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The Student Coalition for Peace and Equality (SCOPE) at the University of Maryland, 
Baltimore, held a craft fair in December. Shown in foreground, School of Social Work 
student Judith Kuznak (l) talks to Hannah Brancato, representative from House of Ruth, 
which assists women who have experienced domestic violence. In background, students 
Sonali Nijhawan and Sarah Schweizer sell jewelry made by House of Ruth clients. See full 
story on page 26.
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Publisher’s Thoughts
Dear Reader,
 Welcome to 2010! I would like to wish you a 
Happy New Year as The New Social Worker enters its 
17th year!
 This issue is packed with a variety of topics. 
Barbara Trainin Blank continues her series on the arts 
and social work on page 12, with a piece on poetry 
and bibliotherapy. Written words have great power 
to reach clients on a deeper level. Along with this 
article, we have included a poem written by BSW 
student Dawn Lavoie of Richard Stockton College. 
See page 14 for her poetry.
 While some are using poetry in therapy, others find horseback riding to 
be a great way to reach clients. Children will tell a horse things they won’t 
tell a human. See page 8.
 Denice Liley, in the second of her series of field placement articles, asks, 
“Are You a Joy?” How do others perceive you in your practicum agency? 
Are you a joy to work with? Is your placement a joy to you?
 Are therapy group members bound by confidentiality? John Riolo and 
Wendy Murphy explore this interesting and important question.
  T.J. is moving along as her last semester as an MSW student begins. She  
shares her perspective (see page 10) as she prepares to enter the social work 
profession. On the other end of the spectrum, social work retirees share their 
wisdom on page 16.
 Karen shares the latest tech trends from the recent Council on Social 
Work Education conference. See page 28.
 Rounding out this issue are articles on case and cause advocacy, lessons 
learned from conducting research, and an inspiring account of a new MSW’s 
efforts in starting a camp for transgender youth.
 See page 18 for news from Linda’s New Social Worker Book Club! We are 
reading the novel PUSH by Sapphire. Join us for a chat about this book on 
January 31 at http://www.socialworkchat.org.
 Don’t forget, if you are looking for a social work job, or looking to hire a 
social worker, check out our online job board at http://www.socialworkjobbank.
com. 
 Until next time—happy reading!

Write for The New Social Worker
 We are looking for articles from social work practitioners, students, and educators. 
 Some areas of particular interest are: social work ethics; student field placement; 
practice specialties; and news of unusual, creative, or nontraditional social work.
 Feature articles run 1,500-2,000 words in length. News articles are typically 100-
150 words. Our style is conversational, practical, and educational. Write as if you are 
having a conversation with a student or colleague. What do you want him or her to 
know about the topic? What would you want to know? Use examples.
 The best articles have a specific focus. If you are writing an ethics article, focus 
on a particular aspect of ethics. For example, analyze a specific portion of the NASW 
Code of Ethics (including examples), or talk about ethical issues unique to a particular 
practice setting. When possible, include one or two resources at the end of your 
article—books, additional reading materials, and/or Web sites.
 We also want photos of social workers and social work students “in action” for our 
cover, and photos to accompany your news articles!
 Send submissions to lindagrobman@socialworker.com.

mailto:lindagrobman@socialworker.com
http://www.socialworkchat.org
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Justine Naylon
by Barbara Trainin Blank

Naylon—continued on page 27

 Family issues may 
have steered Justine 
Naylon into the helping 
professions, as she tried 
to understand her own 
family after her parents 
divorced when she was 
only seven. Justine and 
her brother spent some 
time in Pennsylvania 
each year with their 
father, while living 
in Florida with their 
mother.
 But her family had 
“no influence” on the 
Philadelphia native’s 
academic interests and 
choice of social work as 
a profession. She was 
the first in the family to 
go to college, although 
her mother encour-
aged her to “at least get 
through high school and 
get a good job.”
 Naylon’s own moti-
vation drove her further. 
“I got straight A’s and 
took pride in my grades. 
I pushed myself.”
 After a stint at 
Hillsborough Commu-
nity College in Tampa, 
Naylon transferred to 
Florida International 
University in Miami. 
One reason she was 
drawn to Florida’s me-
tropolis is its diversity. 
Previously, she hadn’t 
been exposed much to 
other cultures and eth-
nicities, and Miami “has 
everything.”
 At first, she ma-
jored in psychology at 
FIU. The courses were 
interesting, but she had 
second thoughts when 
discovering she’d need 
to pursue a Ph.D. to get 
anywhere in the field. 
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Justine Naylon

Naylon also realized that “mental illness 
was not the direction” she was truly 
interested in.
 Exploring the possibilities, Naylon 
says she “kept stumbling” on Web sites 
of universities that offered social work. 
“It was a more practical way to go, and 
offered a mixture of focus on individuals, 
communities, and families,” she conclud-
ed.
 She graduated with a BSW in April, 
after a school career that reflected both 
her academic ambitions and interest in 
other people, according to Mary Helen 
Hayden, associate director of the FIU 
social work program. “Justine gradu-
ated with a 4.0 grade point average and 
displayed excellent written and oral skills 
and critical thinking skills,” she says.
 Hayden, who taught Naylon in 
two classes and was a mentor, was also 
impressed with the student’s skills as 
research assistant for the Center for 
Research on U.S. Latino HIV/AIDS and 
Drug Abuse, or CRUSADA. “Justine’s 
work was on par with that of the gradu-
ate and doctoral students working at the 
Center,” Hayden says. 
 Naylon created a survey on college 
student condom use and helped col-
lect data. She collaborated with another 
department to organize interviews on 
sexual activity using an avatar, or com-
puter-simulated person.
 “The study was trying to see what 
contributed to or took away from stu-
dents using condoms, and what we could 
do to convince kids to use them on a 
consistent basis,” says Naylon. “They’re 
at risk for HIV if they don’t use it all the 
time. Even if they think they’re in a mo-
nogamous relationship, they may have 
no idea what their partner is doing.”
 Naylon’s enthusiasm in describing 
the project seems to point to a possibil-
ity she will be drawn into research. She 
might also consider sex therapy as a 
field, but first she’s starting in the MSW 
program at the University of South 
Florida at Tampa in January.
 For her part, Hayden can see Nay-
lon pursuing a doctorate in social work 
eventually. Justine showed leadership 

qualities in class and on campus, she 
says. Her ability to motivate other stu-
dents to participate in campus activities 
is all the more impressive, considering 
that Florida International University has 
a large percentage of older commuter 
students with families and jobs on the 
outside.
 “Justine isn't one to toot her own 
horn,” Hayden adds. “But she was very 
motivated. She could handle every detail 
of a project, but she could also delegate. 
Either way, she was actively involved.”
 When Justine helped organize 
Lobby Day—an event in which students 
visit the state capital of Tallahassee—at-
tendance was higher than usual. Fifty 
participants took a 9-hour bus ride to 
meet with legislators. Justine also secured 
extra funding from the Student Activi-
ties Office for the bus, hotel, and meals, 
Hayden points out.
 During her BSW tenure, Naylon 
also served as a social work intern at Re-
gis House in Miami. She co-facilitated a 
group for teenagers with drug problems, 
some of whom had committed related 
crimes. At first, Naylon admits, she was 
impatient with her clients, because she 
was aware of the havoc committed by a 
member of her own family through sub-
stance abuse. “But my supervisor would 
try to get me to understand the family 
and environmental factors that brought 
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Every social worker and other 
mental health professional keenly 
understands the importance of 

confidentiality. Unless our clients know 
that what we tell them will be kept 
private, they will be less likely to discuss 
necessary but perhaps embarrassing and 
even incriminating information with us. 
For this reason, the major mental health 
disciplines have fought to obtain privi-
leged communication status, and clients 
of psychologists and social workers have 
such a privilege in many states. Although 
there are notable exceptions, such as 
mandated reporting of child abuse and 
a duty to warn third parties of imminent 
impending danger, what this means is 
that the therapist has a right and a duty 
to  decline to reveal private and pro-
tected information without the consent of 
the client or a court order. 
 A subpoena is not a court order, and 
even court orders should be resisted if 
issued without due process or sufficient 
regard for privacy rights. In many juris-
dictions, a court order can be challenged 

Can Members of a Therapy Group Be Compelled 
to Testify Against Each Other?

by John A. Riolo, Ph.D., and Wendy J. Murphy, JD
by filing an appeal, usually after the 
recipient of the order is held in con-
tempt. This sounds intimidating, but the 
contempt action is not an act of disobedi-
ence so much as a mandatory procedural 
prerequisite to appeal. Any appeal taken 
in good faith will automatically stay the 
sanctions against the contemnor, so that 
a higher court can determine whether 
the court order is valid before records 
are disclosed.
 The important difference between 
a court order and a subpoena cannot 
be overstated. For example, if a client 
told a social worker, during the course 
of individual treatment, details about 
an extramarital affair or a compulsive 
use of pornography, the client’s spouse 
or the spouse’s attorney could not use a 
simple subpoena to compel the thera-
pist to testify or release records. A court 
order would have to be issued after a 
hearing to determine whether disclosure 
was necessary, and typically such orders 
are denied, because the information is 
deemed not “material” to the litigation, 

which means it is available from other 
sources.
 But what if it were a group therapy 
situation? Even if there is privileged 
communication between the client and 
therapist, does each member of the 
group have the same legal constraints on 
revealing information as the therapists 
conducting the group? Can an  attorney 
for the spouse of one member seeking 
a divorce issue a subpoena for all the 
members of the group, on the basis that 
group members are not bound by any 
privilege and have information that is 
relevant to the litigation?
 This brings to mind an episode of 
Law and Order. “Jack McCoy” (brilliantly 
played by Sam Waterston) argues that, 
although communication between a 
psychiatrist and patient is privileged, a 
marital session is not. McCoy/Waterston 
argues that once privileged informa-
tion is revealed to a third party, even 
in a marital session, the information is 
no longer privileged. This raises some 
questions about what clinicians know 
and don’t know about confidentiality, 
privileged communication, and the law. 
 Many social workers and other 
therapists simply assume that if what 
our clients tell us is confidential, it must 
mean that what they tell each other in a 
group is equally confidential. But is that 
so? That it makes sense is not enough 
to establish that a law exists to provide 
confidentiality. 
 Whereas most of us realize that we 
cannot ignore a subpoena, opinions vary 
as to the proper response. Do we get le-
gal representation to respond for us and 
pay legal fees? Or do we  try to handle it 
ourselves? One therapist I know sug-
gests we should simply go to the judge 
directly without legal representation and, 
after explaining the situation, ask that 
the subpoena be quashed. An attorney 
in Boston who has represented many 
therapists says if it’s clear a subpoena is 
improper, we should send a letter not 
only saying we will not comply, but 
threatening to file a small claims action 
against the attorney and an ethical com-

Ethics
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plaint, as well, alleging abuse of process.  
In other words, we need to play offense, 
not defense. 
 But when we have no choice but to 
appear in court, is it enough to simply 
tell the judge that our clients told us 
things with the understanding that it was 
confidential and, therefore, any sub-
poena should be quashed? Does the fact 
that someone believes a conversation is 
confidential make it so in a court of law?
 Legal experts will tell you that when 
there is a conflict between two values, 
courts must decide which serves the 
greater public good in a given situation.  
In this case, there is the right of group 
members’ privacy vs. the right of parties 
to a legal action to obtain evidence that 
they may need to support their case.  
And these interests are weighed differ-
ently in criminal vs. family court vs. civil 
cases.  So how do judges decide? 
 It depends a great deal on the state 
or jurisdiction. States differ on confiden-
tiality statutes—so much so that in some 
states, a client being treated by a particu-
lar discipline may  enjoy privileged com-
munication while others do not, although 
every state has some form of privilege for 
therapeutic counseling. 
 Then there is federal law. Privilege 
of confidentiality exists not only as a 
matter of common law but also constitu-
tional privacy rights doctrines that one 
court described as “well-established.”  
Nevertheless, these privileges have 
not uniformly been extended to group 
therapy, which means that members of a 
group can be  subpoenaed in some states 
but not in others. Even in states where 
there is privileged communication for  
therapists in group treatment situations, 
it could be tricky to expect members of 
a group to be held to the same standards 
as the professional caregiver.
  The law typically looks at the nature 
of the relationship between the holder 
of protected information and the person 
whose privacy is at stake to determine 
whether it makes sense or is fair to im-
pose such a duty when there is no natural 
inclination to care about the underlying 
privacy.  For example, a clerk of court 
might be the “holder” of files, but he 
or she clearly lacks an intimate enough 
relationship with the individual whose 
personal information might be contained 
in the file. So the clerk can’t be expected 
to assert that person’s rights of privilege.  
At the other end of the spectrum is the 
doctor or therapist who not only wants 
to help his or her client, but also wants to 

preserve the integrity of the therapeutic 
relationship in general. 
 Members of therapy groups strike 
us as being somewhere in the middle. 
However, there definitely is a kind of 
reciprocity/mutual detente dynamic, in 
that no member can expect the others 
to honor his or her privacy unless he or 
she, in return, agrees to honor theirs.  
 So how can a therapist protect the 
privacy of members in a group situation? 
One suggestion is to have members sign 
a contract.  Most therapists use contracts 
with their individual and group clients, 
and these contracts typically describe the 
expectation of confidentiality. However, 
it is unlikely that these verbal and gener-
ally worded contracts would be specific 
enough to be legally binding. What is 
needed is for all group members to sign a 
specific written contract not as a general 
understanding of the rules, but  as a man-
datory condition of participation. Such a 
contract should specify that all members 
agree not only to confidentiality, but also 
to assert privilege in the event that infor-
mation is subpoenaed on any member.   
 A well-written contract can be 
enforced, and violators can be sued, 
even if there’s no privilege as a matter 
of law.  Of course, this is not without its 
problems.  In effect, the clinician would 
be asking group members to trust each 
other enough to share confidential in-
formation, but at the same time warning 
everyone that the person next to them 
might sue them.  
 This area of the law is complicated. 
Therapists who assume that what their 
clients tell them in groups is confiden-
tial or privileged can put themselves 
and their clients in difficult positions.  
For example, a therapist who promises 
confidentiality for groups but practices in 
a jurisdiction that has no privilege could 
be sued for malpractice in the event that 
a group member reveals information.  
 It makes more sense to know the 
law, draft legally binding contracts, and 
make sure group members know the 
truth. If there is no confidentiality, it’s 
better to say so at the outset of treatment 
and allow members to reveal informa-
tion, or not, based on how strongly they 
feel about what the law has to offer.  
Whereas truthfulness is required under 
oath, group members need to be aware 
that memory is imprecise, so saying, “I 
don’t recall,” is a common occurrence. 
 Finally, because all privileges have 
exceptions, it is wise to consider two con-
cepts regarding recordkeeping if avoid-

ing subpoenas is the goal:  

Less is more.  
Have no documents that record 
exact quotes of members.  

 Statements or quotes reduced to 
writing are much easier to use in litiga-
tion than progress notes reflecting the 
caregiver’s concerns and observations.   
If lawyers come to learn that it isn’t 
worth trying to get group therapy infor-
mation because there’s nothing in writing 
or in members’ memories that’s useful to 
them, the subpoenas will stop coming. 

