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INTRODUCTION

This special issue emerges from papers presented at the International School Social Work Conference hosted by
the Vanderbijlpark Campus of North-West University in September 2025. The conference was co-organised by
North-West University, Anglia Ruskin University, The University of Texas Rio Grande Valley, Umea University,
and University College Dublin, and attracted presenters from both the Global North and the Global South. The
conference theme was Unified for Impact: Global Innovations in School Social Work. The special issue brings
together a collection of scholarly contributions that foreground the evolving role of school social workers in
addressing the complex and intersecting challenges by learners and families

Despite the numerous challenges facing learners, school social work remains underdeveloped in most
countries, particularly in the Global South, few governments have committed to employing school-based social
workers to address the complex needs of learners. Given that children spend a significant portion of their time in
school settings, this special issue serves as a clarion call for policymakers and relevant authorities to prioritise the
employment of full-time social workers in schools. While some countries have recognised the importance of
school social work, many developing nations have yet to give it adequate attention. In countries such as South
Africa, where recognition is growing, significant disparities persist, with some provinces failing to employ school
social workers while others have more fully institutionalised these roles (Vergottini & Weyers, 2020).

It is crucial for training institutions in Africa to priorities specialised programmes in school social work. There
are a lot of vices haunting children ranging from poverty, violence, divorce and of late drug and substance abuse
among many others. Technological advancements have brought their own share of problems for learners. Bullying
and cyberbullying are the order of the day in many urban schools. The situation is worsened by the fact that
educators are not trained to address psychosocial problems facing learners while others feel that it is not their duty
to do so. These psychosocial problems result in poor academic performance and in extreme cases suicide has been
reported. Schools remain pivotal sites for early intervention and psychosocial support particularly in contexts
marked by poverty, inequality, violence and public health crisis. It is acknowledged that there is limited literature
on school social work practice within the African context (Khumalo, Ngcobo & Sithole, 2024).

This special issue responds to the gap by highlighting innovative practices, contextually grounded
interventions and policy-oriented discussions that seek to strengthen the professionalisation of school social work.
We thank the contributors towards this special issue which will contribute to the limited literature available on
school social work. It is our hope that this collection will stimulate further research, inform policy development,
practice innovations and ultimately enhance the capacity of school social work to promote learner well-being and
educational success.

The first article (Marissa & Williams) explores the experiences of school staff in delivering trauma-informed
care. The study employed a qualitative approach, collecting data from 17 participants in the Metro North District
of the Western Cape, South Africa. The findings suggest that social workers can act as catalysts for holistic,
trauma-informed care through the continuous provision and promotion of psychosocial support. They play a
critical role in creating safe spaces for clients and fostering a sense of safety within school environments.

The second article (Moss) examines the challenges and influence of the socio-economic environment on the
provision of school social work in Johannesburg, South Africa. Using non-probability purposive sampling, the
study involved 10 social workers from public, governing body, and independent schools. Data were collected
through semi-structured interviews and analysed using thematic analysis. The findings reveal a complex and
fragmented system in which social workers in under-resourced schools face significant constraints. Often
undertrained and overburdened, they are unable to deliver effective interventions, leaving many learners and
schools disadvantaged and further entrenching educational and social inequalities.

The third article (Reyneke) analyses the legal principles underpinning schools’ duty of care through a review
of key case law. It argues that the courts’ expectations regarding reasonable steps to prevent harm are
operationalised through specific policies and professional practices. The analysis identifies five key lessons:
balancing discipline with rehabilitation through restorative practices; upholding the duty to protect learners
regardless of parental cooperation; fulfilling children’s constitutional right to social services; ensuring early
interventions are holistic and professionally guided; and implementing mandated structures such as School-Based
Support Teams and the Policy on Screening, Identification, Assessment and Support. The article concludes that
school social workers are a legal necessity, as they are uniquely equipped to guide these processes and
operationalise the duty of care. Their integration into schools is therefore essential for risk management, learner
safety, and mitigating state liability.

The fourth article (Kjellgren) aims to develop a national model enabling Swedish school social workers
(SSWs) to engage with all learners during a specific school year. This model creates opportunities for pupils to
share experiences related to daily life, school circumstances, mental health, social relationships, and family
contexts, thereby supporting systematic identification of those in need of psychosocial support. Practitioners
adapted local models for Psychosocial Health Support Sessions (PSHS), which were validated through 28
interviews with a range of stakeholders, including principals, SSWs, school nurses, teachers, pupils, and public
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health officials. The findings indicate that PSHS provides a structured approach that ensures all children are seen,
heard, and supported. The model enhances SSWs’ capacity to identify learners requiring further intervention and
strengthens a holistic psychosocial perspective at organisational, group, and individual levels. Its implementation
is recommended to reinforce preventive efforts and promote overall well-being.

