analysis is a statistical method used to examine characteristics of group 

membership by identifying members with similar response trends.  The clusters are not 

pre-defined, as in other methods, but are utilized to reveal relationships and simplify the 

data (Hair, Black, Babin & Anderson, 2010). The method was useful for this exploratory 

research project as it helped to identify shared characteristics amongst respondents with 

similar patterns of use of the practice tasks associated with school climate.  The school 
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social workers were grouped based on their responses to the school climate task variables 

in a way that created high homogeneity  within groups (minimized with-in group 

variation) and high heterogeneity between groups (maximized between group variation).   

The focus of the analysis was the comparison of the social worker characteristics 

based on their practice of school climate related tasks.  Since the numbers of clusters 

were not known prior to the analysis, nor any a priori knowledge of the how the variables 

might be related or co-vary, cluster analysis created a ―natural‖ grouping of the data (Hair 

et al., 2010). Therefore, the cluster analysis allowed for an exploration of school social 

worker characteristics and how they related to the targeted tasks.    

Hierarchical cluster analysis is the clustering method best suited for this study’s 

data and research questions.  Hierarchical cluster analysis is best for small samples (less 

than 250 cases) and the data for this project has 177 respondents.  In addition, 

hierarchical cluster analysis is suitable for building a model with emphasis on a 

conceptual fit, rather than purely as a statistical model (Everitt, Landau, Lesse & Stahl, 

2011).  The hierarchical cluster analysis used for this project follows an agglomerative 

approach, where each case begins as its own cluster before being merged pair-wise, one 

step at a time, until all cases are in one cluster.  Therefore, the cluster solution is found 

somewhere between no clusters and all cases in one cluster. The best cluster 

interpretation, then, is to find the clustering model with the greatest similarity within 

groups and the greatest distance between groups and that best fits the conceptual 

approach of the research questions (Garson, 2010).   

The nature of cluster analysis is subjective as it is highly dependent on the 

variables and metrics selected by the researcher. Cluster analysis has very few firm rules 

and hundreds of combinations of choices for algorithms, metrics and measures.  In order 

to best address this, the researcher must make clear the rationale and decisions regarding 
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the definition and selection of the variables, measures and the cluster characteristics. 

(Hair et al, 2010).  Furthermore, each step will need to be examined for both conceptual 

sense and statistical fit. The many steps and considerations described in how to best use 

the school climate task variables to cluster the cases demonstrates the attention paid in 

this study to select the best fit for the data and cluster analysis. 

Cluster Analysis Stages 

Given that cluster analysis is a subjective and exploratory method, it requires a 

clear and detailed decision process.  A six-stage decision process is utilized to guide how 

the data is partitioned to form clusters, how those clusters are interpreted and validated, 

and how the cluster members are profiled, as demonstrated in Figure 3.3. Each stage will 

be discussed below, detailing the decision-making processes for the cluster analysis.  

Additional decisions regarding the analysis of the results will be examined in the results 

section.   

Figure 3.3  Stages in Cluster Analysis 

Stage 1:  Determining Objectives and Selecting  

   Variables 

Stage 2:  Methodological and Design Decisions 

Stage 3:  Addressing Assumptions  

Stage 4:  Deriving Clusters and Assessing Fit 

Stage 5:  Interpreting the Clusters  

Stage 6:  Profiling Cluster Membership 
Adapted from (Hair et al., 2010).   

Stage 1: Determining Objectives and Selecting Variables 

This project utilizes cluster analysis for the purpose of the identification of 

relationships between social worker characteristics and participation in school climate 

tasks.    The objective is to segment school social workers into groups with similar 

patterns of responses for the school climate task variables. As described previously in the 
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section on survey item development, the school climate task variables used to create the 

clusters were selected based on theoretical and conceptual considerations with the 

research objective in mind, a key criterion in exploratory cluster analysis.   

Stage 2:  Methodological and Design Decisions 

The next step in cluster analysis is to review the data for outliers, standardize the 

data and select the most appropriate distance measure.  In order to examine the data for 

outliers, the z-scores for the individual cluster variables were assessed.  No outliers were 

detected as all z-score values were under four, the suggested cut-off for samples larger 

than 80 (Hair et al., 2010).  Furthermore, outliers can be detected by monitoring the 

clustering process to see if individual cases entered into clusters during the final stages of 

the analysis.  The clustering process will be discussed in detail in the results section, 

however it can be noted here that no outliers were detected during the clustering process 

either. 

 It is also important to determine if the data needs to be standardized as different 

scale magnitudes could impact the clustering values.  In this case, the school climate task 

variables were collapsed into five distinct categories (see stage 3 for full discussion on 

the data preparation).  Each category was represented by a count variable with an uneven 

number of items (ranging from 5 to 12); therefore, it was appropriate to standardize the 

variables.  A number of alternatives for standardizing the variables are possible, however 

it is preferred to divide count variables by range (rather than using z-scores) because this 

approach best retains item variability which is useful to the clustering process (Everitt et 

al., 2011).  Thus, the school climate tasks count variables were divided by the number of 

items in each category to standardize each prior to the analysis. 

Selecting the most suitable distance measure is both complex and important.  The 

distance measure calculates how far apart observations are from one another.  A low 
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distance represents cases that are similar. A large number of options exist based on the 

characteristics of the variables and the nature of the data.  The standardized count 

variables used in the analysis were treated as interval data.  Interval variables have 

several appropriate distance measures to choose from.  In this case, Squared Euclidian 

distance was selected as it is considered standard, robust and the preferred measure 

available in SPSS for data with possible multicollinearity issues (Hair et al., 2010).   

Stage 3:  Addressing Assumptions  

Cluster analysis is unique from other multivariate techniques because it does not 

claim to be inferential to a larger population.  Therefore, many of the assumptions crucial 

to other multivariate methods, like normality, linearity and homoscadasticity do not 

pertain to cluster analysis.  However, representativeness of the sample and 

multicollinearity are two assumptions important to be addressed (Hair et al., 2010). The 

respondents in the sample were drawn from all possible sources of social workers placed 

in schools in Texas and no response (or non-response) trends were found. This supports 

the possibility that the sample is representative of Texas school social workers.   

The issue of multicollinearity was an important assumption to address for this 

data.  Multicollinearity, a high level of correlation between two or more variables, can 

create a weighting issue in cluster analysis (Hair et al., 2010).  It is worth noting that the 

actual effect of multicollinearity in cluster analysis has been debated, and there is no 

―rule of thumb‖ for determining when correlations are considered significantly 

problematic (Everitt et al., 2011; Hair et al., 2010).  However, in an effort to build the 

best cluster model for this analysis, a number of possible resolutions were investigated. 

The 45 school climate related task items from the survey were found to be 

correlated.  Conceptually, it is understandable that these items would be correlated, as 

they are all under the general umbrella of school climate.  The recommendations for 
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addressing multicollinearity include selecting a compensating distance measure or 

collapsing the variables (Hair et al., 2010).  A number of potential solutions were 

explored in depth, including selecting an appropriate compensating distance measure and 

grouping the variables empirically.   

The best solution for the data was to collapse the 45 school climate related tasks 

variables derived from the elements described in the school climate literature. Thus, the 

items were collapsed conceptually based on the five domains of school climate:  Physical 

and emotional safety (5 items), Support for teaching and learning (12 items), 

Interpersonal relationships (8 items), School connectedness (11 items) and Professional 

relationships and leadership (9 items).  Since the descriptions for each of the domains are 

clear and explicit, it was a straightforward process to assign the tasks to the related 

domains.  Also, each variable was reviewed for redundancy and each item presented a 

distinct practice task. Reliability statistics were assessed (by means of KR-20, a special 

case of Chronbach’s alpha for dichotomous variables) and each of the five domains had a 

KR-20 of over 0.70.  The reliability scores, therefore, serve to empirically verify the 

conceptual collapsing of the variables.   

However, collapsing the variables into the school climate domains did not entirely 

solve the problem with multicollinearity.  Each of the five domains is still significantly 

correlated to each other.  Upon review of the data and the methods to address 

multicollinearity, it was determined that proceeding with the items collapsed 

conceptually into the five domains was the best solution.  However, it must be 

acknowledged that cluster analysis is sensitive to multicollinearity which might affect the 

way that the data clustered.  Special attention in the interpretation and validation of the 

clusters for practical significance and conceptual sense can help to confirm that the 

optimal cluster solution was found.  



 

 66 

Stage 4:  Deriving Clusters and Assessing Fit 

Hierarchical cluster analysis provides several options for procedures to partition 

the data into clusters.  The different clustering algorithms define the similarity between 

the clusters at each stage of the clustering process, from the first stage of all single 

member clusters to the last stage when all cases are in one final cluster (Hair et al., 2010).  

Since the cluster solutions that place everyone in different clusters or everyone in the 

same cluster are not meaningful, the key is to find the best solution somewhere in the 

partitioning process that maximizes internal sameness and maximizes external difference.   

Since the best distance measure for the data (squared Euclidian as described in 

stage two) has been selected, the next decision is the best algorithm for the cluster linkage 

method.  Of the five possible linkage methods appropriate for this data, the complete 

linkage method was selected.  The complete linkage method (also known as farthest 

neighbor method) defines distance between the clusters as the distance between the 

furthest points (Hair et al., 2010).  This method creates the most compact clusters with in-

group similarity equal to cluster diameter.  It has been argued that the complete linkage 

method is an appropriate universal method for many approaches in cluster analysis (Jain 

and Dubes, 1988 as cited in Hair et al., 2010).  It is particularly well suited for this 

analysis since there is not a high level of heterogeneity between the school social worker 

response patterns on the school climate task variables (most of the respondents do many 

of the tasks).   

