Chair Marvin L. Abney A April 28, 2026
House Finance Committee l\\\ //

Rhode Island State House .
Sojourner House

Committed to Ending:
Domestic Violence « Sexual Assault « Human Trafficking

RE: Testimony in support of House Bills 7455 & 7456- The Education Equity and Property Tax Relief
Act

Dear Chair Abney and Members of the Committee:

Thank you for the opportunity to write in strong support of House Bills 7455 and 7456 which seek to
strengthen the presence and accessibility of school social workers in Rhode Island. This type of support serves
an essential role among students and families in our community. Further, systemic and equitable support that
is intertwined within our state education is foundational for ensuring the safety of everyone.

For 50 years, Sojourner House, a non-profit based in Providence but now providing services across the state, has
served thousands of victims and survivors of domestic abuse, sexual violence, and human trafficking. We offer
wraparound services such as support groups, emergency shelter, transitional and permanent supportive housing,
sexual health advocacy, and emotional support. We believe that everyone deserves a safe, healthy home, and
proudly house all genders.

School social workers are often the first trained professionals to identify signs of trauma, including exposure to
domestic and family violence. National research shows that children exposed to domestic violence are
significantly more likely to experience anxiety, depression, behavioral challenges, and disruptions in academic
performance.i These impacts can manifest in chronic absenteeism, difficulty concentrating, and increased risk
of school disengagement. School social workers are uniquely trained to intervene early to provide crisis
support, safety planning, counseling, and connections to community-based services like those offered by
organizations such as Sojourner House.

A growing body of research demonstrates that access to school social workers improves student outcomes.
Studies of large U.S. school districts have found that increased access to school social workers is associated with
higher graduation rates, reduced dropout rates, and improved attendance.iiiiiiv Additionally, schools with
adequate social work staffing report fewer behavioral incidents and more positive school climates.v.v The
National Association of Social Workers recommends a ratio of one school social worker per 250
students; however, many districts, including those in Rhode Island, fall far short of this standard,
limiting students’ access to critical support.v

For students experiencing domestic violence at home, school may be the only consistent and safe environment
where they can access help. Without sufficient staffing, these students may go unidentified and unsupported.
Early intervention reduces the long-term social and economic costs associated with untreated trauma,
including involvement with the child welfare system, homelessness, and continued cycles of violence.vivii There
must be intentional and equitable decisions about staffing school social workers so that all students regardless
of zip code have access to these essential services.

On behalf of Sojourner House, we respectfully urge you to SUPPORT House Bills 7455 and 7456. Investing in
school social workers strengthens our public safety net, supports student success, and helps build safer,
healthier communities across Rhode Island.
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