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SOCIAL WORK'S DIMINISHED CCMMITMENT
TO THE PARAPROFESSIONAL

by

Edward A. Brawley
Associate Professor of Social Welfare
The Pennsvlvania State University

ABSTRACT

This paper reviews the rise during the 1360's and the appareant
decline during the 1270's of social work's support of the marapro-
fessional and concludes that failure to follow through unequivocally
on its early commitment to the paraprofessional is likely to create
future difficulties for the profession.

A critical shortage of graduate social workers, a restructuring
of the social services, and a national policv of employing the poor
and disadvantaged in social service occupations all led to the intro-
duction of large numbers of paraprofessionals into both urban and
rural social service employment during the 1960Q's. Sheldon Siegel
cites Census Bureau data that indicate that approximately 32 percent
of all social service workers in the United States in 1970 had less
than a baccalaureate degree.l The social work profession affirmed
the necessity and the desirability of this trend, not only as a method
of solving the shortage of trained persomnel that existed at that time?
but also because many of these new entrants to the field wexs indige-
nous to the client groups that social work sought to serve and had
‘characteristics and skills congenial to those groups.3

It was during the 1960's that the long-standing shortage of
“trained personnel in social work ceased to be viewed solely as a need
-for more holders of the master's degree in social work. The social
work profession resolved a long-standing debate and decided that it

An earlier version of this paper was presented at the Fourth Naticnal
Institute on Social Work in Rural Areas, University of Wyoming,

Laramie, Wyoming, August 1, 1979.
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was possible to prepare workers for the social services with less than
graduate education and that this need not necessarily lead to a lowerinc
of the standards of service cifered. In fact, it was even suggested,
though not necessarily widely believed, that, given the proper prepara-
tion of the new workers and the development of appropriate ways of
deploying them, a qualitative as well as qguantitative improvement in
service might result.4

1n the second half of the 1960's, a great many articles appeared
in the social work and related professional literature on the subject
of paraprofessionals in the human services. These articles either
reported the results of using such personnel or advocated their
increased use on various grounds, usually the continuing shortage of
professional workers or the unique contribution that the paraprofes-
sional purportedly could make. For example, in 1966, Robert Barker
and Thomas Briggs, reviowed almost 200 publications reporting the use
of nonprofessionals in social welfare settings.

Few of these articles reported the results of formal resezrch
studies or provided a conceptual framework for social service staff
differentiation that could be widely applied. In fact, few attempted
to do so, being contéent to suggest that certain tasks, traditionally
carried out by professionals, couid be delegated to others without
professional training or that professional services could be supple-
mented by the additional work that paraprofessionals could do.
However, some empirical data on the use of naraprofessionals in the
human services did appear, including Alan Gartner's Paraprofessionals
and Their Performance: A Survev of Education, Health, and Social
Service Programs.® Gartner cites the results of studies of work
periormance in & variety of human service fields to supvort his thesis
that the introduction and innovative use of these new kinds of personr
led to qgualitative as well as guantitative benefits for the clients o.
human services.

Similarly, in a 1968 survey of the roles of over 100,000 nonpro-
fessionals working in 185 mental health settings (predominantly commu
nity mental health centers) Francine Sobey found that the nonprofes-
sional ment&l health workers were contributing to mental health servi
provision in two ways: "(1l) £illing new roles based on patient need
which were previously unfulfilled by any staff; and (2) performing
parts of tasks previously performed by professionals, but tailoring
the task to the non-professional's abilities." The cowmbination of th
two roles was seen as resulting in a "task gestalt™ unique to the
nonprofessional.’
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While these and other reports on the use of paraprofessionals were
appearing with some frecuency in the profeSSIuhal literature, there

was some effort sccial werk to granple wi *h the theoretical
issues inwvelved 223 to develen cvnbeptua- models that might srovide
guicdeliines Ior the nrofession. For sxample, 2":3 nd cther orgeniza-

tions supcorted cons*derabl- rasearch during the 1960's into the use
of different kinds and levels of social service personnel.® Based on
thelr extensive studies on behalf cf NASW into differential use of social
worl manpowexr, B i < 7 resuliz Srom tihs
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model and subsoquenc clasorations of it gained ‘alrlv wlde acceptance
within the profession, at least on a theoretical if not a practical
lavel.l0 1n these varlcus versions of the social work team, significant
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The place of paraprofessionals was given formal recognition by
NASW in its Standards For 5Social Service Manpower, publ'shed in 1974.
A six-level classificaticn plan was set Forth that include
fessicnal anc &wo
urzose ol toe £
the personnel ¢l

