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with many underprivileged children. It illustrates dilemmas and creativity, and 
it calls for reflection on the part of practitioners and policymakers.
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Introduction 

School social work has a long history (Kelly et al, 2010), and it is now well 
established in more than 50 nations around the globe. The organisation 
and services that are offered differ depending on national regulations and 
local priorities (Huxtable, 2022). In Sweden, where the present study is set, 
school social work was established in the 1940 ś and has developed much 
since then (Isaksson, 2016). In contemporary Sweden, there are around 
3.100 school social workers (SSWs), referred to as school counsellors (Sveriges 
kommuner och regioner, w.y). 

The Swedish Education Act (2010:800) accords with global 
recommendations (WHO, 2021) that requires that children are to have 
access to school health services. The SSW is part of the school health 
services that, according to the law, ‘shall primarily work with prevention 
and health promotion’ and involve activities ‘on the individual level, group 
level and school level’ (Education Act, 2 chapter 25 §). To help practitioners 
interpret the law, the National Board of Health and Welfare and the 
National Agency for Education provide Guidance for the School Health Services 
(2024) with examples of what the SSW can do. The Swedish political and 
professional discourse on what areas the school health services should 
focus on is currently under discussion. A governmental investigation 
has been commenced (Regeringen Dir. 2024:30), and professionals have 
proposed that the school health services should focus more on individual 
support and treatment to children (Svenska Dagbladet, 2025). However, it 
is common for the SSWs to assist several schools and hundreds of children 
(SOU, 2021), and the educational system is decentralised so that services 
can be adapted to local needs and resources. 

The aim of the present paper is to explore the ‘practice choices’ (Kelly 
et al, 2010, p.3) that SSWs who serve low-performing schools with 
high numbers of underprivileged children make. We examine how the 
referenced activities can be understood in terms of prevention, promotion, 
and treatment – the latter referring to interventions aimed at individuals 
with a diagnosis or identified problem (Purgato et al., 2020) – and how 
these activities relate to the school, group, and individual levels. Children 
from families with low socioeconomic status (SES) (i.e. the parents have 
low income and a low educational level) face great risks of school failure 
and physical and mental health issues (FORTE, 2018). Schools that serve 
many underprivileged families face great challenges and often experience 
low performance (Statistics Sweden, 2020). To improve future opportunities 
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in life for children and to improve school social work, we must widen our 
understanding of the SSWs’ practice choices in low-performing schools. 

The theoretical departure of this study is that the SSW’s work is much 
formed by his/her ‘practice choices’, that is, the activities that the SSW 
‘decides’ to offer the service users (Kelly et al, 2010, p.3). These choices 
are affected by national and local regulations and resources, by the school 
leadership and other staff, by the professional’s expertise and experience, 
and by the children and families (Payne, 2023). National legislation and 
guidelines are typically formulated in broad terms, making them open 
to interpretation (Hasenfelt, 2010; Lipsky, 2010). The inherent tension 
between the complexity of the SSWs’ tasks, their professional experience, 
and the often unpredictable nature of their work presents significant 
challenges. These challenges frequently demand rapid and autonomous 
decision-making on how to prioritize, which may lead to ethical and 
practical dilemmas but can also foster innovative and creative solutions 
(Lymbery, 2003; Olaison et al, 2018). SSWs are required to make decisions 
and set priorities based on their own knowledge and understanding of the 
institutional context and the children they engage with. The SSW’s practice 
choices can be conceptualised as reflexive processes where the constant 
interaction between the SSW, other professionals and clients affects the 
SSWs’ understandings: ‘social work responds to the social concerns that 
workers find and gain understanding of as they practise’ (Payne 2023, 
p.90). Evans (2020) further underscores the link between such demands 
and professional decision-making, emphasizing the importance of engaging 
in reflective practice. 