Once the linkage method was selected, the cluster analysis was ready to proceed 

and the cluster solutions were examined. In order to determine the best number of 

clusters, it is suggested to compute a range of cluster solutions considered reasonable 

(often three to six), and then examine the manageability, interpretability and usefulness of 
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each solution using ―a priori criteria, practical judgment, common sense and theoretical 

foundations‖ (Hair et al., 2010, p. 516).   

The first step, then, to determine the final cluster solution was to evaluate the 

possible cluster solutions empirically.  Extremely small clusters are discouraged, as they 

often indicate outliers.  Next, the agglomeration schedule was examined to interpret 

changes in the agglomeration coefficient that measures heterogeneity in the clustering.  

The cluster analysis for this project has 171 stages (n-1) and each stage was assigned an 

agglomeration coefficient.  These coefficients were examined to see when a marked 

increase occurred, indicating that the stage prior presents the clustering solution with the 

best distinction of within group homogeneity and between group heterogeneity.  A 

dendrogram, a visual tool for determining the best cluster solution fit by providing a 

graphic portrayal of when cases clustered together, was created during the analysis of this 

project.  The dendrogram was evaluated as part of the process to determine the best 

clustering results. 

Once the best cluster solutions were selected, the significance of the difference of 

the clusters across the school climate task variables was determined through a one-way 

ANOVA.  A significant F statistic does not imply the same type of significance from 

traditional ANOVA tests, but can offer initial evidence that the clusters are distinctive 

and that significance differences exist between the clusters on the five school climate 

tasks variables (Hair et al., 2010).    

Stage 5:  Interpreting the Clusters  

Once the most promising cluster solutions have been selected, the next step is to 

examine the nature of the clusters.  That is, how the members of the clusters were distinct 

in response patterns to the school climate task variables.  Comparing the means of each 

cluster on the five school climate task variables elucidated how they differed by cluster 
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membership and from the mean of all of the cases.  This step involved comparing the 

alternate cluster solutions supported by the empirical results to see which cluster solution 

was the most practical and provided the most meaningful information regarding the 

research aims.   The final proposed optimal cluster solution was the one that was the best 

fit empirically and the best fit conceptually. Ultimately, validation of the clusters is a 

holistic approach that takes into account the attention paid to the decisions throughout the 

cluster process, the empirical support for the selected model and the meaningfulness of 

the solution to the research question (Hair et al., 2010).  

Stage 6:  Profiling Cluster Membership 

Once the optimal solution was validated and confirmed, the clusters were profiled 

to determine particular characteristics of the members of each cluster.  The clusters were 

compared based on the demographic information, professional characteristics and 

employment characteristic described previously to see which characteristics differ 

significantly across the clusters.  The cluster profile identified characteristics that were 

distinctive, as well as, those that did not contribute meaningfully to the cluster 

membership.  A series of one-way ANOVAs and chi-square analyses with the 

characteristic variables was undertaken in order to profile the clusters and observe how 

the respondents in each cluster differ from each other (Hair et al., 2010). 
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CHAPTER FOUR:  RESULTS 

This chapter will begin with a description of the sample, including demographic 

data, professional characteristics and employment characteristics.  Next, the results 

related to each of the three research questions will be provided.  The results for the first 

two research questions will demonstrate the extent to which school social workers are 

involved in tasks associated with a positive school climate and which tasks they report 

participating in as part of their practice.  The last section will provide the results for the 

cluster analysis to determine the how the participants group together based on similar 

patterns of responses on the school climate task variables. 

Description of Sample 

Demographic Characteristics of Respondents  

The TSSWS gathered information for gender, race and age of the respondents 

(see Figure 4.1).  88.1% of the respondents were female and 11.4% were male.  The 

school social work field in Texas is predominantly women, so it is unsurprising that a 

significant majority were female.   The responses for race were 12.6% Black/African-

American, 53.7% White/Caucasian, 31.4% Latino/Chicano/Hispanic and 2.3% Other. 

The TSSWS did offer additional response categories (Native American, Asian/Pacific 

Islander and Bi-racial), but few participants selected these categories, so they were 

collapsed into ―other.‖    

In order to determine age, respondents were asked to write in the year that they 

were born.  The years were then collapsed to reflect four age categories with roughly a 

quarter of each of the respondents in each category.  The oldest age category included all 

respondents over the age of 55 and was 24.3% of those surveyed.  28.3% were aged 45-

55 and 23.1% were aged 34-44.   24.3% of the respondents were in the youngest age 
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category (under 34), the same percentage as made up the oldest age category.  The 

participant ages were fairly evenly distributed across the categories. 

Table 4.1 Demographic Characteristics  

Characteristic Percentage n 

Gender   

Male 11.4   20 

Female 88.1 155 

Race   

White 53.7   94 

African-American 12.6   22 

Latino 31.4   55 

Other   2.3     4 

Age   

Under 34 years 24.3   42 

34-44  23.1   40 

45-55 28.3   49 

Over 55 24.3   42 

Professional Characteristics 

The TSSWS asked several pertinent questions about the professional background 

of the respondents, including information about degrees, licensure, years of practice and 

school social work education (see Table 4.2).  The TSSWS provided six specific response 

categories for educational degree by asking respondents to select the highest degree 

obtained (BSW, non-social work Bachelors, MSW/MSSW, non-social work Masters, 

PhD in social work and non-social work Phd).  The frequency distribution of these six 

categories was poor for several of the response options, as most indicated that they had a 

social work degree and only three people had a doctoral degree.  Respondents that clearly 

did not have a bachelor or master degree in Social Work were excluded from the study 

prior to analysis.  For these reasons, the six original education categories were collapsed 

into two, to reflect those whose highest degree was a Bachelors and those whose highest 
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degree was a Masters or higher.   The sample, therefore, had the following characteristics 

of 30.7% with a Bachelors degree and 69.3% with a Masters or higher degree.    

Information about licensure status was also examined.  The response categories 

were also collapsed when conceptually sound to account for distribution issues.  The 

categories, therefore, were LBSW, LMSW, Advanced Clinical Licensure (combination of 

LCSW and LMSW-AP) and No Social Work License (combination of No License and 

Other).  The No Social Work License category included those with a BSW or MSW, but 

not licensed or respondents with other licensure, like LPCs.  The sample characteristics 

were as follows: 23.2% LBSW, 32.2% LMSW, 21.6% Advanced Clinical Licensure and 

22.7% No Social Work License.  Since licensing requirements in Texas vary by position 

and employer, it was expected to have a wide range of licensure levels.  As a number of 

school social work positions in Texas do not require a license to practice (as opposed to 

other states that might typically require licensure), it is not surprising for almost 23% of 

the sample to not hold a social work license.   

In addition to licensure requirements, a number of states with a well-established 

school social work discipline require a school social work credential earned through 

additional professional education.  Texas does not require such a credential.  In fact, only 

16.6% of the TSSWS respondents had completed even a course specific to school-based 

social work in their academic training. 

Respondents were also asked the report the length of time they had practiced as 

social workers and as school social workers.  Most people responded with years, or with 

years and months. The data were then collapsed into 6 categories to reflect years of 

experience in five-year intervals, with any partial year rounded up to the next age 

category.  The mean of experience for social work practice was 14.1 years with a 

standard deviation of 9.9 years.  The largest category of respondents were social workers 
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who had practiced for less than five years (23.7%), but the years of experience were 

distributed somewhat evenly, including 14 % that had practiced social work for over 

twenty-five years.  The amount of time that the respondents practiced social work in a 

school setting was less than the years experience as a social worker, indicating that many 

of the respondents had additionally served as social workers outside of a school setting.  

The mean amount of experience for school social work practice was 8.6 years.  Again, 

the sample had a large percentage of comparatively new school social workers, with 

almost 40% reporting less than five years of experience.  Just over 5% of the respondents 

had practiced school social work for more than twenty years.  In all, a significant amount 

of experience in social work and school social work was reflected, even though many 

relatively new school social workers completed the survey. 
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Table 4.2 Professional Characteristics 

Characteristic Percentage n 

Highest degree   

Bachelors 30.7   54 

Masters/PhD 69.3 122 

Licensure   

LBSW 23.3   41 

LMSW 32.4   57 

Advanced clinical license 21.6   38 

No social work license 22.7   40 

Completion of school social work course   

Yes 16.6   28 

No 83.4 141 

Social work experience Mean = 14.1 (SD 9.9)  

0 to 5 years 23.7   42 

6-10 years 19.2   34 

11-15 years 15.3   27 

16-20 years 15.8   28 

21-25 years 11.9   21 

Over 25 years 14.1   25 

School social work experience Mean = 8.6 (SD 6.1)  

0 to 5 years 39.8   70 

6-10 years 24.4   43 

11-15 years 19.3   34 

16-20 years 11.4   20 

21-25 years   2.8     5 

Over 25 years   2.3     4 

 

Employment Characteristics 

The TSSWS gathered data on a number of variables related to employment 

configurations.  Of note for this project are the data corresponding to school and district 

characteristics, employer, job structure and grade level of students served.  These items 

were selected as important to the analysis because employment characteristics are 

expected to differentiate respondents in the cluster analysis.  Results of the descriptive 

analysis of employment characteristics can be found in Table 4.3. 

Almost half of the school social workers in the sample worked in an urban school 

district (48.8%).  The remaining was closely split between rural districts (23.8%) and 
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suburban districts (22.1%).  Nine respondents (5.2%) selected the category of ―other‖ for 

type of district, but it is unknown how they would describe their school district 

environment.   

A significant number of the school social workers were employed by a school 

district (73.6%).  This was a higher percentage than anticipated; however, as discussed 

previously, it is difficult to find an estimate of the number of social workers practicing in 

schools in Texas and how they are employed.  The non-profit sector (like Communities in 

Schools) employed 17.2% of the school social workers and individual schools (often 

through a grant) employed 6.9% of the sample.  The respondents were evenly split 

between those that were assigned to provide services at one specific campus (45.7%) and 

those that were assigned to multiple campuses (45.1%).  Many of the respondents were 

the only social worker placed on their campus (65.1%) and some were actually the only 

social worker employed by their district (12.8%).  However, over three-quarters of the 

respondents (76.6%) did report that they felt they had autonomy to develop programming 

and interventions relevant for their school or district. 

