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School Social Work Association of America 

Position Paper 
 

 

School Reopening Priorities and Guidance during the COVID-19 Pandemic 

 
Our nation is in the midst of navigating two public health crises related to the COVID-19 
pandemic and the traumatic deaths of George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, Ahmaud Aubry and others, 
both of which are unresolved. The recent and repeated incidents of police brutality in this 
country is a major public health problem taking a tremendous toll on the psychological wellbeing 
of Black, Indigenous and People of Color. As School Social Workers, we are tasked with the 
responsibility of not only helping our students and families manage these crises, but also the 
staff with whom we work. 
 
Given the urgency and fluid nature of these times, with the increasing and disparaging impacts of 
the COVID-19 pandemic as well as long standing unaddressed racial inequities have been felt 
across the United States, how we think and respond to the overarching economic, psychological 
and racial disparities is critical.  The recent and repeated incidents of police brutality in this 
country is a major public health problem that joins COVID-19 in taking a disproportionately 
tremendous toll on the health and psychological well-being of Black, Indigenous and People of 
Color (BIPOC) everywhere.  The precipitating factors that pushed our nation into these crises 
remain unaddressed and unresolved which will impact any chosen re-opening plan: 
 

● There is continued racial injustice toward our black and brown communities and 

unanswered calls for the necessary societal change to address long standing systemic 

racial inequities in our institutions.  

● There is no vaccine, inadequate testing and contact tracing to mitigate the spread COVID-

19, the demand for personal protective equipment (PPE) exceeds availability, and access 

to medical resources is scarce while health precautions become snarled in political 

polarization. 

● There is disparity with access to health resources specifically in undocumented 

communities who may not have access to testing and once they are sick, can not afford 

medical bills, are turned away, or face a long wait for services.  

 
As a result of these unresolved crises and a lack of educational funding to address them, pushing 
to move forward without attending to the underlying issues will be fraught with challenges. 
Therefore, it is critical that school social workers continue to acknowledge and voice how 
collectively our students, staff, leaders, schools, communities and ourselves are operating in a 
persistent state of crisis. The chronic nature of this crisis calls for school social workers to 

http://www.sswaa.org/
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/community/schools-childcare/guidance-for-schools-h.pdf
https://rethinkingschools.org/articles/from-the-race-to-the-top-to-the-plunge-to-the-bottom/
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maintain a laser focus on prioritizing physical, emotional, and social safety for students. This 
includes continual assessment and alignment of services and supports that promote the overall 
wellbeing and safety of students and the school community; optimizes opportunities to identify 
and cultivate the services, supports, and family engagement necessary for our students, families, 
schools and communities; and empowerment to promote the self-care necessary for the 
resilience to endure and emerge from these challenging times stronger. 
 
The three main priorities in reopening: Safety, Services, and Self-Care 
 
Safety 

Schools have an integral role in the education of the whole child and the safety and wellbeing of 
communities. SSWAA urges school social workers to collaborate with school district 
administrators and local health officials to assess the readiness for reopening and to plan for 
when students do physically return to school. The Center for Disease Control and Prevention 
(CDC, 2020) has a guiding document that supports school staff in considering the policies and 
procedures, supplies, training, and communication needed in order to reopen schools in a way 
that supports the physical, emotional, and social health of school communities. 

Whether starting the year off in-person, hybrid or remotely, school social workers will play a 
critical role because of their understanding of the interrelated importance of physical and 
psychological safety as well as the ways in which the racism endemic within institutions of 
education and health care create and exacerbate inequities.  
 
It is imperative, now more than ever, that school social workers take the lead from students, 
families, and communities. School social workers can use their positionality within schools in 
order to elevate and amplify the voices and demands of students when it comes to both the 
school community’s response to COVID-19 and their role and complicity in the racism of our 
educational system. School social workers can do their own education as well as educate their 
colleagues on the ways in which they uphold systems of oppression and white supremacy in 
schools.  
 