John A. Riolo, Ph.D., is a retired private 
practitioner who operates a number of educa-
tional Web sites and blogs on mental health 
issues. Wendy J. Murphy, JD, is a Massachu-
setts attorney and patient advocate who  was 
involved in a federal case that extended the 
Jaffe v. Redmond ruling to rape crisis counsel-
ors and other non-licensed caregivers.  
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A professor I once knew posted 
a sign on his door that read: 
“People going through this door 

bring joy—some by coming in, others by 
leaving.”
 As a field practicum student, which 
are you? Do you face the opportunity 
as one of joy? Will your field agency 
experience joy upon your completion of 
your practicum? Have you considered 
how the people at your practicum agency 
might describe their experience working 
with you? Is each practicum workweek 
a joy for you, as well as for those at your 
agency?
 Some social work students perceive 
the field practicum requirement as just 
another of those classes they have to 
show up for; the rest is a given. Cli-
ents will come and go; the agency field 
instructor will make assignments and 
provide some supervision. The week will 
just happen. In fact, for some students, 
that attitude toward each week turns 
into monthly, semester, to the end of the 
practicum year. The requirement will be 
finished, checked off, and on to the real 
job.
 Many students believe that 50% 
of their field practicum responsibility 
consists of simply showing up. In the 
world of education, a grade of 50% is fail-
ing—a no pass. Some students believe the 
remaining 50% of the grade is the field 
agency instructor’s and agency’s respon-
sibility to provide educationally interest-
ing cases, assignments to solidify their 
social work education, and various and 
assorted extra events to keep them busy 
with meaningful experiences. Student 
attitudes appear to be: “I show up, now it 
is up to you to do the rest.” 
 Agency field instructors often report 
that social work practicum students give 
little to agencies beyond showing up, 
that some students are unreliable, and 
that their commitment levels change as 
frequently as do the winds. These behav-
iors make it difficult for those agencies 
to feel any sense of commitment toward 
practicum students for future placements. 
They, no doubt, sigh in relief at the 
completion of the practicum.

 The reality is that the social work 
field practicum requirement provides 
students with opportunities to hone their 
professional skills and to incorporate 
classroom course content with on-the-job 
experience. It’s not just busy work!
Social work field agencies accept the 
responsibility to provide students quality 
practicum experiences—learning op-
portunities—while, at the same time, 
continuing to deliver services to clients. 
It is a fine line for an agency to ensure 
that students hone their knowledge and 
skill base in ways that do not adversely 
affect clients in the delivery of services. 
Hopefully, maintaining that balance lev-
els out over the course of the practicum, 
with greater effort at the front end of the 
practicum, as students build confidence, 
competency, and abilities, ultimately to 
function independently.
 Social work field agencies do not 
typically select practicum students in the 
same way they select permanent employ-
ees. The expectation is that education 
will occur during the practicum process. 
Agency personnel consider the goodness 
of fit and the potential of the prospective 
social work students as they interview 
them for selection to field practicum. 
Agencies sometimes perceive potential 
field students as half–baked, and will try 
to match the remaining baking time to 
their field agency, hopefully to turn out a 
finished social work student. Social work 
field practicum students are not just an 
extra set of hands. The field agency has 
faith and commitment in the future of 
the social work students to become suc-
cessful social work practitioners.
 Initially, field practicum students 
orient themselves to their agencies: what 
services are available, who the clients 
tend to be, what resources are available 
through the agency, and so on. The 
practicum student observes and gath-
ers information. However, a practicum 
student who doesn’t commit to sched-
uled hours or is constantly in crisis mode 
doesn’t have the ability to observe and 
apply.
 That said, what does joy have to 
do with it? Attitude! Instead of dread-

ing the practicum as one more hoop to 
jump through, what would happen if 
you decided to believe that your field 
practicum was going to be a joyful learn-
ing experience? Think about it: weeks of 
counting the days and hours, or weeks of 
creating joy for yourself and others. Joy 
is a choice.
 Once you choose joy, you will want 
to develop a plan to follow through and 
create a joyful field practicum experi-
ence. You don’t have to go to your field 
agency unprepared. What do you know 
about the clients the agency serves? Can 
you relate to how people become clients 
or consumers of the agency? Research 
the agency: what types of clients it 
serves, services it offers, resources it 
utilizes, its mission statement, and its his-
tory as an agency. It is important to have 
a clear understanding of this agency’s 
standards of care, and this is a priority to 
coming in as a joyful student. To orient 
yourself in such a way establishes your 
foundation for a joyful practicum experi-
ence.
 How have you prepared yourself for 
your field practicum beyond your social 
work courses? Are your expectations 
realistic? Are you excited and self-confi-
dent? Understandably, it is normal that 
you may feel a bit uncomfortable at the 
onset. After all, other employees with the 
agency may perceive you as the newbie. 
Consider, though, your agency’s employ-
ees all have working relationships with 
one another, and you don’t. Expect that 
it will take a while for you to settle in. 
Your goal will be to fulfill the purpose 
of the field practicum requirements, 
which again is to provide opportunities 
to hone your professional skills and to 
incorporate classroom course content 
with on-the-job experience. Double 
check your expectations; be sure they 
are realistic. Remember that your agency 
has a mission and purpose beyond your 
education. And, bear in mind that being 
joyful is a choice.
 The majority of schools of social 
work require a minimum of an hour 
of weekly supervision for practicum 
students. However, typically, this is not 
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the case in the beginning of field practi-
cum. Most agency field instructors are 
available many hours each week to assist 
students to acclimate and manage those 
initial practicum assignments, which 
generally include orienting to agency 
services, client systems, agency workflow 
processes, referral to other community 
services or agencies, and how and when 
termination of services occurs. It is not 
unusual that social work students might 
have conflicting opinions about an 
agency’s policies and procedures (they 
may want more freedom or may feel 
they have too much freedom). Students 
who are joyful coming to the practicum 
make it a point each week to discuss the 
process of what they are doing at their 
practicum field agency, not just covering 
the content of how to do x, y, or z.
 Every social work student who 
comes to an agency will be at a different 
level of functionality, as will the agency’s 
field instructor. The field instructor may 
have much experience or little experi-
ence with social work field students. The 
entry challenge for the field agency is to 
assist students to grasp a holistic view, 
considering that this may be the first 
actual agency work for them. Under-
stand that you will be dealing with some 

ambiguity, and that time and experience 
will help you to fill in the blanks. Things 
will be less confusing eventually. Give 
yourself permission to feel uncomfort-
able for a while; be joyful that it won’t 
last forever!
 It’s not unusual for social work 
students to feel that they are held to a 
higher standard than other employees 
at the field agency are. The employees 
may make negative comments about the 
agency, the clients, or their workloads. 
They might take long lunch hours and 
have frequent days off. Yet, as a social 
work field student, you seem be asked 
to always be a model social worker.  
 Joyful students coming to an agency 
don’t get concerned with day-to-day 
politics. They focus on their educational 
needs and their work with the services of 
the agency. They do this because they do 
have a choice in their attitudes to create 
joy.
 The social work field practicum is 
not much different from a new job. The 
practicum requires that you put your 
best work forward and demonstrate 
your strengths and potential as a social 
worker, as well as your willingness to 
work with others. The field practicum 
allows for your not knowing everything 

and expects that you will ask questions. 
Your field practicum will be destined for 
joy, if you as a student choose to arrive 
each day prepared to demonstrate your 
best social work skills, knowledge, and 
values, and to do so with joy. The field 
practicum is designed to be the joyful ex-
perience of your social work education, 
but much of the joy is determined by 
what you put into it. Don’t be the student 
who is joyful upon leaving! Let the field 
agency experience the joy of you work-
ing in the agency.

Denice Goodrich Liley, 
Ph.D., LCSW, CSW-G, 
is an associate professor 
at Boise State University 
School of Social Work 
in Boise, Idaho. She is 
a licensed clinical social 
worker, certified in clini-
cal gerontology, and has 
more than 30 years of clinical social work 
practice. Her areas of expertise are end-of-life 
care and decision making, gerontology, and 
social work education, primarily field practi-
cum. Dr. Liley is on CSWE’s Advisory Board 
for Social Work Field Education. This article 
continues a series of articles by Dr. Liley on 
field placement.
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Therapeutic riding is a great way to 
see remarkable changes in social 
work clients. Many social workers 

are now looking to alternative methods 
to assist our clients. One remarkable 
program that is yielding phenomenal 
results is therapeutic horseback riding. 
Research shows this form of therapy 
works wonders with almost every social 
work population: children, teens, juvenile 
delinquents, physically challenged, de-
velopmentally delayed, blind, deaf, and 
all forms of abuse. The explanation for 
the success rate is simple. A special bond 
is formed between a child and a horse. 
Children who have not progressed in a 
conventional therapeutic setting often 
excel with therapeutic riding. Children 
will tell a horse things they would never 
tell a therapist. A child will share secrets, 
thoughts, failures, setbacks, wishes, 

dreams, and goals with a horse. And the 
horse will never tell. Children know this 
and, therefore, open up more with horses 
than with parents, teachers, friends, 
pastors, and conventional therapists. 
Children will attempt different physical 
challenges because they feel the support 
of the horse underneath them. 
 According to the National American 
Riding for the Handicapped Associa-
tion (NARHA, 2002) therapeutic riding 
“uses equine-oriented activities for the 
purpose of contributing positively to the 
cognitive, physical, emotional, and social 

well-being of people with disabilities” (p. 
5). Over-activity, distractibility, autism, 
developmental disabilities, learning 
disabilities, emotional and behavioral 
disturbances, and anger issues are all 
appropriate problems for therapeutic rid-
ing. 
 There are two types of therapeutic 
horsemanship: therapeutic riding and 
hippotherapy. The difference between 
the two types is that hippotherapy 
requires a medical professional, such 
as a physical, speech, or occupational 
therapist. Therapeutic riding requires a 
certified riding instructor.
 In hippotherapy, riders meet with 
the therapist one-on-one for about 30-45 
minutes. In therapeutic riding, riders 
usually meet in groups with the certified 
riding instructor for about 45 minutes. In 
both types, there are several volunteers, 
also known as “side walkers,” who help 
the person get on and off the horse and 
walk beside the horse the entire time 
to prevent any injury. The side walkers 
must also complete an intense training 
course. 
 In addition to riding the horse, the 
client also is encouraged to complete cer-
tain tasks, also referred to as “games.” A 
physically challenged rider may be ask to 
throw a small ball through a hoop, throw 
a Frisbee into a barrel, or reach and ring 
a bell. A mentally challenged rider may 
be asked to count how many times the 
horse walks around the gate or to count 
how many barrels there are in the arena. 
All tasks have a specific therapeutic 
goal. Many times, the riders are asked to 
answer questions aloud as well as get the 
horse to respond to a verbal command—
all simultaneously. This provides both a 
physical challenge and a mental one. 
 Horses and humans have a lot in 
common. First and foremost, the gait of 
a horse is similar to the gait of a hu-
man. The horse’s pelvis is identical to 
a human’s, but offset by 90 degrees. 
When a client rides a horse, this motion 
simulates walking, and the rider is able 
to work on balance, posture, breathing, 
and coordination. A horse also engages 
the rider’s vestibular system, “which runs 
throughout the body and affects func-
tions like alertness, balance, and diges-
tion” (Killcreas, 2008, p.2). 
 Social work practitioners should seri-
ously consider animal assisted therapy as 

a viable intervention when working with 
any type of population at risk. Many 
educators and health care profession-
als have already taken the concept of 
therapeutic riding and put it into practice 
(Bland, 1987; Crothers, 1994; Cylke & 
Kurt 1991; Minner, 1983; Potter, Evans, 
& Nolt, 1994; and Scheidhacker, Bender, 
& Vaitel, 1991. 
 Spink (1993) explains that in thera-
peutic riding, the focus is on learning 
to control the horse. The rider actively 
responds to the directions of the rid-
ing instructor by cognitively coding or 
registering the request, then processes 
the requests and attempt to execute 
the desired positional and/or motor 
sequence. The 3-dimensional move-
ments of the horse stimulate the rider’s 
central nervous system, which then 
stimulates areas of the brain that control 
specific motor functions and behaviors. 
In response, various neurotransmitters, 
such as natural endorphins, are released 
and can cause a variety of emotional and 
behavioral effects (Spink, 1993). These 
behavioral effects are similar to the ef-
fects of the “workout high” or “runner’s 
high.”
 Several research studies indicate the 
profound impact of therapeutic riding 
with a variety of populations. Kaiser, 
Smith, Heleski, and Spence (2006) 
found that after completing an 8-week 
therapeutic riding program, anger in 
adolescent males significantly decreases 
and mothers’ perceptions of their sons’ 
behaviors improves. Mason’s (1988) 
study revealed enhanced self-concept for 
people with cerebral palsy after partici-
pating in a 3-month therapeutic riding 
program. Emory’s (1992) research with 
emotionally and behaviorally challenged 
teens found statistically significant im-
provements in self-concept, intellectual 
and school status, popularity, happiness, 
and satisfaction. Scheidhacker, Bender, 
and Vaitel (1991) found that people with 
chronic schizophrenia showed marked 
improvement in symptom management 
while participating in therapeutic riding. 
Crothers’ (1994) research with learning 
disabled children found that participat-
ing in this type of treatment improves 
information retrieval and processing.  
 Therapeutic riding programs are 
especially effective with attentional 
disorders because of the areas of the 

Equine Therapy and Social Work: A Winning Combination
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brain stimulated by riding a horse. The 
motion of the horse stimulates all aspects 
of the brain, activating both hemispheres 
simultaneously. It is also believed that 
the areas of the brain that control atten-
tion, impulses, and activity levels are di-
rectly stimulated by the movement. The 
neurotransmitters released when riding 
create an effect that is similar to the one 
created by stimulant medication. Energy 
is redirected to different areas of the 
brain, making it possible for the person 
to concentrate; be active without being 
overly active, hyperactive, or fidgety; 
and be less impulsive. 
 Stevens (2007) explains that horses 
are able to sense certain weaknesses 
in children with ADHD and respond 
to them by remaining calm and quiet. 
As the child pets the horse, the calm-
ness from the horse is transferred to the 
child. The horse is quiet, and the child 
becomes quiet or less loud. The child’s 
listening skills become more attuned, his 
or her ability to listen to directions and 
respond appropriately improves, and 
behavioral difficulties decrease. 
 In therapeutic programs with learn-
ing disabled children, certain activi-
ties are chosen to specifically decrease 
negative behaviors. These activities 
include grooming a horse, because the 
child has to groom from left to right and, 
therefore, learns sequencing. The child 
must talk softly with the horse during 
grooming, thus improving communica-
tion skills. Self esteem improves when 
children are placed on the back of a 
horse, as they are far above the people 
standing on the ground. Even as the 
child rides and masters new skills and 
becomes aware of his or her horseback 
riding ability, self esteem soars (Stevens, 
2007).
 Children performing poorly in 
school often thrive in therapeutic riding 
treatment. Children participate in games 
and activities that make them point out 
shapes, colors, sizes, and textures. On a 
trail ride, children are often instructed to 
find the red ball hanging from a yellow 
rope in a green pine tree. Children are 
learning, but they see everything as fun 
and a game. Through the use of signs 
placed around a paddock (small riding 
arena), letters can be taught and the 
reading of the individual words by word 
recognition can be learned. Games in-
volving signs for “exit,” “danger,” “stop,” 
and “go” help teach important life skills 
involving reading (Stevens, 2007). 

