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Political Social Work’s Role in Competency-Based Social Work 
Education
David L. Conley , Shannon R. Lane , Tanya Rhodes Smith, and Allysha Bryant

ABSTRACT
Unlike other helping professions, social work was founded to be political, 
with an explicit call to engage in political action for a more socially just 
society. However, despite sustained inequitable policy outcomes, most social 
workers are not politically active, as social work education fails to prepare 
students to meaningfully engage in politics. Political social work is an 
approach that builds political engagement into all social work practice with 
goals of empowering students, practitioners, and clients to participate poli
tically. This article discusses the role of political social work in competency- 
based social work education and provides a framework for faculty, field 
supervisors, and students to connect political action to their education in 
order to build confidence and competence related to political engagement.
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According to the National Association of Social Workers (NASW)’s Code of Ethics (2021), social 
work’s primary mission is to help people meet their basic human needs, especially those who are 
oppressed, vulnerable, or living in poverty. Social workers are supposed to accomplish this mission 
through their practice activities in clinical settings, organizations, communities, and policy making, 
but standard 6.04 of the code also specifically mandates social workers engage in social and political 
action: social workers must (a) pay attention to how politics affects their practice and (b) engage in 
political action to advance social justice, regardless of their concentration or practice setting (National 
Association of Social Workers [NASW], 2021).

Social workers’ political participation is particularly vital in our current context due to an increase 
in political polarization, both in and out of the classroom. Both Congress (DeSilver, 2022) and the 
majority of state legislatures (Shor & McCarty, 2022) have seen significant increases in polarization, 
and as a capitalist society, disagreements often focus on the government’s role in defining a fair and 
just society, particularly the level of responsibility assigned to the welfare state (Svensen, 2024). 
Polarization has extended into the classroom and has become a significant concern, particularly in 
fields such as social work where the analysis of differing perspectives is crucial to understanding the 
social environment of individuals. Students with more conservative vantage points may feel silenced 
or marginalized within the classroom because their opinions may be interpreted as not reflective of 
social work values (Galambos, 2009). The implications of shying away from these conversations are 
grave, as students are robbed of the opportunity to develop tolerance of differing political views and 
perspectives (Lerner, 2020), and practicing social workers may be discouraged from taking on 
advocacy roles, causing them to shy away from political participation in agency settings 
(Abramovitz et al., 2019).

Political participation in social work is also critical due to widespread negative and inequitable 
outcomes present in structures and systems related to America’s social safety net. For example, the 
United States is first among all developed nations in education spending (National Center for 
Education Statistics, 2022), incarceration rates (Widra & Herring, 2021), and healthcare spending 
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(Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services, 2022), yet below average in most education outcomes 
and at or near the bottom in most criminal justice and health-related outcomes. Further, the United 
States continues to generate inequitable outcomes in systems related to child welfare, foster care, 
poverty, immigration, and housing, as marginalized populations such as individuals with disabilities, 
women, people who immigrate, people of color, and members of the lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgen
der, queer, and other sexual and gender minorities community are disproportionately affected (cf., 
Esterline & Batalova, 2022; National Center on Birth Defects and Developmental Disabilities, 2022; 
National Women’s Law Center, 2023; United States Department of Education, Office for Civil Rights,  
2018).

Social workers have the opportunity to confront outdated policies and inequitable outcomes 
through participation in politics, yet studies over the last few decades have shown that the majority 
of the profession does not actively participate. For example, in one national sample, only 46% of social 
workers reported being “active” or “very active” politically (Ritter, 2007). Further, in another national 
sample, only 14% of social workers were politically active “often” or “very often” on the Political 
Activity Scale (Ostrander et al., 2021). Finally, roughly one-fifth saw no relevance of politics in their 
work (Rome & Hoechstetter, 2010), a finding that is especially true for those in clinical and direct 
practice (Ostrander, 2016). Among social workers who do participate politically, the majority engage 
in passive forms of advocacy (e.g., keeping up with the news, sharing political opinions with others, 
and voting) versus more active forms of advocacy, such as campaigning, contacting legislators or the 
media, testifying at committee meetings or budget hearings, joining advocacy organizations or 
coalitions (Ritter, 2007; Rome & Hoechstetter, 2010), and running for office (National Association 
of Social Workers [NASW], 2024). As inequality is fundamentally about political power and the 
systems that support and maintain inequities, social workers must do more.