Previous research 

Much previous research on school social work originates from Anglo-Saxon 
nations. Extant literature shows that school social work can involve a 
range of activities on individual, group, and school levels, for example, 
individual counselling, suicide prevention, interventions against bullying 
and violence, substance use prevention and promoting home-school 
relations and school-community partnerships (Coleman and Yeah, 2008; 
Kelly et al, 2021). There is a vast array of tasks that SSWs can engage in, 
defined as either, or a combination, of health promotion, risk prevention 
and/or treatment. However, although health-promoting and risk preventive 
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interventions directed to groups of children have been politically encouraged 
over the years, studies indicate that school social workers continue to deliver 
services primarily to individual children with special needs and mental 
health issues (Kelly et al, 2010).

Research that focuses on school social work with underprivileged 
children stresses that for the interventions to result in positive health 
outcomes, trusting relationships with children and parents must be formed 
(Bryan, 2005; Henry et al, 2017). The SSW must be committed to his/her 
work with families that face many challenges and must be ready to offer 
flexible and alternative interventions that engage children and parents 
(Gonzalez et al, 2013; Henry et al, 2017; Kim et al, 2018; Park-Taylor et 
al, 2007). 

Swedish research that focuses on social work in low-performing schools 
and disadvantaged areas is scant. Recent work on school social work in 
general illustrates how the SSW’s task is interpreted and carried out. As 
has been shown in international research, Swedish SSWs are involved in 
a range of activities. Their profession is described vaguely in policy texts 
(Bergnehr and Gunnarsson, 2025), and their resources are limited (SOU, 
2021); what their work should involve is largely up to every SSW and/
or the school leader to decide upon (Backlund et al, 2024; Isaksson et 
al, 2020). Several studies suggest that SSWs find it difficult to categorize 
and distinguish between different activities as the concepts often blur in 
practice (Kjellgren, 2024; Jansson, 2024; Lindblad & Backlund, 2017). 
However, other findings indicate that SSWs primarily associate preventive 
work and health promotion with activities at the school and group levels 
(Backlund et al., 2024; Jansson, 2024). Analyses of local official documents 
show that ‘promotion’ and ‘prevention’ are frequently connected to diffuse, 
abstract activities or to work at the organisational level aimed at supporting 
other school staff or the school leader rather than the children (Bergnehr 
and Johansson, 2023). The most regular activity that the social worker 
appears to prioritise is counselling individual children on mental health 
issues (Eriksson et al, 2024; Kjellgren, 2024; Jansson, 2024). SSWs stress 
that building trusting relationships with the children is of the utmost 
importance for the work to result in positive outcomes. To make themselves 
known, SSWs spend time in the corridors and try to interact with children 
on an everyday basis (Eriksson et al, 2024; Kjellgren, 2024; Ottosson, 2024). 
Little is known about how SSWs in low-performing schools refer to their 
practice choices (but see Eriksson et al, 2024; Ottosson, 2024). Further 
knowledge is therefore needed to enhance the training of social workers, 
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for the development of praxis, and for policymaking. The present study 
contributes to such knowledge. 

Material and method

Official statistics from the SALSA database on performance rates and 
parents’ education from the National Agency for Education (Skolverket, 
2023) were used to find low performing schools where children score below 
national average. In this case, this meant that the educational attainment 
of the children and the parents’ educational levels were low compared to 
the national average. To limit the sample, secondary schools (children aged 
13-16) were selected from two provinces in southern Sweden. This selection 
included a diverse mix of urban, suburban, and rural schools. In total, 45 
SSWs who worked in the selected schools were informed about the project 
and invited by e-mail to participate in the study: 16 of these gave a positive 
reply but three later declined to participate due to lack of time. 