 Children learn to count by count-
ing the horse’s footsteps, objects around 
the paddock or arena, or even the 
horse’s ears and legs. The concept of 
numbers becomes clearer as the rider 
compares the number of legs on a horse 
to the number of his or her own legs. 
Addition and subtraction are taught 
through games involving throwing large 
numbered foam dice and adding and 
subtracting the numbers. Resistance to 
learning decreases, because the children 
see these activities as games. Eye-hand 
coordination, a necessary writing skill, 
improves as a child tacks (puts on the 
saddle) or grooms a horse. Visual and 
spatial perception increase as children 
ride around the arena, ride closer or 
farther from a wall, ride around the blue 
barrel, or ride from the blue barrel to the 
red barrel and back over to the yellow 
barrel. 
 According to Zanin (1997), many 
parents of riders enrolled in therapeutic 
riding programs “marvel at their child’s 
newfound skills.” The riding center may 
be one of the first places where the child 
experiences success and acceptance. 
 The motivating lure of the large, 
gentle animal, the calm and consistent 
support of the therapeutic riding team, 
and the naturally accepting environment 
of the “stable” provide opportunities for 
the child to learn and develop. These 
opportunities may help turn the often 
disparaging label of the ADD child into 
a child who is “Absolutely Delightfully 
Driven.”
 Social work students, educators, and 
practitioners are always seeking effective 
best practices that can be implemented 
with their populations. I would encour-
age those seeking cost-effective and suc-
cessful programs to consider therapeutic 
riding. These programs really do work 
wonders with all types of populations. 
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The home stretch. The final stage. 
The last semester. 
 In many ways, graduate school 

has passed very quickly. At other times, 
especially when we’re in the thick of it, it 
has felt as if it would never end. During 
the fall, when we were working on our 
research assignment, a single subject 
design project that involved choosing a 
client from our internship agency, creat-
ing a measurement tool, administering 
the tool for a semester, and then collect-
ing and analyzing the data, it felt like 
the latter. Our final presentations, which 
were open to the public as well as under-
graduate students, were accompanied by 
a poster, a brief, and a research paper. 
 Recently, while clearing my desk, 
I found remnants of that assignment: 
sticky notes and drafts of my poster, 
along with scribbled instructions for 
the SINGWIN evaluation program. It 
caused me to reflect upon that process. It 
seemed impossible at times. I wondered 
if I could pull it off. There were other 
moments, though, when it started to 
make sense and I felt empowered by the 
teaching and the learning. Then I would 
lapse back into confusion, only to be 
buoyed by clarity once again.
 During that research project, my 
classmates and I called, texted, e-mailed, 
and used Facebook to discuss, commis-
erate, rant, laugh, cajole, support, and, 
in the end, congratulate and praise one 
another on our presentations. I have to 
say that this class, though loaded with 
stress, was a turning point for me. One 
of my classmates felt that finishing that 
class meant finishing the MSW program. 

This student felt it was the culmination 
of everything and that, once it was over, 
it would feel as if the degree had been 
earned. At first I thought this thinking 
was a bit dramatic, or even foolish, be-
cause we aren’t finished. We have three, 
four, or five more classes (depending on 
when students blended into the cohort). 
But after we walked out of our presenta-
tions on the last weekend of classes, I 
have to admit, I caught my classmate’s 
drift. It's not that our final semester’s 
classes will be easy; on the contrary. But 
this project tested us. And, I am proud to 
say, each of us passed the test.
 So, what classes are left for me? I’ll 
have four: Clinical II, Integrative Seminar, 
Working with Difficult Children, and Field 
Education III. The Integrative Seminar 
class promises to encourage us to hone 
in on our voices as professionals as we 
“weave together” what we have learned, 
and begin speaking and writing about 
our social work practice philosophy. This 
class will help us to more clearly define 
our roles and the steps we need to take 
after graduation. We’ll be building upon 
the knowledge that we have learned dur-
ing both our generalist and concentration 
years, and integrating the teachings from 
classes, as well as our experiences from 
field education. 
 Sounds scary. And exciting. Why 
scary? Because I will be expected to 
articulate my social work voice in 
speech and words. It’s not the writing 
or the speaking that scares me. It just 
seems subjective and non-linear. It’s like 
spirituality, I think, in a way. I feel it, but 
I don’t necessarily know how to explain 

it. My social work values and skills are 
ever-changing, and they continue to 
grow and morph with each client I meet 
and each “teacher” who is placed in my 
path (often these are the same people). 
It sounds exciting because I am quite 
certain that this class will force me to 
stretch and speak my truth. What I know 
is that I will dive in with both hands, a 
big heart, and an open mind. I’m sure I’ll 
be surprised and enlightened at different 
points in the process.
 I will return to the child welfare 
agency to complete the second half of 
my internship in January. I look forward 
to experiencing the day-to-day responsi-
bilities in different areas, including foster 
care and adoption. The majority of my 
first semester was spent in investigation, 
and although I am very interested in this 
area, I want to experience more of what 
the agency’s mission encompasses. As a 
Title IV-E grant recipient, I will be work-
ing for the agency upon my graduation, 
so it is important to experience all the 
offerings before that day gets here. I was 
privileged to work with some amazing 
men and women over the past 15 weeks, 
and I look forward to working with 
other social workers during the final four 
months of graduate school.
 What I hope for this final semester 
(it feels wonderful to write that) is that 
I will stay present in the experience. I 
hope I can see and feel the joys as well 
as the challenges (sometimes these are 
one and the same). I am grateful for my 
classmates, who have often been my best 
teachers. I am indebted to my professors 
for their time, patience, and support. As 
a non-traditional student, I ask questions, 
send e-mails, and call on profs when I 
am confused or anxious. I take advan-
tage of open-door policies, and I am 
willing to ask for help.
 I plan to breathe deeply, let things 
go that don’t matter (isn’t that most 
everything?), and enjoy this gift of educa-
tion that I have been given.

T. J. Rutherford is in her final year of graduate 
school, where she is earning a master’s degree in 
social work. She shares her life with her hus-
band and an eleven-year-old rescue dog. Read 
more about her day-to-day grad school experi-
ences at THE NEW SOCIAL WORKER’s 
blog at http://blog.socialworker.com.

by T. J. RutherfordAn MSW Student’s Life

Read more about T.J.’s student life at our blog! 
blog.socialworker.com

 Keep in touch between issues of 
The New Social Worker. 
 Be sure to subscribe to our blog, 
and leave some comments to let us 
know your thoughts! We really want 
to hear from you.
 Who is blogging on blog.social-
worker.com? Our current bloggers 
include:

T.J. Rutherford, An MSW Student’s Life 
Karen Zgoda, SW 2.0

Linda Grobman, editor/publisher

http://blog.socialworker.com
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It’s often been said that a picture is 
worth a thousand words. But when 
the words are poetic—full of imagery, 

metaphors, and rhythm—they’re much 
more powerful.
 Biblio/poetry therapy, one of the 
creative arts therapies, is the use of the 
written word (although it may be read 
out loud) to bring healing and personal 
growth.
 According to the National Associa-
tion for Poetry Therapy, a worldwide 
community of poets, writers, journal 
keepers, helping professionals, health 
care professionals, and others who recog-
nize the healing power of language, poet-
ry therapy has primitive roots. Shamans 
and witch doctors chanted poetry for the 
well-being of the tribe or individual.
 The Roman physician Soranus 
prescribed tragedy for his manic patients 
and comedy for the depressed ones—and 
can be called the first poetry therapist on 
record. Dr. Benjamin Rush, called the 
“Father of American Psychiatry,” used 
music and literature as complementary 
treatments. His patients published their 
own writings in their newspaper.
 Although there is some disagree-
ment, many consider bibliotherapy—in-
teractive use of literature—a subcategory 
of poetry therapy. The National Federa-
tion for Biblio/Poetry Therapy, incorpo-
rated in 1963, sets standards of excel-
lence in the training and credentialing of 
practitioners in both fields. Practitioners 
may be credentialed as certified applied 
poetry facilitators, certified poetry thera-
pists, or registered poetry therapists.
 Some poetry and bibliotherapists 
are also active in the National Coalition 
of Creative Arts Therapies Associations, 
which hosts an annual conference of all 
the arts therapies.
 Bibliotherapy was first adopted by li-
brarians, who saw value in the practice of 
selecting and using specific books helpful 
to psychiatric patients. Dr. Karl Men-
ninger collaborated with the librarians 
in his hospital, because he felt they knew 
the patients better.
  Freud stated that it wasn’t he, but 
the poet, who “discovered the uncon-
scious.” 
 Poet Eli Griefer in the late 1920s 
started a “poemtherapy” group as a 
volunteer at Creedmore State Hospital. 
Much later, in 1959, he facilitated a po-

etry therapy group at Cumberland Hos-
pital with two supervising psychiatrists, 
Dr. Jack J. Leedy and Dr. Sam Spector. 
Leedy’s efforts led to the creation of the 
Association for Poetry Therapy, parent 
of today’s Association. He also published 
what social work professor and poetry 
therapist Nick Mazza, Ph.D., calls “the 
first significant book on poetry therapy.”
 Compared with art therapy and 
music therapy, biblio/poetry therapy is 
a small field, with practitioners more in 
the hundreds than thousands, according 
to Mazza, Patricia V. Vance Professor of 
Social Work at Florida State University, 
author, and editor of the Journal of Poetry 
Therapy. “We’re the new kid on the block 
[in terms of an organized field]. But it’s 
catching up,” he says. “We have a code 
of ethics. The journal gives us credibil-
ity.”
 

Poetry therapy is used in three major do-
mains, he explains. The receptive-prescrip-
tive uses preexisting poetry or literature 
to elicit responses. The expressive-creative 
gives a client or group the chance to 
write, whether it’s poetry or letters. “This 
is an effective way to cope with sponta-
neous tragedy,” he says. “There’s a lot of 
hard research about the health effects of 
writing—for example, in the writings of 
James Pennebaker.”
 A third usage is the symbolic-ceremo-
nial, which is connected to the power of 
ritual or symbols. “If someone is strug-
gling with a loss, that person might write 
a letter to the person who’s gone,” Mazza 
explains. “It also works with community 
tragedies. A lot of people wrote and drew 

after Columbine, but it became ceremo-
nial when they posted it.”
 In his past private practice—now he 
largely does workshops and consulta-
tion—Mazza found poetry therapy is ef-
fective with many different populations: 
children, the elderly, hospice and hospi-
tal patients, the homeless, and survivors 
of sexual assault. 
 “It doesn’t work with all people and 
all situations,” he says. “And as Jerome 
Frank, the social psychologist, said, any-
thing that has the power to heal has the 
power to harm. The timing is important. 
We also have to ask if a person is ready 
for a group. Young children might be 
more responsive with art therapy. But I 
use poetry therapy a lot. It cuts across 
modalities—with individuals, couples, 
families, groups, and community.”
 Although Nancy Scherlong became 
a social worker, she was a writer years 
ago, trained to be an English teacher 
and poet. With a minor in psychology, 
she had heard about poetry therapy and 
“switched gears.” Currently, she is in full-
time private practice.
 “I do a lot of writing intervention 
in bereavement,” she says. “If a person 
didn’t have a chance to say good-bye, I 
encourage writing a letter. We also use 
scrapbooks of photos and memories. The 
first year is hard, especially around the 
holidays.”
 Previously, Scherlong did therapy 
with kids 4-21 in a foster care facility and 
used writing, especially fairy tales and the 
force of magic. She worked with them 
individually and in sibling groups. The 
kids would write about themselves but not 
as themselves, which was “less threaten-
ing,” she says. “It was fiction, but all 
about them. Writing helps people feel less 
vulnerable, but not directly. It’s a third 
thing to focus on. Poetry is metaphorical; 
it doesn’t have to be literally true but can 
use symbolic or vague images.”
 Writing poetry or stories diminishes 
anxiety and reveals more than talking 
otherwise might, she adds, “although it’s 
not quite as revealing [directly] as exposi-
tory writing.”
 At the end of the poetry groups, 
Scherlong would help clients put togeth-
er a “chat book” and a performance—at 
which they got to read their pieces. 
 In addition to the three modali-
ties described by Mazza, she believes 

Poetry Therapy: Using Words to Heal
by Barbara Trainin Blank
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there is a fourth—asking clients to take 
existing poems and discuss what poem 
they would write if it were their own. 
“This can be a catalyst, especially with 
bereavement, since people have walked 
that road before,” says Scherlong. “It can 
decrease a sense of isolation.”
 Poetry therapy can even be effective 
with people not considered to be very 
articulate. Early in her career, Scherlong 
worked with developmentally disabled 
children who “couldn’t write but could 
dictate” so she could write, Scherlong 
recalls. Elderly people with dementia or 
Alzheimer’s disease can often still tell 
a “coherent story or fantasy” that has 
meaning for them, and those with or 
without memory loss might want to cre-
ate a memoir.
 “Poetry therapy should match the 
cognitive and literacy level of the client 
and meet the person where he or she 
is—with an eye toward the future,” Scher-
long says.
 Alma Rolfs, a clinical social worker 
of more than 30 years’ duration who is 
a long-standing member of NAPT, isn’t 
using poetry therapy separately with her 
clients. She does work it into regular 
psychotherapy sessions in her practice 
with adults and couples. 
 However, in the past, Rolfs did po-
etry therapy with both in- and outpatient 
psychiatric patients, with the chemically 
addicted, postpartum women, and chil-
dren, as well as training and workshops 
regarding poetry therapy. Now she does 
more educating and training.
 Rolfs calls poetry therapy an “abso-
lutely marvelous treatment modality,” 
combining the strengths of all the cre-
ative arts therapies in accessing uncen-
sored material and responding on a deep 
level without the use of [their] words. 
“For many people, the words are the 
really awkward part of treatment,” Rolfs 
says. “The use of literature and creative 
writing allows freedom and creativity 
with language the clients don’t think they 
have the capacity for. This is both self-
esteem-building and life-affirming.”
 In the classic sequence of biblio/po-
etry therapy, the therapist offers a piece 
of literature or lyric that stimulates a 
response and then invites the client’s 
own “creative act”—writing of one’s own. 
This can be done in individual practice 
or in group, although it’s usually more 
“spontaneous” in the former and requires 
more planning in a group. “It can be 
democratizing with groups,” Rolfs says, 
“in that everyone makes a contribution. 

