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Introduction

Accreditation is a system for recognizing educational institutions and professional programs 

af�liated with those institutions as having a level of performance, integrity, and quality that 

entitles them to the con�dence of the educational community and the public they serve. 

The Commission on Accreditation (COA) of the Council on Social Work Education (CSWE) 

is recognized by the Council for Higher Education Authority to accredit baccalaureate and 

master’s degree programs in social work education in the United States and its territories. 

The COA is responsible for formulating, promulgating, and implementing the accreditation 

standards for baccalaureate and master’s degree programs in social work, for ensuring the 

standards de�ne competent preparation, and for con�rming that accredited social work 

programs meet the standards. To this end, CSWE’s COA administers a multistep accreditation 

process that involves program self-studies and benchmarks, site visits, and COA reviews.

The accreditation review process provides professional judgments on the quality of a social work education program in an 
institution. These findings are based on applying the Educational Policy and Accreditation Standards (EPAS) promulgated 
by the Commission on Educational Policy (COEP) and the COA. The essential purpose of the accreditation process is to 
provide a professional judgment of the quality of the program offered and to encourage continual improvement. Moreover, 
systematic examination of compliance with established standards supports public confidence in the quality of professional 
social work education and in the competence of social work practice.

EPAS Revision Process
The COA and the COEP are responsible for revising the EPAS. The revision takes place in accordance with the CSWE 
bylaws, which mandate that the policy statement be reviewed by COEP “at periodic intervals not to exceed 7 years." 
CSWE’s recognition by the Council for Higher Education Authority also requires that accreditors have a process whereby 
standards are reviewed periodically by the COA. 

The most recent standards review process took more than 5 years and resulted in three drafts issued for public review and 
comment. The intent of the COA and the COEP was to solicit feedback from as many constituents as possible in as many 
ways as possible. The COEP and the COA would like to thank the programs, individuals, organizations, and communities of 
interest that provided feedback on all of the drafts. 

The educational policy, which details the new social work competencies for the 2015 EPAS, was developed by COEP and 
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Purpose: Social Work Practice, Education, and 
Educational Policy and Accreditation Standards

The purpose of the social work profession is to promote human and community well-being. 

Guided by a person-in-environment framework, a global perspective, respect for human 

diversity, and knowledge based on scienti�c inquiry, the purpose of social work is actualized 

through its quest for social and economic justice, the prevention of conditions that limit 

human rights, the elimination of poverty, and the enhancement of the quality of life for all 

persons, locally and globally.

Social work educators serve the profession through their teaching, scholarship, and service. Social work education at 
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Social Work Competencies

The nine Social Work Competencies are listed below. Programs may add competencies that are 

consistent with their mission and goals and respond to their context. Each competency describes the 

knowledge, values, skills, and cognitive and affective processes that comprise the competency at the 

generalist level of practice, followed by a set of behaviors that integrate these components. These 

behaviors represent observable components of the competencies, while the preceding statements 

represent the underlying content and processes that inform the behaviors.

Competency 1: Demonstrate Ethical and Professional Behavior
Social workers understand the value base of the profession and its ethical standards, as well as relevant laws and regulations that may 
impact practice at the micro, mezzo, and macro levels. Social workers understand frameworks of ethical decision-making and how 
to apply principles of critical thinking to those frameworks in practice, research, and policy arenas. Social workers recognize personal 
values and the distinction between personal and professional values. They also understand how their personal experiences and 
affective reactions influence their professional judgment and behavior. Social workers understand the profession’s history, its mission, 
and the roles and responsibilities of the profession. Social Workers also understand the role of other professions when engaged in 
inter-professional teams. Social workers recognize the importance of life-long learning and are committed to continually updating their 
skills to ensure they are relevant and effective. Social workers also understand emerging forms of technology and the ethical use of 
technology in social work practice. Social workers:
•	 make ethical decisions by applying the standards of the NASW Code of Ethics, relevant laws and regulations, models for ethical 

decision-making, ethical conduct of research, and additional codes of ethics as appropriate to context;

•	 use reflection and self-regulation to manage personal values and maintain professionalism in practice situations;

•	 demonstrate professional demeanor in behavior; appearance; and oral, written, and electronic communication; 

•	 use technology ethically and appropriately to facilitate practice outcomes; and

•	 use supervision and consultation to guide professional judgment and behavior.