Table 1 Participants of the study

Pseudonym Education/training

Number of 
students he/
she served

Time 
employed 

at the 
school

Population 
of

Municipality
Anders Social worker/Socionom 800 1 year <30.000
Bella Social worker/Socionom 220 5 years <30.000
Cecilia Social worker/Socionom 220 12 years >30.000
David Social worker/Socionom 560 7 years <30.000
Ester Social worker/Socionom 600 10 years <30.000
Filip Social worker/Socionom 460 1 year >30.000
Gustav Behavioural sciencies 600 13 years >30.000
Hanna Behavioural sciencies 600 7 years <30.000
Iris Social worker/Socionom 760 5 years >30.000
Julia Behavioural sciences 510 10 months >30.000
Kristin Social worker/Socionom 330 at 80% 

of fulltime
3 months <30.000

Linnea Social work assistant 500 at 50% 
of fulltime

3 months >30.000

Maja Social work assistant 310 8 years <30.000
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Of the 13 study participants, four were men and nine were women. Six 
worked in cities or suburbs were many underprivileged families, often of 
foreign origin, resided, and seven worked in small rural municipalities where 
the school served children from mixed SES and national backgrounds. 
The schools were located in areas affected by economic disadvantage and 
resource scarcity, limited access to support and structural inequalities tied 
to housing, segregation, and policy (FORTE, 2018; Statistics Sweden, 2020). 
Underprivileged in this case could for example be single parent households 
or families with migrant backgrounds facing economic challenges, 
unemployment and overcrowding (Låftman, 2010; Rädda Barnen, 2019). 
Young girls may face different expectations or limitations due to patriarchal 
traditional family structures, and boys may be labelled as disruptive and 
disengaged in school, with a high risk of poorer physical, psychological 
and social wellbeing (Reiss, 2013). 

The SSWs had varying but still similar training. Their work experience 
ranged from one year to several decades. The variety of schools provided 
us with a broad picture of what school social work in Sweden could 
involve in schools serving many underprivileged families. Although our 
study included only 13 informants, limiting the ability to generalize the 
findings, the patterns that emerged were consistent with local variations, 
and aligned with those identified in previous national and international 
research on school social work. 

Individual semi-structured interviews were conducted by the first author 
in autumn 2023, in the SSW’s office, and began with starter questions like 
name, education and experience from this school and of social work in 
general. The questions in the interview guide were the following: Explain 
to me what school social work is for you? What are the activities that you 
engage in during a week at work? How do you connect different activities 
to preventive work, promotion and treatment? Describe the challenges in 
your work that you experience due to the fact that many children in this 
school are from families with low SES. How do you collaborate internally 
and with other societal actors, such as the police or social services? Probing 
questions were asked. The informants appeared relaxed and interested 
in discussing their work. The interviews lasted 50–90 minutes and were 
recorded with the consent of the participants. 

The data were collected and analysed according to Swedish 
laws and regulations on research ethics (Vetenskapsrådet, 2024; 
Etikprövningsmyndigheten, 2023). Sensitive data were not collected, 
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and therefore no approval from the national ethics board was required. 
Before giving their consent to participate the school social workers were 
informed about the project both orally and in writing and were invited to 
ask questions about the study. They were made fully aware of the possibility 
to withdraw their consent to participate at any time without giving any 
specific reason. In the interviews, the SSWs did not share information about 
any identifiable children or families. Pseudonyms are used in this text to 
protect their identities, and any identifiable references to specific schools, 
municipalities, or workplaces have been changed or excluded.

The data are protected in line with the Swedish law, like the Principle of 
Openness act, the Secrecy act, and the Data Protection Provision (GDPR), 
and the Archives act. The collected material is stored on a local encrypted 
and access protected storing facility at the university responsible for the 
project. Collected data will be stored for 10 years. Only the researchers 
responsible had access to the material.