The fifth article (Sosa & Phelps) presents findings from an evaluation of the Train-the-Trainer component of
the Culturally Informed Response to Grief and Loss (CIRGL) certificate programme. Grounded in the
understanding that school social workers are uniquely positioned to respond to grief and loss, the study
demonstrates that such experiences cannot be addressed solely at the individual level but require culturally
informed, collective, and systemic approaches. Participants reported a shift from avoidance to active engagement,
reflection, and compassionate practice. The programme expanded practitioners’ understanding of grief to include
losses associated with immigration enforcement, racialised violence, and economic instability. The article
concludes by reflecting on the implications of these findings for application in African contexts.

The sixth article (Mano & Tedam) explores the lived experiences of three school social work practice
educators in the United Kingdom. Four key themes emerged: role ambiguity and professional identity;
safeguarding and teacher training needs; the impact of early intervention and student self-referral; and systemic
challenges related to funding. The findings highlight that school social workers serve as vital links between home,
school, and community, providing early intervention and safeguarding support that enhances learners’ capacity to
engage in education. However, tensions persist due to differing professional values, limited safeguarding training
for school staff, and inconsistent policy and funding frameworks. The study concludes that embedding social
workers in schools through clear policy direction, sustained funding, and mandatory safeguarding training would
strengthen collaborative practice and improve outcomes for children.

The seventh article (Robinson) investigates the perspectives of 18 South African social workers on the role of
schools and peer groups in contributing to harmful sexual behaviour (HSB). Using a qualitative exploratory design
and semi-structured interviews, the study identifies inadequate sexuality education, insufficient supervision, and
peer pressure as key risk factors. It recommends strengthening supervision, implementing skills-based sexuality
education that includes legal awareness, and equipping educators with clear referral pathways to social workers.

The eighth article (Borgesson & Kjellgren) examines the experiences of eight Swedish elementary school
social workers providing counselling to children experiencing mental ill-health and their parents. The findings
underscore the importance of normalising children’s expressions of distress, clarifying professional boundaries,
and strengthening collaboration between school-based and specialised services. The study also highlights
structural tensions between expectations of SSWs and their formal training, pointing to the need for systemic
reforms to ensure equitable and developmentally appropriate support. Key implications include the need for
clearer guidelines, improved referral systems, and access to specialised training in mental health assessment and
evidence-based counselling.

The ninth article (Joubert et al.) presents an international social work placement model for postgraduate pre-
registration students, based on a collaboration between Sheffield Hallam University, North-West University, and
Khula Development Group in Paarl, South Africa. The initiative promotes global learning through the exchange
of practices and interdisciplinary collaboration involving social work, occupational therapy, and community
stakeholders. The 70-day placement provides immersive exposure to school-based social work, highlighting the
importance of multi-agency collaboration, child protection, and community engagement. It also fosters cultural
competence and holistic practice through interaction with educators, families, and communities.

The tenth article (Mthamane-Maota & Malesa) examines innovative anti-bullying strategies aimed at building
inclusive school communities, with a focus on the role of school social workers in driving systemic change.
Drawing on a comprehensive literature review, the study analyses restorative justice, trauma-informed
approaches, peer-led interventions, teacher responses, and digital tools. While South Africa has policy frameworks
such as the School Safety Framework, implementation remains inconsistent. Teachers often lack adequate training
to address diverse forms of bullying, including cyberbullying and discrimination against LGBTQI learners.
Although peer-led and Ubuntu-based approaches show promise, they are not widely implemented. The study
identifies gaps in programme evaluation, legislation, and the integration of social workers, while highlighting
opportunities for strengthening collaboration and embedding relational, care-based leadership.

The eleventh article (Joubert et al.) presents a strengths-based toolkit for managing psychosocial challenges
in school and classroom settings. It highlights the significant impact of such challenges on learner behaviour,
school climate, and academic outcomes in South Africa. Although educators are at the forefront of responding to
these issues, they often lack adequate training, institutional support, and access to structured, evidence-based
resources. Limited access to mental health professionals further exacerbates the situation, leaving educators
overwhelmed.

The twelfth article (McManus et al.) explores the experiences of BA and MA social work students undertaking
school-based placements, alongside their practice educators and on-site supervisors. The study shows that students
often begin their placements feeling uncertain about their roles and learning opportunities. However, through
supportive supervision, they develop confidence and recognise the value of relational and creative interventions
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with children and families. Over time, students gain clarity about their professional roles and appreciate the unique
opportunities that school settings offer for early, preventive, and relationship-based practice.
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