=&y

rofessicn

flw

arder a
on systems of scclal ageact

ropriate utilizaticn of personnel, and prov1de more efrectlve service."
It was assumed that "the optimum cffectiveness in the provision of most
social services veguires the use of various levels of compctence.“1

hile the practice arm of <he professicn was taxing tihese steps
incoxporate paraprefessicnals into its thinking about the range of avall-
able social service personnel and the way they should be deployed, those
members of the profession concerned with preparation for practice were,
through the Council on Social Work Education (CSWE), assuming leadership
in the develooment of cducaticnal programs for multiple levels cf 3

EEALY PF RN

sexvice pevscnnel, iacluding the parazrcfessianal,

In 1968, CSWE, following a Board decision to expand its activities
gfrom graduate education foxr social work to all levels of post-secondary
‘education for social welfare, carried out a study of community college
Programs in arsas rsiated to socizl welfars

= = Gt o EPRRW-. 2 < -3 =3 T aal =% vy e
The repoxt of this study icentified *iae thrusis which

‘rapid growth of technical education during the 1960's and, specificaily,
‘the development of community college programs for social welfare areas.

Lt

:fhe implications of the emergence of these programs for sccial work and



especially for sociel work education were noted, and it was suggested
that CSWE might appropriately assume an active role in community college
education for social welfare and related areas. 13

CSWE began to offer consultative services to community colleges and
sroceeded to develop, in cooperation with the American Association of
Sunior Collesces (&2J3C), a Guide for associzte degree procrams in the
social services. The guidelines were avproved by the Board of Directors
cf CSWE in November 1958 and were published in early 1370. 14

The Guide reaffirmed the need for the development of a corps of
erociate degrec workergs for the social services, citing the following
aciors which were giving rise to this need: (1) the zredicted coantin-
ued expancsion of the human services; (2) recognition by the social
werk profession that the wmanpower needs for present anid future serxvices
could not and shoulé not bhe met by persoanel with only the highest levels
of education: (3) changes in social service delivery svstems which

thy fY

calied Ifor the wtilization of manzoway with cifferent levels of eguca-
tional preparation; (4) recognition that gualitative as well as quanti-

ita

-etlve gains could be zchieved in the social services when differant

of personnel wore involved in problem solution, sarticularlivy
within a team approach; (5) the benefits to be derived by involving
grsons indigenous £o the communities being served; and (6) the trend
' 2 communicy conmtrol ¢©f local health a2ané welfare services. It was
he hope ¢I CSWE that the Guide would help community celleges to decide
22 thev wantéed to intraoduce programs in the socizl services and, if so,
now chey might implement ther.l>

et o ‘U
Q
b4
N

- iy

Taxiy in ?970 C3WE, in cooperation with AAJC, sponsored workshops

in Chicago, Philadelphia, ané los aAngeles with the puvpose of publiciz-
ing the Guide and assisting community colleges to establish qualiity
aducationzl programs for thé community and socizl services. These

workshops were followed, in June 1970, by a CSWE-spoansored institute
Zor community college faculty who were interested primarily in curricu-
luom development Ior associste degrec programs in social welfare areas
and, in May 1971, by a workshop for community college educators who
examined trends and issues emerging from the development of these new

programs. The latter workshop, together with the results of a national
survey of community college programs sponsored by CSWE in 1971, resulted
in Csw='s third publication on community colleges.l6