Analytical approach 

The interviews were transcribed verbatim. This process itself marked 
the beginning of the analytical work (McMullin, 2023). To organise and 
structure the interview data, we followed the six-phase process outlined by 
Braun and Clarke (2022). Thematic development began with collaborative 
readings of the transcripts to identify emerging patterns. The first author 
then systematically coded meaningful features across the dataset, forming 
the basis for preliminary themes. The themes were created and refined 
through team discussions to reduce the risk of researcher bias and to 
ensure a more balanced and credible interpretation of the data. In addition 
to the main themes, we considered whether any accounts could be seen as 
alternative cases that diverged from dominant patterns. While there were 
variations in how individual school social workers described their roles, 
particularly in promotive, preventive, and individual work, none of these 
accounts stood out as distinctly different or contradictory. As such, they 
were not classified as deviant cases but rather as nuanced expressions 
within the broader thematic framework.

Guided by Kelly et al.’s (2010; 2021) practice choice framework, and 
Lipsky’s (2010) and others’ understandings of social work under the system 
of street-level bureaucracy (e.g., Evans, 2020; Olaisen et al, 2018; Payne, 
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2023), we reflexively engaged with the data to enrich the analysis. The data 
were coded as either promotion, prevention or treatment according to how 
the practice choices referred to in the interviews were identified. Moreover, 
we placed the interventions that were mentioned in the categories school, 
group and individual level. The coding was informed by the understanding 
that promotion contains activities ‘aimed at strengthening positive aspects 
of mental health and psychosocial wellbeing’; prevention is ‘activities aimed 
at reducing the likelihood of future disorder in the general population 
or for people who are identified as being at risk of a disorder’, while 
treatment is generally delivered to people with a diagnosis but can also be 
given to undiagnosed people, so called indicated prevention (Purgato et al, 
2020). In addition, we acknowledged how the SSWs themselves defined 
a certain activity. Interventions offered to groups of schoolchildren were 
coded as either school level or group level, depending on whether the 
activity involved most or all children at the school or ‘only’ one or a few 
classes. Activities that were offered to individual children were defined as 
interventions on the individual level. The categories intertwine and can 
be hard to separate, as will be obvious in the results section that follows. 
The results are presented under the headings Practice choices of work with 
children on the school and group level and Practice choices of work with children 
on the individual level. 

Results

The practice choices of work with children on the school and 
group level 

The findings of the present study illustrate the complexities of school social 
work. One of the interviewed, Bella, sums it up as follows: 

‘For me, there is no ordinary week at work, and my plans are often overturned. 

Things happen, and I would say that my work is a mixture of trying to get ahead of 

things. This applies to preventive work and to work with treatment on the individual, 

group, and school levels. Yes, the work is very diverse, and you are the one who 

decides what to make out of it.’ 

The analyses of the practice choices that occur in the interviews made 
obvious that interventions on the school level and group level intertwine 
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and are hard to separate. Also, it is not always easy to identify what separates 
prevention from promotion, and at times what differentiates treatment from 
(indicative) prevention or promotion. The SSWs mention comparatively 
little work that they do on the school level. When school-level activities are 
brought up, they identify these as being about prevention and promotion. 
Most SSWs bring up that they work with the informative and health 
educational programme ANDTS (alcohol, drugs, doping, tobacco, gaming), 
which is common in Sweden, and which has the aim of promoting healthy 
lifestyles and preventing risky behaviour. The programme informs of the 
effects of alcohol, narcotics, doping, tobacco and gaming, and involves 
time for discussing lifestyle choices. The programme is usually offered 
to the whole school or to some grades/classes, with the SSW and the 
school nurse responsible. This programme appears to be one of the most 
common and regularly implemented. Other educational initiatives that are 
mentioned concern issues such as equal treatment and safety, which are 
referred to as being preventative measures or promotional initiatives for all 
children, sometimes at the initiative of the headmaster, or specifically for 
a class when the teacher experiences problems with the social climate and 
contacts the SSW for support in suppressing the problems. It can also be 
that the SSW identifies a problem that needs to be addressed. For instance, 
David decided to work with the health education initiative ‘Talking about 
emotions’ as a result of experiencing that many children had mental health 
issues and that the staff at the school had difficulties in dealing with the 
children’s emotions. All children in grade 7 (aged 13) took part in groups 
where David mentored discussions on handling and expressing emotions, 
self-care, and mental health. 

