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Partnerships in Place
A School Social Worker’s Guide 
To Teaching Social Skills

Education takes place in a social environment. To be successful in school, 
students are expected to behave and act appropriately, get along with adults 
and classmates, make good choices and decisions, and communicate ef fec -
tive ly. All students will at times demonstrate diffi culty in social sit u a tions—but 
students who consistently demonstrate inappropriate social behaviors tend to 
be at risk for more serious behavioral and emotional problems. 

Increasingly, school social workers are being called upon to help students 
with emotional and behavioral diffi culties develop appropriate social skills. 
To this end, school social workers are forming partnerships with teachers 
and other mental health practitioners to implement school-based social skills 
programs. 

The Partnerships in Place approach describes how school social workers 
are organizing social skill programs to address a wide range of student needs 
at different levels. 

•    Prevention. At the prevention level, school social workers may assist teachers 
in establishing positive classroom environments. Working collaboratively with 
teachers, school social workers teach students social skills that underlie positive 
classroom conduct and group participation. 

•    Responsive support. At the responsive support level, school social workers 
may intervene with students who pose discipline problems primarily because 
they lack appropriate social skills. In small groups, school social workers 
respond to students’ behavioral diffi culties by replacing antisocial behaviors 
with prosocial ones. 

•    Intensive support. At the intensive support level, school social workers may 
intervene individually with students who have serious social skill defi cits that 
undermine their interactions with peers and adults. In these cases, social skills 
instruction is integrated into the student’s  total intervention plan. 

At all levels of intervention, school social workers are fi nding that social skills 
instruction is an invaluable tool in supporting the behavioral and emotional 
development of all students. 
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In the chapters that follow, you will 
learn how to teach social skills as 
part of the Partnerships in Place 
approach. You will see how school 
social workers and other school 
practitioners are working together 
to ensure a successful ex pe ri ence 
for students. With social skills, they 
have made an important difference 
in the lives of students. We believe 
that you can make an important dif-
ference, too. 

About 
Partnerships in 
Place

This successfully field-tested pro-
gram offers you the opportunity to 
practice cut ting-edge, ef fec tive ap-
proaches for working with students 
at-risk for be hav ior al and emo tion al 
disorders. As a school social worker, 
you will support the behavioral 
and emo tion al development of all 
students in the school. Your role is 
de fi ned by the school context. Often, 
this means you may be expected to 
apply social work tech niques in the 
classroom, with small groups of 
stu dents, with individual stu dents, 
and in fam i ly-centered wraparound 
meetings. Unlike other contexts 
where social workers practice, your 
social-educational focus is on help-
 ing stu dents achieve academically 
and socially in the school setting. To 
do that, you will apply social work 
skills at the fol low ing levels:

•    Prevention.

•    Proactive and responsive support 
to individual students either in 
small groups or one-on-one.

•    Intensive, temporary support to 
students and their families.

This guide is designed to help you 

develop the skills you will need to 
implement the Partnerships in 
Place model. 

Partnerships in Place provides a 
framework for establishing a strong 
system of support in the school set-
ting for all students, especially those 
who are at risk for failure as a result of 
behavioral diffi culties and/or life cir-
cumstances. Pos i tive behavioral sup-
port delivered at the school or district 
level can take many forms. However, 
it always is directed toward ensuring 
high student achieve ment, the corner-
stone of all school programs. 

At its core, Partnerships in Place is 
about change — it is about a revision 
of the ways that people and institu-
tions think, behave, and use their 
resources to affect the type, qual-
ity, and degree of service delivery 
to students and families. There are 
several underlying principles of the 
Partnerships in Place ap proach. 
They are:

•    Collaboration and partnership 
building is at the heart of the 
change effort. The Partnerships 
in Place approach promotes 
a participant-driven orientation 
in which the student, the family, 
school personnel, and community 
agency staff have a voice and 
a specifi c function in planning, 
implementing, and evaluating 
support. 

•    All support is directed toward 
helping students develop their 
strengths and capabilities so that 
they can learn and succeed. 
Unlike a defi cit model of service 
that focuses exclusively on 
remediation, the Partnerships in 
Place framework is designed to 
capitalize on the strengths, as well 
as the needs, of the whole student 
by enhancing that student’s 
ability to succeed in the standard 
curriculum. 
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•    Supports are culturally competent 
and respect the diversity of the 
students, their families, and the 
communities in which they live. 
The Partnerships in Place 
approach advocates for programs 
that respect the competencies of 
all students, and ensure equal 
access of all students to an 
appropriate curriculum and school 
environment.

The goal of the Partnerships in 
Place approach is for school districts 
to have in place a solid continuum 
of positive behavioral support, from 
prevention to in ten sive interven-
tion, in which internal and external 
resources, programs, and organiza-
tions are integrated and offered in a 
consistent and reliable manner. This 
continuum of support is integrated 
into the school/district organization 
and serves as a comprehensive and 
coordinated service delivery system. 
The struc ture eliminates fragmenta-
tion and allows for the identifi cation 
of gaps in ser vic es. 