Noting that it was the organization that provides "leadership and
service in the field of social welfare education on 2ll levels," in
1970 CSWE invited “community colleges and other associate degree-

granting institutions interested in developing education for the social
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services at the technician level” to become members of the organiza-
tion.1l7
4;_".7—

All of these activities seem to reflect a growing desire on the
part of CSWE to play an active and constructive role in the development
. of appropriate training for paraprofessionals and, in particular, the
development of community college programs for social service personnel.
This assumption of leadership for all levels of social work education
including the associate degree level, is further reflected in other
pronouncement of the Council in the early 1970's

Although, as recently as 1976, the CUSWE iHouse of Delegates affirmed
"the importance of the responsibility already accepted by CSWE to provide
service and assistance to community college programs preparing for the
social services,"l9 none of the tangible services or assistance (such as
the workshops or publications noted earlier) has been provided to community
college programs since 1972.

As we cowe ta the end of the 1970's there is considerable evidence
that the commitment of the social work profession as a whole to the para-—
professional has diminished significantly. Articles dealing with this
level of sccial service worker have all but disappearxed frowm the profes-
sional literature. The licensing and other requlatory efforts of NASW
and its state chapters disregard the person who does not have at least
a2 bachelor's degree; and a number of other Ffactors seem to have caused
social workers to be less supportive of paraprofessionals.

One of the major forces working against the acceptance of the

' paraprofessional may well have been the "de-professionalization" or
- "declassification" movement in the social services which began during
the Nixon administration and is still a major concern within the pro-
fession. Early in 1971, NASW was warning its members that "this
administration is endeavoring to make a major ideological shift in

the concept of services, in the administration of sexrvices, and training
requlred to provide (social) services." NASW noted that administration
spokesmen had repeatedly expressed "their belief that there is little,
if any, correlation between a master's degree in social work and the
klnd of services that this countxry needs" and that "people with less
educac1on and a different kind of education are required in the new
dellvery system."20 this kind of thinking was viewed by NASW as

lsastrous for the social serv1ces and for the social work profession

“The issue has remained a critical one throughout the 1970's and
NASW has attempted to combat the threat of declassification by devoting
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substantial effort to the achievement of legal regulation of social wozrk.
Noting that 15 states now license social workers and 23 have some form
of regulation of social work practice, either in the form of licensure
or title registration, NASW recently stressed eight principles that it
considers essential for adequate regulation of social work practice, one
of which is that: :

"Regulation must recognize those levels of practice that are
based on discipline and knowledge of the profession, i.e., the
social worker or BSW: the graduate social worker oxr MSW; and the
certified social worker, which regquires an MSW and two vears of
specialized experience as the minimum for independent practice."gl

While this statement does not, on its face, imply that parapro-
fessionals are to be prevented from participating in the provision of
social services, the intent clearly is to curtail the activities of
those who do not f£it into the categories mentioned and it is hard to
see how this could avoid having a negative impact on paraprofessionals,
in the absence of clear guidelines specifying what roles they are to
play. Minimally, the psychological climate created is an adversary
rather than supportive one.

rnother aspect of the fight against declassification is what
NASW calls "validation" of social work. Observing that "efforts to
declassify social work positions in public agencies (open them to
untrained personnel) threaten to affect the private sector in the
future," NASW held its second national conference on the validation
of social work in May 1978. The purpose of the conference was to
train state chapter leaders who were "actively engaged in development
of state merit system validation technigues," that is, to demonstrate
to state Civil Service or Merit System Boards why social service jobs
require professional social workers. 22

while these efforts to counter declassification have been going
on at the national level, state chapters of NASW have been carrying
on their own fights with recalcitrant state administrations. 3 as
well as mounting a vigorous, but unsuccessful, licensing effort, the
Pennsylvania Chapter of NASW recentZy asked the state legislature to
ensure that the new secretary of public welfare brought to the posi-
tion "the commitment to the utilization of professional personnel in
provision of quality services"24 and the chapter initiated its own
validation study.25

What is important to note is that these activities, at wvarious
levels and in various areas, (regardless of their motives, their
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necessity,- or their degree of effectiveness) have created a climate that
is not supportive of the paraprofessional.

whilé{the declassification issue, together with a less sxpansive
job market for sccial service personel, may explain the present unsym—
pathetic attitude toward the paraprofessional, there are other, less
obvious factors that also should be considered. For example, theres is
some evidence that, even when the social work profession was most
comnitted to the use of paraprofessionals there were systemic barriers
to the optimum use of this type of worker.