Like David, several of the other SSWs refer to engaging in activities that 
can be defined as indicated prevention, that is, interventions that aim to ‘treat’ 
populations that are not diagnosed but where problems have been identified 
(Purgato et al, 2020). The SSWs mention working with groups/classes where 
they or other school staff had identified problems with the social climate 
and/or the children’s general well-being. Cecilia, for instance, says: 

‘We are working with a 7th-grade class now, because things do not work in that group. 

We don’t tell the children that’s why, but the reason is that we have been having 

problems with that group.’

Cecilia brings up that they chose to work with several classes to avoid 
stigmatising a certain group of children and as a strategy to prevent future 
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problems. Kristin, at another school, also brings up how she works with 
specific problems that arise. In her school, bullying and social exclusion 
were evident in one of the classes. She employed an established method 
using health education material; the group watched a movie, and then she 
and the school nurse moderated discussions in smaller groups. 

Some SSWs talk with frustration about what they are asked to do when 
problems in specific classes/groups appear. Ester, for instance, says: 

‘Sometimes a teacher addresses you and asks you to just do something with a class. 

And I say like, “OK, what do you want me to do?” The effect will be quite limited, 

won’t it, if I just turn up once in the class and say something once.’ 

Ester appears to feel frustrated about teachers asking her to solve things 
when she has little knowledge about the situation. She points out the 
importance of her having close, trusting relationships with the children for 
any intervention to have positive outcomes. She is critical of one-off ‘acute’ 
interventions and would rather see more long-term initiatives. 

SSWs who serve suburban schools with many poor families of foreign 
origin raise concerns about how to work with what they refer to as a 
growing ‘macho-culture’ among the boys. Iris says: ‘This macho culture, it’s 
a challenge that so many of the boys seem to believe that they are expected 
to act in such ways.’ The ‘macho-culture’ involves a lack of respect towards 
others, especially girls, and honour-based values with negative attitudes 
towards ideals of equal treatment and gender equality. Iris stresses her 
concerns about the matter and emphasises that the macho culture affects 
all children’s sense of safety and well-being. Cecilia faces similar problems 
at her school. In collaboration with other staff at the school, she conducts 
group discussions on how to address and listen to each other. She regards 
a group discussion as an activity that is about prevention and also a way 
to stifle apparent problems. 

The activities that the SSWs say they are most engaged in on the school 
level, and which relate to work on the group and individual levels, are ‘to 
move about in the corridors’ and ‘to keep the door to the office open’. These 
activities promote interaction and increased possibilities for SSWs to get to 
know the children better. Filip describes it the following way: 

‘I try to spend much time in the corridors, trying to be available, making it easy [for 

children] to approach me, as preventive work. When I have nothing scheduled, I walk 

around the school, have the door [to the office] open, spend time in the corridors 

where I check things out.’ 
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Filip, as well as the other SSWs, refer to walking around the school at 
breaks and between classes to assess, map out situations and build trusting 
relationships with the children. They define such activities as promoting 
and/or preventive. Maja also raises the importance of adults socialising with 
the children at school at breaks and between classes. She says: 

‘Adult attendance in the café or in the corridors results in less trouble and a sense 

of safety, since adults can intervene if anything happens.’

Maja works in a small rural municipality where children attend different 
primary schools and hence are not familiar with each other when they start 
secondary school. Maja stresses how important it is for the SSW to work 
with the social climate, to promote safety and feelings of togetherness. The 
‘walking around method’ is also practised outside the school. Julia, another 
SSW, describes that she occasionally takes a walk through the surrounding 
suburban neighbourhood. Sometimes she meets children who have not 
been attending school. She stops to talk with them and tries to encourage 
them to attend school. Sometimes they go back to school with her; at other 
times, they do not. 

