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The SWiS process is summarised in the social work process diagram in the 
toolkit. This section looks at each of the four steps of the social work process in 
more detail.

This section is divided as follows:
Introduction – an overview of referrals and the key legislation, policy, and 		
guidelines that support the social work process
Step 1.	Receive referral and complete initial assessment – explains in more 	

	 detail the first step in the social work process.
Step 2.	The Needs and Strengths Assessment – explains in more detail the 	

	 second step of the social work process.
Step 3.	Developing and implementing the plan; reviewing and assessing 	

	 plan progress – explains in more detail the third step of the social 		
	 work process.

Step 4.	Case closure – explains in more detail the fourth and last step of the 	
	 social work process.

You can quickly find out which step of the process you are in by looking at the 
heading at the top of each page.

You’ll also see different icons used throughout this document:

This indicates that there is a document, template, or sample for that part of the 
process you can refer to. If you don’t already have a copy of the document, you 
should get a copy of this document from a colleague or peer.

This indicates that the SWiS database is used for this part of the social work 
process. If the icon does not appear, don’t assume that the database is not used; 
check the SWiS database manual if you’re not sure.

This is used to highlight important points and critical tasks.

When using this document, you should also refer to the following two documents 
to help you better understand what you do:
•	 the Service Specification for Social Workers in Schools – this has more  

in-depth detail about the SWiS service and important background and 
context information

•	 the SWiS Database User Manual – this explains how you use the SWiS 
database to record information about the work you do.
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Referrals

Introduction Social workers

The first thing you’ll need as a SWiS social worker is to receive a referral to 
the service!

Referrals to the Social Workers in Schools service are formal requests for 
professional social worker services to assist primary or intermediate-school-aged 
children with specific concerns that are affecting their ability to learn.

To gain referrals, service providers and schools need to work together to promote
the SWiS service. Promotion information should include:
•	 who can make a referral
•	 how to make a referral
•	 how to access a referral form
•	 when a referral should be made
•	 the type and level of information needed
•	 information about issues of consent and confidentiality.

Referrals can come from:
•	 a child
•	 a child’s parent/guardian or family/wha-nau
•	 a school (principal, teacher, or school support staff)
•	 others in the school community with an interest in the well-being of the child  

(ie. health service workers, or, cultural or community groups).

Referrals will be made for all sorts of reasons. Every case is different, but the 
following situations might suggest a referral is necessary:
•	 a child’s behaviour and/or parent/guardian and family/wha-nau circumstances are 

considered to place the child at risk
•	 basic needs not being met
•	 family issues and crises
•	 poor school attendance (truancy or ill health)
•	 poor school behaviour that is affecting the child’s learning and/or the learning 

of others
•	 poor social skills (disruptive, withdrawn, bullying or being bullied, and/or 

communication and/or relationship difficulties)
•	 poor school performance that has not been diagnosed as being a specific 

learning need
•	 sudden changes in school performance, behaviour, mood, or grief.

Referrals won’t always be made directly to the social worker. When the school 
receives a referral, it must be passed on to a social worker at the earliest opportunity. 
If the social worker is not available for more than 72 hours, the school must have a 
system in place for advising the service provider that ensures the child is protected.

You can gather examples of promotional material and resources to keep in this toolkit for 
your reference.
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Introduction Social workers

	 Legislation, policy, 
and guidelines

This table shows the policy, legislation, and guidelines you may need to 
refer to during this stage of the process.

Document Purpose

SWiS Service 
Specifications

To regulate the way the service operates

Provider contract To regulate the terms and conditions under 
which social workers operate

Schools’ policies To regulate school services and environment

National Administration 
Guidelines / school 
policies

To provide information on protocols and procedures; 
provided to schools by the Ministry of Education, 
in addition to guidelines and policies developed by 
individual schools.

An Interagency Guide to 
Breaking the Cycle 2001

To provide guidance on when a notification to 
CYF is necessary

Provider’s child 
protection policy

Policy developed by each provider to provide 
information on protocols and procedures

ANZASW Social Workers’ 
Code of Ethics

To provide guidelines for safe and best practice

The Privacy Act 1993, The 
Crimes Act 1961, The 
Children, Young Persons, 
and Their Families  
Act 1989

SWiS toolkit To provide guidance and act as a backup to the 
service specifications

Education Act 1989 To regulate school services and environment

Provider’s cultural 
(kaupapa) policy

Developed by each provider to set out expectations 
regarding cultural practices

Provider’s privacy and 
confidentiality policy

To ensure the school’s and provider’s process in dealing 
with SWiS maintains client confidentiality