As early as 1969, in a study of the impact of the paraprofessional
on the professional's role in a variety of anti-poverty programs, William
Denham and Eunice Shatz found that the professionals involved experienced
a high level of anxiety and reacted negatively towards their parapro-
fessional colleagues for reasons that were unrelated to the job perfor-—
mance of the latter.2® For example, the frequent argument that the use
of the paraprcfessional for performance of gimple routine tasks would
free the professional "for performance of previcuslv undone tasks
requiring a high degree of skill or the assumption of new tasks was not
realized in any patterned or sustained fashicn" in the programs studied.
In many agencies, the professionals had historically performad a multi-
plicity of tasks, many of which were of a simple routine nature, so
that they "had little cpportunity to use, let alone develop, the more
highly technical skills" and furthermore "had become accustomed to
performing routine functions."27

In addition to the expectation that they would function as “expert
practiticners" the professionals were often expected to take on the
role of "training supervisors" of the paraprofessionals. This was also
‘a role for which most were unprepared and to which they reacted "with
considerable anxiety, much of which was displaced on the aides, who
were accused of being trouble-makers and interfering with the old
order."28

Noting that all of the programs studied "suffered from minimal
ioperational clarity"29 and that “whether intentionally or not, the
"'pgprofe331onal in most of these programs functioned as the exclu-
ive giver of service," Denham and Shatz found that "the professional
‘eacted to these unanticipated developments with considerxable tension
and anxiety, which was often dysfunctional as far as the viability of
he nonprofessional role was concerned.™ For example, the profession-
1s” often adopted a punitive attitude toward the nonprofessionals by
i'threatening them with overly subjective and negative evaluations,
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g {their) rcle to the more menial tasks, or ‘caseworking' (them)"
as a way of placing *hem in a client rore.30

A major sys:iemic problem which the Derhar ané Shatz study reveals
o] rticuelar reisvance for this éiscussion is that in the
uéied, which are prohably not atypical, lack of clarity

functions led to a "de-professionzsliczation" of services
= service actlvity was carried out zlmost exclusively by
'I

(i.e., 2
o

nonproie s} rather than the more appropriate zac supporiaile
"Zififarenc 1ation" cf services among various tvpes of personnel. It is
not difficult to see why the professicnzls involved would find rezsons

[6 730

to turn acainst the paranrofessionzl. When services are performe
exclusively by paraprofessionals, guestions of guality inevitably arise
2nd, in the absenrze of objective data to the contrary, such service will

he, TV srofessional definirion, inferior service.

»3 =& determine how widecpread and persistent the probliems
&

Dennam and Shatz zre but some recont studies suggest that
2t 211 uncormon. In 1975 Bisashe Hi:avama reporied the

results of a study of indigenous nonprof
ans in five community mental heal
nnod heaith centears in ?nl;adelpn;a, Trenton, New V
He found that, among other things, t Je: T3 i
yoies and functiong was not the result of careful a
peraprofessionals' capabilities but was based on ex
zelly, "the Iswer ihe prolessional workews aveilabtle
.

indigenous Da*ap*o-cau_onal” i assosiate degree
cted to cerxy cut respons;pllities orcéinaxizwv

@
Hgdﬁ

Descite thie racher haphazard apprcoach to role assigament,
rayama founa that 87% of the professional staif judged that the
indigenous paraorolfessionals ware makiag & valuable coatribution to
sexrvice delivery and 100% were of the opinion that the associate
decree technicians were making & valuable contrii ttion. 3 However, "the
predominant ettitudes of professionals (were) superioxity and indiffer-
erence toward the nonpvo‘e551ona1"34 and Hiravama raised questions about
‘the centers' commitment to the continuing and best use of these workers."
Citing such factors as federzl funding cutbacks, & more conservative mood
in American Society, and a diminished commitment to racial eguality (88%
of the paraprofessionals in this study were Black or Puerto Rican) he
concluded that the paraprofessional's "job security has become seriocusly
shreatened and their future at the moment is not at all promising."35

