
Educational Policy Standards for Baccalaureate 
Degree Programs in Social Work Education 

It is important to recognize that professional social work education is regulated through an accreditation 
process governed by the Council on Social Work Education (CSWE).  The School’s curriculum follows the 
CSWE’s Curriculum Policy Standards*, which is reprinted in these pages. 
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1. Purposes 

1.0 Purposes of the Social Work Profession 

The social work profession receives its 
sanction from public and private auspices 
and is the primary profession in the 
development, provision, and evaluation of 
social services. Professional social workers 
are leaders in a variety of organizational 
settings and service delivery systems within 
a global context.  

The profession of social work is based on 
the values of service, social and economic 
justice, dignity and worth of the person, 
importance of human relationships, and 
integrity and competence in practice. With 
these values as defining principles, the 
purposes of social work are: 

• To enhance human well-being and 
alleviate poverty, oppression, and other 
forms of social injustice.  

• To enhance the social functioning and 
interactions of individuals, families, 
groups, organizations, and communities 
by involving them in accomplishing 
goals, developing resources, and 
preventing and alleviating distress.  

• To formulate and implement social 
policies, services, and programs that 
meet basic human needs and support 
the development of human capacities.  

• To pursue policies, services, and 
resources through advocacy and social 
or political actions that promote social 
and economic justice.  

• To develop and use research, 
knowledge, and skills that advance 
social work practice.  

• To develop and apply practice in the 
context of diverse cultures.  

1.1 Purposes of Social Work Education 

The purposes of social work education are 
to prepare competent and effective 
professionals, to develop social work 
knowledge, and to provide leadership in the 
development of service delivery systems. 
Social work education is grounded in the 
profession’s history, purposes, and 
philosophy and is based on a body of 
knowledge, values, and skills. Social work 
education enables students to integrate the 
knowledge, values, and skills of the social 
work profession for competent practice. 

1.2 Achievement of Purposes 

Among its programs, which vary in design, 
structure, and objectives, social work 
education achieves these purposes through 
such means as: 

• Providing curricula and teaching 
practices at the forefront of the new and 
changing knowledge base of social 
work and related disciplines.  

• Providing curricula that build on a 
liberal arts perspective to promote 
breadth of knowledge, critical thinking, 
and communication skills.  

• Developing knowledge.  



• Developing and applying instructional 
and practice-relevant technology.  

• Maintaining reciprocal relationships 
with social work practitioners, groups, 
organizations, and communities.  

• Promoting continual professional 
development of students, faculty, and 
practitioners.  

• Promoting interprofessional and 
interdisciplinary collaboration.  

• Preparing social workers to engage in 
prevention activities that promote well-
being.  

• Preparing social workers to practice 
with individuals, families, groups, 
organizations, and communities.  

• Preparing social workers to evaluate the 
processes and effectiveness of practice.  

• Preparing social workers to practice 
without discrimination, with respect, 
and with knowledge and skills related 
to clients’ age, class, color, culture, 
disability, ethnicity, family structure, 
gender, marital status, national origin, 
race, religion, sex, and sexual 
orientation.  

• Preparing social workers to alleviate 
poverty, oppression, and other forms of 
social injustice.  

• Preparing social workers to recognize 
the global context of social work 
practice.  

• Preparing social workers to formulate 
and influence social policies and social 
work services in diverse political 
contexts.  

2. Structure of Social Work Education 

2.0 Structure  

Baccalaureate and graduate social work 
education programs operate under the 
auspices of accredited colleges and 

universities. These educational institutions 
vary by auspices, emphasis, and size. With 
diverse strengths, missions, and resources, 
social work education programs share a 
common commitment to educate competent, 
ethical social workers. 

The baccalaureate and master’s levels of 
social work education are anchored in the 
purposes of the social work profession and 
promote the knowledge, values, and skills of 
the profession. Baccalaureate social work 
education programs prepare graduates for 
generalist professional practice. Master’s 
social work education programs prepare 
graduates for advanced professional practice 
in an area of concentration. The 
baccalaureate and master’s levels of 
educational preparation are differentiated 
according to (a) conceptualization and 
design, (b) content, (c) program objectives, 
and (d) depth, breadth, and specificity of 
knowledge and skills. Frameworks and 
perspectives for concentration include fields 
of practice, problem areas, intervention 
methods, and practice contexts and 
perspectives.  