The TSSWS also gathered information about the grade levels served by the school 

social workers.  Respondents were asked to select all of the grade levels they are assigned 

to serve since some school social workers are placed on multiple campuses.  The survey 

asked them to select ―all that apply‖ from the list of high school, middle/junior high, 

elementary and other.  Seven of the respondents that selected ―other‖ wrote in that they 

served a Pre-K or early childhood program.  Therefore, their responses were combined 

with elementary to create the Pre-K and Elementary variable as most of the early 

childhood programs are housed at an elementary school.  In all, 46.0% of the school 

social workers serve a high school, 42.5% serve a middle school or junior high and 

58.0% work with early childhood or an elementary school.   
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Table 4.3 Employment Characteristics 

 Characteristic Percentage n 

District type   

Urban 48.8   84 

Rural 23.8   41 

Suburban 22.1   38 

Other   5.2     9 

Employer   

School district 73.6 128 

Non-profit 17.2   30 

Individual school/grant   6.9   12 

Job Structure   

Works on one campus 45.7   80 

Works on multiple campuses 45.1   79 

Only social worker in school 65.1 108 

Only social worker in district 12.8   21 

Has autonomy  76.6 121 

School characteristics
a
   

High school 46.0   80 

Middle school 42.5   74 

Pre-K and Elementary 58.0 101 
a
School levels are not mutually exclusive; may work at more than one school level 

Missing Data Analysis 

Case-wise and variable-wise missing data was examined.  In both instances, there 

was not sufficient missing data to require applying missing data remedies.  That is, the 

missing data rate for each case and for each target variable were less than 5% (and in 

most cases less than 3%) thus it is considered acceptable to leave the data without 

compensating for missingness (Cole, 2007). 

Results for Research Question 1 

 Research Question 1:  Do school social workers in Texas participate in tasks associated 

with enhancing school climate? 

The first step in examining the tasks that the participating school social workers 

perform related to school climate, is to ask them if they if they feel their work contributes 

to a positive school climate.  The school social workers were asked directly if they 

understand their work to contribute to a positive school climate and they were asked 



 

 76 

indirectly by including specific skills related to school climate literature.  The results are 

reported as the percentage of social workers that responded ―yes‖ to the direct question 

about school climate and to the general practice tasks associate with school climate (see 

Table 4.4).   

Table 4.4 Participation in Tasks Related to School Climate  

Task Percentage n 

Help create a positive school climate or culture 75.7 131 

Help to foster positive relationships at my school 79.7 137 

Help create a culturally competent environment 58.4 101 

Contribute to a higher morale at my school 55.5   96 

Contribute to higher student engagement in school 69.9 121 

Help to foster trust between educators and students 72.8 126 

Help raise teacher expectations for at-risk students 63.6 110 

Help create an environment where students feel safe 75.7 131 

Help create an environment where students and educators feel respected  68.8 119 

Not applicable - I do not perform these types of tasks   6.9   12 

 

Most notably, 75% of the school social workers responded that their service 

contributes to a positive school climate.  In addition, over 75% felt that they helped to 

foster positive relationships and helped to create an environment where students felt safe.  

Only 12 participants (6.4%) felt that their work did not contribute to any of the general 

tasks related to a positive school climate.  After further review, it should be noted that of 

the 12 participants that did not feel they performed any of the tasks related to school 

climate, eight were school social work administrators.  Therefore, only four school social 

workers with direct practice responsibilities on a campus felt that they did not participate 

in tasks that contribute to a positive school climate.   

A count variable was also created from the eight general practice tasks (excluding 

the direct question of school climate to avoid redundancy) and the results show the 
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percentage of respondents who completed at least one of the tasks, at least two (and 

etcetera) and the percentage who reported participating in all tasks (see Table 4.5).    

Table 4.5 Number of School Climate Task Completed 

 School climate tasks Percentage n 

At least one  93.1 161 

At least two  91.3 158 

At least three  87.9 152 

At least four 77.5 134 

At least five 67.1 116 

At least six  56.6   98 

At least seven  45.5   77 

All eight school climate tasks 28.9   50 

  

Although 75.7% of the school social workers believed that their work contributed 

to a positive school climate, it is particularly noteworthy that 93% of the social workers 

agreed that they did at least one of the general tasks related to school climate as part of 

their practice.  Furthermore, the results demonstrate that over 91% do at least two of the 

tasks, almost 88% do three and 77.5% of the school social workers identified at least four 

of the tasks related to general concepts of school climate as part of their practice skills.  

This finding is remarkable for two reasons.  First, it shows that the school social workers 

that responded to the survey overwhelmingly agreed they perform tasks related to 

building a positive school climate as part of their practice.  Second, it highlights the 

inconsistency in which school social workers define and understand school climate.  That 

is, 17.4% of the school social workers replied that they did not help to create a positive 

school climate or culture, but did respond positively on at least one of the general practice 

tasks related to school climate. 

Results for Research Question 2 

Research Question 2:  Which specific tasks and skills do school social workers perform 

associated with building a positive school climate?  
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The next step in examining the tasks that the participating school social workers 

perform related to school climate, was to determine which specific tasks they perform on 

their campuses.  The TSSWS included 45 specific items related to building a positive 

school climate.  The respondents were asked to select as many items as were applicable 

and they were coded as ―yes‖ or ―no‖ to create 45 dichotomous variables related to 

school climate tasks.  As described earlier, the school climate task items were developed 

to be comprehensive and inclusive to represent the dimensions of school climate as well 

as the practice tasks for school social workers.  The results of the frequency of ―Yes‖ for 

each task included within the related dimension of school climate are found below (Table 

4.6).   

In addition, a mean score was calculated for each of the five dimensions of school 

climate.  The practice tasks were conceptually placed in each dimension based on the 

literature, including the detailed description of each school climate dimension from the 

CSCI as described in Chapter 2 (CSEE, 2009).  In order to do this, a count variable was 

created for each dimension using the variables associated to that dimension. The count 

variable was then divided by the number of variables included in the dimension to 

standardize the scores across the categories.  Since the original items are dichotomous 

and are scored as either 0=No or 1=Yes, the mean scores fall between 0 and 1.  The 

calculation of a mean for each dimension allows for the comparison between each 

dimension.  The closer the mean score is to 1, the higher proportion of ―Yes‖ responses.  

For each dimension, the mean score was above .50, which indicates a higher proportion 

of Yes responses than No responses.  However, the school climate dimension of Support 

for Teaching and Learning had the highest proportion of positive responses with a mean 

of 0.58 (SD +/-0.26). 
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Table 4.6 Practice Tasks Related to School Climate 

Dimension and practice task variables Percentage 

Physical and Emotional Safety Mean: 0.54 (SD 0.31) 
Support consistency of school-wide handling of behavioral or 

discipline issues 

56.0 

Provide anti-bullying education or training 41.7 

Help create an environment where students and educators feel 

respected 

68.8 

Help create an environment where students feel emotionally safe  75.7 

Provide anti-harassment education or training 27.4 

Support for Teaching and Learning Mean: 0.58 (SD  0.26) 

Help raise teacher expectations for at-risk students 63.6 

Provide teacher consultation regarding student behavior 86.3 

Build relationships between teachers and students 77.1 

Advocate with teachers to meet student needs 82.3 

Guide discussion about students’ barriers to learning 50.9 

Participate in campus student support team 56.0 

Recommend alternative strategies to resolve student issues 75.4 

Provide teacher training 27.4 

Help teachers problem solve classroom management issues 50.9 

Facilitate peer mediation 52.6 

Facilitate difficult discussions between members of the school 

community (like achievement gap, racism, low-moral, etc) 

29.7 

Role model strengths-based language   45.1 

Interpersonal Relationships Mean: 0.53 (SD 0.28) 

Help to foster positive relationships at my school 79.7 

Help create a culturally competent environment 58.4 

Build school wide respect for diversity 41.1 

Help school staff be more culturally competent 50.3 

Facilitate cultural diversity groups and events 24.0 

Help to foster trust between educators and students 72.8 

Educate school staff about trends in student referrals 59.4 

Coordinate student mentoring programs   40.6 

School Connectedness Mean: 0.53 (SD 0.23) 

Contribute to a higher moral at my school 55.5 

Contribute to higher student engagement  69.9 

Build relationships between parents and school staff 90.9 

Parent or family outreach 87.4 

Work to engage parents in school wide policy and planning teams 35.4 

Liaison between school and community 85.7 

Lead parent workshops 49.7 

Community organizing for school issues 32.6 

Sponsor a student club or extracurricular activity  34.9 

Facilitate support for non-English speaking parents and students 61.7 

Professional Relationships and Leadership Mean: 0.54 (SD 0.28) 

Conduct campus or district-wide trainings 48.0 
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Dimension and practice task variables Percentage 

Advocate with administrators to meet students’ needs 86.9 

Educate teachers and administrators about campus-wide problems 46.3 

Advocate for school change 43.4 

Implement campus-wide interventions 40.0 

Participate in school planning or advisory team 52.6 

Provide individual or group support to teachers 55.4 

Build relationships among school staff 50.3 

Work to change teacher attitudes 61.1 

 

Results for Research Question 3 

Research Question 3:  How are particular school social worker characteristics related to 

the completion of tasks associated with enhancing school climate? 