Competency 2: Engage Diversity and Difference in Practice
Social workers understand how diversity and difference characterize and shape the human experience and are critical to the 
formation of identity. The dimensions of diversity are understood as the intersectionality of multiple factors including but not limited 
to age, class, color, culture, disability and ability, ethnicity, gender, gender identity and expression, immigration status, marital status, 
political ideology, race, religion/spirituality, sex, sexual orientation, and tribal sovereign status. Social workers understand that, as 
a consequence of difference, a person’s life experiences may include oppression, poverty, marginalization, and alienation as well 
as privilege, power, and acclaim. Social workers also understand the forms and mechanisms of oppression and discrimination and 
recognize the extent to which a culture’s structures and values, including social, economic, political, and cultural exclusions, may 
oppress, marginalize, alienate, or create privilege and power. Social workers:
•	 apply and communicate understanding of the importance of diversity and difference in shaping life experiences in practice at the 

micro, mezzo, and macro levels;

•	 present themselves as learners and engage clients and constituencies as experts of their own experiences; and

•	 apply self-awareness and self-regulation to manage the influence of personal biases and values in working with diverse clients  
and constituencies.

Competency 3: Advance Human Rights and Social, Economic, and Environmental Justice
Social workers understand that every person regardless of position in society has fundamental human rights such as freedom, 
safety, privacy, an adequate standard of living, health care, and education. Social workers understand the global interconnections 
of oppression and human rights violations, and are knowledgeable about theories of human need and social justice and strategies 
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SOCIAL WORK COMPETENCIES

•
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Social workers understand how their personal experiences and affective reactions may impact their ability to effectively engage with 
diverse clients and constituencies. Social workers value principles of relationship-building and inter-professional collaboration to 
facilitate engagement with clients, constituencies, and other professionals as appropriate. Social workers:
•	
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Program Mission and Goals

Educational Policy 1.0—Program Mission and Goals
The mission and goals of each social work program address the profession’s purpose, are grounded in core professional 
values, and are informed by program context.

Values
Service, social justice, the dignity and worth of the person, the importance of human relationships, integrity, 
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EXPLICIT CURRICULUM

Educational Policy M2.1—Specialized Practice
Specialized practice builds on generalist practice as described in EP 2.0, adapting and extending the Social Work Competencies 
for practice with a specific population, problem area, method of intervention, perspective or approach to practice. Specialized 
practice augments and extends social work knowledge, values, and skills to engage, assess, intervene, and evaluate within 
an area of specialization. Specialized practitioners advocate with and on behalf of clients and constituencies in their area of 
specialized practice. Specialized practitioners synthesize and employ a broad range of interdisciplinary and multidisciplinary 
knowledge and skills based on scientific inquiry and best practices, and consistent with social work values. Specialized 
practitioners engage in and conduct research to inform and improve practice, policy, and service delivery. 

The master’s program in social work prepares students for specialized practice. Programs identify the specialized 
knowledge, values, skills, cognitive and affective processes, and behaviors that extend and enhance the nine Social Work 
Competencies and prepare students for practice in the area of specialization. 

Accreditation Standard M2.1—Specialized Practice
M2.1.1	 The program identifies its area(s) of specialized practice (EP M2.1), and demonstrates how it builds on 

generalist practice.

M2.1.2	 The program provides a rationale for its formal curriculum design for specialized practice demonstrating how the 
design is used to develop a coherent and integrated curriculum for both classroom and field.

M2.1.3	 The program describes how its area(s) of specialized practice extend and enhance the nine Social Work 
Competencies (and any additional competencies developed by the program) to prepare students for practice in 
the area(s) of specialization. 

M2.1.4	 For each area of specialized practice, the program provides a matrix that illustrates how its curriculum 
content implements the nine required social work competencies and any additional competencies added by 
the program. 