It’s been remarkably effective with any 
of the groups I’ve worked with.”
 With individuals, she adds, you have 
to fit the technique to a particular type 
of person. A very intellectually “de-
fended” person may be less responsive 
in therapy, but a poem may be able to 
cut through that defense,” she says. “If a 
poem can cut through, that can be very 
effective. It’s especially useful in cutting 
through the sense of inadequacy or intel-
lectual defense.”
 Peggy Heller loved poetry and 
words as a child. For 16 years, she 
worked as a tutor/teacher for Stanley 
Kaplan Educational Services. She had 
studied speech pathology in college, then 
trained in biblio/poetry therapy and 
became a mental health professional. 
Heller has held multiple positions in the 
poetry association, including president. 
 She has applied poetry therapy in 
psychiatric and regular hospitals, with 
recently deinstitutionalized patients, 
and at a center for young people with 
dual diagnosis of mental retardation and 
schizophrenia. One poem she found to 
be “sure fire,” even with developmen-
tally disabled kids, is Eve Miriam’s “How 
To Eat a Poem,” dealing with metaphori-
cal meaning.
 “I used children’s stories the kids 
could relate to and held up pictures, 
the way we do with kids in the library,” 
says Heller, who more recently has 
been in private practice. “The key is 
that even minimally verbal people can 
pay attention even in the moment, and 
there’s value in it. I trained with the most 
severely schizophrenic people who had 
been hospitalized for decades. We cre-
ated progress in such minute steps.”
 Biblio/poetry therapy can also be 
effective with older people, who find 
life review and communication of their 
values meaningful, she adds. It can help 
poets and writers during “blank” periods, 
as well. 
 An MSW, Phyllis Klein moved to 
California to work with an outpatient 
mental health clinic. She then worked 
in a variety of nonprofits until starting a 
private practice in 1990. Most of her ex-
perience has been with adults, although 
she did see children and teens in the 
early part of her career.
 “I got interested in poetry therapy 
the way many people do,” she says. “I 
found myself writing for my own healing 
and then learned there was a modality 
that promoted this kind of work profes-
sionally. From there I was determined 

to get credentialed. I had never really 
studied creative writing or fine arts, so I 
was unsullied in terms of writing straight 
from the heart—which is the basic credo 
of poetry therapy. Poetry therapy is so 
effective in helping people find and 
develop their ‘voice.’ ”
 Currently, Klein is working primar-
ily with individuals but also runs groups 
when there’s interest. Sometimes she 
brings in a poem for someone, and 
sometimes she and the client read poems 
together. They may bring in their own 
writing or write during the sessions.
 “I have used poetry as a way to help 
with a grief process, and when this is 
done collaboratively, it can become a 
long lasting bond between me and the 
client,” says Klein, who has written about 
poetry therapy and its healing power. 
“Sometimes people keep a journal but 
don’t bring it in, which is fine. Each per-
son has his own healing path—sometimes 
to share and sometimes to keep things 
private.”
 What is important in all settings 
is that there is no critiquing or editing, 
Klein points out, so that safety is cre-
ated and meaningful self-expression can 
occur. “No arts therapy should make 
people feel their stuff isn’t good enough. 
It’s all from the heart and in the mo-
ment,” she adds. “People already have 
an inner critic.”
 Sherry Reiter, who holds an MSW 
and Ph.D. in social work, had a social 
worker father and a reading teacher 
mother. She also had a passion for lit-
erature at an early age. “Books were my 
great love, even at age five,” Reiter says. 
“Later, writing became a way of claim-
ing my voice. I also loved the theater 
and was entranced by story, symbol, and 
creative imagination.”
 Reiter was only 17 when she experi-
enced the power of poetry while volun-
teering to facilitate writing workshops at 
a senior center. Twelve senior citizens, 
65 through 95, sat in a circle. She asked 
each person to write a list of word asso-
ciations to a few selected words and then 
work on creating a poem or story from 
those lists. 
 Even then, Reiter realized there 
was something at work beyond creative 
writing—what she now calls “a sharing of 
rich emotions and a powerful release of 
feelings” in the writing circle. Later on, 
Reiter worked part time as a drama spe-
cialist for the New York City Department 
of Aging as she pursued acting, but she 
felt more and more drawn to social work.
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 She has since worked with children, 
teens, adults of all ages, “normal” neurot-
ics, psychiatric populations, and individ-
uals with addiction, HIV, cancer, disabil-
ity, and terminal illness. In the 1970s, she 
observed Jack Leedy’s practice, in which 
he gave patients methadone only after 
they gave him a poem. Reiter taught 
poetry therapy with Leedy at the New 
School of Social Research and continues 
to teach at Hofstra University.
 Reiter wrote Writing Away the De-
mons: Stories of Creative Coping Through 
Transformative Writing, which illustrates 
writing as a tool of psychological 
survival. The men and women whose 
stories are featured were able to use 
their journals instead of reacting with 
the more usual stress responses of fight, 
flight, or freeze, she says. 
 Reiter is also director of the Creative 
“Righting” Center, a poetry therapy 
training center for helping professionals. 
The title refers to the ability for writing 
to help us balance or center ourselves. 
“Writing can be a way of straightening 
out emotional knots, a way of achiev-
ing balance in our lives so that a sense 
of well-being emerges,” Reiter wrote on 
her Web site. “When we read, we benefit 
from poetic medicine.” 
 Poetic devices, particularly meta-
phor, give the writer the freedom to be 
specific and concrete or as abstract as 
desired. It’s been called the “79-cent 
therapist,” because all a patient or client 
needs is paper and pen. It doesn’t require 
special materials and a special space. 
Writing can be done anywhere. 

Barbara Trainin Blank is a freelance writer 
in Harrisburg, PA. 
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What We Do Not See
by Dawn Lavoie

One lesson that I was taught in my junior year by Professor Merydawilda Colon 
was to “meet the clients where they are.” This prompted me to think about 
where our consumers are and how to genuinely attempt to place ourselves in 
their perspective to best empathize with them. I wrote this poem as a student of 
Professor Emari DiGiorgio as an attempt to remind myself and others of where 
our clients may be, how they may feel, and where they may see us. 

A silent man struggles to push the glass door 
Careening towards a shatter proof window
The steel handle warm on his frozen hands

He remains, amongst suits, within an empty box
Unaware of his purpose, only of a destination
Inside needing help, outside scared to speak

Overwhelmed by the lined paper and roll of never ending numbers
Unable to stand in the line of others, his legs weak from hunger and travel
A silenced man exits the glass, away from what he could not break through

He returns to his travel, slighted from slight
Approached by a suit that he once wore
Being asked to move along….

I look up from behind my barrier, through the small hole of communication
and wonder where did the man go who only listed his first name, number 103?

Dawn Lavoie is a BSW student in her senior year at Richard Stockton College of New 
Jersey. She is completing her senior internship at Cumberland/Cape May Youth Advocate 
Program. She has also worked as the admissions director/resident relations specialist for 
Spring Oak Assisted Living of Vineland, NJ for eight years.
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YOU are the difference between 
case and cause advocacy. You, 
as the change agent, can make a 

difference through social work practice 
that embraces case to cause advocacy 
as a circular paradigm for change. It has 
to be in our mindset—the dual focus of 
social work—change for the individual 
and change in the system. The client 
with whom you work has experiences 
that reveal the need for systems change. 
The larger system of organizational, 
community, and societal policies and 
practices clearly has an impact not only 
on a client’s functioning, but also on 
the nature of the change relationship 
we, as social workers, have with clients. 
Influencing State Policy, an organization 
begun by social work educators in 1997, 
promotes case to cause advocacy through 
buttons, posters, and videos that espouse 
that policy has an impact on practice, 
and in turn, practice informs policy. 
 Often, when we think of case to 
cause advocacy, we think of large sys-
tems change through class action lawsuits 
and successful policy reform. This can 
scare most of us away from cause advo-
cacy. However, case to cause advocacy 
is and should be in our daily social work 
practice with clients, compelling change 
in the agencies in which we work, the 
staff with whom we work, the record-
keeping we often lament, the training 
and professional development offered, 
and the forms we develop. It should be 
reflected in the organizational policies 
of outreach, referral, intake assessment, 
intervention, discharge, and aftercare. 
And the list goes on. We all know that a 
small change can make a big difference 
in someone’s quality of life. 
 In my undergraduate micro practice 
class, we examine intake forms from vari-
ous field agencies. As we move through 
the intake questions to review how ques-
tions are shaped and how we pose them 
to clients, we also examine what kinds of 
data the questions will give us that affect 
how we operate the organization. For 
instance, the demographic information 
gathered tells us who we are serving. 
Do our staffing patterns, volunteers, and 
boards reflect similar demographics? If 
not, this data is useful in developing a 
diversity recruitment plan at all levels 
of the organization. In a 24-hour intake 
program for emergency shelter, noting 
the time of intakes can reveal the timing 

demands for services. This, in turn, can 
be useful in advocating for additional 
staff at peak demand hours or develop-
ing an outreach program for the hours 
and times of the week when demand falls 
short. I worked in a program once, right 
after graduating with my MSW, in which 
we used referrals denied data to make 
a case for increasing bed capacity. The 
same data were used by the community to 
examine unmet needs as we gathered the 
reasons for which referrals were denied. 
 A couple of years ago, a BSW stu-
dent reported that the nursing home in 
which she was doing her field work could 
not admit a morbidly obese patient, 
because it did not have the proper equip-
ment (lifts, bed size, for example). When 
we explored this further, several needs 
assessment questions emerged, such as: 

what was the outcome for this particular 
individual, what would it have taken to 
successfully house the client, could it be 
determined that there would be more 
elderly with obesity who would require 
nursing home care, were there any nurs-
ing homes in the area that were serving 
people with obesity, what home health 
care was available, and was there a 
network of long term care providers who 
were addressing this issue? This student 
was so concerned for this individual who 
was turned away, and intrigued by all the 
questions it raised, that she subsequently 
did an independent study project to 
gather data and make recommendations 
for organizational change. This consti-
tuted not only a natural progression of 
case to cause advocacy, but ethical social 
work practice.
 At the macro social work practice 
level, we must always keep in mind the 
impact of policy and policy reform on in-

dividuals, families, groups, organizations, 
and communities. One way to ensure a 
consumer voice is to get consumer input 
on task forces, needs assessment projects, 
and policy evaluation. Recently, in my 
state, a statewide task force was assem-
bled with an impressive list of experts, 
but it glaringly lacked consumer repre-
sentation, and direct service provider 
representation was scarce. Although 
social workers may work to represent a 
consumer perspective in such venues, 
we must not come to accept that we are 
the consumer voice. We are not, and we 
must advocate for the consumer’s right to 
have a voice.
 I did a workshop on case to cause 
advocacy a couple of years ago with 
direct care youth workers and adminis-
trators of runaway and homeless youth 
programs. As an example, to facilitate 
common advocacy ground, I chose the 
then recently passed 2006 federal Adam 
Walsh Child Protection and Safety Act. This 
Act includes a requirement for states to 
develop implementation plans for juve-
nile sex offenders, who potentially can 
be listed on the sex offender registry for 
life under this Act. As a group, we talked 
about what impact this will have on 
intakes, advocacy, and service provision 
for runaway and homeless youth shelters 
that may work with such youth to enroll 
in school, find permanent housing, and 
so forth. We also talked about strategies 
youth workers and administrators to-
gether could use to shape their state’s re-
sponse to this federal law, so these youth 
could continue to be served in ways that 
helped them transition successfully to 
adulthood. This was a perfect example of 
the case to cause advocacy relationship 
as it potentially affects the individual, 
family, groups, organizations, and com-
munities, as well as the very nature of 
our helping relationship with clients. It 
was interesting, too, that although some 
of the administrators in attendance had 
some knowledge of this recently passed 
federal legislation, direct care workers 
knew nothing of the Act. And yet, this 
Act was going to have major implications 
for their case management with young 
people who may have been labeled as 
juvenile sex offenders. It is important 
for direct care and administrative staff to 
recognize that case to cause advocacy is 

The Difference Between Case and Cause Advocacy is “U” (You)
by Donna McIntosh, MSW

Cause Advocacy—continued on page 18
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If I had the chance to choose social work for 
a career again I would certainly do so. There 
are tons of frustrations, but also tons of re-
wards. I sometimes struggle with the question 
of “Am I making a difference?” I think so. 
And at the same time, the people with whom 
I work make a difference in me.

These are comments from a social 
worker with 37 years of practice 
experience with families, youth, 

and disabled populations.
 The social work profession has been 
addressing injustices in society and pro-
viding a voice for those in need for well 
over 100 years. It is an exciting profes-
sion that offers an array of opportunities 
to help improve conditions for individu-
als and communities. In this article, we 
bring you the reflections of 40 retired 
or retiring Massachusetts social work-
ers. We have had conversations with the 
participants to gather their views about 
their individual careers, the profession, 
social work education, and their advice 
for newcomers to the field. Presented 
herein are some initial findings taken 
from a larger qualitative study. Study 
participants worked with a range of 
populations and in a variety of settings. 
Their personal journeys were varied, 
and they arrived at their career choices 
differently. Common to all of those we 
had the privilege of interviewing was 
their deep respect for the profession 
and a desire to be helpful to beginning 
practitioners. The good news is that, as 
a group, their experiences in social work 
have been largely positive. Although not 
without challenges, the field does offer 
many rewards to those who approach it 
with dedication, the willingness to work 
hard, and the realization that the ability 
to foster change requires professional 
skills and patience. 

Rewards of a Social Work 
Career

 We spoke to the participants at a 
time when their professional careers 
were in transition. Social work has been 
a career that offered them many op-
portunities to experience meaningful 
work. As they reminisced about their 

many years as social workers, recalling 
recent stories and others from decades 
past, each of their vignettes illustrated the 
satisfaction derived from making a differ-
ence in others’ lives. Examples included 
helping homeless families find housing, 
intervening to improve parent/child rela-
tionships, helping a family to understand 
mental illness, and sitting with bereaving 
family members, among many others. 
 Their stories were joined by a com-
mon thread, in that many social workers 
felt that as they spent a career focusing 
on shaping the lives of others, they were 
also providing definition or meaning to 
their own lives. And although at times 
they experienced frustrations arising 
from a lack of resources or other sys-
temic issues, they nonetheless empha-
sized the positive memories of those for 

whom they worked to improve personal 
or environmental conditions. One social 
worker who hopes never to fully retire 
claimed that her personal identity is 
merged with her professional identity: 
“How can I ever leave it?”
 Many social workers credit the 
profession with offering a lifetime of 
learning. Social work offers opportunities 
to learn from scholars and very experi-
enced practitioners at local and national 
conferences and workshops, as well 
as through scholarly and professional 
publications. Because we are a profes-
sion with a vast array of specialty areas, 
there are also numerous organizations in 
which to participate. Many with whom 
we spoke felt that such affiliations offered 
opportunities to expand their profes-
sional networks. In doing so, they found 
sources of energy, professional support, 
and avenues to further enrich their ca-
reers. 
 In addition, participants talked 
about the learning that came from 
interacting with a wide range of individu-
als and families. Clearly, we can learn 
much about resilience and suffering, 

hope and despair, and achievement and 
determination from the life stories of the 
clients with whom we interact. From a 
pragmatic perspective, social work also 
offers a great deal of flexibility when 
compared with many other professions. 
For example, many participants noted 
that being able to work in settings that 
allowed for day, evening, or weekend 
work was a personal benefit. In fact, 
many of the people with whom we spoke 
for this study expressed their intentions 
to stay involved for many more years, 
even after so-called “retirement.” They 
see their continued involvement in 
private practice, part-time teaching, or 
through the many volunteer opportuni-
ties social work offers.

Some Challenges Facing the 
Profession

 This experienced group of social 
workers agrees that during the course of 
their professional lives there have been 
important changes in society and in the 
profession. Interviewees commented on 
changes in the role of government, in 
social values and attitudes toward health 
care, and in the economy, among other 
issues. They discussed concerns about 
an increasingly conservative ethos and 
a concurrent reluctance on the part of 
many to reach out to the neediest and 
most vulnerable among us. 
 After years of professional practice, 
they see clearly the direct relationship 
between social policy and practice, a 
connection they found to be more elu-
sive when they were beginning practi-
tioners. One message from this group 
was that making a difference for those 
who are marginalized, vulnerable, or 
without a political voice requires social 
workers to get involved at various levels 
of government. This cannot be a job for 
someone else; it must belong to each of 
us. As one social worker put it, “Poor 
people are outside the systems. We are 
inside the systems.” A related comment 
directed at new social workers came 
from a man with more than four decades 
of experience: “What I would suggest to 
students and new social workers is some-
thing which I opposed in my social work 

Musings From Retired Social Workers: 
You Have a Lot to Look Forward To!

by Beverly B. Lovett DSW, LICSW, and Cindy King-Frode, MBA, Ph.D., LICSW

You are never 
finished learning.
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program. That is, study economics. One 
must know where the money is coming 
from and where it’s going in order to 
help people.”
 In a similar vein, an interviewee of-
fered the following advice: “Understand 
entitlement programs. Social workers 
need to understand Medicare the way 
physicians should understand pharmacy 
programs.” In this social worker’s experi-
ence, health care has received less atten-
tion and support from local and national 
social work organizations than has been 
needed, given the significant changes in 
health care administration and policy. A 
message from the interviewees was that 
it is essential that social workers have up-
to-date knowledge on health care policies 
to be effective practitioners. “One often 
is required to advocate for their pa-
tients from what sometimes feels like an 
adversarial position with managed care 
insurance companies,” one social worker 
said.
  A social worker with 40 years of ex-
perience in mental health described how 
very troubled many families and indi-
viduals are today. Her advice is based on 
what she views as their highly complex 
needs and the fact that more than 45 
million people today are without health 
insurance. She also cautioned new social 
workers about becoming private practi-
tioners. She described the work as often 
very difficult and lonely. Client needs 
and lack of resources make for challeng-
ing work, much of which is unpaid in a 
private practice model. Another social 
work practitioner reported that, in her 
experience, private practice is romanti-
cized. She concurred with the previous 
interviewee that private practice is chal-
lenging, sometimes isolating, and often 
difficult work. And another commented, 
“Social workers need to focus more on 
helping people to negotiate the systems. 
We have to be advocates. I think we 
need to get away from just counseling. 
We must analyze more broadly what 
the clients’ needs are and then follow up 
with this.” 
 A social worker with more than 
30 years in child welfare implored new 
social workers to be less judgmental of 
their clients. In her opinion, society has 
unrealistic expectations of impoverished 
parents. “We live in an age with 24-hour 
media and an apparent interest in seeing 
others’ faults. We (child welfare workers) 
are criticized because we can tolerate 

more shortcomings in families than so-
ciety can,” she said. “I would like to see 
people go back to a community model 
and help, not judge, each other. If three 
children die in a year, you do not know 
how many others would have been dead 
without social worker interventions.”