With this in mind school social workers should: 
 

● COVID-19 

○ Stay up to date on national, state, local, and tribal health information; 

○ Assert a teach first approach to COVID-19 health precautions by supporting 

purposeful efforts to help students understand the expectations of the changed 

school environment; 

○ Ensure that COVID-19 health precautions are integrated and taught from a social 

emotional learning mindset; 

○ Educate and reinforce with students, their families and school personnel the 

importance of following CDC guidelines and those of their school district for 

safety in the school, on the bus, and in their community 

http://www.sswaa.org/
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/downloads/community/School-Admin-K12-readiness-and-planning-tool.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/communication/guidance-list.html?Sort=Date%3A%3Adesc
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/php/open-america/hd-search/index.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/community/schools-childcare/schools.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/communication/social-media-toolkit.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/communication/print-resources.html?Sort=Date%3A%3Adesc
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/communication/print-resources.html?Sort=Date%3A%3Adesc
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○ Conduct home (“porch”) visits following CDC and local school district guidelines to 

include social distancing and appropriate PPE . 

○ Support families that have children that test positive for COVID 

○ Support teachers to engage with students about the pandemic and to open the 

pathways for necessary communication and support regarding the impact COVID-

19 has on our lived experiences. 

 
● Assess and address racial inequities. 

○ Conduct an equity context analysis at the school and district-level to identify 

policies and practices that uphold racism and negatively impact BIPOC students 

and staff. 

■ Seattle Public Schools Racial Equity Analysis Tool 

■ Western States Racial Justice Assessment Tool 

○ Initiate strategic planning to address the outcomes of the equity context analysis 

that includes school social work at the table. 

 
Services 
 
As schools reopen, in-person or remotely, social-emotional learning (SEL) and the mental health 
of students, staff, and families within a multi-tiered system of support (MTSS) should be 
prioritized. School social workers can support schools in identifying and implementing 
appropriate SEL curriculum so that all students in the school community receive support during 
these challenging times.  
 
Some students will benefit from additional support and intervention, and school social workers 
should prepare a plan for how to deliver these group and individual services both in-person and 
remotely. School social workers are poised to make the transition to match the designated 
educational delivery to prevent any gaps in services.  
 
With this in mind school social workers should practice according to the National School Social 
Work Model whether supporting in-person, hybrid or remote learning: 
 

● Provide evidence-based education, behavior, and mental health services 

○ Review the NASW Technology in Social Work Practice standards 

○ Consider confidentiality and ethics in planning for remote services 

○ Consider using a specific consent form to provide virtual services 

○ Seek additional training on the provision of virtual services 

■ Explore avenues and opportunities to provide SSW assessments virtually 

■ Progress Monitoring Social and Emotional Goals While Utilizing 

Technology 

http://www.sswaa.org/
https://dhs.iowa.gov/sites/default/files/DHS_COVID19_HomeVisitationGuidance.pdf?080720200118
https://www.unicef.org/coronavirus/6-ways-parents-can-support-their-kids-through-coronavirus-covid-19
https://www.schoolcrisiscenter.org/resources/covid-19-pandemic-resources/
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/community/health-equity/race-ethnicity.html
https://www.seattleschools.org/UserFiles/Servers/Server_543/File/District/Departments/DREA/racial_equity_analysis_tool.pdf
https://www.njjn.org/uploads/digital-library/AssessingOurOrganizations_RacialJustice%20(1)%20(1).pdf
https://aab82939-3e7b-497d-8f30-a85373757e29.filesusr.com/ugd/486e55_bc9b15d583264806a8664c192d82853f.pdf
https://aab82939-3e7b-497d-8f30-a85373757e29.filesusr.com/ugd/486e55_bc9b15d583264806a8664c192d82853f.pdf
https://www.socialworkers.org/includes/newIncludes/homepage/PRA-BRO-33617.TechStandards_FINAL_POSTING.pdf
https://www.socialworktoday.com/news/eoe_0420.shtml
https://nyssswa.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/NASW-Telemental-Health-Informed-Consent-Form.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yTaGc2wGPD0&feature=youtu.be&list=PL5CQX-aE-0s5RuNQApxebC6z-NzqJjaZZ
https://schoolsocialwork.net/ssw-practice-during-a-pandemic-plans-tools-strategies-from-a-loyola-smhapp-student/
https://osepideasthatwork.org/continuity-learning-during-covid-19
https://schoolsocialwork.net/progress-monitoring-social-and-emotional-goals-while-utilizing-technology/
https://schoolsocialwork.net/progress-monitoring-social-and-emotional-goals-while-utilizing-technology/
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■ Supporting Our Kids from a Distance: Tools & Strategies to Provide SEL & 