Low political participation in the social work profession could be related to barriers that social 
workers face, both structural and perceptual. Structural barriers to social worker participation could 
include the provisions of the Hatch Act, a federal law restricting certain political action of government 
employees (Thompson, 1994; Voting Is Social Work, n.d.); however, individuals as well as 501(c)(3) 
organizations are actually permitted to engage in a considerable amount of nonneutral political 
activity (Alliance for Justice, 2022; Office of Special Counsel, 2017). Other barriers could be related 
to the profession’s emphasis on clinical practice as well as barriers related to social workers’ percep
tions regarding their own political participation. For example, 82% of new Master of Social Work 
(MSW) graduates obtained employment in direct practice positions (Salsberg et al., 2020), which may 
affect political action, as generalist and clinical social workers show lower levels of political activity 
than graduates with macro concentrations (Choi et al., 2015; Mattocks, 2018; Ostrander et al., 2018; 
Rome & Hoechstetter, 2010). Further, barriers to political participation include social workers’ own 
perceptions of their (a) “conflict between ideology and professional impartiality” (Haynes & 
Mickelson, 2010, p. 23), (b) high likelihood of political ineffectiveness (Hamilton & Fauri, 2001); 
and, most relevant to the current article, (c) inadequate preparation in their social work education 
(Ritter, 2007; Rome & Hoechstetter, 2010). While clinical social workers may not need to be political 
experts, their input is essential to creating programs and policies that meet the needs of the clients 
whom and communities in which they serve, as they are the true frontline workers (Kam, 2014). Thus, 
social work’s increasing focus on clinical practice (O’Brien, 2010) has left the profession ill-equipped 
to fulfill its social justice mission, especially through political action.

The profession’s emphasis on clinical practice and licensure is reflected in what’s being taught or 
emphasized in schools of social work. Bachelor of Social Work (BSW) programs are expected to 
prepare students for “generalist practice positions (such as casework), where you engage with clients 
(e.g., individuals, families, communities), assess their needs, link them to services, and monitor their 
progress” (Council on Social Work Education [CSWE], n.d.-b., para. 2). Further, MSW programs 
prepare students for their chosen specialization by providing opportunities for advanced study, 
including the development of “skills required to perform clinical assessments, manage large caseloads, 
take on supervisory roles, engage in policy-level advocacy, and explore new ways of drawing on social 
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services to meet the needs of clients and communities” (CSWE, n.d.-b., para. 3). While these 
descriptions suggest a balance of micro versus macro coursework, as well as choice in specializations, 
in the last detailed survey available, only 25% of accredited MSW programs had macro concentrations 
available to students (Council on Social Work Education [CSWE], 2013); consequently, only 9% to 
16% of MSW students were registered in macro concentration courses (Choi et al., 2015; CSWE,  
2013), and only around 6% of MSW students had macrooriented field placements (CSWE, 2013). As 
macro graduates are more political, this imbalance between micro and macro diminishes the profes
sion’s political power, and ultimately, its ability to change the systems that lead to inequitable 
outcomes for our clients.

Political social work

Given the current landscape of the welfare state, as well as room for improvement in political 
participation among social workers, it is critical that all students and professionals increase their 
political knowledge to increase the likelihood of their active participation. As macro practitioners are 
more politically active, increasing macro concentrations across the country could be part of the 
solution; however, simply adding macro concentrations would not address low participation among 
clinical social workers. Instead, increasing political social work curricula in all social work education, 
regardless of available choices in concentration, should be the primary approach to increasing political 
action, an approach rooted in the foundation of the profession.