The last research question is addressed through the hierarchical cluster analysis 

with the five collapsed school climate task variables.  The school social workers were 

grouped based on the pattern of their responses on the school climate task variables, and 

then profiled to see how the cluster groups were characteristically distinct.  The 

preliminary decisions about specific methodological approaches, hierarchical clustering 

algorithms and data preparation are explained in the methodology section.  Several 

different approaches were investigated and the following details the results that 

contributed to the selection and profile of the optimal cluster solution.   

 

Selecting the Optimal Cluster Solution 

The first step in determining the best clustering solution is to determine the stop-

point in the clustering process.  The analysis provides an agglomeration schedule that 

provides an agglomeration coefficient for each stage (171 stages: n-1) of the clustering 

process.  The agglomeration coefficients were examined to look for evidence of an 

increased coefficient that would indicate increased heterogeneity in the clusters.  The 

cluster solution(s) prior to jumps in the agglomeration coefficient indicate the best 

balance between heterogeneity of the clusters and homogeneity of the cases within the 
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cluster. Table 4.7 is a selected presentation of the agglomeration schedule.  The 

coefficient change is largest between five and six clusters, four and five clusters, and 

three and four clusters.  Based on these findings, the three, four and five cluster solutions 

were identified as most appropriate for further examination.  A review of the dendrogram 

of the clustering process was also reviewed and displayed a similar pattern and 

interpretation.   

Table 4.7 Partial Agglomeration Schedule  

Stage 

Agglomeration 

coefficient 

Percentage increase 

to next stage 

Number of 

clusters 

164 0.806   4.34 8 

165 0.841 11.06 7 

166 0.934 13.60 6 

167 1.061 20.55 5 

168 1.279 17.44 4 

169 1.502   2.00 3 

 

The agglomeration coefficients only provide one part of the evidence for the 

optimal cluster solution.  Next, the clusters solutions were reviewed for practical 

considerations. The three, four and five cluster solutions were examined for numbers of 

respondents in each cluster to determine if they provided useful groupings based on 

number of cases.  The clusters are named with the first number reflecting the number of 

clusters in the solution and the second number reflecting the individual cluster. See tables 

4.8-4.10. 
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Table 4.8 Five Cluster Solution 

Cluster Number of cases  

5_1   11 

5_2   45 

5_3   28 

5_4   41 

5_5   47 

Total 172 

Table 4.9 Four Cluster Solution 

Cluster Number of cases  

4_1   58 

4_2   45 

4_3   28 

4_4   41 

Total 172 

Table 4.10  Three Cluster Solution 

Cluster Number of cases  

3_1   86 

3_2   45 

3_3   41 

Total 172 

 

The five cluster solution has one cluster with only eleven members.  Although it 

is feasible to have a small cluster that is meaningful, it is cause for concern. Clusters with 

less than 10 percent of the cases should be used only if they significantly increase the 

understanding (Hair et al., 2010).  In this case, there is no expectation that one set of 

cases would be small and the three and four cluster solutions demonstrate more 

meaningful solutions. The four cluster solution clearly shows that cluster 5_1 and cluster 

5_5 have combined to form 4_1 and clusters 5_2,5_3 and 5_4 have remained stable.  The 

three cluster solution shows that clusters 4_2 and 4_3 have remained stable, but all other 

cases have joined the cluster 3_1.  Therefore, at this stage in the analysis, the three cluster 

and four cluster solutions seem the most promising.   
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The next stage compares the means of the school climate task variables for the 

possible cluster solutions to see if the three cluster or four cluster solution is preferred.    

These variable means are the standardized composites discussed earlier. The standardized 

school climate clustering variables in the tables are represented as SC_A (Physical and 

Emotional Safety), SC_B (Support for Teaching and Learning), SC_C (Interpersonal 

Relationships), SC_D (School Connectedness), SC_E (Professional Relationships and 

Leadership). The means are reported in Table 4.11 

Table 4.11  Four Cluster Solution - Mean Results  

Cluster SC_A  SC_B  SC_C  SC_D  SC_E  

4_1 (N = 58)      

M .3897 .4885 .4483 .4044 .3774 

SD   .22297   .15250   .14815   .11819   .15842 

4_2 (N = 45)      

M .7200 .6852 .5778 .6081 .6840 

SD   .20181   .18282   .14907   .14738   .19954 

4_3 (N = 28)      

M .1643 .2292 .1250 .2890 .1984 

SD   .18898   .16916   .14434   .18689   .13975 

4_4 (N = 41)      

M .8244 .8496 .8780 .7849 .8401 

SD   .18545   .12668   .12339   .13900   .13158 

Total      

M .5430 .5838 .5320 .5296 .5388 

SD   .31532   .26066   .28045   .22876   .28437 

Note. SC_A = Physical and Emotional Safety, SC_B = Support for Teaching and Learning,  

SC_C = Interpersonal Relationships, SC_D = School Connectedness, SC_E = Professional 

Relationships and Leadership. 
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Table 4.12  Three Cluster Solution – Mean Results 

Cluster SC_A  SC_B  SC_C  SC_D  SC_E  

3_1 (N = 86)      

M .3163 .4041 .3430 .3668 .3191 

SD   .23657   .19907   .21108   .15304   .17364 

3_2 (N = 45)      

M .7200 .6852 .5778 .6081 .6840 

SD   .20181   .18282   .14907   .14738   .19954 

3_3 (N = 41)      

M .8244 .8496 .8780 .7849 .8401 

SD   .18545   .12668   .12339   .13900   .13158 

Total      

M .5430 .5838 .5320 .5296 .5388 

SD   .31532   .26066   .28045   .22876   .28437 

Note. SC_A = Physical and Emotional Safety, SC_B = Support for Teaching and Learning,  

SC_C = Interpersonal Relationships, SC_D = School Connectedness, SC_E = Professional 

Relationships and Leadership. 

 

The first observation when examining the means for the four cluster solution is 

that one group, Cluster 4_4 (n=41), has a very high, positive response pattern on all five 

of the school climate task variables (proportion of Yes responses: .8244, .8496, .8780, 

.7849, and.8401).  Cluster 4_3 (n=28) has a very low, negative response pattern on all 

five of the school climate variables (proportion of Yes responses:  .1643, .2292, .1250, 

.2890, and.1984).  As these two groups have responses very different than the group 

mean, they are important clusters to understand.  Cluster 4_1 shows a moderately lower 

response pattern and Cluster 4_2 shows a moderately higher response pattern across the 

school climate task variables. The three cluster solution combines the very low response 

group with another cluster, thereby diluting the cluster with the low response pattern.  For 

this reason, the four cluster solution was determined the optimal solution for this analysis.  

The final step in selecting and validating the best cluster solution is to run a one-

way ANOVA for the four cluster solution.  Significant F values can provide additional 

support for the distinctiveness of the clusters.  Table 4.13 shows that there are statistically 
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significant differences between the four clusters on each of the school climate task 

variables. Therefore, the significant F values do lend additional evidence that the four 

clusters have unique characteristics.   

Table 4.13 ANOVA Results for Four Cluster Solution 

Variable Sum of squares df Mean square F Sig. 

SC_A      

Between groups 10.036     3 3.345   80.683 .000 

Within groups   6.966 168 0.041   

Total 17.002 171    

SC_B      

Between groups   7.407     3 2.469   98.507 .000 

Within groups   4.211 168 0.025   

Total 11.618 171    

SC_C      

Between groups 10.049     3 3.350 165.492 .000 

Within groups   3.400 168 0.020   

Total 13.449 171    

SC_D      

Between groups   5.481     3 1.827   88.504 .000 

Within groups   3.468 168 0.021   

Total   8.948 171    

SC_E      

Between groups   9.426     3 3.142 119.893 .000 

Within groups   4.402 168 0.026   

Total 13.828 171    

Note. SC_A = Physical and Emotional Safety, SC_B = Support for Teaching and Learning,  

SC_C = Interpersonal Relationships, SC_D = School Connectedness, SC_E = Professional 

Relationships and Leadership. 

The final statistical evidence collected to validate the selection of the four cluster 

solution as the optimal grouping of the school social workers are the post-hoc multiple 

group comparisons.  By selecting the Tukey statistics for post-hoc comparisons on 

ANOVA, the significant differences between each of the four clusters can be examined.  

Again, a significance statistical difference between each of the clusters can provide 

additional strength to the decision to select the four cluster model as the best solution.  

Overall, the four cluster model demonstrates statistical significance in difference of 
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means between the clusters.  Of the many group comparisons, only one comparison was 

not significant at the 0.05 level.  Cluster 2 and Cluster 4 were not significantly different 

on the SC_A variable (p=.086).  See Table 4.14 for full results.  

Table 4.14   Comparison of Means between Four Clusters by Depending Variable 

Cluster  

Cluster 

compared 

Mean 

difference  SE Sig. 

95% confidence interval 

Lower bound Upper bound 

SC_A: Physical and Emotional Safety 

1 2  -.33034
*
 .04045 .000 -.4353 -.2254 

 3   .22537
*
 .04686 .000  .1038  .3470 

 4  -.43474
*
 .04155 .000 -.5425 -.3269 

       

2 1   .33034
*
 .04045 .000  .2254  .4353 

 3   .55571
*
 .04901 .000  .4285  .6829 

 4 -.10439 .04396 .086 -.2185  .0097 

       

3 1  -.22537
*
 .04686 .000 -.3470 -.1038 

 2  -.55571
*
 .04901 .000 -.6829 -.4285 

 4  -.66010
*
 .04992 .000 -.7896 -.5306 

       

4 1   .43474
*
 .04155 .000  .3269  .5425 

 2   .10439 .04396 .086 -.0097  .2185 

 3   .66010
*
 .04992 .000  .5306  .7896 

SC_B: Support for Teaching and Learning 

1 2  -.19668
*
 .03145 .000 -.2783 -.1151 

 3   .25934
*
 .03643 .000  .1648  .3539 

 4  -.36109
*
 .03230 .000 -.4449 -.2773 

       

2 1   .19668
*
 .03145 .000  .1151  .2783 

 3   .45602
*
 .03811 .000 .3571  .5549 

 4  -.16441
*
 .03418 .000 -.2531 -.0757 

       

3 1  -.25934
*
 .03643 .000 -.3539 -.1648 

 2  -.45602
*
 .03811 .000 -.5549 -.3571 

 4  -.62043
*
 .03881 .000 -.7211 -.5197 

       

4 1   .36109
*
 .03230 .000  .2773  .4449 

 2   .16441
*
 .03418 .000  .0757  .2531 

 3   .62043
*
 .03881 .000  .5197  .7211 

SC_C: Interpersonal Relationships 

1 2  -.12950
*
 .02826 .000 -.2028 -.0562 

 3   .32328
*
 .03274 .000  .2383  .4082 

 4  -.42977
*
 .02903 .000 -.5051 -.3544 



 

 87 

Cluster  

Cluster 

compared 

Mean 

difference  SE Sig. 