Educational Policy 2.2—Signature Pedagogy: Field Education
Signature pedagogies are elements of instruction and of socialization that teach future practitioners the fundamental 
dimensions of professional work in their discipline—to think, to perform, and to act ethically and with integrity. Field 
education is the signature pedagogy for social work. The intent of field education is to integrate the theoretical and 
conceptual contribution of the classroom with the practical world of the practice setting. It is a basic precept of social 
work education that the two interrelated components of curriculum—classroom and field—are of equal importance 
within the curriculum, and each contributes to the development of the requisite competencies of professional 
practice. Field education is systematically designed, supervised, coordinated, and evaluated based on criteria by 
which students demonstrate the Social Work Competencies. Field education may integrate forms of technology as a 
component of the program. 
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Accreditation Standard 2.2—Field Education
2.2.1	 The program explains how its field education program connects the theoretical and conceptual contributions of 

the classroom and field settings.

B2.2.2	
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Implicit Curriculum

The implicit curriculum refers to the learning environment in which the explicit curriculum is 

presented. It is composed of the following elements: the program’s commitment to diversity; 

admissions policies and procedures; advisement, retention, and termination policies; student 

participation in governance; faculty; administrative structure; and resources. The implicit curriculum 

is manifested through policies that are fair and transparent in substance and implementation, the 

quali�cations of the faculty, and the adequacy and fair distribution of resources. The culture of 

human interchange; the spirit of inquiry; the support for difference and diversity; and the values and 

priorities in the educational environment, including the �eld setting, inform the student’s learning 

and development. The implicit curriculum is as important as the explicit curriculum in shaping the 

professional character and competence of the program’s graduates. Heightened awareness of the 

importance of the implicit curriculum promotes an educational culture that is congruent with the 

values of the profession and the mission, goals, and context of the program.

Educational Policy 3.0—Diversity
The program’s expectation for diversity is reflected in its learning environment, which provides the context through which students 
learn about differences, to value and respect diversity, and develop a commitment to cultural humility. The dimensions of 
diversity are understood as the intersectionality of multiple factors including but not limited to age, class, color, culture, disability 
and ability, ethnicity, gender, gender identity and expression, immigration status, marital status, political ideology, race, religion/
spirituality, sex, sexual orientation, and tribal sovereign status. The learning environment consists of the program’s institutional 
setting; selection of field education settings and their clientele; composition of program advisory or field committees; educational 
and social resources; resource allocation; program leadership; speaker series, seminars, and special programs; support groups; 
research and other initiatives; and the demographic make-up of its faculty, staff, and student body.

Accreditation Standard 3.0—Diversity 
3.0.1	 The program describes the specific and continuous efforts it makes to provide a learning environment that models 

affirmation and respect for diversity and difference.

3.0.2	 The program explains how these efforts provide a supportive and inclusive learning environment. 

3.0.3	 The program describes specific plans to continually improve the learning environment to affirm and support persons with  
diverse identities.

Educational Policy 3.1—Student Development
 font
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* �This and all future references to degrees from social work programs accredited by CSWE, include degrees from CSWE-accredited 
programs or recognized through CSWE’s International Social Work Degree Recognition and Evaluation Service, or covered under a 
memorandum of understanding with international social work accreditors. 

M3.1.1	 The program identifies the criteria it uses for admission to the social work program. The criteria for admission to the master’s 
program must include an earned baccalaureate degree from a college or university accredited by a recognized regional 
accrediting association. Baccalaureate social work graduates entering master’s social work programs are not to repeat what 
has been achieved in their baccalaureate social work programs.

3.1.2	 The program describes the policies and procedures for evaluating applications and notifying applicants of the decision and 
any contingent conditions associated with admission.

M3.1.3 	 The program describes the policies and procedures used for awarding advanced standing. The program indicates that 
advanced standing is awarded only to graduates holding degrees from baccalaureate social work programs accredited 
by CSWE, recognized through its International Social Work Degree Recognition and Evaluation Services,* or covered 
under a memorandum of understanding with international social work accreditors. 

3.1.4	 The program describes its policies and procedures concerning the transfer of credits.

3.1.5	 The program submits its written policy indicating that it does not grant social work course credit for life experience or previous 
work experience. The program documents how it informs applicants and other constituents of this policy.

Advisement, retention, and termination
3.1.6	 The program describes its academic and professional advising policies and procedures. Professional advising is provided by 

social work program faculty, staff, or both.