Political social work is defined as “social work practice that explicitly attends to power dynamics in 
policymaking and to political mechanisms for eliciting social change” (Lane & Pritzker, 2018, p. 4). 
Political social work has five main domains: (a) engaging individuals and communities in political 
processes; (b) influencing policy agendas and decision making; (c) holding professional and political 
positions; (d) engaging with ballot initiatives, campaigns, or legislative processes; and (e) pursuing and 
holding elected office (Lane & Pritzker, 2018). On the surface, the above definition and domains seem 
targeted to macro social workers; however, the authors specifically point out that activities within each 
of the domains can be conducted by micro, mezzo, and macro social workers, as all bring a specialized 
expertise and the experiences of their clients to policy and political arenas and are critical to fulfilling 
the ethical obligations of our profession.

Currently, there are existing political social work efforts across the country, including policy 
educators, researchers, organizations, and even a political social work institute. Further, there are 
currently 217 social workers in elected office, to include five in Congress, and 212 at state and local 
levels of government (National Association of Social Workers [NASW], 2024). However, despite the 
amazing efforts of these entities, the political participation of the profession remains low. Thus, the 
purpose of this article is to provide a deeper dive into (a) the connection between political social work, 
existing educational policy standards, and possible coursework activities; (b) existing political social 
work initiatives within social work education; and (c) future opportunities to further integrate political 
social work into all social work education moving forward.

Political social work’s role in current educational standards and coursework activities

In 2022, CSWE updated its Educational Policy and Accreditation Standards ([EPAS]; CSWE, 2022). 
This set of standards rests on the core tenets of competency-based education, an outcomes-oriented 
approach to curriculum design that asks educators to start with the outcomes (competencies) and 
work backward to produce substantive content that provides students the opportunity to demonstrate 
competence through associated practice behaviors. Social work competence in particular requires 
students to “integrate and apply social work knowledge, values, skills, and cognitive and affective 
processes to practice situations in a culturally responsive, purposeful, intentional, and professional 
manner to promote human and community well-being” (Council on Social Work Education [CSWE],  
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2022, p. 7). The EPAS assesses students’ ability on nine social work–related competencies as well as 
a variety of associated behaviors, many of which are relevant to political social work (CSWE, 2022).

Of the nine competencies, Competency 5 (policy practice) is most often associated with political 
social work activities, yet there are many opportunities for all classes across the curriculum to connect 
political social work to each of the competencies in the EPAS as well as assist students in practicing 
political social work–related behaviors and building their skills within those settings. For example, in 
courses that address Competency 3 (engage in antiracism, diversity, equity, and inclusion [ADEI] in 
practice), political social work can help guide social work students in furthering their understanding of 
the effects of racism and oppression in policy as well as engaging in antioppressive and antiracist 
practice in all political settings (e.g., identifying which policies have a disproportionately negative 
effect on clients in marginalized populations; finding the appropriate level of government or elected 
official[s] that have the power to change said policies; and taking steps to address them as well as 
empowering their clients to do the same). Below, we will discuss each competency and highlight ways 
in which instructors can use political social work–related activities to help social work students 
demonstrate that competency and social work programs to measure students’ achievement of that 
competency. These include activities that can take place within social work classrooms, field place
ments, or entire social work programs or schools to advance competency within implicit curriculums.

Competency 1: Demonstrate ethical and professional behavior

Competency 1 expects students to understand the value base of the profession and engage in ethical 
behavior that supports those values (CSWE, 2022). Political social work areas related to this compe
tency include the need for social workers to understand “relevant policies, laws, and regulations that 
may affect practice with individuals, families, groups, organizations, and communities” and for social 
workers to “use rights-based, antiracist, and anti-oppressive lenses to understand and critique the 
profession’s history, mission, roles, and responsibilities and recognize historical and current contexts 
of oppression in shaping institutions and social work” (CSWE, 2022, p. 8). Political social work 
activities/assignments that could be used to help students meet these standards include:

● Discuss the ethical implications of not supporting the political power of clients and communities 
through voting and civic participation.

● Look up rules and procedures for voting in your state, including when general, special, and 
primary elections take place each year (e.g., Vote411.org).

● Identify current policies that negatively or positively affect clients.
● Identify which level of government has responsibility for issues facing your clients.
● Research who represents you at all levels of government along with how to contact them.
● Research allowable voter and lobbying activities for 501(c)(3) organizations (e.g., Alliance for 

Justice, 2022).
● Research voter registration requirements for state agencies and nonprofit organizations.