Tips for a Long and Satisfying 
Career

 Below is a summary of ideas drawn 
from the participants in the retired 
social worker study. It is categorized by 
themes to help practicing social workers 
and those entering the field forge long 
and satisfying careers. Some of what the 
retiring social workers conveyed may 
validate what you have learned in your 
practice classes, while other tips may be 
new. 

Supervision

To be an effective social worker, one needs 
to have a supervisor(s) who is trusted 
and supportive.

 Although the interviewees were not 
asked specifically about their views on 
supervision, the importance of supervi-
sion to this group was evident by the 
fact that many brought this up on their 
own. Several interviewees referred to 
their supervisors as mentors and role 
models. “Supervision is a wonderful 
place to learn about yourself,” one said. 
Other comments about supervision ad-
dressed the pleasure derived from being 
a supervisor to new social workers. Many 
characterized providing supervision as 
one of the most valued and gratifying 
aspects of their life long work. New social 
workers may want to keep this in mind 
as some may feel that they are imposing 
on their supervisor’s time.

Self Care

Self care is critical. Be careful not to 
engage in self neglect or neglect of your 
family and friends.
Have a relationship with a therapist or 
other means of support in case the work 
becomes overwhelming and depressing.

 “The work can be difficult and 
sometimes lonely. It can wear on you 
without you knowing it sometimes,” one 
interviewee pointed out.

•

•

•

Career Development

You are never finished learning. 

 One social worker advised, “Attend 
as many conferences and workshops 
as you can.” Another said, “There is 
so much to stay current with.” A third 
noted, “Not enough is done to empower 
the elderly. We need more social workers 
who understand how to work with the 
oldest adults.” Another colleague said, 
“Stay up with the newer group interven-
tion models and techniques for group 
practice.”

Expect that your career will change a lot. 

 “I have worked in a dozen settings 
over my career. That’s not a bad thing. 
It is good to learn different skills,” one 
social worker offered.

Skills 

Use your formal education but remain 
human.

 Comments included: “We are all 
one step way from a diagnosis our-
selves. When I was ill, I remember 
rocking in pain while waiting for my 
medication. I was thinking, ‘I could be 
a drug addict.’ I thought of my profes-
sional work and of those suffering from 
heroin withdrawal and remembered 
hearing comments from colleagues, 
such as, ‘he is just seeking drugs,’” and 
“Some cancer patients need medication 
before they go for their exams, they 
so fear bad news. So be human and 
understand.” 

Writing skills are as important as people 
skills. Documentation can make all the 
difference. 

 “We can help our clients by docu-
menting needs,” said one social worker. 
Another noted, “Social workers should 
write articles more. There is nothing 
mystical about it.”

Be realistic about what you can do and 
what you do not know how to do.

 
Know the community in which you work 
in order to make appropriate referrals. 

•

•

•

•

•

•
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Advocacy

Get involved with your state government. 
Let your legislators hear your voice. 

 A senior social worker in an admini-
station position in public mental health 
advised: “Read the newspaper every day. 
Stay on top of what is happening in the 
outside world. You can’t be a player if 
you’re not going to be serious.” 
 Social work is a field rich with 
opportunities to engage in meaning-
ful work. The intellectual stimulation 
and the relationships that can be built 
through team work, along with the real 

•

a shared responsibility and that knowl-
edge of policy and practice must be part 
of every level of the organization. Case 
advocacy should not be relegated only to 
direct service staff, and cause advocacy is 
not solely a specialization of administra-
tors and lobbyists. 
 You can make a difference through 
case to cause advocacy. If we practice 
social work only at the surface level 
and fail to see all the data, opportuni-
ties, questions, trends, and unmet needs, 
then change can slowly fade from our 
change agent role. If we see victory only 
as defeating or passing legislation, then 
we have forgotten that evaluation reveals 
the impact of that policy on the client 
system. Who has the time, you ask, in 
these days of doing too much with too 
little, high caseloads, and volumes of 
required paperwork? Who has time, you 
ask, in these days of too many seemingly 
unproductive meetings, partisan poli-
tics, turf wars, dwindling resources, and 
policy gridlock? John Mayer talks in his 
song, “Waiting on the World to Change,” 
from the CD entitled Continuum (a title 
strangely appropriate to this discussion), 
about wanting change but feeling disem-
powered, ill equipped, and somewhat 
overwhelmed to make it happen. As 
a social worker, you are educated and 
trained to have the skills and abilities to 
not wait around for change, but to be the 
change! 

For Further Information

Adam Walsh Child Protection and Safety 
Act of 2006. http://www.govtrack.us/con-
gress/billtext.xpd?bill=h109-4472.

Cause Advocacy—continued from page 15

PUSH—Linda’s New Social Worker 
Book Club Selection for Winter 2010!

by Linda May Grobman, ACSW, LSW

THE NEW SOCIAL WORKER Book Club’s third book selec-
tion has been chosen! It is the novel PUSH, by Sapphire. 
This is the book on which the movie PRECIOUS is based. 

 This story is told in the voice of Claireece “Precious” Jones, 
a 16-year-old who has been physically and sexually abused. 
This is THE must-read book for social workers this season.
 Please read this book with me! You can order PUSH 
from Amazon.com via THE NEW SOCIAL WORKER’s Web site. 
Go to http://shop.socialworker.com/shop.php?k=030747484
4&c=BooksGeneral to order the book and check out through 
Amazon.com. The edition of the book on this page is the edi-
tion I am reading. It says PRECIOUS on the front cover and 
includes the novel, PUSH, and a study guide.
 We will discuss this book in an online chat at http://
www.socialworkchat.org on January 31, 2010, at 9 p.m. 
Eastern Time. 
 Please register now at http://www.socialworkchat.org, 
so you will be ready to log in for the chat on January 31.
 For book club updates, join The New Social Worker Book 
Club Group on Facebook at: http://www.facebook.com/
group.php?&gid=98840583520

Book Club

Share this copy of

THE NEW SOCIAL 
WORKER

with a colleague, 
student, or classmate!

potential of making a difference, can 
provide you with a highly satisfying 
career. As one retired social worker said, 
“I am really proud of my profession. I 
think it is valuable. If you don’t, then you 
shouldn’t be here, because others are go-
ing to say, ‘You’re only a social worker’ 
or ‘Why are you a social worker?’ You 
have to know who you are professionally 
and you will feel value from that.”

Beverly B. Lovett, DSW, LICSW, is a social 
work professor at Bridgewater State College, 
Bridgewater, MA. Cindy King-Frode, MBA, 
Ph.D., LICSW, is a professor and coordinator of 
the BSW program at Bridgewater State College.

Hepworth, D.H., & Larsen, J.A. (1993). 
Direct social work practice: Theory and skills 
(4th ed). Pacific Grove, CA: Brooks/Cole 
Publishing Company.

Influencing State Policy. http://www.
statepolicy.org/

Mayer, John. (2006) Waiting on the World 
to Change on Continuum. Sony Records. 

Donna McIntosh, MSW, is department chair 
and program director in the Social Work 
Department at Siena College in Loudonville, 
NY.

http://shop.socialworker.com/shop.php?k=0307474844&c=BooksGeneral
http://www.socialworkchat.org
http://www.facebook.com/group.php?&gid=98840583520
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VISIT PEACECORPS.GOV

http://www.peacecorps.gov/index.cfm?shell=learn.whatvol&cid=SSYO_TNSW
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Conducting research provides 
students a potential method for 
learning and exploring a topic of 

interest. A Foundation of Human Services 
Honors class did just that: they learned 
about and explored a topic of inter-
est—the impact of divorce. 
 Thirteen students embarked on a 
mission to test their hypothesis that, in 
general, most participants would report 
negative effects and opinions of divorce. 
A total of 126 surveys were completed, 
and the hypothesis was supported. How-
ever, the results were not as conclusive 
as expected. Using a scale of 1 (positive 
effect) to 5 (negative effect), the mean 
score was 3.39, generating only 67.8% 
support of the hypothesis, just shy of 
constituting a rank of moderate support.
 The hypothesis was derived from 
students’ expectations of higher divorce 
rates and stronger negative opinions. 
However, only 30.8% of those surveyed 
had been involved in divorce situations, 
and several of those who had not been 
involved in such situations expressed 
concern that they were not qualified 
to answer many of the questions. In 
a culture known as “the Bible Belt,” a 
stronger influence on the results seemed 
logical, but the apparent neutrality 
encountered suggests that divorce is be-
coming or has become a cultural norm.
 The average age of the survey 
respondents was 20.6 years, the typical 
age of a sophomore or junior in col-
lege. In general, the strongest opinions 
came from both the oldest and youngest 
respondents. The age of the respondents 
appears to have played a significant role 
in the results; at age 21, most students 
are living independently and are trying 
to develop their own sets of beliefs, sepa-
rate from the ones they were taught from 
childhood.
 Common themes emerged as the 
students reflected on what they had 
learned and what the results meant to 
them. With the majority being freshmen, 
what appeared to be an overwhelm-
ing task—the actual conducting of the 
research—proved quite rewarding. This 
article presents, in the students’ words, 
the lessons learned from doing the 
research project and what each student 
learned from participating.

Anticipation
 Emily Greenwood: When Dr. 
Villereal...told us we would be doing 
surveys on campus, I was surprised, to 
say the least. I am not particularly fond 
of approaching strangers and asking 
them questions. However, I found 
that completing the survey was quite 
enjoyable, and I learned many things. 
 Sara Moody: I was surprised to 
encounter so many respondents willing 
and eager to share so much of their lives 
with an Honors student working on a 
project—a stranger.
 Danielle Tosti: For me, approaching 
new people and asking them to par-
ticipate in our survey was a very new 
experience. It was difficult stepping out 
of that comfort zone, but in doing so, I 
learned that I can, in fact, do whatever I 
set my mind to do. 
 Libby Stout: I was very nervous and 
worried that I would mess up somehow. 
At first, I was skeptical and not sure as to 
how people would react to the survey or 
me. I guess I expected participants to be 
a little less willing to accept the surveys....
This was not the case. I did not have 
anyone refuse to take the survey, and 
just about every demographics question 
was answered as well. After the first few 
people were so nice, I felt much more 
comfortable with the rest of the surveys.
 Shaylin Gimborys: I was a little hesi-
tant to start handing out surveys to every 
fifth person, because I was afraid a lot of 
people wouldn’t give it the time of day or 
would be rude about it. It turns out I got 
the complete opposite reaction. People 
were happy to fill them out and voice 
their opinions. I only had two people 
give any resistance, and they ended up 
taking it anyway.
 Blake Mattingly: The surveys actu-
ally took much longer for people to do 
in general than I had supposed. I had 
thought that people would be more apa-
thetic about filling out a survey, but they 
took their time and many thought about 
the questions and at times even asked me 
to clarify questions to ensure accuracy.
 Chloe Muller: I enjoyed administering 
the surveys. I was surprised at how will-
ing people were to take the survey. Even 
if they did not want to or did not have 
time to take it, they hesitated, except for 

a few who were upfront and said no. But 
no one was rude.
 Kate Douglas: The completion of 
our class’ survey on children of divorce 
allowed for numerous different and 
unexpected learning opportunities. For 
instance, it became quite obvious while 
compiling the results that the opinions 
other people truly hold are not always 
parallel to what I would expect their 
opinions to be.

Research Considerations
 Actually conducting the research 
began with interesting thoughts about 
what had to be accomplished. 
 Amanda Huff: The study we conduct-
ed in my social work class was the first of 
its kind of which I had ever had a part. I 
wasn’t sure exactly how one conducted 
a survey or even created one. I didn’t 
know how to interpret the results, what a 
T-test was, or what skewness and kurtosis 
meant. When we were first presented the 
assignment, I was completely blind to 
the work that needed to be done.
 Michelle Child: A vital step in this 
project was making a strong survey. All 
questions had to be unbiased and able to 
be answered on a 1 to 5 Likert Scale. 
 Jessica Whitehouse: Before we even 
considered the questions of the survey, 
we brainstormed as a group on the sub-
ject and narrowed it down to the one we 
felt would generate the strongest results. 
We also considered our audience. This 
thinking really helped me realize how 
much effort researchers put into their 
work. 
 Rebekka Welch: I not only learned 
from the results of the research, but also 
learned the methods of conducting re-
search and the teamwork that is involved 
with other researchers. 
 Nancy Marshall: As I reflected on 
the study in which we surveyed people 
on campus about the impact of divorce 
on children, I began to think of all the 
work that was put into it.... After pick-
ing the topic and actually preparing for 
and completing the study, I realized how 
much work it really took. There were 
many things I did not realize had to be 
thought of in preparation.

Lessons Learned From Conducting Research
by Michelle L. Child, Katherine E. Douglas, Shaylin N. Gimborys, Emily A. Greenwood, Amanda Huff, Nancy Marshall, Blake Mattingly, 
Sara R. Moody, Chloe S. Muller, Libby P. Stout, Danielle N. Tosti, Rebekka N. Welch, Jessica D. Whitehouse, and Gary L. Villereal, Ph.D.
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Doing Things Differently
 In retrospect, it is easy to assess 
how the research could be stronger and 
clearer, but only an after-the-fact review 
can reveal such learning. 
 Emily Greenwood: Through this proj-
ect, I learned that some of the questions 
should have been reworded, or different 
questions should have been asked to gain 
a more focused understanding of the re-
spondents’ feelings toward divorce. Next 
time I contribute to a survey, I will try to 
narrow the topic even further. 
 Jessica Whitehouse: Our results really 
showed no great amount of significance, 
because the negative feedback gener-
ally cancelled out the positive feedback, 
maintaining a small correlation from 
zero.
 Chloe Muller: I disliked the systematic 
random sampling method. I was not sure 
how to execute it. I would count the fifth 
person and they would walk away, or I 
purposefully counted a friendlier looking 
fifth person. In the end, our accuracy 
percentage was not very high. There 
was too much random and not enough 
system.