13
o
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The lack of lohq—range commitment to the paraprofessional that
Hirayama found in ccmmunity mental health centers and neighborhood
health centers appears to apply in other settings also. In their study
of the impact of federal anti-poverty funds on voduntary social agencies,
Camille and Leah Lambert found that traditional social work agencies had
tended not to incorporate paraprofessionals into their regular service
and budget operations, even though they had had extensive positive
experience in the use of paraprofessionals.36

If, as has heen suggested here, social workers, social service
agencies and social work education have decreased their commitment to
the education and use cof the parapreoisssional, it is important to
examine the possible ccnsequences of this development. ’

It is fairly clear that social agencies have not organized their
services arcund differential job and role assignments37 {(and this
creates problems for the baccalaureate social worker as well zs the
paraprofessional}. This is usually attributed to a shortage of jobs.
However, there is substantial evidence that socizl service employment,
which expanded at nearly seven times the growth rate of the civilian
labor force as a whole during the 1960's, continued to expand (at nearly
four times the rate of growth of the civilian labor force) during the
recessive first half of the 1970's.38 Consequently, the paraprofessional
does not seem likely to disappear. The President's Commission on Mental
Health recently obserwved that while "there has been a marked increase in
the number of professicnal and paraprofessional mental health practi-
ticners.” . . . "rural areas, small towns, and poor urban areas still
have only a fraction of the personnel they need."39

In relation to what it calls the "new kind of paraprofessional"
who emerged with the development of associate degree human service
programs in community colleges, the Commission estimates that there
are now more than 200 such programs graduating 10,000 students a year.40
Noting the wide range of vital functions performed by the paraprofes-
sional, the Commission states that "no one can ignorxe the contribution
they have made or the need to increase the effectiveness of that contri-
bution. 3And, in order to bhetter integrate the paraprofessicnal into the
mental health personnel system, the Commission recommended to the
National Institute of Mental Health that it "accelerate its efforts to
develop guidelines defining the various levels of paraprofessionals,

specifying the activities they should perform, and the supervision they
need.” 41

Clearly the Commission does not expect paraprofessionals to -
_Qisappear; it sees them as having performed a very valuable function
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in the delivery of mental health services; and it expects them to
continue o Go so 1f steps are taken to integrate t{hew rroperly int
service systems. Th is one of the major themes emerging Irom Mickhael
Austirn's recent stuay of professionals and paraproiessionals employed
in Family, Neighborhood, and Community Health Services in six eastern
cities. =% 2usiin “ound that the paraprofessionagl worker in the socizl
service agencies studied was predominately female and most likely to
be 2 member of a racial or ethnic minority group, although he notes
~haT enTrv into emplovment as a& varaprofessional social se*v_ce worker
appears "tc be more & matter of economics than of race. nd3
guently, while the impact of the paraproiessional can be evaluated in
on the most basic lgvel, "they have integrated - racielly

T socizl class - the staff of many soclal service
igs" and on a more complex level “they have influenced the prac-
wice of soctial work by providing a new source of knowledge about the
igs ¢f the client's world,":£4

ohse-

in

Professional social workers in the agencies Austin studied
“accepied boih the presence of the paraprofessionals ané their perfor-
§ 2 I orofessionals in the act nod Thoug
f their monopely,™ but he was zt & loss te understand “why it is
agencies so long to adapt administrative practices to this ne

ersomnel thrust."%3 In the absence of the necessary systemic changes,
ratus and survival cf the paraprofessionals will either oontinue