Competency 2: Advance human rights and social, racial, economic, and environmental justice

Competency 2 expects students to understand social work’s role in responding to types of 
injustice, including through structural change (CSWE, 2022). Political social work areas related 
to this competency include the need for social workers to “critically evaluate the distribution of 
power and privilege in society in order to promote social, racial, economic, and environmental 
justice by reducing inequities and ensuring dignity and respect for all.” Social workers are also 
expected to “advocate for and engage in strategies to eliminate oppressive structural barriers to 
ensure that social resources, rights, and responsibilities are distributed equitably and that civil, 
political, economic, social, and cultural human rights are protected.” The competency practice 
behaviors specify that advocacy should take place at the “individual, family, group, organizational, 
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and community system levels” and that social workers are expected to “engage in practices that 
advance human rights to promote social, racial, economic, and environmental justice” (CSWE,  
2022, p. 9). Political social work activities/assignments that could be used to help students meet 
these standards include:

● Building political power and capital through nonpartisan voter engagement by:
○ registering clients and community members to vote;
○ sharing information about how to vote, where to vote, when to vote, and how to look up 

information about candidates; and
○ encouraging people to vote in all elections, including primaries, local elections and special 

elections (e.g., Voting is Social Work, https://voting.socialwork.uconn.edu/).
● Meet with elected officials (state, local, or federal) about policy issues facing clients.
● Invite elected officials or municipal or state agency staff to speak about their role and how to 

work with them to improve systems that serve clients.
● Identify social workers in elected office in your state, including local elected officials. Research 

their social work education and career trajectory. Reach out to them to request a meeting or 
interview (e.g., NASW: Social Workers in Elected Office, 2024).

Competency 3: Engage ADEI in practice

Competency 3 expects students to engage affirmatively in ADEI practices at all levels (CSWE, 2022). 
Political social work areas related to this competency include understanding “how racism and 
oppression shape human experiences and how these two constructs influence practice at the indivi
dual, family, group, organizational, and community levels and in policy and research” as well as 
understanding “cultural humility and . . . the extent to which a culture’s structures and values . . . may 
create privilege and power resulting in systemic oppression.” As a practice behavior, social workers are 
expected to “demonstrate anti-racist and anti-oppressive social work practice at the individual, family, 
group, organizational, community, research, and policy levels” (CSWE, 2022, pp. 9–10). Political 
social work activities/assignments that could be used to help students meet these standards include:

● Research the histories of felony disenfranchisement, redlining, the school to prison pipeline, and 
other inequitable practices as well as how they have worked to suppress the political power of 
communities most affected by them (e.g., The Sentencing Project’s: Locked Out 2024, 2024).

● Identify the barriers to voting, including those policies that suppress voter turnout and power.
● Examine the negative and inequitable effects of policies on different populations, including 

communities of color and low-income populations.

Competency 4: Engage in practice-informed research and research-informed practice

Competency 4 expects students to evaluate critically and critique research to inform decisions (CSWE,  
2022). Political social work areas related to this competency include the need for social workers to use 
research to evaluate policy and programs and to “apply research findings to inform and improve 
practice, policy, and programs” (CSWE, 2022, p. 10). Political social work activities/assignments that 
could be used to help students achieve these behaviors include:

● Research local voter turnout by district to identify correlations between community power and 
resource allocation, using theory when possible.

● Analyze how policies support and suppress voter participation and turnout (e.g., gerrymandering 
and voter identification laws), especially in historically marginalized populations, and connect 
back to theory (e.g., NASW: Increasing Voter Participation, n.d.).
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.
● Interview community members about their experiences with voting
● Identify a policy or problem facing your client or community and develop a statistical fact sheet 

that includes a brief history of the issue, its effect, and proposed policy solution(s).
● Interview clients, fellow students, or other community members about their top priorities for 

local government.