Closing Thoughts
 Amanda Huff: I see the main benefit 
for me in conducting this survey was not 
only to see that I am not alone in my 
views concerning divorce, but also to 
begin to understand, or at least to recog-
nize, the differing views of others. 
 Emily Greenwood: I was greatly 
surprised at how strongly some of the 
respondents felt about divorce. As I was 
going through the surveys, I noticed 
many fives circled. People often com-
plain that college students are apathetic, 
but the overwhelming response in the 
surveys showed otherwise.
 Jessica Whitehouse: Throughout the 
process, my peers and I were fortunate 
to learn not only a great deal about the 
subject of divorce, but also about how 
to conduct a survey. I now know how 
to properly compose a survey, how to 
physically administer a survey, and how 
to interpret the results.
 Rebekka Welch: What I thought to 
be a striking issue of the times may be a 
thing of the past. This does not change 
the fact that divorce is still occurring 
or the harsh impact it has on families. I 
think one point to consider is how the 
ideal family has changed over the years. 
We are no longer a “Brady Bunch soci-
ety.”  

 Danielle Tosti: College is where 
individuals make a significant step in the 
journey of transition from adolescence to 
adulthood, and a major part of that is ex-
periencing new things. Through this new 
experience, not only did I learn some 
mechanical skills of actually conducting a 
survey, but I learned a lot about myself. 
 Kate Douglas: The results of this 
survey granted me a further understand-
ing of the ways in which our society 
becomes desensitized to different acts or 
circumstances. I remember one of my 
high school English teachers explaining 
this “desensitization” phenomenon in 
terms of violence in the media. Now I 
believe it is happening in the same way 
with the idea of divorce.
 Michelle Child: I enjoyed this project 
and class as a whole. I really had time to 
question and gain a further understand-
ing of how a successful research project 
should be conducted…. From seeking an 
IRB approval, to creating and adminis-
tering a survey, to analyzing the results, 
my knowledge of research methods has 
greatly increased.
 Sara Moody: I wonder whether or not 
our original predictions were entirely ac-
curate; stories I told and those I listened 
to were the most impressionable part 
of my researching experience…. After 
the numerical results were calculated 
and when we were working in groups, 
we talked about how the results dif-
fered from what we had expected. In 
our group, once more we told stories 
of our own lives and experiences either 
including or excluding divorce, of how 
we expected living in the “Bible Belt” to 
have influenced people’s answers, and 
of how the generalizations about divorce 
we were told growing up were not neces-
sarily true. 
 Jessica Whitehouse: It also provided 
me with a firsthand experience of going 
out there and doing it myself. I feel as 
though I walk from this having a greater 
understanding of how to take an enor-
mous task and work on it with others and 
in smaller bits.
 Rebekka Welch: Before this introduc-
tory course to social work, I did not have 
a clear idea of what a career in social 
work involved. This research provided 
very good insight into the field.
 Nancy Marshall: I was given a taste 
of how much work goes into the surveys 
that are written about in magazines…. I 
had never taken into consideration the 
amount of time and effort those research-
ers put into those surveys. 

 Danielle Tosti: All in all, by partici-
pating in the planning, distribution, and 
analysis of this survey, I learned a lot 
about my abilities to do things I may 
have thought I could not do, the basics 
of conducting surveys, as well as the gen-
eral perception of the impact of divorce 
on the campus that is my community. It 
was a wonderful experience. 
 Blake Mattingly: Through looking 
into the vastness of an actual project 
such as this and all of the ground that 
something like “the impact of divorce on 
children” can cover, it now makes a lot 
more sense to me that divorce is a very 
difficult subject to fully understand. 
 Libby Stout: My first survey was a 
great learning experience. I learned a 
great deal about peoples’ kindness and 
willingness to participate. I also learned a 
lot about the subject of divorce and what 
people’s feelings are toward it. 
 Shaylin Gimborys: The actual process 
of this study was quite rewarding. I’m al-
ways up for new experiences…. Overall, 
this was a unique learning experience, 
and as a psych major, I need to know 
what it’s like to study people’s thoughts 
and views. 
 Chloe Muller: In conclusion, I 
thoroughly enjoyed this experience and 
learned a great deal. We executed the 
process somewhat roughly, but learned 
much by our mistakes. I will be more 
prepared to do new research projects 
in the future. The results taught me the 
great importance of questioning my as-
sumptions and hypotheses. They showed 
a trend opposite of what I initially 
thought. 
 Kate Douglas: The occurrence of di-
vorce is so common in our society that it 
has become much more widely accepted, 
at least in the younger adult genera-
tions. Since it is now more of a normality 
in society, in general people are more 
open-minded about it and therefore do 
not possess a strong judgment about its 
consequences either way.

 A variety of learning, both personal 
and academic, has taken place. It was a 
unanimous opinion that as each student 
continues in his or her academic career, 
such a research project will always have 
a place in this introductory social work 
course.

Gary L. Villareal, Ph.D., is an associate 
professor in the social work department at 
Western Kentucky University. His co-authors 
were students in his honors social work course.
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It may surprise you that the elderly 
are you and I. As C.S. Lewis has 
observed, “The future is something 

which everyone reaches at the rate of 
60 minutes an hour, whatever he does, 
whoever he is.” It is one of the great 
equalizers. According to one of the most 
insightful raconteurs of our time, George 
Carlin, “There’s no present. There’s only 
the immediate future and the recent 
past.” Although it may be tempting to get 
lost in the moment, for the Boomers, the 
future is now. This segment of society, 
those over 60 years of age, is expanding 
exponentially, with the group over 85 
years old, experiencing the most signifi-
cant increase. Social workers will play an 
increasingly visible role in this compel-
ling dimension. 
 The opportunities for gerontologi-
cal social workers seem extensive. As we 
devote our talents to health and homeo-
stasis of every system, let us remember 
a poignant one liner of George Burns, a 
most famous and clever centagenerian: 
“I look to the future because that’s where 
I’m going to spend the rest of my life.” 
 Offering a somewhat broader per-
spective, anthropologist Otto von Mering 
proclaims a worldwide mission: “Think 
globally, act locally. Think future, act 
now.” The need for intervention, more-
over, transcends socioeconomic bound-
aries, incorporating the wealthy—histori-
cally, a rather unique group to the world 
of social work. A common occurrence 
across the board is isolation, a factor 
contributing to exaggerated vulnerability, 
especially financial exploitation.
 Social service agencies are scram-
bling to meet the onslaught of demands 
unfolding over the coming years. They 
are faced with increasing obstacles. 
Healthcare spending is out of control. 
Statistics are astounding, and given the 
current state of the economy, the picture 
seems bleak. To further add to the mix, 
in the inimitable American way, elders 
seem to bear the burdens of society as 
youthfulness is worshiped and old age 
scorned. As Oscar Wilde captured in the 
Faustian protagonist of his novel, The 
Picture of Dorian Gray, our elders seem to 
be characterized in that chilling portrait 
of society as the graphic “id,” relegated 

to scapegoats, marred and gnarled as 
time goes by. Not only is there a call to 
action in the fight against ageism and 
elder abuse, but strategic planning and 
invigorated policy is long overdue.
 “Aging gracefully” has taken on new 
meaning. Inherent in this phrase was the 
implied message that one should “grin 
and bear it.” Now, the expectation is 
empowerment and action—a take charge 
attitude and assumption of responsibility 
for one’s own life. As seniors jog along 
the exercise trail of this developmental 
stage, both literally and figuratively, 
practicing mental gymnastics to retain 
alertness, there is a good chance a coach 
could bolster the team spirit. As life 
coaches, social workers enter during 
many detours along that well worn path. 
The aging process is only one of many 
examples that bring change and chal-
lenge. Those who can readily adapt to 
change fare well; others may have dif-
ficulty coping. While I was still an intern 
in the field, a learned psychologist once 
taught me, “As one ages, whatever issues 
were operating before, just got worse.” 
This has, at times, borne out in practice. 
Since then, noteworthy advances have 
occurred. We are fortunate to be the re-
cipients of the work of visionary change 
agents, such as Aaron Beck (Cognitive 
Behavioral Therapy), Martin Seligman 
(Positive Psychology), and D. Saleebey 
(Strength Based Perspective). Coping 
abilities seem to be specific to certain 
families, yet for the ill-equipped, skills 
can be learned and enhanced, a goal for 
many social workers to set. Cognitive 
Behavioral Therapy is a model most 
successful with our elders, so if possible, 
it would be advisable for social workers 
to seek training and supervision in this 
modality.
 Aging, being a series of continual 
losses, can be keenly depleting. There 
is the loss of physical faculties such as 
vision, hearing, and mobility. Sometimes 
there is debilitating chronic pain. The 
neighborhood changes, finances erode, 
friends and maybe even their own chil-
dren die. Elders become depressed, and 
the downward spiral of illness begins. 
When working with large groups of 
seniors, they may present as needy. On 

some level, they experience degrees of 
emptiness and loss and try to adjust for 
it, often ineffectively. Seniors can be per-
ceived in an unflattering light. Somatiza-
tion, eating, and sleeping problems and 
falls are common. With knowledge and 
skill, social workers, as part of the clients’ 
healthcare team, may foster fulfillment 
and ensure safety.
  We are fortunate for the work that 
has been done in the field, in part by 
social workers, in reframing the image of 
aging. Merely a generation ago, seniors 
were expected to retire, sit back and re-
lax and watch the world go by. However, 
marvel the occurrence of innovative 
thought that yielded a paradigm shift of 
the medical model. The focus flipped 
from the emphasis on disease to preven-
tive medicine, health and wellness, and 
subsequently, healthy aging. The course 
of the future has been restructured, as 
the ripple effect throughout the societal 
realm now conveys a positive, upbeat, 
involved, and active ideal—that of one 
whom continues to contribute to society 
through participation in work or vol-
unteerism, using technology and other 
supports to remain independent. 
 Not long ago, nursing home place-
ment was ubiquitous, akin to the insti-
tutionalization of children with devel-
opmental disabilities and the practice of 
total hysterectomies and mastectomies 
of ignominy. Today, people are liv-
ing longer, more successfully and with 
substantial quality of life. J. William 
Fulbright comments on such a scenario, 
when he so aptly recognizes: “We must 
dare to think ‘unthinkable’ thoughts. We 
must learn to explore all the options and 
possibilities that confront us in a com-
plex and rapidly changing world.” One 
of these options is the overarching desire 
to reside in one’s own home as long as 
possible. Social workers are instrumental 
in making this a reality.
 In seeking out career choices, one 
might ask what qualities are needed 
to make a meaningful impact on this 
population. It seems that most skills 
and talents endemic to solid social work 
client centered practice—compassion, 
understanding, listening skills, respect 
for privileged communication, sense of 

Preparing for the Future:  
A Career in Gerontological Social Work

by Karen Graziano, LCSW
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humor, not to mention positive memo-
ries of grandparents and other elders—are 
important. It is, very clearly, never a 
viable stance to underestimate seniors, 
as the missing link in this evolutionary 
process is sincerity. Some seniors are 
gullible, trusting scam artists only too 
often. They are, however, unerringly 
perceptive of trusting relationships with 
professionals. It is always wise to apply 
the aphorism “Know Thyself” when 
it comes to practice. It is important so 
that our own prejudices, biases, and 
leanings do not taint the relationships, 
and furthermore, that we recognize our 
strengths and weaknesses. Entrenchment 
in the self, consumption of self as a result 
of self importance or insecurity, strangles 
empathy. For wisdom to prevail, a 
respectful curiosity of self and others, 
and the capacity for honest assessment of 
successes and failures should be read-
ily accessible. A “genuine” approach is 
indicated. Confidence, based on peak 
performance, intertwined with feelings 
of competency, is a satisfying experience 
being well defined at a mastery level. 
 Appropriate and thoughtful self 
assertion unlocks talent, setting achieve-
ment in motion. Furthermore, through 
involvement in writing, graphics, 
computer literacy, advanced clinical 
training, advanced degrees, staying 
informed of cutting edge developments 
within the field via online and hard copy 
publications, supervision, workshops, 
mentors, networks, organizations, Web 
casts, online forums and chat rooms 
(Socialworkchat.org is sponsored by the 
National Association of Social Workers 
and The New Social Worker®), we attempt 
to stay current and garner expertise. It 
is important to seek out learning oppor-
tunities, especially feasible when offered 
as a benefit, at the workplace. These 
enhancements will lead to professional 
growth and advancement.
 What about age difference? Some 
older clients state that they do not feel 
comfortable speaking to younger work-
ers, because of a disconnect of the “red 
badge of courage,” or in other words, 
living life. This, however, seems to be 
more of a transference issue and should 
be explored within the context of the 
relationship. With empathy and focus 
on a feeling level, we can all relate to 
the common ground of mutuality of 
emotions. Fear is fear, anger is anger 
ad infinitum, as a relationship blossoms 
via spoken and unspoken communica-
tions.

 So, given this immense backdrop, 
where does a social worker begin in 
establishing a career? One of the first 
roles might be as a geriatric care man-
ager. Through psychosocial assessments, 
a good understanding of the client in 
his/her situation will be grasped. As with 
all environments, a reliable resource 
directory is established, as the mire of 
agencies is networked and instrumental 
contacts are earmarked. Once a com-
fort level with seniors is established, an 
understanding of the dynamics absorbed 
and astuteness at developing plans of 
care is in place, we are ready to apply 
skills, cognizant that client centered focus 
is always tantamount, to many ven-
tures. As social work is a very “giving,” 
flexible profession, with the possession 
of core competencies, we can translate 
our talents to many diverse areas in the 
nonprofit world or corporate sector. 
 Settings and/or areas in which to 
apply skills include grant writing, home 
care, senior centers, faith based organi-
zations, hospice, palliative care, hous-
ing entities, research, NORCs, policy 
and planning, program development, 
publishing, teaching, marketing, super-
visory roles, administration, caregiver 
programs, hospitals, rehabilitation agen-
cies, mental health agencies, social and 
medical adult day programs, or geriatric 
care management agencies. In addition, 
older clients of vulnerable populations, 
such as veterans and persons with devel-
opmental disabilities, are rife with need. 
Bureaucracies seem to take on a life 
of their own and may engender much 
frustration when trying to negotiate the 
boondoggles of red tape and molasses. 
With accountability and transparency 
at the forefront, it might be refreshing 
to find a setting wherein the structure is 
conducive to flexibility. 
 So, is the field of gerontology a 
plausible pursuit? Given a crisis interven-
tion model, it appears that much energy, 
funding, and, as Rollo May urges, cour-
age (to create), needs to be diverted to 
older adults. Jobs in healthcare remain 
stable. The juxtaposition of younger 
workers and older clients mirrors posi-
tives of family dynamics; the interaction 
can be a very rewarding experience. 
Although losses are shared, when the 
well-springs of joy gleam through dulled 
and distant eyes in remembrances of 
things past, the vibrancy of the moment 
cannot be denied. The spark of gener-
osity of spirit is a gift that comes from 
within. It should be showered on clients 
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and colleagues with abundance. As 
Albert Camus so eloquently states, “Real 
generosity towards the future lies in giv-
ing all to the present.” 
 The intriguing field of narrative 
medicine marries anecdotal and medi-
cal events speaking to the substance and 
complexity of life. Cases in point, so poi-
gnant and healing, are the living histories 
social workers sculpt. We are fortunate to 
discover the richness and mystery of life 
endemic to seniors, society’s well trav-
eled journeymen, through their stories. 
Not only do famous comedians, scholars, 
and other talents of our time beckon as 
the shamans of culture, but we ponder 
whether seniors might be the modern 
storytellers stringing the threads of tran-
sitioning eras, connecting and bridging 
past, present, and future? The unraveling 
of a sometimes tangled web propels our 
work, in tandem, through the realization 
of their individuality. In any event, as 
a social worker, it is a pleasure and an 
honor to share their stage. There is room 
for a full supporting cast, if you care to 
join us.