In different ways, the SSWs show commitment and refer to activities that 
they engage in that serve to build trusting relationships with the children. 
Two study participants state that they often have their lunch with the 
children, in the children’s lunchroom. Ester says that ‘the lunchroom is a 
hard place where loneliness is obvious. Some children skip lunch because 
they don’t have any friends to have lunch with’. The activity of having lunch 
together with the children is intended to make all children feel comfortable, 
safe and included. 

The practice choices of work with children on the individual level 

The SSWs commonly refer to engaging in individual counselling on mental 
health issues, problems with stress, and social/relational difficulties at 
school or home. Some also counsel and support children in their thoughts 
about future studies and work. The informants state that children often 
initiate individual counselling, an intervention the SSWs define as being 
a type of treatment as well as a practice to prevent further health issues. 
As Kristin says: ‘I believe you engage in both preventive and remedial 
work when you have individual counselling, actually.’ Another example is 
Anders, who assists five schools. He claims that he dedicates most of his 
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working time to individual counselling, up to seven sessions a day. In his 
view, individual counselling is what many of the children need and ask 
for – counselling provides an opportunity for the child to open up and 
to deal with relations and mental health issues. This type of support also 
benefits the child’s educational achievement, Anders argues. He stresses 
that ‘it is important to meet with the child before the problem develops 
in order to reduce difficulties.’ He criticises headmasters who wish him to 
work more with ‘unspecified prevention’ on the school and group level but 
still want him to prioritise children’s needs for individual counselling; he 
does not have time for both. 

Other SSWs, for instance Maja, also talk about not having enough time 
to support all children while at the same time prioritising prevention and 
promotion. The children have varying, often complex needs, and many of 
them face structural hindrances impacting their development and learning. 
The SSWs raise concerns about how to address and support these children 
in effective ways with the limited time they have. Linnea, who works in a 
school that serves many underprivileged families, describes the families 
she meets: 

‘Many of the children come from poor homes, some live with their single mum and 

have eight, nine siblings. They can’t afford soccer practice; they can’t afford to attend 

organised leisure time activities like their friends. They are not allowed to spend 

the evenings out with friends; they must stay at home to help mind their younger 

siblings. They face great challenges.’ 

The structural problems that Linnea detects are raised by all the study 
participants. Hanna, who serves several schools in the countryside, says 
that she works with children from rich families who live ‘on estates with 
plenty of land’ as well as children from poor homes who ‘wear torn clothing’. 
However, the SSWs do not bring up any interventions or activities that 
address structural problems or aim to suppress the disadvantages in health 
and learning that structural problems often cause. Nor do they provide 
examples of their work with parents and communities, despite previous 
research from other national contexts emphasizing the crucial role of such 
engagement in school social work to support underprivileged families 
(Gonzales et al, 2013; Henry et al, 2017; Kim et al, 2018). 
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Concluding discussion

