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Preface

The Specialized Practice Curricular Guide for Disaster Relief Social Work is pre-
sented in two volumes to support educators in aligning disaster relief practice 
competencies with the 2022 Educational Policy and Accreditation Standards 
(EPAS). Volume 1 covers Competencies 1 through 5, focusing on skills such 
as professional and ethical behavior, research, policy practice, and other areas of 
practice in disaster contexts. Volume 2 continues with Competencies 6 through 
9, addressing engagement, assessment, intervention, and evaluation, and a 10th 
competency around self-care and compassion in disaster relief practice. 

Together, these volumes offer a comprehensive framework for preparing social 
workers to practice effectively and ethically in disaster settings, emphasizing both 
immediate response and long-term recovery.

COMPETENCY-BASED EDUCATION

In 2008, the Council on Social Work Education (CSWE) adopted a compe-
tency-based education framework for its EPAS. Competency-based education is 
an outcome-oriented approach to curriculum design. The goal of the outcome 
approach is to ensure that students can demonstrate the integration and application 
of the competencies in practice. In the EPAS, competence consists of nine interre-
lated competencies and component behaviors, which themselves consist of multiple 
dimensions: knowledge, values, skills, and cognitive and affective processes.

Competency-based education rests on a shared view of the nature of compe-
tence in professional practice. Social work competence is the ability to integrate 
and apply professional knowledge, values, skills, and judgment to practice in 
a thoughtful, goal-oriented, and ethical manner that supports individual and 
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community well-being. The EPAS recognizes a holistic view of competence: that 
the demonstration of competence is informed by multiple dimensions of com-
petence, including the social worker’s critical thinking, affective reactions, and 
exercise of judgment regarding unique practice situations. Overall professional 
competence is multidimensional and composed of interrelated competencies. An 
individual social worker’s competence is developmental and dynamic, changing 
over time in relation to continuous learning (CSWE, 2022, p. 7).

Using a curriculum design that begins with the outcomes, expressed as the 
expected competencies, social work program developers produce the substantive 
content, pedagogical approaches, and educational activities that provide learning 
opportunities for students to demonstrate competencies (CSWE, 2022, p. 7). 

SOCIAL WORK COMPETENCIES

The 2022 EPAS stipulates nine competencies that prepare students for social 
work practice. These competencies apply to both generalist and specialized prac-
tice. The nine social work competencies are listed in the 2022 EPAS on pages 
8–13. Each of the nine social work competencies is followed by a paragraph 
describing the knowledge, values, skills, and cognitive and affective processes 
that make up the competency at the generalist level of practice, followed by a set 
of bulleted behaviors that integrate these components. These behaviors represent 
observable components of the competencies, and the descriptions that precede 
them represent the underlying content and processes that inform the behaviors.

SPECIALIZED PRACTICE

Specialized practice builds on generalist practice, as described in Educational 
Policy (EP) 3.0 of the 2022 EPAS, by extending and enhancing the generalist 
social work competencies for practice with a specific population, problem area, 
method of intervention, perspective, or approach to practice.

The master’s programs in social work prepare students for specialized prac-
tice. Programs identify the specialized knowledge, values, skills, cognitive and 
affective processes, and behaviors that extend and enhance the nine social work 
competencies. They prepare students to practice in the area of specialization, and 
to demonstrate an ability to engage, assess, intervene, and evaluate across client 
populations, problem areas, and methods of intervention (CSWE, 2022, p. 18).
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In each area of specialized practice defined by a program, the program extends 
and enhances the nine social work competencies so that they are demonstrated in 
observable behaviors indicative of competence in specialized areas of professional 
practice. Specialized practitioners synthesize and use the knowledge and skills 
necessary for interprofessional collaborations based on scientific inquiry and best 
practices, consistent with social work values (CSWE, 2022, p. 18). 

Specialized practitioners advocate with and on behalf of clients and constitu-
encies in their area of specialized practice. They synthesize and use a broad range 
of interdisciplinary and multidisciplinary knowledge and skills based on scientific 
inquiry and best practices and consistent with social work values. Additionally, 
they engage in and conduct research to inform and improve practice, policy, and 
service delivery.

FRAMEWORK FOR THE GUIDE

CSWE, in partnership with its Commission on Educational Policy, developed a 
framework for developing curricular guides for areas of specialized practice. The 
task force followed the guidelines for creating social work competencies and cur-
ricular resources for social workers in disaster relief practice settings that reflect 
accreditation standards for master’s programs in the 2022 EPAS, including:

1)	 Identification of an area of specialized practice for a specific population, 
problem area, method of intervention, perspective, or approach to practice 
in social work (EP 3.2).

2)	 Identification of 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 spe-
cialization identified (EP M3.2 and Accreditation Standard [AS] M3.2.1).

3)	 Discussion of how the area of specialized practice builds on generalist prac-
tice as described in EP 3.0 (AS M3.2.2).

4)	 Suggested curriculum content and resources (e.g., readings, multimedia 
and online resources, modules, assignments, experiential exercises, class and 
field activities) for each of the nine social work competencies and any addi-
tional competencies identified. 
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5)	 Identification of the competency dimensions (knowledge, values, skills, and 
cognitive and affective processes) associated with the course content for 
each competency.

The curriculum content and resources identified in this guide are not required 
by accreditation standards. They are meant to serve as an optional guide to pro-
grams on how to conceptualize disaster relief social work practice with the nine 
social work competencies identified in the 2022 EPAS.