Provider’s client rights and 
responsibilities policy

To cement the partnership between the social worker 
and the parent/guardian and family/wha-nau; to ensure 
the roles, boundaries, and professional guidelines for 
safe social work practice are adhered to

United Nations Convention 
on the Rights of Children 
(UNCROC)

UNCROC provides the most commonly used definition 
of children’s rights. These can be broadly categorised 
as provision, protection and participation rights.
Essentially, this provides for the respect of children’s 
human rights and details how states can guarantee 
children the things they need for a positive and 
productive childhood. Ratified by the United Nations 
General Assembly in 1989 and by New Zealand 
in 1993. 
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Introduction Social workers

This diagram summarises the social work process you will work through, once you 
receive the referral. The rest of this section steps you through this process. 

Note: We have also made this diagram into an A3, colour communication aid that you can 
use with others to explain the process and your role.

   © Child, Youth and Family: a service line of Ministry of Social Development August 2006

This diagram is a guide. Note that there are several possible exits from the process.
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Note: Consent can only be
given by the parent/guardian.
Once it is given, you may find
yourself working with the
wider family/wha-nau. In this
diagram, ‘family/whanau’
includes ‘parent/guardian’.

Receive the
referral

Discuss the
referral with the
referrer; assess
any immediate
safety risk within
24 hours

Record
the details

Do this in
the SWiS
database

Explain to them:
• what SWiS is
• what your role is
• the reason for referral
• the anticipated process
• you need their consent 

to proceed

Parent/guardian
doesn’t consent
to further action

Decide whether
to take further
action

No further
action
required

Further
action
required

Make sure you
have parent/guardian
consent

This will determine
your response time:
• high – within 10

working days
• medium – within 15 

working days
• low – within 20

working days

Confirm level
of need as soon
as possible
after consent
is given

Prepare for the
Needs and
Strengths
Assessment

You should:
• arrange to meet with the child and

family/wha-nau
• collect information
• review information
• prepare to facilitate

the meeting

Identify
strengths

Identify
needs

Make sure the intervention
goals are child focused, and
family/wha-nau centred

Decide whether
to refer on to
another service

Onward referral to
another service

Monitor progress of plans – you need to continually:
• agree times and dates to meet with the child and

family/wha-nau to review the plan
• write any referrals agreed to in the plan
• adapt the plan/service to meet changing circumstances
If the plan breaks down, identify why, review
the Needs and Strengths Assessment and,
where required, develop another plan

1

This is a joint process
between the child,
family/wha-nau, social
worker and other
support services

You can consult with:
• school
• supervisor
• parent/guardian
• other agencies (follow An Interagency

Guide to Breaking the Cycle)

Document your
actions and
close the case

The goals are achieved
Notes: meet with the child
and family/whänau

Assess outcomes
Evaluate service

Use the intervention
goals to develop a
plan for the
family/whänau
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Receive consent
Collect and record
the information

Onward referral to another
provider/other services

Record in
database and
close the caseSome assistance

provided

Close the case if:
• the family/wha-nau leaves
• the parent/guardian

withdraws consent
• by mutual agreement it is decided

to close the case
• the goals are not achieved

Contact
parent/guardian

Plans must be recorded
in a way that is understood by the
child and family/wha-nau –
they need:
• identified tasks
• responsibilities
• agreed time frames
Longer-term goals need to be
broken down into tasks in the plan
that are time-framed and
achievable, which ensure progress
is made; all parties need to agree
to and sign the plan – it’s a
partnership! Give a copy to the
family/wha-nau and record it
in the database

Implement
the plan

Record in
database and
close the case

Document your
actions and close
the case

Complete
closure and
record in
database
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Determine
intervention
goals

Work with child and family/wha- nau

Plans

Notify referrer and
parent/guardian of
next steps and
record in database

You must ask yourself:
• Do you have enough information?
• Do you have to take action?
• How urgent? With whom? By when? 

What is the safety risk to the child?Before Step 1,
consultation may occur
between yourself and
other professionals (eg.
 school or Special
Educational Needs
Committees) to
establish if a referral
is required

CYF NOTIFICATIONS! THESE CAN OCCUR AT ANY TIME IN THE PROCESS

REFERRALS CAN BE FROM A CHILD OR PARENT/GUARDIAN, FAMILY/WHÄNAU, SCHOOL, OR OTHERS IN THE COMMUNITY


