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Master’s degrees have been the established, terminal practice degree in the social work profession since the first half of the twentieth
century, and for this reason, the majority of people teaching in social work education programs have the master’s as their terminal
degree. Over the course of their careers, social workers may elect to continue their education and pursue doctor of philosophy degrees
{PhDs) or doctor of social work degrees {DSWSs). However, there is huge variation in the content and focus of those doctoral degrees:
those degrees can prepare professionals to be social work researchers, educators, leaders, administrators, or other types of advanced
practitioners, and this latter group might focus on practice with individuals, families, groups, organizations, communities, or social
policies. For this reason, we, the members of the National Association of Deans and Directors of Schools of Social Work, seek to clarify
the educational degree requirements for those faculty members who are educating students who are pursuing a master’s degree in
social work. Simply stated, we see the master’s in social work as the terminal social work degree to teach social work courses, for
all the reasons listed below:

a) The master’s in social work is the graduate degree with the greatest prevalence in social work practice across the nation,
licensable in every state. The degree prepares professionals to do social work practice at all levels, from clinical practice to
macro practice. As such, it is the current gold standard for social work practice in North America, and it is the only advanced
social work degree that includes all the core content needed for all graduate level, licensable social workers in all types of
social work practice.

b) As professional schools, it’s essential that we ground our students in the current professional environment, as well as prepare
students for the future. This requires a good mix of educators from both academic and real-world practice settings. For this
reason, master’s degree programs rely heavily on part-time faculty who are working in local, regional, state or national
settings to provide the “grounded-in-the-profession” perspective. In addition, more programs are hiring these professionals
to be full-time practice-based faculty. Practice-based full-time faculty go by many different titles in social work programs, and
yet they share the characteristic that their purpose, like that of part-time faculty, is to ground social work course work in the
realities of the social work profession.

c) Beyond grounding our education in the professional practice environment, the master’s degree as the terminal degree for
educating social work master’s students also ensures that our graduate master’s programs have faculty who reflect the
diverse social work workforce.
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