95% confidence interval 

Lower bound Upper bound 

       

2 1   .12950
*
 .02826 .000  .0562  .2028 

 3   .45278
*
 .03424 .000 .3639  .5416 

 4  -.30027
*
 .03072 .000 -.3800 -.2206 

       

3 1  -.32328
*
 .03274 .000 -.4082 -.2383 

 2  -.45278
*
 .03424 .000 -.5416 -.3639 

 4  -.75305
*
 .03488 .000 -.8436 -.6625 

       

4 1   .42977
*
 .02903 .000  .3544  .5051 

 2   .30027
*
 .03072 .000  .2206  .3800 

 3   .75305
*
 .03488 .000  .6625  .8436 

SC_D: School Connectedness 

1 2  -.20369
*
 .02854 .000 -.2778 -.1296 

 3   .11543
*
 .03306 .003  .0296  .2012 

 4  -.38053
*
 .02931 .000 -.4566 -.3045 

       

2 1   .20369
*
 .02854 .000  .1296  .2778 

 3   .31912
*
 .03458 .000  .2294  .4089 

 4  -.17684
*
 .03102 .000 -.2573 -.0963 

       

3 1  -.11543
*
 .03306 .003 -.2012 -.0296 

 2  -.31912
*
 .03458 .000 -.4089 -.2294 

 4  -.49596
*
 .03522 .000 -.5874 -.4046 

       

4 1   .38053
*
 .02931 .000  .3045  .4566 

 2   .17684
*
 .03102 .000  .0963  .2573 

 3   .49596
*
 .03522 .000  .4046  .5874 

SC_E: Professional Relationships and Leadership 

1 2  -.30656
*
 .03216 .000 -.3900 -.2231 

 3   .17898
*
 .03725 .000  .0823  .2756 

 4  -.46271
*
 .03303 .000 -.5484 -.3770 

       

2 1   .30656
*
 .03216 .000  .2231  .3900 

 3   .48554
*
 .03896 .000  .3844  .5866 

 4  -.15616
*
 .03495 .000 -.2469 -.0655 

       

3 1  -.17898
*
 .03725 .000 -.2756 -.0823 

 2  -.48554
*
 .03896 .000 -.5866 -.3844 

 4  -.64170
*
 .03969 .000 -.7447 -.5387 

       

4 1   .46271
*
 .03303 .000  .3770  .5484 

 2   .15616
*
 .03495 .000  .0655  .2469 

 3   .64170
*
 .03969 .000  .5387  .7447 

*Mean difference is significant at the .05 level. 
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Therefore, by following the multi-step process for determining the optimal cluster 

solution, the four cluster solution best meets the standards for empirical evidence and for 

conceptual understanding. The last step is to investigate the attributes of the members of 

the clusters in order to understand the relationship of the school social worker 

characteristic variables and their practice of tasks related to enhancing school climate. 

 

Profiles of the Four Cluster Solution 

The final stage of the cluster analysis offers the opportunity to look into the 

individual clusters and understand the characteristics of their members.  The clusters are 

profiled by a series of chi-square analysis (for categorical variables) and one-way 

ANOVAs (for interval variables) to determine the significance of the school social 

worker characteristic variables with cluster membership.  It is at this stage that research 

question three is addressed by examining which of the demographic, professional and 

employment characteristic variables are significantly different by cluster.  Table 4.15 

provides a summary of the Pearson’s chi-square results and Table 4.16 provides the 

ANOVA results when the four clusters are assessed for school social worker 

characteristics. Significance is assessed at the .05 level and statistically significant 

findings are in bold.  A significance level of 5% was selected in order to avoid a Type II 

error and because the number of tests is less than twenty (Howell, 2002). When all of the 

characteristic variables are evaluated through the chi-square and ANOVA model, only 

three variables proved to be statistically significant: job structure, autonomy and years of 

social work practice.   
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Table 4.15 Relationship between Cluster Solution and School Social Worker 

Characteristics (categorical variables)  

Characteristic 

Chi-Square 

Value df Sig. 

Gender 6.80 6 .340 

Race 4.98 12 .959 

Highest degree 12.52 15 .639 

Level of license 11.07 15 .747 

Type of district 9.76 9 .370 

*Job structure 37.87 6 .000 

Only school social worker in school 5.58 3 .134 

Only school social worker in district 5.02 3 .170 

*Has autonomy 15.94 3 .001 

Serves elementary 6.33 3 .097 

Serves middle 4.32 3 .229 

Serves high 6.38 3 .095 

Specific school social work course 0.08 3 .995 

Table 4.16 Relationship between Cluster Solution and School Social Worker 

Characteristics (interval variables) 

Characteristic Sum of squares df Mean 

square 

F Sig. 

Age of participant      

Between groups     3.275     3 1.092   0.871 .458 

Within groups 206.855 165 1.254   

Total 210.130 168    

*Years of social work practice      

Between groups   28.413     3 9.471   3.208 .025 

Within groups 496.023 168 2.953   

Total 524.436 171    

Years of school social work practice      

Between groups     5.767     3 1.922   1.224 .303 

Within groups 262.245 167 1.570   

Total 268.012 170    
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Next, the frequency and means of the whole group data was compared to the 

results for the individual clusters.  Particular attention was paid to cluster three and 

cluster four, since they represent a distinctly high, positive response rate (cluster 4) and a 

distinctly low, negative response rate (cluster 3).   

Table 4.17 Comparison between Clusters and Group on Significant Variables 

Variable 
Cluster 3 (n = 28; 
negative cluster) 

Cluster 4 (n = 41; 
positive cluster) Mean for group 

Has autonomy (%) 51.9 89.2 76.6 

Job structure (%)    

   One school 25.0 72.5 47.5 

   Multiple campuses  50.0 27.5 45.1 

   Not placed on a campus 25.0   0.0   9.1 

Years social work experience 17.0 10.7 14.1 

 

The variable that captures the perceived autonomy that school social workers feel 

in their work environment, proved to have an interesting relationship with the 

participation in school climate tasks.  The members of cluster three, who responded with 

the lowest scores in completion of school climate tasks, also reported a significantly 

lower amount of autonomy in their positions.  Conversely, the members of cluster four 

who reported the highest use of school climate tasks also indicated that they had much 

higher perceptions of autonomy in their work. 

Additionally, the members of cluster 3 tended to work on either multiple 

campuses or were not placed directly on a campus, whereas members of cluster four 

worked largely on a single campus.  Finally, the members of cluster three had greater 

than average years of social work experience and cluster four had a smaller than average 

years of social work experience.  The possible meaning and implications of these results 

are explored in the following discussion section. 
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CHAPTER FIVE:  DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

The final chapter is comprised of three sections.  First, the results provided in the 

previous section will be summarized and interpreted in light of the three research aims.  

Next, the implications of the research will be discussed.  In particular, the implications 

for an enhanced understanding of school social work practice, the role of the school 

social worker in a positive school climate and opportunities in the practice and training of 

schools social workers will be examined.  Finally, the third section will consider the 

limitations of the current study and propose next steps to build on the understanding of 

school social workers’ contributions to a positive school climate. 

Summary of Research Results 

Do school social workers participate in tasks associated with enhancing school climate? 

The results of the survey clearly show that school social workers in Texas do 

participate in tasks associated with school climate.  The findings demonstrate a 

widespread use of skills linked to building a positive school climate, with three-quarters 

of the respondents answering directly that they felt their work contributed to a positive 

school climate and 93% selecting at least one general practice task related to school 

climate.  The school social workers also participated in tasks targeting multiple 

components of school climate confirmed by the results that over 75% of the respondents 

participated in at least four of the eight general school climate tasks.   

The most predominant tasks were those linked with building relationships of trust, 

engagement, respect and safety.  These are in-line with the traditional expertise of school 

social workers, but the literature shows that positive relationships and a supportive 

atmosphere can create an environment that benefits the overall climate for students, staff 

and families (Cohen et al., 2009, Woolley, 2006).  The tasks requiring a more macro 
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approach, like raising school morale and increasing cultural competency, were less 

prevalent, but still over half of the respondents felt they contributed to these in their 

practice.  These results are certainly encouraging as they show a high incidence of 

participation in tasks related to school level change occurring on a broad scale.  

Furthermore, it demonstrates real-world implementation of skills associated with building 

a positive school climate as part of routine practice approaches.    

Which specific tasks and skills do school social workers perform that are associated with 

building a positive school climate? 

The school social work respondents, again, reported widespread and 

comprehensive use of both the general and specific tasks related to a positive school 

climate.  Of the full list of forty-five tasks that school social workers might perform, an 

overwhelming number of positive responses were collected.  Each of the five domains of 

school climate; Physical and Emotional Safety, Support for Teaching and Learning, 

Interpersonal Relationships, School Connectedness and Professional Relationships and 

Leadership, reported a higher proportion of positive than negative responses to the 

participation in the tasks.   