Competency 5: Engage in policy practice

Competency 5 expects students to identify and critique policies relevant to human rights and 
justice, service delivery, access to social services, and overall well-being, as well as to advocate 
for better policies (CSWE, 2022). Political social work areas related to this competency include 
the need for social workers to “influence policy formulation, analysis, implementation, and 
evaluation within their practice settings with individuals, families, groups, organizations, and 
communities” and to “actively engage in and advocate for anti-racist and anti-oppressive 
policy practice to effect change in those settings” (CSWE, 2022, pp. 10–11). Social workers 
are expected to “use social justice, anti-racist, and anti-oppressive lenses to assess how social 
welfare policies affect the delivery of and access to social services; and apply critical thinking 
to analyze, formulate, and advocate for policies that advance human rights and social, racial, 
economic, and environmental justice” (CSWE, 2022, p. 11). Political social work activities/ 
assignments that could be used to help students meet these standards include:

● Join an advocacy organization that works to advance policies for your client population or issue 
area (e.g., National Alliance on Mental Illness (NAMI) (NAMI.org); NAMINC.org).

● Contact an elected official to support or oppose an issue important to you or your clients.
● Testify at a local city council or board of education meeting or hearing.
● Participate in legislative activities through your local NASW chapter’s legislative advocacy 

committee (e.g., NASW-NC Legislative Committee).

Competencies 6–9: Engage, assess, intervene, and evaluate practice with individuals, families, 
groups, organizations, and communities

The final few competencies will be grouped together as a discussion about political social work in 
practice courses. Within the practice arena, social workers are expected to use their knowledge of theory, 
use of self, and professional collaboration in their work with individuals, families, groups, organizations, 
and communities to facilitate engagement, define challenges and strengths, select appropriate interven
tions, and evaluate outcomes (CSWE, 2022). Political social work areas related to these competencies 
include collaboration with other professions (Competencies 6–9); recognizing the implications of the 
larger practice context in the assessment process (Competency 7); evaluating and applying theories of 
human behavior and understanding of person-in-environment to the selection of “culturally responsive 
interventions with clients and constituencies, including individuals, families, groups, organizations, and 
communities” (Competencies 6 and 8); and evaluating “processes and outcomes to increase practice, 
policy, and service delivery effectiveness” (Competency 9; CSWE, 2022, pp. 11–12). Political social work 
activities/assignments that could be used to help students achieve these standards include:

● Attend a legislative public hearing or meeting in your city, county, or state.
● Help a client identify and contact their elected officials about a problem they are encountering.
● Organize a voter registration drive at your agency or community event.
● Work (paid or unpaid) for a local or state campaign for elected office.
● Volunteer for the federal or state chapter of the NASW political action committee (PACE; e.g., 

NASW PACE; NASW-NC PACE).

6 D. L. CONLEY ET AL.



Related political social work resources

Several resources are available for faculty looking for political social work activities for the classroom 
that can assist in meeting the competencies in the EPAS. CSWE’s curricular guides and curricular 
resources (Council on Social Work Education [CSWE], n.d.-a.) provide activities related to practice 
behaviors for each of the competencies. The Specialized Practice Curricular Guide for Macro Social 
Work Practice (Council on Social Work Education [CSWE], 2018) has a number of macro- and 
political social work–related activities that can be used across the curriculum. For example, the guide 
includes a sample assignment that asks students to review a legislative proposal and consider its 
connection to theories and social work practice. This assignment could be a good addition to a policy 
class, a course on human behavior in the social environment, or even a clinical practice class when 
discussing its potential effect on clients. Other curricular guides have information relevant to political 
social work as well, such as the Curricular Guide for Addressing Homelessness (Council on Social Work 
Education [CSWE], 2019), which includes an assignment related to Matthew Desmond’s Evicted: 
Poverty and Profit in the American City (2016). The assignment asks students to reflect on the concept 
of housing as a right, the effects of homelessness on communities, the connections and parallels 
between mass incarceration and eviction, and potential solutions. This assignment could be used in 
a practice course, introduction to social work, a policy class, or a human oppression/diversity class.