The Swedish Education Act accords with global recommendations (WHO, 
2021) that the school health services should prioritise health promotion and 
risk prevention and work with groups, individuals, and at the school level. 
However, the results of the present study support previous research from 
Sweden (Jansson, 2024; Kjellgren, 2024) as well as from other Western 
nations (Kelly et al, 2010) showing that the SSW appears to spend a 
significant portion of their time addressing individual interventions like 
mental health issues, stress, and social/relational difficulties at school 
or at home (Eriksson et al, 2024; Kjellgren, 2024; Ottosson, 2024). This 
individual-focused approach is consistent with the notion that building 
trusting relationships with children is crucial for positive outcomes of the 
interventions (Coleman and Yeah, 2008; Kelly et al., 2021). It also aligns 
with the idea that SSWs make practice choices based on their professional 
expertise and the resources they have at hand (Kelly et al, 2010; Payne, 
2023). That is, the SSWs respond, ‘to the social concerns that [they] find 
and gain understanding of as they practise’ (Payne, 2023, p.90). This means 
that SSWs have considerable discretionary power and occupy a frontline 
position in making practice-related decisions. The SSWs in this study, 
working with children in low-performing schools, face distinct challenges, 
demands, and dilemmas. However, there does not appear to be a specific 
approach that these SSWs consistently follow. Instead, their work aligns 
closely with patterns identified in previous research (e.g., Backlund et al, 
2024; Isaksson et al, 2020), suggesting little difference between working in 
low-performing schools and other educational settings, despite economic, 
social and structural challenges. Moreover, the SSWs rarely mention 
involving the children’s parents, families or communities in their work. 
This may be due to the nature of the interview questions or could reflect a 
broader pattern – namely, the absence of specific strategies for addressing 
the schooling and environments of underprivileged children. Swedish 
schools are generally short of evidence-based methods for working with 
equal treatment, victimisation and honour-based violence (Skolverket, 
2011; Johansson, 2020). Consequently, it is for the SSW to decide what to 
do, hopefully with the support of the headmaster and/or other staff, but 
the interviews that have been analysed here indicate that the SSWs are 
often left much to their own devices. The practice choices can thus differ 
greatly between schools, and as Evans (2020) cautions, this entails a risk 
of democratic inequality. 
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Considering the child’s situation and working at the individual, 
group, and school levels, while also involving the family and broader 
network, demands reflexivity (Evans, 2020; Payne, 2023) and thoughtful 
consideration, especially in light of the structural challenges facing 
underprivileged families. Limited time and resources cause dilemmas 
for the SSWs in their practice choices. At the same time, their different 
experiences and competence, along with the vagueness of the Education 
Act and national guidelines, can create opportunities for creativity and 
individualized interventions (Evans, 2020). 

The most common method for prevention/promotion that the SSWs in 
the present study mention is the nationally established health education 
programme on alcohol, drugs, tobacco and gaming. One can ask whether 
it would not be more appropriate for SSWs to prioritise risk prevention and 
health promotion that focus on mental health issues since many adolescents 
experience stress and anxiety which risk evolving into long-term and future 
problems (Reiss, 2013). Previous research suggests that SSWs in Sweden 
spend about 60% of their time counselling individual children, trying 
to remedy psychological difficulties (Eriksson et al, 2024; Kjellgren et al, 
2024). This accords with what the participants in the present study say.

Several previous studies suggest that SSWs find it difficult to categorise 
and separate activities into promotion, prevention, and treatment, as these 
concepts often blur together in practice (Kelly et al, 2010; Kjellgren, 2024; 
Jansson, 2024; Linblad and Backlund, 2017). The present study supports 
such findings and also points to the challenges that the SSWs have in 
planning and conducting activities aimed at preventing and promoting 
everyday acute situations. While the SSW are expected by the Education 
Act (2010:800) to engage in preventive and health-promoting activities at 
various levels, the reality of their work often involves addressing immediate 
individual needs. This discrepancy raises questions about the feasibility 
of fulfilling the legislative intentions given the constraints of time and 
resources (Bergnehr and Gunnarsson, 2025) and prompts a re-evaluation 
of the current legislation. Moreover, it seems necessary for school leaders, 
policymakers, and future research to provide better support for SSWs 
working with underprivileged families, particularly in terms of resources 
and knowledge of effective methods and activities that meet their needs 
and help bridge existing gaps. Hopefully this will be addressed in the 
current governmental investigation that has been commenced (Regeringen 
Dir. 2024:30). 

This study focuses on low-performing schools where many of the 
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children face challenges like low educational achievement, poverty and 
poor health (FORTE, 2018; Statistics Sweden, 2020). Previous research 
stresses that working with underprivileged families necessitate flexible and 
alternative interventions that engage children, parents and communities 
and are adapted to the specific needs of these children (Henry et al, 2017; 
Kelly et al, 2021; Kim et al, 2018). The findings of this paper suggest that 
many of the activities that the SSWs engage in are similar to support 
provided in average or high-performance schools that serve children from 
well-off families (Kjellgren, 2024; Isaksson et al, 2020). This calls for 
reflection among practitioners and policymakers.
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