ORGANIZATION OF THE GUIDE

Congruent with the 2022 EPAS and framework developed by CSWE, specialized 
practice in disaster relief social work builds on generalist practice but augments 
and extends social work knowledge, values, skills, and cognitive and affective 
processes to engage, assess, intervene, and evaluate within this area of special-
ized practice. Accordingly, for each of the competencies identified in this guide, 
there is a paragraph description of the dimensions—knowledge, values, skills, and 
cognitive and affective processes—that make up the competency and prepare stu-
dents for disaster relief social work practice. This is followed by a set of behaviors 
to be attained by social work students entering practice to work with individuals 
and systems related to, or affected by, disaster relief practice areas. 

This curricular guide also includes a new competency that is not part of the 
nine CSWE competencies—Competency 10: Compassion and Self-Care in 
Disaster Response. CSWE and the chairs of this guide regard this as an essential 
competency of practice for social workers in disaster relief practice areas. 

Readings, in-class exercises, field activities, media, and assignments are iden-
tified for each of the competencies, along with whether they address knowledge, 
values, skills, or cognitive and affective processes. Descriptions of shorter selected 
assignments and in-class exercises follow each competency; longer activities or 
additional details are included in the appendices.

REFERENCE

Council on Social Work Education. (2022). Educational policy and accreditation standards. 
https://www.cswe.org/getmedia/bb5d8afe-7680-42dc-a332-a6e6103f4998/2022-EPAS.pdf
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Introduction to Disaster Relief  
Social Work

The number of individuals, families, and communities affected by natural and 
human-made disasters continues to grow each year. The International Institute 
for Environment and Development (2025) estimated that approximately 137 
million people—41% of the U.S. population—lived in areas affected by a major 
disaster or an emergency declaration. These events, including public health crises, 
climate-driven catastrophes, and mass violence, disproportionately affect some 
communities by deepening existing challenges with access to care, housing, and 
public safety. As disasters become more frequent, complex, and prolonged, social 
workers must be equipped to respond in ways that are ethical and grounded in 
professional integrity.

Graduate social work education plays a crucial role in preparing students to 
uphold ethical standards, affirm human dignity, and act in the public interest 
across various disaster contexts. Social workers operate in a variety of commu-
nity-based settings, including hospitals, schools, behavioral health clinics, child 
welfare agencies, and military and veterans’ programs. Within these settings, 
many disaster impacts are acute. This curriculum guide offers faculty the tools 
to integrate social work education disaster preparedness and response to prepare 
students to navigate the social, economic, and environmental dimensions of a 
crisis in a way that affirms core professional values.

Social workers have long contributed to both immediate relief and long-term 
recovery by offering services that address trauma, displacement, and commu-
nity rebuilding. Recent high-impact events—such as the COVID-19 pandemic; 
Hurricane Ian; the California wildfires; the Uvalde, Texas, school shooting; 
and the East Palestine, Ohio, train derailment—have demonstrated that social 
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workers are often both helpers and those affected. Local social work practitioners 
frequently live in communities experiencing the very disasters to which they are 
responding. They are called to support traumatized populations while simultane-
ously navigating personal loss, uncertainty, and repeated exposure to distressing 
media. These overlapping responsibilities highlight the ethical imperative to build 
a resilient, well-supported workforce whose members can serve others while safe-
guarding their own well-being.

Ethical and effective disaster response demands that social workers engage with 
individuals, families, organizations, and communities through integrated practice 
across micro, mezzo, and macro levels. It requires an awareness of differing com-
munity contexts and a respectful, informed approach, which are essential when 
responding to crises that have uneven impacts across populations. Many inter-
ventions are complicated by factors such as differences in health and behavioral 
conditions, communication barriers, damaged infrastructure, and challenges in 
coordinating roles and responsibilities. Practitioners must be prepared to work 
within and across these complexities while upholding professional standards and 
advancing human rights.

To that end, graduate social work education must cultivate the capacity for 
critical thinking, advocacy, and systems-level engagement. Training should pre-
pare students to recognize and challenge barriers, such as fragmented care sys-
tems, bureaucratic hurdles, and policy responses, that are exacerbated during 
times of disaster. By fostering a commitment to social, economic, and environ-
mental well-being, social work programs can empower students to advocate for 
reforms that address the root causes of vulnerability, not only the symptoms.

Further, programs must equip students to apply research and data to inform 
decision-making in crisis settings. There is a continuing need for rapid, com-
munity-engaged research to assess evolving needs and evaluate what works in 
disaster-affected communities. Understanding how to collect, interpret, and act 
on evidence in real time is an essential component of professional social workers 
within disaster contexts.

The addition of Competency 10, which supports the integration of compas-
sionate practice and self-care as foundational to ethical behavior, is equally crit-
ical. Disasters place intense emotional demands on practitioners, and without 
adequate preparation and support, these pressures can lead to moral distress, com-
passion fatigue, and burnout. Embedding trauma stewardship, peer support, and 
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reflective supervision into the educational experience helps foster a sustainable 
workforce—one that is equipped to respond with both professional excellence 
and personal resilience.

In sum, preparing social workers for disaster contexts does not require nar-
rowing their training to a single area of focus. Rather, it requires deepening the 
profession’s commitment to ethical conduct, fairness, and systems change. This 
curriculum guide provides a framework for developing those competencies across 
the graduate curriculum to ensure that future practitioners can meet the demands 
of disaster response with skill, integrity, and purpose.

REFERENCE
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