to be threatened, as Hiravama suggests, or they will turn to other
sources of recogmitiorn and support. Either outcome would be regret-
~z%le since Zustin found fhait “givan & hvsodthetical choige of careers
and asked o assume that tney had ail the necessary gualificatlions,
parazxofessionals overwhelmingly (70 percent) selected the social work

plte their strong identification with social work,
some tangible signs of the paraprofessional's

r examzle, in the abssnce of the kind of leadership

*Hat CSWL 1n1t1at=o in tne 1960's but has failed tc provide in recent
years, ithe Southern Regional Education Board (SREB), with the support
of N.T M.E., has initizted "two relatec Crcacn—;a1_z-,g orojects to
develop the modsls and mecranisms for c ‘cation of mental health/
human services workers and for approval of human services/mental health
worker training programs. w47 e

One of the results of this three-year effort was the creation in
February 1979 of the Council on Standards for Human Services Education

£S4SE), & national organization whose purpose will be to improve the
quality, consistency and continuity of training of human service workers
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at both the associate and baccalaureate degree levels through the
development of national standards for training and the mechanisms
for reviewing and assessing programs against these standards.

ez The need for such a standard-setiting body has arisen, according
to SREB, as a result of the existence of some 400 Human Service Training
Programs which graduate perhaps 50 percent of direct sexrvice workers in
the human services nationwide, with wide wvariations in goals and content,
uneven standards of competence, competitive relationships with existing
groups of professicnal workeﬁs, and uncertain and often limited opportuni-
ties for career advancement.

Austin observes "that the professional sccial worker serves as
cne of the major gatekeepers for parsprofessional advancement.”
Apparently, the social work gate is viewed by a significant propoztion
of paraprofessionals as being closed. As a consequence, a group of
workers who constitute a substantial proportion of social service
practitioners seem likely to have their preparation for practice guided
bv a body ugon which the social work professicn may have little influence.

Another sign of the paraprofessionals' alienation from the social
work profession and their search for other sources of support is their
rapidly increasing enrollment in the Public Employee Unions. While
it is true that both_professionzl and paragrofessicnal social workers
are joining unions, the latter constitute the overwhelming majority
in Social Service Union memberships.52 For example, in Pennsylvania
the powexful public employee unions have successfully recruited a very
large proportion of the workexrs who presently deliver the public social
services, the great bulk of whom are nonprofessionals or paraproies-—
sionals. In its licensing efforts the state chapter of NASW has found
itself in conflict with the unions which are naturally concerned, among
other things, about the job security of their membexs. The unions have
been a powerful and, so far, effective opponent of social work licensing
legislation in Pennsylvania.

In summary, there is considerable evidence then that social work's
commitment to the education and use of paraprofsssionals has diminished
markedly. This has occurred despite the fact that. the arguments that
were advanced in the 1960's in support of the paraprofessicnal are no
less compelling today. That the paraprofassional can make a valuable
contribution to the social services has been fairly well documented.
The very high proportion of minority and low~income persons among the
paraprofessional ranks is quite clear, providing sccial work with a
prime opportunity to involve these groups in social service roles and,
subsequently, to welcome many into full professional membership. The
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job creation potential of the social services for these needy groups is
equally clear. While it is often argued that the job market in the
human ssyvice arez has changed dramatically for the worse during the
1870'e, «hig is misleading and has generatad a "thar or us" mencality
among socizl workers. The human services nave continued to expand wuch
faster than most other employment fields during the 1970's and can be
expected to continue to grow, with shortacges of trained workers still

occurring in at least scme areas of the comtry.33

The proportion of paraprofessionals invelved in the Jelivery
of social services is quite high and is likely to continue to be too
significant to ignore. The assumption that the paraprofessional will
eventually disapvear from the socieal service scene is unrealistic ang
fosters an irrespensidle attitude towerd approprizte social servie
staff differentiation. ‘Peilure to address the Issue of the pirace of
the paraprofessional in the social services or, worse vet, antagonism
toward this group of co—workevs, simply forces them into other alliances
that mey recduce the possibil

Eil0nas COL;&DOY&:IS. in
‘l

for socl WOXR TO TiEav

in the social services.
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