Figure 1.1 presents the systemic 
structure that underlies the Partner-
ships in Place framework. Preven-
tion is the goal at the classroom and 
schoolwide lev els, short-term support 
is the goal at the responsive level, 
long-term one-on-one sup port is the 
goal at the intensive intervention 
level, and immediate sta bi li za tion of 
the student and family is the goal at 
the wraparound level.

Prevention Level 

Generally speaking, a continuum 
of support at the prevention level 
includes features that refl ect sound 
research and practice on effective 
school and in struc tion al practices. 
Buildings and classrooms must be 
safe for learning; cur ric u lum and 
instruction must be appropriate for 
the students; and fair and equitable 
discipline policies and strong class-
room management systems must be 
in place to ensure an environment in 
which students can learn. 

The absence of positive support 
features at the prevention level may 
severely impede participation by 
students with behavioral diffi culties 
in mainstream ac tiv i ties. In the Part-
nerships in Place approach, there 
is an explicit and co or di nat ed effort 
by all school staff to identify and fi x 
aspects of the instructional program 
that deny students access to learning 
and a safe learning en vi ron ment. 

A variety of programs exist that can 
be used to provide positive behav-
ioral support at the prevention level. 
Examples include:

•    Social skills training to ensure 
that students can participate in 
the mainstream classroom and 
learn in the standards-based 
curriculum.
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•    Schoolwide discipline policies that 
incorporate positive behavioral 
management strategies to ensure 
that students have the skills 
necessary to manage their own 
behavior.

•    Extended day programs that 
encourage reinforcement of 
academic skills while providing 
students with a safe alternative to 
hanging out on the street.

•    Curriculum modifi cation. 

The task is to organize and select 
programs that meet the behavioral 
needs of the students. Those pro-
grams should refl ect the culture and 
needs of the stu dents, their families, 
and the community. 

Short-Term Responsive 
Support 

Even when positive behavioral 
support programs exist at the pre-
vention level, some students will 
need additional support. Short-term 
responsive support al lows ed u ca tors 
to target individual students’ needs 
and redirect them to learn ing tasks. 
Short-term support may include:

•    Standard counseling services 
or group work (e.g., anger 
management, confl ict resolution). 

•    Skill remediation, such as tutoring 
in basic literacy skills or social 
skills instruction geared at helping 
students develop peer-to-peer 
skills (e.g., respect, responsibility, 
confl ict resolution, anger 
management). 

•    After school enrichment 
programs.

•    Teacher collaboration and 
consultation designed to solve 
problems.

In the Partnerships in Place ap-
proach, social skills training is the 
focus of re spon sive sup port.

Long-Term, Intensive 
Intervention 

Many students can be successful 
when a strong system of support is 
available to them at the prevention 
and short-term intervention levels. 
However, a small percentage of 
students will need more long-term, 
intensive, one-on-one sup port 
programs. Although students and 
families at this level have a range 
of service needs, with assistance, 
improvement can be expected.

Positive behavioral supports at this 
level may include counseling, social 
work intervention, and other related 
mental health services. This level 
often extends services to families, 
sometimes with an emphasis on 
providing multi-system services. For 
example, in addition to in-school 
counseling and tutoring ser vic es, 
the needs of the student may extend 
into the home and include substance 
abuse services, parenting support, as-
sistance paying utility bills, etc. 

Although programs at this level may 
be school-driven, many will be by 
the community agency. However, 
it is important to note that while 
services may be community-driven, 
it is important to offer them in the 
least restrictive en vi ron ment. That is, 
services should be delivered to the 
extent possible in the student’s own 
school, home, and neighborhood. 

Social workers may provide school-
based counseling services, cognitive 
be hav ior therapy (social skills), and 
other services directed at helping the 
student adapt to the school environ-
ment and achieve high academic 
standards as part of long-term in-
tensive intervention. 
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Wraparound Level. Some students 
may require more intensive services. 
Wrap around re fers to the ap proach 
of wrap ping of a net work of ser vic es 
around the student and the family in 
the home, school, and community 
en vi ron ments. Plans are driven by 
needs rather than by pro gram pa-
rameters. The primary purpose of 
a wrap around structure is to stabi-
lize the family and the student. A 
wrap around approach allows for an 
accelerated time frame in accessing 
resources; it also provides supports 
that typically might be considered 
nontraditional (e.g., family outings; 
col lab o ra tion of multiple service sys-
tems). Services provided at this level 
are tem po rary, intensive interven-
tions that enable the student and fam-
ily to direct the ser vice, building on 
their strengths and competencies. It 
is self-directed pro gram ming; a fam-
ily team comes together with others 
interested in the student’s suc cess. A 
major function of the family team is 
to develop a family action plan that 
ar tic u lates the strengths and needs of 
the family.

The Partnerships in Place ap-
proach acknowledges the importance 
of wrap around services. Social skills 
instruction may become part of the 
family action plan. However, in most 
cases social skill instruction will not be 
the focus at this stage. 