SpEd Services 

○ Help families navigate the school decision-making process and their role 

supporting student’s education 

○ Consider adopting tools for virtual engagement and support 

■ Closegap 

■ Atlas for Schools 

■ SuperBetter 

■ Centervention 

■ GoZen! 

■ Mind Yeti 

○ Develop a plan for student behavior supports provided virtually 

■ Supporting and Responding to Behavior 

■ Moving from the Physical Classroom to the Virtual Classroom: PBIS 

Foundations (Settings, Expectations, Routines) 

○ Establish a virtual school social worker office that students and families can 

access. 

■ Creating a Virtual Counseling Office 

■ Creating a Bitmoji Classroom/Office 

 
● Promote a school climate and culture conducive to student learning and teaching 

excellence.  

○ Provide Social Emotional Learning (SEL) services  through an equity lens 

■ Guide for Racial Justice & Abolitionist Social and Emotional Learning 

■ Social, Emotional, and Academic Development Through an Equity Lens 

○ Elevate and amplify student voices 

■ Elevating student voices in education provides implementation markers 

and case studies 

○ Support school personnel as they navigate their own stressors  

○ Step up to be a thought leader 

 
● Maximize access to school-based and community-based resources to support students 

and families. 

○ Connection & collaboration with community resources will continue to be an 

emphasis due to the various reopening models and potential shifting between 

models in response to COVID-19 community trends. 

■ Supporting Clients in Under-Resourced Communities During the COVID-19 

Pandemic 

http://www.sswaa.org/
https://schoolsocialwork.net/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/Webinar-Tech-SEL-Webinar-2020-Santos-_-Colindres.pdf
https://schoolsocialwork.net/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/Webinar-Tech-SEL-Webinar-2020-Santos-_-Colindres.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/community/schools-childcare/decision-tool.html
https://www.teachthought.com/technology/remote-learning-tips-for-parents/
https://www.teachthought.com/technology/remote-learning-tips-for-parents/
https://www.closegap.org/
https://www.atlasmh.com/schools
https://www.superbetter.com/
https://www.centervention.com/
https://gozen.com/
https://vimeo.com/mindyeti
https://www.pbisapps.org/community/Pages/A-4-Step-Plan-for-Handling-Problem-Behavior-Remotely.aspx
https://assets.website-files.com/5d3725188825e071f1670246/5d65b0e545315207b297d7c3_supporting%20and%20responding%20to%20behavior.pdf
http://www.pbisca.org/departments/educationalservices/prevention/cpc/pbis/Documents/April%20Webinar%20Series/4.13.20%20CPC%20Webinar%20Handout.pdf
http://www.pbisca.org/departments/educationalservices/prevention/cpc/pbis/Documents/April%20Webinar%20Series/4.13.20%20CPC%20Webinar%20Handout.pdf
http://forhighschoolcounselors.blogspot.com/2016/04/creating-virtual-counseling-office.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZUDoniqrUmQ
https://measuringsel.casel.org/sel-in-an-unplanned-home-school-setting/
https://abolitionistteachingnetwork.org/guide
https://edtrust.org/social-emotional-and-academic-development-through-an-equity-lens/
https://www.enrichingstudents.com/why-student-voice-matters/
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/education-k-12/reports/2019/08/14/473197/elevating-student-voice-education/
https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/how_to_support_teachers_emotional_needs_right_now
https://www.businessnewsdaily.com/9253-thought-leadership.html
https://www.childtrends.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/SouthWardCOVIDTipSheetWorkers_ChildTrends_May2020.pdf
https://www.childtrends.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/SouthWardCOVIDTipSheetWorkers_ChildTrends_May2020.pdf
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○ Maintaining active engagement and connection with community providers to 

monitor changes to service delivery and appropriately match clients to the 

services and supports available.  