By translating the domains of school climate into practice tasks, the data has 

captured how school social workers use their skills and expertise to potentially impact 

school climate.  Although a high percentage (76%) of the school social workers 

responded that their work ―helps to create a positive school climate or culture‖, by listing 

associated tasks, the percentage of participants that did at least one of the general tasks 

jumped to 93%.  No other school social work task survey has found results related 

specifically to school climate at this magnitude.  The findings can lend support to the idea 

that school social workers can do these tasks and, in fact, are doing these tasks.   



 

 93 

One of the remarkable results is the strong commitment to practice tasks that 

provide support for teaching and learning.  The mean score of the variables designated as 

support for teaching and learning was higher than all other domains.  77% of the school 

social workers report that they ―build relationships between teachers and students‖ and 

82% said they ―advocate with teachers to meet student needs.‖ Of particular note, 64% of 

the school social workers felt that their work raised teacher expectations for at-risk 

students.  High expectations for all students are a key element in a positive school climate 

that may not be easily associated to the work that school social workers perform (Haynes, 

1998).  The results show quite promisingly, however, that school social workers are 

fostering student-teacher relationships and working to affect teacher attitudes about the 

potential of at-risk students. 

At the same time, school social workers are also supporting school staff.  Fifty-

five percent of the school social workers provided individual or group support to teachers 

and 50% reported that they work to ―build relationships among school staff.‖  This 

provides further evidence that school social workers see their role in creating a supportive 

environment for members of the school community beyond just students.  The school 

climate literature speaks to the importance of a positive school climate for all members of 

the school community and it is clear that teachers who feel supported, safe and respected 

are a vital part of a healthy school climate (Grayson & Alvarez, 2008). 

How are particular school social worker characteristics related to the completion of 

tasks associated with enhancing school climate? 

The results from the cluster analysis provide two important discoveries.  First, of 

the demographic, employment and professional characteristics examined in each of the 

clusters, only three variables proved to be significant.  This means that there is a great 

deal of heterogeneity of social worker characteristics within the clusters.  Although the 
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original intention was to parcel out who might be more likely to participate in the tasks 

related to school climate, the actual findings are encouraging.  That is, the heterogeneity 

demonstrates that school social workers are not confined by particular characteristics 

from participating in the tasks.  The cluster with the high, positive response pattern was 

represented by school social workers at multiple school levels, in varied settings, with 

different employment configurations and practice traits.  It is, therefore, promising that 

the 41 school social workers with a very high percentage of participation in the school 

climate tasks are a diverse group.  The findings lend support to the feasibility of 

participating in the school climate related tasks across school settings and school social 

worker characteristics.   

The second important contribution of the cluster analysis is the identification of 

the importance of autonomy, job structure and years of experience in relationship to the 

participation in the school climate tasks.  These three characteristic variables were the 

only ones found to be statistically significant when profiling the cluster solutions.  By 

comparing these variables across the high, positive response cluster and the low, negative 

response cluster, one can see how they might influence the emphasis on the school 

climate tasks.   

The respondents that reported the highest levels of participation in the school 

climate tasks also reported a higher degree of autonomy in their employment practice.  

The survey question specifically states, ―I have autonomy to develop programming and 

interventions relevant for my school or district.‖  The high, positive response cluster 

demonstrated a 13% higher response rate to this question, and the low, negative response 

cluster strikingly reported a 25% lower response rate.  These findings imply that when 

school social workers are given the space to develop the programming they feel best fits 

their individual campuses; they are more likely to use skills that enhance school climate.  
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And, conversely, school social workers that perceive less autonomy in their positions are 

more constrained from participating on the school climate related tasks.   

Job structure also played an important part in the participation in school climate 

tasks.  The high, positive response cluster was much more likely (by 35%) to represent 

social workers placed on one campus. It is understandable that school social workers 

practicing on one campus could be more successful in building relationships and 

engaging students, than those that split their time between multiple campuses.  However, 

over a quarter of the social workers in the high, positive response cluster did report that 

they were responsible for multiple campuses, indicating that it is still possible.  On the 

other hand, 50% of the school social workers indicating the lower, negative response 

patterns on school climate tasks were placed on multiple campuses.  Practicing on 

multiple campuses presents additional challenges to school social workers in a number of 

ways related to school climate since their time, resources and energy are divided amongst 

campuses.  The findings from this study reinforces the difficulties to build relationships 

and connection when not a full time member of a school community.   

The last significant social worker characteristic variable that proved significant in 

the cluster differences was years of social work practice.  Interestingly, school social 

work experience was not significant, but years of social work experience overall was 

significant.  The specific results, however, are somewhat confounding.  The high, 

positive response cluster actually had less professional social work experience by three 

and a half years than the total sample population.  The low, negative response cluster 

averaged three years more social work experience.  One possible explanation is that the 

low, negative response cluster (with more years of experience) represented more 

administrative positions which are less likely to be directly placed on a campus or have 

more supervisory than direct practice responsibilities.  Another possible interpretation is 
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that school social workers with less experience might be more recently out of their 

academic training.  It is possible that more emphasis has been placed on broader clinical 

approaches or on addressing school climate in social work training programs in recent 

years. 

Implications of Research 

Enhanced Understanding of Macro Practice 

In previous school social work research authors have defined macro practices in a 

way that suggested that school social workers do not adequately participate in macro 

level interventions (Allen-Meares, 1994; Dupper & Evans, 1996) This study suggest that 

this may not be the case when macro level tasks are defined differently to include those 

involved in school climate interventions.  Working to build a positive school climate is a 

school-level intervention with widespread impact on student outcomes.  The research 

from this study makes the connection that school social workers participate extensively in 

tasks associated with a positive school climate as part of their routine practice.  This 

understanding can serve to broaden the professional framework of macro tasks and 

increase knowledge of how school social workers can participate in meaningful school-

wide change.  By using their expertise and skills in interpersonal relationships, fostering 

safety and respect, and engaging students, parents and teachers; school social workers can 

affect broad system level change for all members of the school community, not just those 

on their caseload.  Most importantly, the research findings place school social worker 

expertise in a school reform framework and captures how they can contribute to school-

wide change within their clinical practice duties.  

Previous discussions in school social work literature have placed traditional 

clinical skills apart from efforts to create school-wide change to remove barriers to 
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learning.  Frey and Dupper (2005) began to transform this thinking in their adaptation of 

the clinical quadrant by minimizing the division of clinical skills from those used to 

effect school wide change by placing all within a broad clinical framework.  As discussed 

previously, they suggested that macro level changes can be accomplished using refined 

clinical skills and this current study appears to lend empirical support to the fact that 

clinical skills can be used to facilitate macro level change.  Participation in school climate 

related tasks are an ideal example of the use of clinical skills that can influence school-

wide change.    

School social workers are also encouraged to use approaches that target 

interventions that could fall into more than one quadrant.  Again, the tasks associated 

with building a positive school climate are good examples since they can impact 

individuals and environments at the micro and macro level.  However, the clinical 

quadrant as a conceptual tool might provide an artificial division of tasks, when the 

approaches may be blended in reality.  Since school social work practice does not occur 

in a vacuum, the dimensions of the clinical quadrant do not capture the cumulative effect 

of building relationships, increasing engagement and fostering an environment of safety 

and respect; as these things change, the school changes.  By using their skills and 

expertise, school social workers can begin a ripple effect across the quadrants that might 

be hard to quantify, but certainly represent the types of skills that are needed to influence 

a positive school climate, and in fact have been suggested to do so in the research 

literature (Cohen & Greier, 2010; Comer, Joyner & Ben-Avie, 2004). 

Role of School Social Worker in a Positive School Climate 

The research findings detail a large number of ways that school social workers 

can play a part in shaping a positive school climate.  Some of the tasks are widely 
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accepted as part of the job description of school social work, like advocating for student 

needs, educating teachers or engaging parents.  However, a number of the tasks expand 

the understanding of the roles that school social workers can fill that are related to school 

climate.  These are tasks that many of the school social workers do, but may not have 

been recognized as a significant contribution.  For example, school social workers can 

facilitate difficult discussions, shift perspectives, raise expectations and model healthy 

relationships.  In fact, 45% of the school social workers responded that they did ―role 

model strengths-based language‖ on their campuses.  The power of changing the way that 

students and families are spoken to and spoken about has not been measured, but likely 

has widespread ramifications for school climate.   

Another observation is the number of tasks where school social workers serve as a 

mediator for building relationships.  Strong and healthy relationships based on mutual 

respect are an important factor in school climate. A relationship with a significant adult is 

a key factor in improved student outcomes and a positive school climate. Rather than 

acting as the significant relationship, school social workers are actively facilitating and 

fostering relationships between students and teachers, parents and teachers, the school 

and the community, and among the school staff.  This insight can help increase the 

acknowledgment of the importance of acting as a ―relationship builder‖ on a campus, as 

well as expand the reach of an individual social worker. 

Practice and Training of School Social Workers 

School social workers can participate in tasks related to improving school climate 

without a considerable change in their practice approach.  It might be as simple as doing 

more of what they are already doing or even just recognizing the impact of their work on 

school climate.  With the knowledge of the worth of engaging in school climate related 
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tasks, school social workers can be more purposeful in their intention to influence school 

climate.  Deliberately affecting the climate on their campuses provides another avenue 

for removing school-wide barriers to learning.   

In addition, evidence-based interventions that are multifaceted with flexibility to 

be adapted into a specific school environment and that require minimal costs and training 

are often the best fit for school social work practice (Franklin & Kelly, 2009; Franklin & 

Hopson, 2007).   Most of the school climate practice tasks require little funding or 

additional training, and school social workers are already performing them widely on 

campuses.  In addition, by linking their participation in school climate related tasks to 

improved student outcomes, school social workers can also further market themselves as 

important members of the school community.   