Programs develop their mission and goals 
within the purposes of the profession, the 
purposes of social work education, and their 
institutional context. Programs also 
recognize academic content and professional 
experiences that students bring to the 
educational program. A conceptual 
framework, built upon relevant theories and 
knowledge, shapes the breadth and depth of 
knowledge and practice skills to be 
acquired. 

2.1 Program Renewal  

Social work education remains vital, 
relevant, and progressive by pursuing 
exchanges with the practice community and 
program stakeholders and by developing 
and assessing new knowledge and 
technology. 

3. Program Objectives 

Social work education is grounded in the liberal 
arts and contains a coherent, integrated 
professional foundation in social work. The 
graduate advanced curriculum is built from the 



professional foundation. Graduates of 
baccalaureate and master's social work programs 
demonstrate the capacity to meet the foundation 
objectives and objectives unique to the program. 
Graduates of master's social work programs also 
demonstrate the capacity to meet advanced 
program objectives. 

3.0 Foundation Program Objectives  

The professional foundation, which is 
essential to the practice of any social 
worker, includes, but is not limited to, the 
following program objectives. Graduates 
demonstrate the ability to: 

1. Apply critical thinking skills within the 
context of professional social work practice. 

2. Understand the value base of the 
profession and its ethical standards and 
principles, and practice accordingly. 

3. Practice without discrimination and with 
respect, knowledge, and skills related to 
clients’ age, class, color, culture, disability, 
ethnicity, family structure, gender, marital 
status, national origin, race, religion, sex, 
and sexual orientation. 

4. Understand the forms and mechanisms of 
oppression and discrimination and apply 
strategies of advocacy and social change 
that advance social and economic justice. 

5. Understand and interpret the history of 
the social work profession and its 
contemporary structures and issues. 

6. Apply the knowledge and skills of 
generalist social work practice with systems 
of all sizes. 

7. Use theoretical frameworks supported by 
empirical evidence to understand individual 
development and behavior across the life 
span and the interactions among individuals 
and between individuals and families, 
groups, organizations, and communities. 

8. Analyze, formulate, and influence social 
policies. 

9. Evaluate research studies, apply research 
findings to practice, and evaluate their own 
practice interventions.  

10. Use communication skills differentially 
across client populations, colleagues, and 
communities.  

11. Use supervision and consultation 
appropriate to social work practice. 

12. Function within the structure of 
organizations and service delivery systems 
and seek necessary organizational change. 

3.1 Concentration Objectives  

Graduates of a master’s social work 
program are advanced practitioners who 
apply the knowledge and skills of advanced 
social work practice in an area of 
concentration. They analyze, intervene, and 
evaluate in ways that are highly 
differentiated, discriminating, and self-
critical. Graduates synthesize and apply a 
broad range of knowledge and skills with a 
high degree of autonomy and proficiency. 
They refine and advance the quality of their 
practice and that of the larger social work 
profession.  

3.2 Additional Program Objectives 

A program may develop additional 
objectives to cover the required content in 
relation to its particular mission, goals, and 
educational level. 

4. Foundation Curriculum Content 

All social work programs provide foundation 
content in the areas specified below. Content 
areas may be combined and delivered with a 
variety of instructional technologies. Content is 
relevant to the mission, goals, and objectives of 
the program and to the purposes, values, and 
ethics of the social work profession.  

4.0 Values and Ethics 

Social work education programs integrate 
content about values and principles of 
ethical decision making as presented in the 
National Association of Social Workers 
Code of Ethics. The educational experience 



provides students with the opportunity to be 
aware of personal values; develop, 
demonstrate, and promote the values of the 
profession; and analyze ethical dilemmas 
and the ways in which these affect practice, 
services, and clients.  

4.1 Diversity  

Social work programs integrate content that 
promotes understanding, affirmation, and 
respect for people from diverse 
backgrounds. The content emphasizes the 
interlocking and complex nature of culture 
and personal identity. It ensures that social 
services meet the needs of groups served 
and are culturally relevant. Programs 
educate students to recognize diversity 
within and between groups that may 
influence assessment, planning, 
intervention, and research. Students learn 
how to define, design, and implement 
strategies for effective practice with persons 
from diverse backgrounds.  