■ Community Resource Connects: Linking Families to Social Services During 

the Coronavirus Pandemic 

○ Advocate for vulnerable populations to ensure they have access to education and 

services that they may need including undocumented students and family 

members, LGBTQ and Indigenous youth, and Communities of Color. 

 
Self-Care 
 
While providing school social work services we need to stay safe and mitigate the spread of 
COVID-19, we are also trying to navigate the many questions and concerns that this pandemic is 
raising for us, both professionally and personally, as we worry about our own health and the 
health of those we love. School districts have begun to share their plans for reopening with their 
communities and the following provides guidance to support your work. 
 
So that school social workers can provide safety and services, they should: 

● Protect themselves from COVID-19 exposure 

● Take care of themselves 

● Stay in touch with their own emotions  

● Document your strengths and practice gratitude  

● Stay aware of federal policy that impacts personal versus sick time. The Families First 

Coronavirus Response Act (FFCRA or Act) requires certain employers to provide their 

employees with paid sick leave and expanded family and medical leave for specified 

reasons related to COVID-19. These provisions will apply from April 1, 2020 through 

December 31, 2020. Additionally, individuals may receive an additional ten weeks of 

expanded family and medical leave under the Emergency Family and Medical Leave 

Expansion Act (EFMLEA), which requires that certain employers provide up to 10 weeks 

of paid, and 2 weeks unpaid, emergency family and medical leave to eligible employees if 

the employee is caring for his or her son or daughter whose school or place of care is 

closed or whose child care provider is unavailable for reasons related to COVID-19. 

● Network with your peers through avenues provided by SSWAA  

○ SSWAA’s Practitioners of Color Ad Hoc Committee 

○ SSW 2 SSW Peer Assistance Network 

 
 
 
 
 

http://www.sswaa.org/
https://policylab.chop.edu/blog/community-resource-connects-linking-families-social-services-during-coronavirus-pandemic
https://policylab.chop.edu/blog/community-resource-connects-linking-families-social-services-during-coronavirus-pandemic
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/u/1/d/1gTPHa4gKKZtP7LUoBxUgXn4G9mzT4Fi86tTQ_DT-eAE/htmlview?fbclid=IwAR1xCvwqgp742_6GP00rtIqPq6mSni5NucfgByWa0l5dZ253Uy6NOVPnNXI
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1XJkSzf7cFRnktBSV95GYv-x4O-UsA8_adVW1R1gEbaw/edit
https://www.urban.org/urban-wire/including-immigrants-state-and-local-support-responses-during-covid-19-pandemic
https://www.thetrevorproject.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/Implications-of-COVID-19-for-LGBTQ-Youth-Mental-Health-and-Suicide-Prevention.pdf
https://www.culturalsurvival.org/news/9-ways-indigenous-rights-are-risk-during-covid-19-crisis
https://www.rwjf.org/en/blog/2020/05/caring-for-mental-health-in-communities-of-color-during-covid-19.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/prevent-getting-sick/prevention.html?CDC_AA_refVal=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.cdc.gov%2Fcoronavirus%2F2019-ncov%2Fneed-extra-precautions%2Fwhat-you-can-do.html
https://www.nctsn.org/sites/default/files/resources/fact-sheet/taking_care_of_yourself.pdf
http://www.hostinguc.com/casel/20200327/healthy-emotion-regulation-during-stressful-times.pdf?utm_source=Marketing&utm_campaign=a931ed4b41-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_02_19_05_07_COPY_01&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_998006a94f-a931ed4b41-423931116
https://www.mayoclinichealthsystem.org/gratitude
https://www.dol.gov/agencies/whd/pandemic/ffcra-employer-paid-leave
https://www.dol.gov/agencies/whd/pandemic/ffcra-employer-paid-leave
https://www.dol.gov/agencies/whd/ffcra
https://www.dol.gov/agencies/whd/ffcra
https://www.sswaa.org/get-connected-with-sswaa
https://www.sswaa.org/get-connected-with-sswaa
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