Limitations and Future Research 

The research has some limitations worth noting due to several methodological and 

analysis issues.  First of all, since the research is exploratory and descriptive in nature, the 

results are not intended to be generalized to a larger school social worker population.  

The findings are useful, instead, as a first step in making an empirical connection 

between school social worker practice skills and indicators of a positive school climate 

Second, the response rate for the survey completion was adequate, but low.  The reasons 

for the low completion rate are unknown and might have some bearing on the results.  

Since a complete list of social workers practicing in Texas schools does not exist, it is not 

possible to compare the participants with the total population to see if they are 

representative.  However, every effort was made to contact all school social workers and 

to encourage their participation in the survey and the participants did reflect a diverse 

sample of school social worker characteristics and across school settings. The sample is 
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also significant as it is the largest known sample of social workers practicing in Texas to 

date. 

Cluster analysis proved to be a useful tool in understanding how school social 

worker characteristics were related to participation in the school climate task.  However, 

cluster analysis itself is subjective and non- inferential.  Although the researcher feels 

confident that the most optimal cluster solution was found, different decisions about 

metrics and algorithms used in the analysis would likely produce different clustering 

results.  Finally, as discussed in the methodology section, the data did present some 

concerns with multicollinearity.  Steps were made to ensure the best resolution of the 

concern, but ultimately the analysis proceeded using correlated variables.  Again, the 

actual effect of the multicollinearity is unknown, but might have had some consequence 

on the clustering process.   

As far as interpretation of the research results, one thing to note is that it is not 

known the magnitude, quality, or outcomes of the performance of the school climate 

related tasks.  The findings are based on the perceptions of tasks by school social workers 

as indicated in the survey. The results show that the school social workers report doing 

the tasks, but it is not known if they are actually influencing the school climate.  

However, this research project can serve as the first step in understanding how school 

social workers can play a part in creating a positive school climate by defining the 

clinical skills of school social workers in relationship to school climate tasks and 

verifying that school social workers do participate in tasks related to school climate.  

From this confirmation, further research can be built to investigate the process, outcomes, 

and the roles of school social workers in facilitating changes in school climate.  In 

addition, the list of practice tasks associated with school climate can serve as an 

important preliminary step in developing a scale to measure school social workers roles 
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in school climate change.  As discussed previously, a number of psychometrically sound 

scales have been developed to measure student and staff perceptions of school climate, 

but a scale to appraise the efforts of school social workers (or other school staff) to 

address issues of school climate could be a valuable contribution to the field (Freiberg, 

1999; NSCC, 2007). 

Further research can also explore the relationship between a positive school 

climate, school social worker roles and student outcomes.  A substantial and growing 

body of research has linked attributes of school climate to a number of positive student 

outcomes, including lowering the achievement gap, school completion, increased test 

scores and a reduction of risky behaviors (Cohen et al., 2009; McNeely & Falci, 2004).  

Research that links the role of school social workers in creating a positive school climate 

and in improving student outcomes would be a timely and relevant understanding of the 

important role of school social workers.   

Conclusion 

School social work practice that targets students and schools for change are the 

most effective and efficient approaches in removing barriers to learning for all students.  

Good clinical skills can address needs of the students and the school. Building a positive 

school climate requires attention to individual students, families, school staff, the 

community and the school environment. School social workers know that relationships 

can be fostered and changed, and as school climate research has shown, relationships can 

foster and change the school. 

Changing school climate is not an easy task, but one that school social workers 

are uniquely prepared for through their training and expertise.  School climate can be a 

risk or protective factor for students, but one that might be more easily changed than 
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other risk factors in the students’ background (like socioeconomic status or home 

environment).  Fortunately, small changes can make a difference and can have a ripple 

effect.  

In the current public school environment, where budgets are decreasing while 

student and school needs continues to grow, school social workers will be asked to do 

more with less.  Engaging in practice tasks that can promote a positive school climate can 

improve student outcomes and advance the school social work profession.  Furthermore, 

participating in school climate related tasks can demonstrate an effort from school social 

workers to engage in school-wide change. 
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APPENDIX 
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Texas School Social Workers Survey 

 
Directions: This survey is also available online.  If you prefer to take the online version, please visit the survey site at: 
http://www.zoomerang.com/Survey/?p=WEB2294AZYVXYB.  If you choose to complete the paper survey, please 
return it to us in the self-addressed, stamped envelope included with the survey.  Earn a $5 gift card!  All completed 
surveys mailed by June 15, 2009 will be eligible for a drawing for one of 100, $5 gift cards. 
 
  Part 1: Demographic information 
 

1. In what year were you born?    
______________ 

    

   
2. What is your gender?  Male              Female           Other 
       
3. What is your race/ethnicity 

 
 Black/African American  
 White/Caucasian  
 Native American  

   Latino/Chicano/Hispanic  
   Asian/Pacific Islander  
   Bi-racial  
   Other  
    
4. Please indicate the highest degree you have 

obtained 
 BSW  Non-social work Bachelors degree 
 MSW/MSSW 
 PhD in social work 

 Non-social work Masters degree 
 Non-social work PhD 

5. Please indicate your highest level of social work licensure 
 

 LBSW 
 LMSW 
 LMSW – AP 
 LCSW 
 No social work license 
 Inactive social work license 
 Other               

Please explain: _____________________________ 
   
6. How long have you practiced social 

work?     
________________  

   
7. How long have you practiced school social work?  

___________________ 
 

   
8. What school district do you work in?   _____________________________________          
   

9. Do you consider your school district:   Urban  Rural  Suburban  Other 

Please continue to the back of the page  

10.  Please choose the box that best describes your current job 
structure:  

 I work on one school campus 
 I work on multiple school campuses 
 I do not work at a school         

Please explain:  ____________________ 
 

 

Participant ID # ___________ 

 Date: _____________________ 

 

http://www.zoomerang.com/Survey/?p=WEB2294AZYVXYB
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Questions 11 - 15 apply only to school social workers that work in a SINGLE school.  If you work in multiple schools, please skip to 
question 16 
   
If you work in a single school, what is the name of the school where you work?  _________________________________ 
   
What was the most recent TEA rating for your school?    Exemplary 

 Recognized 
 Academically acceptable 

 Academically unacceptable 
 Not applicable 
 Don’t know 

   
Please rate how important this TEA rating is to you.  Very important  Of little importance 

 Important  Unimportant 
 Somewhat important  Don’t know 

 
14.  Has your school ever been rated “in need of improvement” for failing to 

make Adequate Yearly Progress or AYP (due to No Child Left Behind)? 
 Yes 
 No 

 Not applicable    
 Don’t know 

    
15. Has your school ever received sanctions for failing to make AYP (due to 

No Child Left Behind)? 
 Yes 
 No 

 Not applicable    
 Don’t know 

    
Questions 16-19 apply only to school social workers that work in MULTIPLE schools.  If you answered questions 12-16, please 
skip to Part 2. 
    
16.  If you work in multiple schools, what was the most recent TEA 

rating for MOST of the schools where you worked? 
 
 

 Exemplary 
 Recognized 
 Academically    

      acceptable 
 Don’t know 

 Academically unacceptable 
 Ratings vary greatly from      

      school to school 
 Not applicable 

    
17. Please rate how important this TEA rating is to you.  Very important  Of little importance 
  Important  Unimportant 

 Somewhat  
      important 

 Don’t know 

    
18. Have any of your schools ever been rated “in need of 

improvement” for failing to make Adequate Yearly Progress or 
AYP (due to No Child Left Behind)? 

 Yes 
 No 

 Not applicable    
 Don’t know 

    
19. Have any of your schools ever received sanctions for failing to 

make AYP (due to No Child Left Behind)? 
 Yes 
 No 

 Not applicable    
 Don’t know 

 
 
Part 2: Job structure and supervision 

 Agree Disagree Don’t 
Know 

I work for a population specific program that only serves particular students (i.e. 
pregnant students, homeless students) 

   

I am the only school social worker in my school(s)    

I am the only school social worker in my region    

I am the only school social worker in my district    

I have autonomy to develop programming and interventions relevant for my 
school or district. 
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1. Please indicate the grade levels that you serve.  Check all that apply: 
 

 Elementary  Middle/Junior 
High 

 High School  Other.  Please explain: 
_________________________ 

 
2. Please indicate who you are employed by (choose only one): 
 

 Individual school 
 School district      
 Non-profit agency (such as Communities in Schools) 
 Government agency (such as Department of Health and Human Services)  
 Other.  Please explain: _________________________________________________________ 

 
3. Approximately how many students do you directly serve in the course of one year?    
 

 0-25 students 
 26-50 students 
 51-100 students 
 101-150 students 
 151-200 students 
 201-300 students 
 More than 300 students 
 I do not directly serve students 

 
If you do not directly serve students, please indicate who you provide services to: 
________________________________________________________ 
 
Many school social workers receive clinical supervision.  However, the following question asks about your direct 
employment supervisor who supervises the tasks you perform each day.  Choose only one. 
 
I am supervised by: 
 

 School principal  Another social 
worker 

 District 
administrator 

 I do not have a supervisor 

 
 Other      Please describe: ______________________________________ 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Please continue to the back of the page  
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Please indicate how often your work focuses on each of the following types of interventions: 
 

 Never Rarely Occasionally Often Always 

My work focuses on: 

interventions with individuals, small groups or families 
and targets environmental change.  
 
(for example:  task force for school change, developing 
community linkages, consulting with teachers or 
parents) 

     

interventions with large groups and targets system-
wide change.  
 
(for example:  program development, advocating for 
policy change, community organizing) 

     

interventions with individuals, small groups or families 
and targets student change.  
 
(for example: therapy/support for students or family, 
small group counseling, crisis intervention) 

     

interventions with large groups that target student 
change  
 
(for example: child abuse awareness education, drug 
prevention programs, school or district wide trainings) 

     

 
 
 
 
Please RANK the following interventions from 1 (Most Important) to 4 (Least Important) in the provision of quality 
school social work services.  You may use each number 1-4 ONLY ONCE.     
 