Current political social work programming

While the CSWE EPAS provides ample political social work–related opportunities in social work 
coursework, we recommend additional attention be paid to competency-based political social work 
within entire social work programs and their implicit curriculums. These changes could mirror 
coursework content at a larger scale and could include conducting schoolwide voter engagement 
initiatives (cf. Pritzker & Burwell, 2016), developing relationships with local elected officials, creating 
schoolwide events that connect to social action and power (Lane et al., 2012), training students to work 
on campaigns and run for office (Ostrander et al., 2018), and creating new or participating in existing 
advocacy activities to influence policy processes, such as NASW Lobby Days (Beimers, 2016; Kilbane 
et al., 2013).

Political social work coursework

Currently, there are already social work programs that have integrated political social work into both 
their coursework and schoolwide initiatives through a variety of pathways. Schools that are interested 
in providing a focused curriculum related to political social work may wish to add content to existing 
classes, such as the University of Connecticut (UCONN)’s Policy Issues in Aging course (n.d.-a), 
which includes content on the development and outcomes of political policy issues related to older 
adults, or add an elective to their curriculum similar to the political social work courses at University 
of Connecticut (UCONN, n.d.-a;), the University of North Carolina Wilmington ([UNCW], n.d.-a), 
and Stony Brook University’s course in social and political change (Stony Brook School of Social 
Welfare, 2021). The University of Michigan (2023b) has one of the first pathways specifically in policy 
and political social work, as well as offering a certificate in political social work (2023a).

Political social work educational initiatives

The UCONN School of Social Work’s Nancy A. Humphreys Institute for Political Social Work leads 
the charge to increase the political participation and power of social workers and communities. To 
fulfill its mission, the institute specializes in nonpartisan voter engagement and research and runs the 
annual Campaign School for Social Workers in which social workers are trained to be leaders and 
elected officials in policy and politics (University of Connecticut [UCONN], n.d.-b). Finally, UNCW’s 

JOURNAL OF SOCIAL WORK EDUCATION 7



Political Social Work Initiative seeks to be a state and national leader for social workers in all things 
political social work, including providing education, empowerment, and blueprints for social action in 
voting, elections, and policy processes (UNCW, n.d.-b). See Table 1 for some additional examples of 
political social work–related programming from across the country.

Increasing political social work’s role in future competency-based education

We close with specific recommendations for ways in which schools of social work and their leaders, field 
directors and their staff, field instructors, and students from both micro and macro concentrations can 
increase the role of political social work in service of competency-based social work education.

Social work programs

Political social work skills should be a part of a strong explicit curriculum for all students. While some 
students may begin in micro practice, as their careers evolve they may become more politically active 
to support change in areas that affect their clients. In fact, in the largest survey of social workers who 
had run for office, those who had concentrated in generalist and micro social work were as likely to 
run for office as macro social workers (Lane & Humphreys, 2011). Content and assignments—or 
entire electives (e.g., UCONN, n.d.-a; University of North Carolina Wilmington [UNCW], n.d.-a) — 
that explicitly integrate macro practice theories and political social work skills into classroom curricula 
across concentrations can improve students’ competences in policy practice (Competency 5) and their 
ability to engage in politics during their careers. Micro programs, or programs that are generalist but 
heavily emphasize micro work, can use political social work content to strengthen their students’ 
capacity for advancing human rights (Competency 2), policy practice (Competency 5), and using their 
practice skills in macro settings (Competencies 6–9).

Explicitly supporting the development of macro practice language and political social work skills 
will better enable students to integrate macrofocused concepts into their practice. It can also help them 
understand the link between micro practice skills and advocacy work, highlighting the notion that 
communities are made up of individuals, and micro practice skills, such as motivational interviewing, 
empathy, and active listening, are key components of organizing and political action. Aside from 
content and assignments, one potential way to ensure that all students are grounded in macro and 
political social work skills is to consider rolling out a skills lab that integrates micro, macro, and 
political social work skills for all students. A micro skills lab or simulation for clinical social work has 
been well-established as a means of supporting competency development (Asakura & Bogo, 2021) and 
tends to focus on skills that are typically used in micro practice, such as motivational interviewing 
(Zweben et al., 2022). However, macro skills labs have the potential to be effective in improving 
students’ skills (Chan et al., 1997), and schools like the University of Alabama, which provides a skills 
lab for all levels of practice classes (Jackson et al., 2020), have used innovative models to make these 
available to students.