Karen Graziano, LCSW, is affiliated with 
the Cornell Institute for Translational Re-
search on Aging as a member of the Persistent 
Pain in Older Adults work group. She is also 
an adjunct faculty member at Adelphi Univer-
sity and is involved in post traumatic stress 
treatment of Iraqi and Afghanistan veterans.

http://www.socialworker.com
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The first time I knowingly met a transgender 
child was on a summer cruise for GLBT 
families two years ago. In fact, I met two of 
them, and they had only just met each other 
that week. I was struck by how comfortable 
they felt together, but I knew that they didn’t 
feel comfortable in most places. The cruise was 
a refuge. At school, they dealt with constant 
bullying from teachers and students alike. 
Watching these kids play together on the cruise 
was a picture I kept in my mind long after I 
returned home. 

Though I have only been a social 
worker since my graduation this 
past May, I have been a camper 

all my life. Each summer, beginning the 
day I arrived home from eight weeks at 
summer camp, I would count down the 
days until it started again. After 13 sum-
mers as a camper, counselor, and camp 
leader, I moved on to the “real world,” 
but I missed camp terribly. 
 As an adult, I began to volunteer at 
a weeklong charitable camp for children 
who had lost a parent. I got involved 
specifically because it was run by people 
from my childhood camp with whom I 
felt very close and loved to be around. 
Several years later, when I told these 
friends that I was transgender and would 
be transitioning from female to male, 
they seemed to be very supportive. In a 
mutual decision between the camp direc-
tor and me, I skipped camp that follow-
ing summer (2007), so as not to confuse 
the campers. We talked about how after 
hormone treatments, I would begin to 
look and sound completely different, and 
skipping a summer would give me plenty 
of time. 
 So, as soon as the 2007 session was 
over, I contacted the camp director, 
excited to talk about plans to attend 
the next volunteers’ winter retreat in 
anticipation of the following summer. It 
was then that I was met with hostility, 
and, after a vote by the board of direc-
tors, I was told that I would be unable 
to return to camp “for the good of the 
campers,” and that the camp director 
had brought in a lawyer in case I tried 
to sue the camp for discrimination. This 
was all before I even had a chance to 
respond. I never got that chance. I could 
not believe what was happening. These 
were close friends, or so I’d thought. A 

few volunteers bravely stood up for my 
cause, but to no avail. 
 Nearly all of the board (including 
the co-director of the camp, a licensed 
independent clinical social worker with 
her own private practice) permanently 
ceased communication with me, as did 
nearly all of the camp’s volunteers. It 
was personally devastating and utterly 
confusing for me. I had been told that 
I “took away from the mission of the 
camp” (remember, this is a camp for 
kids who have lost a parent) and that the 
parents/guardians of the campers would 
probably sue the camp, because they are 
“the type that watch Jerry Springer” (true 
quotes) and would be freaked out by a 
transgender volunteer being around their 

children. I didn’t even have a chance to 
prove to the directors that I was the same 
person I’d always been, just happier 
and more myself.  I thought, if this can 
happen to me as an adult, what about 
kids who are turned away from camps 
because of their gender identity?
 Between societal pressure, hiding 
oneself, and bullying, it seemed nearly 
impossible for these kids to have the 
traditional camp experience. Transgen-
der children would be hard-pressed to 
find a summer camp—boys’, girls’, or 
co-ed—that would let them be who they 
are. Gender-variant children who may 
not identify completely as “female” or 
“male” would certainly be deprived of 
the camp experience.
 This all led to a discussion with 
a close friend who is now Aranu’tiq’s 
vice president, Emily Engler. We threw 

around the idea of starting up a camp 
for transgender youth. However, I was 
working on my MSW, and I didn’t think 
I quite had the time, energy, or where-
withal to start a business. The idea spun 
around in my head for weeks and weeks, 
until I told Emily that I wanted to start 
such a camp, regardless of the work 
involved. With the tasks of finding a site, 
planning, preparation, and fundraising 
ahead of us, we decided summer 2010 
would be a good time to open the pro-
gram. Three short weeks after we submit-
ted our application for 501(c)(3) tax-ex-
empt public charity status, we got the 
good news that we had been approved.
 If there is one thing I have learned 
from being involved in summer camps, 
it is that a camp director must be a jack-
of-all-trades. A social work background 
is a great start, especially for helping 
deal with the alienation these kids feel at 
home and with the homesickness they 
will no doubt feel at camp. But then, 
there is: recruiting and screening volun-
teers and campers, raising funds to allow 
the camp to be tuition-free, creating 
bunk placements and a schedule for each 
camper, working with a chef to create a 
full menu for the week, having the ability 
to fix leaking toilets or chase a bat out of 
a bunk in the middle of the night, and 
being able to run a business in all the tra-
ditional aspects. It’s a daunting prospect, 
but it’s also incredibly exciting. As far as 
we know, Aranu’tiq will be the first camp 
in the world catering only to transgender 
and gender-variant youth.
 Throughout both years in social 
work school, I worked clinically with 
youth. In my final year, I did therapy at 
a community health clinic with young 
people, some of whom were transgen-
der. Each person I worked with gave me 
more inspiration to develop this camp—a 
place that would foster self-confidence at 
as young an age as possible for a sleep-
away camp. 
 Aranu’tiq’s focus is simple: give 
transgender and gender-variant youth 
ages 8 through 15 a week of fun and 
friends with whom they can keep in 
touch. The importance of the experience 
is allowing a camper to be with others 
who are going through what that child is 
going through. Most schools are full of 
bullies, ignorant administrators, adults 

Camp Aranu’tiq
by Nick M. Teich, MSW
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who turn their backs, and misunder-
standings about the subject of gender-
variance. Camp should be different. As 
a social worker, I believe therapeutic 
intervention is important for these chil-
dren, but I do not believe that camp is 
necessarily the place for it. Camp itself 
is a therapeutic intervention. The week 
is about those great camp activities: 
swimming, canoeing, arts and crafts, land 
sports, dance and drama, team-building, 
campfires, s’mores, and late-night chats 
in the bunks. However, several volun-
teers are therapists in their lives outside 
of camp and will be there for campers, if 
necessary. 
 Transgenderism and gender variance 
affects families of all colors, creeds, and 
religions. I was lucky enough to attend 
camp as a child not only because I was 
not acutely aware of my transgenderism 
at the time, but because my family had 
the means to pay for it. Aranu’tiq runs 
completely on volunteers and dona-
tions. It is very important to me that it be 
tuition-free when it opens in 2010, and it 
will be.
 “Aranu’tiq” is a word derived from a 
language of indigenous Alaskan people. 
Aranu’tiq people embodied both male 
and female qualities. Their experiences 
transcended traditional gender boundar-
ies, and they were revered for this. Imag-
ine a place where gender variance could 
be revered and not ridiculed. The name 
of the camp was chosen as a symbol to 
show campers that not all cultures see 
them as “freaks” or second-class citizens.
One very important component to 
consider—one that is not a major issue 
at most summer camps—is the subject of 
confidentiality. The location of Aranu’tiq 
will never be publicized by the camp, 
nor will any names of volunteers, camp-
ers, or campers’ families. It is up to those 
in the camp community to maintain 
these high standards of confidential-
ity, which can be very difficult for kids, 
especially in the age of Facebook and 
MySpace. It is our hope that campers 
will keep in touch with each other’s 
consent, but we will have campers who 
are not “out” in their home schools and 
communities, or even to their extended 
families, and the safety and mental well-
being of the community is our first prior-
ity. It is sad to think that we still live in a 
world where kids are not safe being who 
they truly are, but we as social workers 
know that reality is not always pretty.
  In February 2009, the Gay, Lesbian, 
& Straight Education Network (GLSEN) 

published a study entitled Harsh Reali-
ties: The Experience of Transgender Youth in 
Our Nation’s Schools. Research thus far 
on this topic has been scant; GLSEN’s 
study is one of the first focusing solely on 
transgender youth. The report found that 
“[The] hostile school climate had very 
negative repercussions on transgender 
students’ ability to succeed in school—a 
high incidence of harassment was related 
to increased absenteeism, decreased edu-
cational aspirations, and lower academic 
performance” (Greytak, Kosciw, & Diaz, 
2009). The GLSEN report goes on to 
say: 

In addition to experiencing high levels of 
in-school victimization, many transgender 
students lacked the institutional supports 
that may ameliorate the negative effects of 
victimization. Transgender students who were 
victimized in school were unlikely to regularly 
report the events to school authorities, the very 
people who are tasked with ensuring that all 
students have a safe learning environment. 
Unfortunately, among those who did report 
incidents to school personnel, few students 
believed that staff addressed the situation ef-
fectively. (p. 44)

 Since Aranu’tiq’s incorporation, 
I have received many heartwarming 
e-mails from parents who are incredibly 
thankful that such a camp will exist for 
their children. One parent wrote: “This 
camp is the answer to my dreams as the 

parent of a 14-year-old who has been 
living as a boy since he was 12. Last sum-
mer he had an absolutely terrible time [at 
camp] having to stay in a girls’ bunk. He 
was teased and bullied a lot.”
  It is my hope to be able to help 30 
to 40 children gain newfound self-confi-
dence for a week and experience friend-
ship with those like them for a lifetime. 
Unfortunately, the bullying will be there 
when the campers return to school, but 
they will be equipped with new and 
understanding ears to listen to them, 
shoulders to lean on, and experiences 
to guide them. And, as more school 
social workers and those who work with 
youth understand the importance of this 
subject, schools and communities will 
become safer places.
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STUDENT SOCIAL WORK ORGANIZATIONS
 Please send us a short news article about your group’s activities. 
Also, send us photos of your club in action—we may even feature you 
on our front cover!
 It’s easy to share your club’s activities with our readers. Send your 
news/photos to: 

Linda Grobman, ACSW, LSW, Editor/Publisher
THE NEW SOCIAL WORKER
P.O. Box 5390, Harrisburg, PA 17110-0390
or to lindagrobman@socialworker.com

Happy New Year From Phi Alpha National Honor Society    
by Tammy Hamilton, Executive Secretary

It has been a busy year for the Phi Alpha national office. We hosted our first 
Poster Board Presentation at CSWE-APM in San Antonio, Texas in November. 
The Poster Board theme was “What Is Your Chapter Doing?” The University 

of Arkansas at Little Rock, Nu Delta Chapter, was the winner of the Poster Board 
Presentation. Dr. John W. Miller, Jr., faculty advisor, and presenter Samuel Adkins 
were awarded $250. Stephen F. Austin State University, Theta Omega Chapter 
presenters were Jenni Chumley, Sarah Francis, and Laura Tellez. Cleveland State 
University, Delta Zeta Chapter presenters were Mary Arnold and Harriette Cater. 
 We appreciate Wilma Cordova (Theta Omega Chapter advisor) and Dr. Murali 
D. Nair (Delta Zeta Chapter advisor) for their involvement and support of the Poster 
Board Presentation. We would like to thank the Poster Board judges, Dr. Billie P. 
Terrell, Dr. Susan Kosche Vallem, and Deborah S. Aden, for their participation. 
 The next Poster Board Presentation will be held in Portland, Oregon during the 
CSWE-APM October 14-17, 2010. Please contact the national office if your chapter 
is interesting in presenting at a national conference. Abstracts are due at the national 
office no later than October 1, 2010. Thank you to all participants who made the 
first Phi Alpha Poster Board Presentation a success. 
 The Phi Alpha national office and the Association of Baccalaureate Social Work 
Program Directors met at CSWE-APM in San Antonio, Texas, and are moving for-
ward with providing guidelines for the Phi Alpha Individual Scholarship Program. 
The scholarship opportunity will be announced at BPD in Atlanta, Georgia, March 
17-21, 2010. Dr. Paul Baggett, Phi Alpha Executive Director, and Tammy Hamilton, 
Executive Secretary, will present a student session. 
 The Phi Alpha Web site will be receiving a complete update after the first of 
the year. A photo gallery will be available. Be sure to send in your photos. We will 
be ordering new Phi Alpha merchandise. Please let us know what merchandise you 
are most interested in purchasing. Please contact the national office and let us know 
what you would like to see posted on the new Web site. Your involvement is greatly 
appreciated!

SCOPE Craft Fair

The Student Coalition for Peace 
and Equality (SCOPE) is a coali-
tion of University of Maryland 

School of Social Work students com-
mitted to fighting for the social justice 
of all. To achieve this purpose, SCOPE 
arranges programming to empower 
individuals to action on issues of peace, 
equality, and social justice. Programming 
varies from direct action campaigns on 
campus to events in the community. 
 On December 7, SCOPE partici-
pants held a craft fair at the school to 
build awareness of local and interna-
tional programs supporting women and 
children. Represented were two Balti-
more based organizations—the House of 
Ruth and Art with a Heart. Bead for Life, 
a women’s group from Uganda, and a 
women’s group from the Gambia that 
makes handbags were also represented.
 On December 11, SCOPE contin-
ued to build awareness with a display at 
the University of Maryland, Baltimore 
campus-wide craft fair. Sales at both 
fairs totalled $2,585. All funds raised go 
directly to support these organizations. 
 With such busy academic and 
internship schedules, SCOPE members 
don’t get to see one another and can be 
isolated from other students. Being able 
to come together, planning and selling 
the crafts, created such positive energy. 
Everyone was really excited about work-
ing together for a common cause. For 
example, Jennie Sawyer said at the start, 
“I don’t know anything about doing a 
craft fair.” But by the end, she had made 
ethnic food and drinks for everyone to 
try. She sold all her bags. She said, “It’s 
been a totally great experience.”

-Sonali Nijhawan

Dr. John W. Miller Jr. (University of Ar-
kansas at Little Rock, Nu Delta Chapter 
Advisor) and Samuel Adkins (Nu Delta 
Chapter presenter) are shown with the 
winning poster.

Phi Alpha Poster Board presenters (left 
to right): Sarah Francis, Jenni Chumley, 
Harriette Cater, Mary Arnold, Samuel 
Adkins, and Laura Tellez.

University of Maryland, Baltimore students and 
nonprofit representatives are shown at one of two 
holiday craft sales for artisans in need that were 
held by SCOPE, a School of Social Work students’ 
organization. From left to right—Bottom: students 
Sara Montag, Judith Kuzmak. Top: Pamela Parnell 
(student), Hannah Brancato (representative from 
House of Ruth), Jaime Kauffman (Program Director 
of Art With a Heart), Sonali Nijhawan (student), 
and Sarah Schweizer (student).
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the kids to drug use—like seeing drug 
abuse around them every day,” she says. 
 Until her master’s program begins, 
Naylon continues with her part-time 
job in a supermarket, and that’s about 
it. “My last semester really killed me,” 
she laughs. “I took three classes, had an 
internship, and worked in a research 
position. I needed a break.”
 What’s Naylon’s life like outside of 
school and work? For one thing, she’s a 
“cat person” who considers a house not 
really a home without one. Right now, 
she has only one, Dante, adopted last 
July from a rescue group. Her previous 
cat died two years ago, and it took time 
to “get over it” enough to bring home 
another one. 
 “Before my Mom and Dad had 
kids, they had 14 dogs and 26 cats,” says 
Naylon. “They took in every dog and cat 
off the street. Growing up, we always had 
two cats.” 

Naylon—continued from page 3
 Her love of animals expressed itself 
in a different way. For several months, 
Naylon volunteered every weekend at 
Croc Encounters Reptile Sanctuary after 
a club fair at her community college 
recruited students. Naylon got to sit on 
top of a 15-foot crocodile, and also was 
bitten on her pinkie by a very small 
baby alligator. “I never had an interest in 
reptiles before, but they took my heart 
away,” she says. 
 So did a certain worker at the 
Sanctuary. Sean Wallace is a student at 
the University of South Florida at Tampa 
who is studying to be a herpetologist, or 
reptile specialist. He and Naylon have 
been together for more than three years.
 Among her “safer” hobbies are 
hanging out with friends—and bowling. 
 