Although school personnel may co-
ordinate the wraparound program, 
most ser vic es delivered at this level 
are driven by community agencies. 
Examples of wraparound services 
include: diagnosis and evaluation; 
outpatient services; cri sis services; 
intensive home-based services; 
case coordination or man age ment; 
respite care; behavioral aide or at-
tendant; assistance in establishing the 

student’s eligibility for other fi nancial 
assistance and services under federal, 
state, or local programs; transporta-
tion assistance; and job training.  

The Social 
Worker and 
Social Skills 
Instruction

Across the nation, school social work-
ers increasingly are being expected 
to im ple ment social skills programs. 
Cognitive behavioral therapy is the 
foun da tion of the social skills training 
that underlies the Partnerships in 
Place ap proach. This guide will as-
sist you in developing such skills.

Your fi rst step is to learn how to teach 
social skills. Once you have a fi rm 
ground ing in how to teach social 
skills, you will begin the process of 
im ple ment ing social skills training 
into your work. You may integrate 
social skills in the following ways:

•    Serving as a prevention specialist 
in the classroom.

•    Supporting a large group of 
students with positive social skill 
development.

•    Working with small groups of 
students to replace antisocial 
behaviors with prosocial ones.

•    Designing a positive behavior 
management plan as part of 
the therapeutic contract with an 
individual student.

The remainder of the guide is orga-
nized to help you with these tasks. 
Each chapter presents an overview 
of the topic, followed by specific 
activities that social workers may 
implement. We suggest that you work 
through the chap ters in the order they 
are presented. Chapters include:
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•    Chapter 2: Social Skills 
Instruction: The Role of the 
Social Worker. This chapter 
explains how to teach social skills. 
Partnerships in Place uses 
A Collaborative Approach 
to Teaching Social Skills 
(Warger and Rutherford, 1996) 
as a foundation. This approach 
is based on cognitive behavioral 
therapy and has been found 
effective in helping students 
develop positive social skills in the 
school setting. 

•    Chapter 3: Prevention in 
the Classroom. Building a 
collaborative relationship with 
general education classroom 
teachers and assisting in the 
classroom as a behavioral 
specialist is a major component of 
Partnerships in Place. You will 
fi nd useful information in helping 
you act as a prevention specialist. 

•    Chapter 4: Proactive Support: 
A Unit on Respect. Students 
need proactive support in 
developing the social skills and 
understandings that constitute 
“respect.” Specifi c steps for 
leading this intervention in 
collaboration with teachers are 
presented.

•    Chapter 5: Responsive 
Support. Group and/or 
individual counseling for students 
who have adjustment problems 
is a major part of Partnerships 
in Place. In addition to 
providing proactive support, 
social workers play an important 
role in providing responsive 
support, particularly as it relates to 
confl ict resolution. Specifi c steps 
for leading this intervention in 
small, problem-based groups are 
presented.

•    Chapter 6: Intensive Support. 
Students who need counseling 
support and at least one 
additional service are targeted for 
intensive services. These services 
include such things as: provision 
of food, shelter, and clothing; 

substance abuse intervention; 
psychological services; health 
treatments; and physical abuse/
neglect referrals. An important 
part of intensive support is the 
identifi cation of replacement 
behaviors. In almost all cases, 
students at this level are behaving 
in ways that do not result in 
success. It may be the role of the 
social worker to use cognitive 
behavior therapy in conjunction 
with other services to help the 
student develop appropriate and 
adaptive behaviors.  

Moving Ahead

Partnerships in Place provides 
school social workers with an ap-
proach for im prov ing op por tu ni ties 
for its stu dents to learn. It is built upon 
a con tin u um of sup port in which the 
focus is on fostering partnerships in 
the school sys tem.

Partnerships in Place incorporates 
several social skills materials. They 
are pub lished by Exceptional Innova-
tions, and include:

Aldinger, L., Warger, C., & Eavy, P. (1992). 
Strategies for teacher collaboration. 
Reston, VA: Ex cep tion al Innovations.

Bryan, J., & Bryan, T. (1996). Amazing 
discoveries. Reston, VA: Exceptional 
Innovations.

Bryan, T., & Warger, C. (1998). Amazing dis-
coverers club. Reston, VA: Exceptional 
In no va tions.

Montague, M., & Lund, K. (1993). Job-related 
social skills. Reston, VA: Exceptional In-
 no va tions.

Rutherford, R., Chipman, J., DiGangi, S., & An-
derson, C. (1994). Teaching social skills: 
A prac ti cal instructional approach. 
Reston, VA: Exceptional Innovations.

Warger, C., Aldinger, & Eavy, P. (1996). Instruc-
tional solutions. Reston, VA: Exceptional 
In no va tions. [Available in eBook format at 
www.exinn.net.]

Warger, C., & Rutherford, R. (1996). A col-
laborative approach to teaching 
social skills. Reston, VA: Exceptional 
Innovations.