Schools can also provide opportunities for all students to engage in political social work skills to 
increase their competencies as part of the implicit curriculum. These could include nonpartisan efforts 
to engage students around voter engagement and other issues related to elections (Pritzker & Burwell,  
2016) or be political social work–specific, such as the Nancy A. Humphreys Institute for Political 
Social Work at UCONN or the UNCW Political Social Work Initiative (UCONN, n.d.-b; University of 
North Carolina Wilmington [UNCW], n.d.-b). In addition, schools should support students’ ability to 
make an informed decision on available practice specializations or concentrations by ensuring that 
information is readily available from the beginning. This can be done by hosting schoolwide “meet and 
greets” with professors, community political social workers, and fellow students where they can get 
more information, ask questions, and develop an institutional-wide network of individuals with 
shared interests. Schools of social work could also choose to support students to connect with other 
programs that already exist, such as the Campaign School for Social Workers and the National Social 
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Table 1. Examples of current political social work programming across the country.

Institution Initiatives/Efforts

Arizona State School of Social Work ● Bachelor’s degree in community advocacy and social policy: gives 
students the opportunity to explore issues of privilege, oppres
sion, and diversity; students will develop advocacy and interven
tion strategies to better engage in social change efforts

Clark-Fox Policy Institute at Washington University in 
St. Louis

● Student opportunities
● Graduate policy scholars
● Events

Columbia School of Social Work ● Advocacy in Social Work course: students will learn to (a) analyze 
policies and political systems; (b) develop interventions, advocate, 
and collaborate to achieve change and influence policies and 
political processes; and (c) extend their understanding of types of 
justice, human and civil rights, and the role of advocacy and social 
change action

Council on Social Work Education Learning Academy ● Policy Practice Certificate: helps social work students and educators 
further understand critical social justice issues and elements of 
advocacy practice

Michigan State School of Social Work ● Certificate in Law and Policy in Social Work
● Advocacy Scholars Program: scholarship program that provides 

students with a stipend, a policy practitioner seminar series, 
a 2-day bootcamp on running for office, a policy practice field 
placement, individualized mentoring, and advanced coursework 
on activism and policy advocacy

Ohio State College of Social Work ● College of Social Work—Advocacy: provides opportunities for stu
dents, practitioners, and community partners to engage in advo
cacy and policy practice

Stony Brook School of Social Welfare ● Community, policy, and political social action specialization: pre
pares social workers to community organize, advocate, run for 
office, work in government, conduct related research, and lead 
community organizations

● Advanced electives (Social Work in the Political Process—Campaign 
School): explores partisan electoral politics as an area of social 
work practice; makes it clear why it is important for social workers 
to be in the political arena; specific techniques and requirements 
for running for office, or serving in a leadership role on a political 
campaign, are covered

Tulane School of Social Work ● Putting Policy in Its Place Fellowship: using funding from the 
Council on Social Work Education, the fellowship connects field 
to policy work and offers students the opportunity to understand 
how policy affects practice

● Empowering Change Taskforce: works to examine and address 
issues of power, racism, oppression, and privilege within the 
school and its curriculum

University of Connecticut School of Social Work: Nancy 
A. Humphreys Institute for Political Social Work

● Campaign School: teaches social workers how to run for office, 
work on campaigns

● Research efforts
● Voting Is Social Work: voter engagement training for schools of 

social work, nonpartisan voter engagement, sample assignments 
and resources; uses field placements in political settings, including 
electoral campaigns

University of Houston Graduate College of Social Work ● Political social work–focused learning opportunities: prepares stu
dents to engage in systems-level change in political arenas to 
advance multiple forms of justice; students build advanced 
knowledge and skills in interacting with political actors, navigat
ing power, and influencing policy

(Continued)
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Work Voter Mobilization Campaign. Finally, social work programs could request that CSWE conduct 
research on macrorelated curricula, as the last such survey was done in 2016 (Pritzker & Giraldo- 
Santiago, 2022).