4.2 Populations-at-Risk and Social and 
Economic Justice 

Social work education programs integrate 
content on populations-at-risk, examining 
the factors that contribute to and constitute 
being at risk. Programs educate students to 
identify how group membership influences 
access to resources, and present content on 
the dynamics of such risk factors and 
responsive and productive strategies to 
redress them. 

Programs integrate social and economic 
justice content grounded in an 
understanding of distributive justice, human 
and civil rights, and the global 
interconnections of oppression. Programs 
provide content related to implementing 
strategies to combat discrimination, 
oppression, and economic deprivation and 
to promote social and economic justice. 
Programs prepare students to advocate for 
nondiscriminatory social and economic 
systems.  

4.3 Human Behavior and the Social 
Environment 

Social work education programs provide 
content on the reciprocal relationships 
between human behavior and social 
environments. Content includes empirically 
based theories and knowledge that focus on 
the interactions between and among 
individuals, groups, societies, and economic 
systems. It includes theories and knowledge 
of biological, sociological, cultural, 
psychological, and spiritual development 
across the life span; the range of social 
systems in which people live (individual, 
family, group, organizational, and 
community); and the ways social systems 
promote or deter people in maintaining or 
achieving health and well-being. 

4.4 Social Welfare Policy and Services 

Programs provide content about the history 
of social work, the history and current 
structures of social welfare services, and the 
role of policy in service delivery, social 
work practice, and attainment of individual 
and social well-being. Course content 
provides students with knowledge and skills 
to understand major policies that form the 
foundation of social welfare; analyze 
organizational, local, state, national, and 
international issues in social welfare policy 
and social service delivery; analyze and 
apply the results of policy research relevant 
to social service delivery; understand and 
demonstrate policy practice skills in regard 
to economic, political, and organizational 
systems, and use them to influence, 
formulate, and advocate for policy 
consistent with social work values; and 
identify financial, organizational, 
administrative, and planning processes 
required to deliver social services. 

4.5 Social Work Practice 

Social work practice content is anchored in 
the purposes of the social work profession 
and focuses on strengths, capacities, and 
resources of client systems in relation to 
their broader environments. Students learn 
practice content that encompasses 
knowledge and skills to work with 
individuals, families, groups, organizations, 
and communities. This content includes 
engaging clients in an appropriate working 
relationship, identifying issues, problems, 



needs, resources, and assets; collecting and 
assessing information; and planning for 
service delivery. It includes using 
communication skills, supervision, and 
consultation. Practice content also includes 
identifying, analyzing, and implementing 
empirically based interventions designed to 
achieve client goals; applying empirical 
knowledge and technological advances; 
evaluating program outcomes and practice 
effectiveness; developing, analyzing, 
advocating, and providing leadership for 
policies and services; and promoting social 
and economic justice. 

4.6 Research 

Qualitative and quantitative research content 
provides understanding of a scientific, 
analytic, and ethical approach to building 
knowledge for practice. The content 
prepares students to develop, use, and 
effectively communicate empirically based 
knowledge, including evidence-based 
interventions. Research knowledge is used 
by students to provide high-quality services; 
to initiate change; to improve practice, 
policy, and social service delivery; and to 
evaluate their own practice.  

4.7 Field Education 

Field education is an integral component of 
social work education anchored in the 
mission, goals, and educational level of the 
program. It occurs in settings that reinforce 
students’ identification with the purposes, 
values, and ethics of the profession; fosters 
the integration of empirical and practice-
based knowledge; and promotes the 
development of professional competence. 
Field education is systematically designed, 
supervised, coordinated, and evaluated on 
the basis of criteria by which students 
demonstrate the achievement of program 
objectives. 

5. ADVANCED CURRICULUM CONTENT  

The master’s curriculum prepares graduates for 
advanced social work practice in an area of 
concentration. Using a conceptual framework to 
identify advanced knowledge and skills, 
programs build an advanced curriculum from the 
foundation content. In the advanced curriculum, 
the foundation content areas (Section 4, 4.0–4.7) 
are addressed in greater depth, breadth, and 
specificity and support the program’s conception 
of advanced practice.  

 