A. Interventions with individuals, small groups or families that targets environmental change    __________  
(for example:  task force for school change, developing community linkages,  
consulting with teachers or parents) 
 
B. Interventions with large groups that targets system-wide change     __________  
(for example:  program development, advocating for policy change, community organizing) 
 
C. Interventions with individuals, small groups or families that targets student change   __________  
(for example: therapy/support for students or family, small group counseling,  
crisis intervention) 
 
D. Interventions with large groups that target student change     __________ 
(for example: child abuse awareness education, drug prevention programs,  
school or district wide trainings) 
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Part 3: Roles and responsibilities 
School social workers often have many job responsibilities.  Please read the list of job responsibilities and check all 
that apply to your current job. 

 Provide teacher consultation regarding student 
behavior 

 Build school wide respect for diversity 

 Provide referrals to outside agencies  Advocate for school change 
 Build relationships between parents and school staff  Help school staff to be more culturally competent  
 Facilitate peer mediation   Provide academic tutoring or homework assistance 
 Conduct campus wide needs assessments  Implement campus wide interventions 
 Parent or family outreach  Liaison between school and student’s family 
 Educate school staff about trends in student 

referrals for services  
 Make home visits 

 Conduct campus or district wide trainings  Lead parent workshops 
 Develop behavioral management plans  Build relationships among school staff 
 Advocate with administrators to meet students’ 

needs 
 Conduct individual needs assessments  

 Coordinate student mentoring programs  Provide TAKS tutoring or training 
 Build relationships between teachers and students  Participate in ARD or IEP meetings 
 Conduct individual counseling sessions  Recommend alternative strategies to resolve student 

issues 
 Conduct group counseling sessions  Provide crisis intervention services 
 Advocate with teachers to meet student needs  Participate in a school planning or advisory team 
 Provide anti-harassment education or training  Provide teacher training 
 Work to engage parents in school-wide policy and 

planning teams 
 Conduct psycho-educational programs (e.g., sexual 

health) 
 Manage referrals for social work services  Facilitate cultural diversity groups and events 
 Provide individual or group support to teachers  Role model strength-based language  
 Educate teachers and administrators about campus 

wide problems 
 Help teachers’ problem solve classroom management 

issues 
 Mentor students   Community organizing for school issues 
 Guide discussions about students’ barriers to 

learning 
 Conduct mental health assessments 

 Provide anti-bullying education or training  Proctor TAKS testing 
 Participate in a campus student support team  Work to change teacher attitudes  
 Facilitate difficult discussions between members of 

the school community (like achievement gap, 
racism, low staff morale, etc) 

 Sponsor a school club or extracurricular activity that 
helps students feel engaged in school 

 Organize programs to provide students with material 
needs (e.g. clothing drives) 

 Support consistency in school-wide handling of 
behavioral or discipline issues  

 Educate teachers and administrators about a 
particular student’s problems 

 Facilitate support for non-English speaking parents and 
students 

 
School social workers can contribute to the overall environment of a school.  If applicable, please choose the specific 
areas that you feel you have impacted through your work at a school.  Choose all that apply.  

 Help to foster positive relationships at my school  Help create a culturally competent environment.   
 Contribute to a higher morale at my school  Contribute to higher student engagement in school. 
 Help to foster trust between educators and students  Help raise teacher expectations for at-risk students 
 Help create a positive school climate or culture  Help create an environment where students feel 

emotionally safe 
 Help create an environment where students and 

educators feel respected  
 Not applicable - I do not perform these types of tasks 

 

Please continue to the back of the page  
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Part 4: Student characteristics    
 
School social workers often have an “inside view” into the lives of students.  Below is a list of student characteristics or 
situations that impact students.  Please choose the characteristics or situations that apply to the MAJORITY of the 
students that you serve.  Do not check the box if you only serve a few students who fit in the category.  If MOST of the 
students that you serve fit into the category then select that box.  Select all that apply: 
 
Example: If most of the students on my caseload had experienced dating violence, I would choose this box.  If only a 
few of the students had been suspended repeatedly, I would not choose this box. 

Peer relationships 
 Relationship problems with boyfriends/girlfriends 
 Dating violence 
 Sexual activity 
 Promiscuity 
 Gang involvement 

 Bullying (in-school or online) 
 Conflict resolution  
 Physical fighting 
 Poor social skills 

  
Family  

 Child abuse/neglect 
 Parent/guardian drug abuse 
 Incarcerated parent 
 Financial issues (housing, income, unemployment) 
 Lack of parental supervision 
 Poor parent support 
 Parents with cognitive disabilities 
 Parents with mental health disorders 
 Student pregnancy and/or parenting 

 Parents with serious health disorders 
 Loss of family member/significant grief 
 Students not living with their parents 
 Students living in foster care 
 Students caring for their younger siblings 
 Divorce/custody disputes 
 Family violence 
 Family issues/conflict within the family 

  
Medical/mental health 

 Anger 
 Low self-esteem 
 Suicidal thoughts 
 Depression 
 Self-injury 
 Eating disorders (including bulimia and anorexia) 
 Cognitive or learning disorders 

 Chronic medical conditions 
 Anxiety 
 Emotional disturbance 
 Oppositional Defiant Disorder 
 Conduct Disorder 
 Other diagnosed mental health disorders 
 Physical disabilities 

  
Education 

 Truancy 
 Test anxiety 
 Repeated suspensions 
 Expulsion 
 Lack of parent involvement at school 
 Student employment that negatively impacts 

academics 

 English as a Second Language/Limited English 
Proficient  
      status 

 Disciplinary/alternative school placement 
 Learning disorder 
 Lack of cultural understanding among school staff 
 Lack of material resources at home to complete 

school   
      projects/homework 

  
Other: 

 Students of color 
 Significant cultural differences that interfere with 

learning 
 Community violence 

 Lack of childcare for teen parents 
 Undocumented immigrant status  
 Low socioeconomic status 
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Please describe any other major problems that you have encountered: 

 
Part 5: Testing   
Please indicate your opinions about the TAKS test. 

 Strongly 
agree 

Agree Neither 
agree nor 
disagree 

Disagree Strongly 
disagree 

In general, the students I provide services to… 
 

have excelled on the TAKS test      

experience anxiety from the TAKS testing process      

understand the importance of the TAKS test      

are apathetic about the TAKS test      

are under a lot of pressure to do well on the TAKS test      

 

The TAKS test… 
 

is fair      

helps teachers gauge their teaching      

helps provide schools with more social service resources      

is a good measure of overall school performance      

causes students a great deal of stress      

is well matched with requirements to pass classes      

is contributing to grade retention or dropout rates      

is helping to close the achievement gap      

is contributing to behavior problems in schools      

helps students gauge their learning      

helps parents to choose better schools for their kids      

takes resources away from social service programs in the 
schools 

     

ensures that all students are tested uniformly      

prevents students from being overlooked      

helps traditionally underprivileged students to succeed in 
school 

     

forces teachers to spend a great deal of time on test 
preparation  

     

helps students see the importance of working harder in 
school 

     

causes teachers a great deal of stress      

keep schools accountable for student learning      

has a large impact on school social work services      

 

Please continue to the back of the page  
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 Strongly 
agree 

Agree Neither 
agree nor 
disagree 

Disagree Strongly 
disagree 

The TAKS test… 
 

has impacted my job a great deal      

makes it difficult to pull students from academic classes      

gives me more opportunities to provide school social work 
services 

     

has changed my job description or job tasks      

makes me more accountable for my work      

makes it more difficult to provide social work services to 
students 

     

has limited the number of students I can work with      

gives me a chance to connect my services to student 
academic outcomes 

     

has helped me work with students I otherwise would not have 
worked with 

     

has increased the amount of time I spend on direct academic 
instruction (i.e. academic tutoring, TAKS monitoring, etc) 

     

 
 
Some schools excel on the TAKS test and some schools struggle with the TAKS test.  Please indicate your level of 
agreement with the following statements based on your experiences as a school social worker. 
 

 Strongly 
agree 

Agree Neither 
agree nor 
disagree 

Disagree Strongly 
disagree 

In general, schools excel at the TAKS test because they:  
 

have good student attendance      

have qualified teachers      

have fewer students in special education programs      

are located in communities with fewer social problems      

have a positive school atmosphere      

have students that are well prepared for the test      

consist mostly of students with higher incomes      

are usually located in affluent communities      

have many caring teachers      

 

In general, schools struggle with the TAKS test because they:  
 

have many students in special education programs      

do not have qualified teachers      

do not have a positive school atmosphere      

have many students that are performing well below grade 
level 

     

are usually located in communities with many social problems      

are usually located in poorer communities      

have many uncaring teachers      



 

 112 

have poor student attendance      

have students that are unprepared for the test      

Please rate the following areas regarding your school social work experiences: 
 

 Strongly 
agree 

Agree Neither 
agree nor 
disagree 

Disagree Strongly 
disagree 

I feel that the social work training I received 
adequately prepared me to be a school social 
worker 

     

My employer provides relevant training to 
enhance my practice 

     

 
I took a specific course covering school social work:         Yes  No 
 
If you could change one thing about your job that would allow you to be a more effective school social worker, what 
would it be? 
______________________________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
We are trying to reach as many school social workers as possible with this survey so we can represent the voices of 
school social workers all over Texas.  If you know any other school social workers, we encourage you to tell them 
about this survey or send them the online link to the survey 
(http://www.zoomerang.com/Survey/?p=WEB2294AZYVXYB). They can contact us for more information at 
clagana@mail.utexas.edu    
 

Thank you so much for participating in this survey!  We appreciate your feedback!   
  

mailto:clagana@mail.utexas.edu
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