Field departments

Field staff in past studies have reported that they are not always confident in finding quality policy and 
political placements for students (Pritzker & Lane, 2014). To address this, field department staff can 
work with field placement sites and students to curate a field experience tailored to the interests and 
career goals of the student, while still meeting the CSWE competencies. Field department staff and field 
instructors are in a unique position because they serve as a liaison between the school, agency, and the 
student, allowing them the opportunity to conceptualize how a macropractice student or any student 
interested in expanding their political social work skills can fit into and advance the work they are 
already doing at the agency. This approach widens the umbrella of opportunities for prospective macro 
practice and political social workers, rather than pigeonholing them solely into offices of elected officials 
or governmental departments. Field instructors and advisors can support macro and politically focused 
elements integrated into the field experience as well as outreach initiatives to advocacy organizations 
and coalitions with goals of leveraging shared resources. Additionally, field staff can guide and support 
students in their development of political social work–focused projects such as voter education, social 
media campaigns, or program evaluation tools to support enhancing services to target populations. The 
above could support the development of social work skills in all nine competencies, depending on the 
action, thus enriching students’ educational experience and enhancing their political social work skillset.

Students

Within their university, field placement, or communities, students can integrate stand-alone 
institutional initiatives that will support the mission of the profession of social work and 

Table 1. (Continued).

Institution Initiatives/Efforts

University of Michigan School of Social Work ● Policy and political social work pathway and elective: prepares 
students to create social change through politics; students learn 
principles and theories behind socially just policies, policy analysis, 
and the impact of politics on their clients; students advocate on 
behalf of marginalized groups, empower others to become poli
tical, and develop skills to run and hold public office

● Online Certificate in Political Social Work: participants will learn 
how politics affects their clients on both a micro and macro level, 
practice policy advocacy skills, gain skills to empower clients to 
become political, and explore opportunities for office

University of North Carolina Wilmington School of 
Social Work

● Political Social Work Initiative: seeks to maximize the political 
power of students, social workers, and their clients through edu
cation and meaningful political action, with goals of systemic 
social change

● Political social work elective (Master of Social Work): assists students 
in developing and applying a working knowledge of political 
social work; students will learn how to inject social work values 
into political processes, as well as the skills needed to navigate 
effectively and influence directly political arenas

University of Texas–Arlington School of Social Work ● Policy Leadership Graduate Certificate: provides training and 
advanced education in skills that assist direct-practice social 
workers in affecting social welfare policy decisions, including 
increased knowledge and skills in advocacy, administration, and 
program evaluation

Note. Programming descriptions paraphrased directly from websites.
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enhance client well-being. For example, in terms of voting, activities such as hosting voter 
registration drives for clients and local community members, ensuring voter education materials 
are available all year long rather than only during election seasons, posting signage in common 
areas with Quick Response codes linked to voter registration websites, and working at the polls 
or serving as polling sites on election days can keep students and community members 
connected politically as well as assist students in developing policy practice competencies 
(particularly Competencies 5 and 8). Further, students can gain valuable political social work 
knowledge and skills from requesting field placements with government offices, community 
boards, elected officials, or advocacy organizations. Last, students can begin relationships with 
elected officials by inviting them to speak at the school or with community members, as well as 
writing them to advocate for or against certain bills (Competency 5). Through political action, 
students can build confidence in themselves as well as empower their clients to harness their 
own collective political power, supporting social relationship building and sustainability in their 
communities.

Conclusion

The profession of social work is charged with helping individuals meet their basic needs, yet 
inequitable outcomes exist in most social work–related structures, most social work practitioners 
are not politically active, and most social work students are in micro concentrations, as micro 
practice continues to be emphasized in social work education. Social work as a profession has an 
ethical obligation to carry out social and political action to reduce inequitable outcomes and 
increasing socially just change. Social work programs then have an ethical obligation to prepare 
students for that work, and to instill in them an understanding of the systems change in which 
they can participate throughout their careers, as well as the skills needed to make those changes 
happen. Given current political climates, including policies that are negatively affecting our clients, 
we advocate for increased political social work content and skill building throughout all compe
tency-based social work education to provide all students with the confidence to engage in political 
arenas.
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