3.1.7	 The program submits its policies and procedures for evaluating student’s academic and professional performance,um of understanding with internati0 Tw 9 0 0 9es.445 9 85 613.90inclundersgork Tm
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IMPLICIT CURRICULUM

B3.2.4	 The baccalaureate social work program identifies no fewer than two full-time faculty assigned to the baccalaureate 
program, with full-time appointment in social work, and whose principal assignment is to the baccalaureate program. 
The majority of the total full-time baccalaureate social work program faculty has a master’s degree in social work from a 
CSWE-accredited program, with a doctoral degree preferred. 

M3.2.4	 The master’s social work program identifies no fewer than six full-time faculty with master’s degrees in social work from a 
CSWE-accredited program and whose principal assignment is to the master’s program. The majority of the full-time master’s 
social work program faculty has a master’s degree in social work and a doctoral degree, preferably in social work.

3.2.5	 The program describes its faculty workload policy and discusses how the policy supports the achievement of institutional 
priorities and the program’s mission and goals.

3.2.6	 Faculty demonstrate ongoing professional development as teachers, scholars, and practitioners through dissemination of research 
and scholarship, exchanges with external constituencies such as practitioners and agencies, and through other professionally 
relevant creative activities that support the achievement of institutional priorities and the program’s mission and goals.

3.2.7	 The program demonstrates how its faculty models the behavior and values of the profession in the program’s 
educational environment.

Educational Policy 3.3—Administrative and Governance Structure
Social work faculty and administrators, based on their education, knowledge, and skills, are best suited to make decisions regarding 
the delivery of social work education. Faculty and administrators exercise autonomy in designing an administrative and leadership 
structure, developing curriculum, and formulating and implementing policies that support the education of competent social workers. 
The administrative structure is sufficient to carry out the program’s mission and goals. In recognition of the importance of field 
education as the signature pedagogy, programs must provide an administrative structure and adequate resources for systematically 
designing, supervising, coordinating, and evaluating field education across all program options.

Accreditation Standard 3.3—Administrative Structure 
3.3.1	 The program describes its administrative structure and shows how it provides the necessary autonomy to achieve the 

program’s mission and goals.

3.3.2	 The program describes how the social work faculty has responsibility for defining program curriculum consistent with the 
Educational Policy and Accreditation Standards and the institution’s policies.

3.3.3	 The program describes how the administration and faculty of the social work program participate in formulating and 
implementing policies related to the recruitment, hiring, retention, promotion, and tenure of program personnel.

3.3.4	 The program identifies the social work program director. Institutions with accredited baccalaureate and master’s 
programs appoint a separate director for each. 

B3.3.4(a)	 The program describes the baccalaureate program director’s leadership ability through teaching, scholarship, 
curriculum development, administrative experience, and other academic and professional activities in social 
work. The program documents that the director has a master’s degree in social work from a CSWE-accredited 
program with a doctoral degree in social work preferred. 

B3.3.4(b)	 The program provides documentation that the director has a full-time appointment to the social work 
baccalaureate program.

B3.3.4(c)	 The program describes the procedures for calculating the program director’s assigned time to provide 
educational and administrative leadership to the program. To carry out the administrative functions 
specific to responsibilities of the social work program, a minimum of 25% assigned time is required at 
the baccalaureate level. The program discusses that this time is sufficient.

M3.3.4(a)	 The program describes the master’s program director’s leadership ability through teaching, scholarship, 
curriculum development, administrative experience, and other academic and professional activities in social 
work. The program documents that the director has a master’s degree in social work from a CSWE-accredited 
program. In addition, it is preferred that the master’s program director have a doctoral degree, preferably in 
social work.

M3.3.4(b)	 The program provides documentation that the director has a full-time appointment to the social work 
master’s program.
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M3.3.4(c)	 The program describes the procedures for determining the program director’s assigned time to provide 
educational and administrative leadership to the program. To carry out the administrative functions 
specific to responsibilities of the social work program, a minimum of 50% assigned time is required at 
the master’s level. The program demonstrates this time is sufficient.

3.3.5	 The program identifies the field education director. 

3.3.5(a)	 The program describes the field director’s ability to provide leadership in the field education program through 
practice experience, field instruction experience, and administrative and other relevant academic and 
professional activities in social work.

B3.3.5(b)	 The program documents that the field education director has a master’s degree in social work from a 
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Assessment






