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To the committee,

I’'m very excited to apply for the Bruce S. Jansson MSW Award and am grateful for your
consideration. I am excited to share about my involvement in various efforts to pass the SUPER
Act. The SUPER Act is a Massachusetts bill that would remove the LCSW licensure exam,
provide stipends for some unpaid MSW internships, and allow LICSWs to earn continuing
education credit for providing supervision to LCSWs and MSW students. The goal of the
SUPER act is to address pipeline challenges and increase diversity of social workers and mental
health providers in the Commonwealth of Massachusetts. Accomplishing this would relieve the
burden of social worker shortages. The Massachusetts Health and Hospital Association (2022)
reported on the shortage of social workers in healthcare settings at the end of 2022. Their report
found that there was a 29% vacancy rate for LCSWs and a 24% vacancy rate for LICSW.

Furthermore, the Massachusetts Health Policy Commission (2023) released a report
acknowledging the shortage of behavioral and mental health workers due to expensive and
lengthy training as well as low wages for pre-licensure providers. In the same report they made
numerous recommendations including broadening representation in the future workforce so that
providers of behavioral and mental health care represent the communities they serve, clear and
accessible career ladders, support for senior workers to serve as mentors, government
investments to address bottlenecks in the professional development process and reducing barriers
to entry.

Furthermore, data from the Association of Social Work Boards (ASWB) exam shows racial
disparities in LCSW exam passage rates. These inequitable outcomes have been attributed to the
failure to address inequitable test characteristics. This results in vulnerable communities of color
being far less likely to receive support from social workers and mental health providers that
share their background which can impact the quality of their care, thus negatively impacting
patient outcomes (National Association of Social Workers—Massachusetts Chapter, 2022).
Consequently, the SUPER Act would have a wide impact on both social workers and students
advancing their careers in the field and various vulnerable communities residing within
Massachusetts. Consequently, the population of individuals impacted by this legislation would be
significant.



The efforts I have been involved in to pass the SUPER Act have been a connected string of
advocacy actions. It began with a policy class assignments designed to facilitate student
engagement in fundamental advocacy actions. I wrote opinion pieces to local newspapers and
outlets, sent concise and data-backed letters to state legislators encouraging them to cosponsor
the bill, and helped design and run a social media campaign to raise awareness of the importance
of the bill to rally community stakeholders in advocacy efforts. During this project, I connected
with the Senior Manager of Advocacy and Membership at the National Association of Social
Workers Massachusetts Chapter to learn more about the organization’s advocacy approach and
align strategies for consistent messaging and coordinated action. She invited me to NASW-MA's
Legislative Education and Advocacy Day (LEAD) which highlighted the SUPER Act. I signed
up and actively promoted the event among the university’s School of Social Work and convinced
a contingent of students to attend LEAD with the intention of advocating for the SUPER Act.

After the conclusion of the project, the Senior Manager of Advocacy and Membership invited me
to testify on behalf of the SUPER Act in front of the Joint Committee on Higher Education
during the Summer of 2025. I carefully prepared my statement, leveraging my experience as a
former healthcare professional who worked alongside licensed master-level social workers in
Rhode Island who benefited from that state’s decision to lift the LCSW exam. I also spoke about
my experience as a MSW student and the struggles of completing unpaid internships while trying
to afford basic needs with high cost of living. Most of the testimony regarding the SUPER Act
were delivered by social workers who highlighted the important impact the SUPER Act would
have on vulnerable communities and MSW students, particularly those of color. Ultimately, after
review of testimony, the Joint Committee on Higher Education reported the bill out favorably
and it was sent to Ways and Means. While the work is not done yet, we’ve come a long way and
are closer to passing the SUPER Act. We hope to soon increase access to the social work
profession to a competent and diverse workforce of social workers.

This experience has reminded me of my deep appreciation for systems-level work. I completed
my bachelor’s in political science back in 2013 and I’ve always had an interest in policy,
government, and how these systems impact society. Whether the SUPER Act passes this
legislative session or must be refiled for next year, I am walking away from this experience with
several important lessons. First, consistency matters. One and done advocacy action is not
enough to create change. The need to consistently engage legislators is foundational to the work
of policy. Further, that consistency must include numerous avenues of communication ranging
from phone calls, emails, advocacy days, organizing events, and more.

Second, building coalitions is essential. The more voices calling for action, the more likely it is
to grab the attention of decision makers. While encouraging macro-focused social workers to
advocate was helpful, having micro-focused social workers who can speak to the

various experiences the SUPER Act works to address is an important resource to leverage.
Furthermore, supporting social workers who may not have previous experience advocating for
policy was important to showing support for both the SUPER Act and widening the coalition we



can draw on for other policy campaigns. Further, finding voices of individuals who are not social
workers expands the chorus of voices and shows that the SUPER Act has broad support and is
not a bill supported by a single population or special interest.

The work of advocating for the SUPER Act has been a fantastic learning experience that has
helped me hone my skills and confirm my desire to pursue policy work as a macro social worker.
I’'m looking forward to continuing the work of advancing policies that advance the common
good of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts and am grateful for any support that allows me to
advance my career goals of serving my community.

Sincerely,

Michael P. O’Neill, MDiv
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