Barbara Trainin Blank is a freelance writer 
in Harrisburg, PA.

The New Social Worker is now on Twitter! 
Follow us at:
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Be a Fan of The New Social Worker on 
Facebook!
 The New Social Worker joined 
Facebook in December 2007. As of 
January 4, 2010, we have reached 
4,798 fans of our page on Facebook 
at http://www.facebook.com/newsocial-
worker.
 Besides providing information 
about The New Social Worker magazine, 
the page has some of the features of 
a typical Facebook profile—a “wall” 
where you can exchange messages, 
a discussion board, and a place for 
photos and videos. We have uploaded 
photos of the magazine’s covers, and 
will feature social work-related videos 
on the page, such as “Social Workers—
We Can Help,” the video that social 
worker Jeffrey Natalie made during a 
recent session at the NASW Pennsyl-
vania conference. (Go to our page on 
Facebook to see it!) 

 We also list upcoming events, 
such as the online chats we co-spon-
sor with the National Association of 
Social Workers (NASW) at http://
www.socialworkchat.org. And we send 
updates to our fans when there is 
something interesting happening!
 Are you on Facebook? Do you 
love The New Social Worker? Show us 
how much you care! Be one of our 
Facebook fans and help us reach 5,000 
(and beyond)!
 In addition, we’d like to know 
how you are using Facebook. Have you 
found it a useful tool for networking 
with social work colleagues, searching 
for a job, or fundraising for your 
agency? Write to lindagrobman@
socialworker.com and let us know.

On Our Web Site
The Social Work 

Podcast
http://www.socialworker.
com/home/menu/Social_

Work_Podcast/
 The Social Work Podcast 
provides information on all things 
social work, including direct prac-
tice, research, policy, and education. 
Join host Jonathan Singer, LCSW, as 
he explores topics that are relevant 
to social workers, whether they are 
practicing in the field, teaching in 
higher ed, formulating policy on 
Capitol Hill, or running regression 
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What are social workers doing 
with technology these days? 
Unfortunately, I don’t often 

get the chance to talk to other social 
workers face-to-face about such topics. 
Luckily, I’ve been fortunate to connect 
with other social workers interested in 
technology online (surprise, surprise), but 
it’s always great to chat with folks in per-
son to explore ideas in-depth. I recently 
attended the Council on Social Work 
Education (CSWE) Annual Program 
Meeting in San Antonio, Texas. In addi-
tion to volunteering for the conference 
itself to help defray costs and meet new 
social workers, I was excited to explore 
the conference offerings and catch up 
with good friends. Although there was 
no way I could attend all the interesting 
sessions in the CSWE technology track, 
I attended as many as I could. Here are 
some highlights for you!
 One of the first sessions I attended 
was “Saying Yes to Online/Hybrid 
Courses,” by Rita Rhodes, Jo Ann R. 
Coe Regan, and Nancy K. Brown of the 
University of South Carolina. One of the 
many things I learned at this session was 
that online teaching may be more student-
centered than instructor-led. I found this 
really interesting and hadn’t really consid-
ered this aspect of online teaching before. 
In essence, instructors of online courses, 
or hybrid courses, face-to-face courses 
with an online component (i.e., WebCT, 
Blackboard VISTA, Moodle) are connect-
ing with students via the platform itself. To 
that end, it becomes even more important 
to engage students with course content, 
provide interactive experiences like chats 
or discussion boards, or take advantage 
of the online medium in other ways. In 
essence, teaching with technology forces 
the instructor to be more organized and 
structured with course content and really 
allows the instructor to focus on the edu-
cation process. 
 The presenters considered that it 
would be helpful to have more content 
available to choose from to put online, 
and newer professors may struggle with 
having enough content. Importantly, the 
presenters noted that technology in and 
of itself should not be the driving force in 
putting course material online. Here are 
some of their best practice strategies:

Identify and acquire existing learn-
ing resources that can be put in an 
online environment.
Establish and distribute reusable 
templates (i.e., a digital library of 
videos).
Look at sample online courses and 
syllabi. The presenters recommend-
ed Googling [topic] “online assign-
ment” for samples.
Finalize one module or unit before 
developing the remainder of the 
course.
Clarify and enhance students’ tech-
nical skills using a technology assess-
ment, especially since most students 
will go online at work.
Use “digital flooding,” or having a 
detailed syllabus, assignments, and 
information accessible in multiple 
places online.
Incorporate a learning management 
system for recording course transac-
tions.
Use a “blank note” strategy, or if 
using PowerPoint in class, leave 
important words out of handouts for 
students to fill in during the lecture.
Build in options for interactivity. 
This could range from setting up vir-
tual meetings using Skype or Adobe 
Connect to going over an upcoming 
exam or holding virtual office hours.
Find ways to bring your personality 
into the online class.
My favorite kernel of wisdom from 
the session: “If I do something stu-
pid online, I can unstupid myself.”

 Similarly, another technology and 
education session I attended discussed 
the benefits of online learning. This 
session, called “Utilizing Technology to 
Enhance the Teaching of Social Skills: 
An Experimental Follow-Up Assess-
ment,” was presented by David Kondrat 
and Diane Calloway-Graham from Utah 
State University. These researchers were 
examining digital tools to enhance both 
student self-efficacy and direct practice 
skills. The researchers were also hop-
ing to learn and practice new teaching 
methods to aid traditional teaching and 
distance education. For this study, the 
researchers randomly assigned students 
to a technology enhanced (22 students) 
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or traditional course (26 students). The 
technology tools included a CD/DVD 
with instructor-acted role-plays and 
worksheets. Whereas the researchers 
found that use of technology tools did 
not significantly affect student self-ef-
ficacy ratings, there were differences 
in ratings between the technology and 
traditional groups. In fact, the technology 
group scored much higher in practice 
skills and interview structure skills rat-
ings, a difference the researchers found 
to be statistically significant. In follow-up 
interviews, students in the technology 
group stated the CD/DVDs were helpful 
for providing samples of the entire inter-
view process and a digitally based model 
to emulate emerging practice skills. The 
students also noted that using work-
sheets along with the technology made 
them focus, take an active learning role, 
and look for elements of the interview 
process they might not have considered. 
Although the small sample size limits 
the generalizability of these findings, the 
videos used helped students develop 
important practice skills.
 I found the poster presentations 
enormously fun, as well. For a poster 
presentation, a researcher is typically 
scheduled for a 1- to 2-hour meet and 
greet with conference attendees. The re-
searchers then hang out in front of their 
posters, which outline their particular 
research projects. Attendees walk from 
poster to poster, researcher to researcher, 
and get an opportunity to engage in 
meaningful dialogue about the research. 
It’s really cool. 
 I had an exciting conversation with 
Melissa Littlefield from Morgan State 
University, who told me all about the 
MINDS eHealth Project (http://www.
mindsehealth.org). Based on work in 
social work informatics, this project uses 
information from the National Library 
of Medicine to reduce health disparities 
faced by African-Americans. (For more 
information on this project, check out: 
http://bit.ly/8823by.) Robert Vernon and 
Darlene Lynch from Indiana University 
presented a poster on uses of Second 
Life, a virtual online community, for 
social work practice with folks who have 
disabilities and social work education. 
(For more information on this project, 
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check out: http://www.hsmedia.biz.) I 
also spoke with Heather Marshall from 
Washington University in St. Louis about 
her research with Sarah Craun (e-mail: 
scraun@utk.edu) and Matthew Theriot 
from the University of Tennessee at 
Knoxville. Their research looked at how 
photographs could be used to improve 
attitudes among older adults about adult 
daycare services.
 It’s worth noting that Twitter played 
a role at the CSWE conference, as well. I 
was tweeting for those who could not at-
tend the conference, but it was fun to see 
how other social workers used Twitter, 
as well. Schools of social work tweet-
announced their receptions. Attendees 
tweeted their arrival, pictures, experi-
ences, and thoughts about the Fort Hood 
shootings that occurred about 200 miles 
away from the conference. Presenters 
tweeted their upcoming presentations. 
And some groups even tweeted free 
giveaways and contests. I compiled a list 
of conference tweets that you can view 
here: http://www.karenzgoda.org/cswe2009-
TweetGrid.pdf. 
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I was a white guy! I knew, going into the 
experience, that it would be difficult to 
engage superficially with the residents 
of Overtown. Lum’s work advises that 
people of diverse cultures often are hesi-
tant to approach social services that are 
managed by Caucasians.

Ethnic Competence Principles 
and Engagement of Clients

 My use of the cultural competence 
principles learned to that point in the 
various courses taken in the social work 
program played a huge role in how I 
went about the task of resurrecting the 
program and assuring its maintenance 
during my tenure in the field internship. 
One key principle I utilized was that of 
simple rapport building with parents 
in the community. This type of rapport 
building includes an open invitation to 
the community for a meeting, friendly 
discussions with community members 
in their natural settings, and mingling 
among community members to foster 
comfort and build connections (Pinder-
hues, 1989). 
 I began my process by contacting 
those parents who were in the program 
prior to my arrival, thinking that I could 
invite them to return to the program and 
complete it. This invitation was met with 
disinterest, and I received a similar re-
sponse from meetings with other parents 
in the childcare center (linked with the 
program) and face-to-face interactions on 
the street with potential recruits. Finally, 
I hit the streets with fliers as a method 
of recruitment. I found that few of the 
parents in the community wanted to talk 
with me about the program, even though 
they took the fliers. I kept an open 
mind and made a point to use friendly 
language and a comfortable, respectful 
demeanor with those I approached, all 
to no avail. An overwhelming feeling 
of discouragement began to invade my 
thinking. Later, I would find out that this 
frustrating puzzle would be the founda-
tion for my work with the clients of the 
Overtown parenting program. 
 Two months passed, and I had only 
recruited two clients into the program. I 
was becoming desperate, foreseeing yet 

another failed program with a commu-
nity that could certainly benefit greatly 
from the services that it provided. I real-
ized I had to assess the situation from a 
cultural perspective and pay attention to 
the significance of the previously failed 
program for the people (especially the 
parents) in this impoverished communi-
ty. I recognized that as the outsider and a 
white male, I faced a wall that was thick 
with resistance based in experiences 
that resulted in feelings of powerless-
ness. Although my own thought process 
became somewhat discouraged because 
I had also reached a pinnacle of frustra-
tion and powerlessness, I still struggled 
to find alternative resources to aid me in 
working with this community. I found 
the course content on ethnic compe-
tent practice to be a good starting point 
for finding those resources. Utilizing 
Pinderhues’s insights on powerlessness 
and people’s response to it, I recognized 
that my sense of powerlessness could be 
altered by “accommodation.”  Accom-
modation as described by Pinderhues 
involves transforming negative view-
points into positive ones. This concept is 
usually applied when working clinically 
with clients. However, much of the time, 
the worker may utilize the “accommoda-
tion” process in self-reflection about the 
work at hand. 
 In my accommodation process, I 
first recognized that much of the resis-
tance (verbal or non-verbal cues) I was 
experiencing wasn’t personal, but the 
mistrust of a system that had neglected 
them through fear, reputation, funding, 
and other issues associated with a vulner-
able community. Through the reflection 
process, I recognized that my own as-
sumptions about the Overtown residents 
added to my own frustration with their 
resistance. I sought to gain a greater 
understanding of the cultural mix and 
the cultural differences and similarities 
between myself and the Overtown popu-
lation. I thought to myself, “What makes 
me different from the other workers who 
come into Overtown?” and “How can I 
utilize my skills to help the residents?” 
I finally realized that my outlook must 
remain positive no matter what the cir-
cumstance. If my attitude was negative, 

I was a 
brand 
new 

foundation year intern, charged with the 
task of resurrecting the agency’s life-
less parenting program in Overtown, 
Florida. In fact, I was assigned the title of 
program coordinator. As such, my duties 
consisted of parent recruitment, commu-
nity networking, home visitations, and 
conducting psychoeducation sessions 
with groups and individuals in Over-
town. Overtown is a 95% black com-
munity containing Haitian and African-
American families. Overtown is known 
as an impoverished community, infused 
with drug trafficking and violence. 
 As a young Caucasian male, I found 
the task of recruiting parents to come 
into the program even more challeng-
ing than I could have anticipated. The 
parenting program had been defunct for 
approximately five months, and many of 
the parents who had been involved were 
unable to finish the program as a result 
of the sudden departure of the coordi-
nating social worker. This interruption 
in the program and services resulted in 
feelings of ill-will among the women in 
the community, especially those previ-
ously in the program, as evidenced by 
their reaction when I approached them 
to let them know the program was up 
and running once again with me as the 
program coordinator. “I was already in 
the program, and the last worker left. 
How do I know you’ll stay?” asked one 
of the women outright. 
 I felt frustrated with the prospect of 
the population of this small community 
not trusting me or possibly not even 
giving me a chance. On the other hand, 
I couldn’t blame them for their frustra-
tion of past promises never kept by other 
workers for whatever reason. 
 Lum (2004) discusses that cultural 
competency involves reframing what 
workers would commonly label “resis-
tance” in order to read the message the 
“resistant behavior” may be intended 
to convey. The women of Overtown 
were openly telling me that they could 
not trust the agency and the services it 
represented. As an agent of that agency, 
they could not trust me. On top of that, 
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others would sense it and categorize me 
as “just another worker.” That sentiment 
would get around Overtown quickly, 
and I would have no hope of getting in. 
I began to realize that I had to let them 
know that I understood that the system 
had failed them in many ways. I vowed 
that I would engage them in a way that 
may make them feel positive and trustful 
of me, even if not right away. I would not 
stop. When I went to the office, I would 
make sure and greet each and every per-
son on the street that I met, recognizing 
the children in the neighborhood. When 
I interacted with the residents, I focused 
on their issues while still attempting to 
enroll them in the program, but was 
accepting of their denial of services 
instead of internalizing the frustration of 
it. After some time, I began to speak to 
more of the residents, then their sisters, 
mothers, grandmothers, and then fathers, 
husbands. My growing confidence began 
to carry the work for me as time went 
on. Although I recognized the progress 
much later, I was focused only on main-
taining a positive outlook and reaching 
out, not ignoring the resistance, but plac-
ing it aside. 

Assertion and Accommodation

 Another concept that I researched 
and found particularly helpful was that 
of assertion and accommodation. Cox 
and Ephross (1998) describe assertion 
as the process in which persons resist 
new cultural or institutional interactions, 
and accommodation is the process of 
accepting these interactions. Assertion 
and accommodation, according to Cox 
and Ephross, come into play when a 
worker attempts to find success in work-
ing with vulnerable ethnic communities. 
To understand how I could utilize this 
concept more fully, I sought help from 
other workers who I knew had extensive 
experience working with those of diverse 
ethnic backgrounds to aid me in discov-
ery of the clients of Overtown. To supple-
ment what I had learned regarding this 
principle, I e-mailed a mentor, Charles 
Vanderwell in Michigan, who gave me 
insightful information. He informed me 
that in communities such as Overtown, 
to have success in program recruitment, 
I may need to target the middle-aged 
females in the project apartments, rather 
than the younger mothers. Oftentimes, 
he described, they are a source of com-
munity influence and have a strong con-

nection with many parents (even if their 
own children are grown or no longer live 
in the community). Mr. Vanderwell’s use 
of the ecological perspective aided me 
in several ways with networking in the 
Overtown community with the middle-
aged women. 
 The ecological perspective allows 
the practitioner to view the client’s inter-
actions with systems in the community 
(family, extended family, community 
relationships) coupled with the person-in-
environment framework (adaptation, so-
cial, and developmental transitions). The 
ecological approach allowed me to target 
those individuals who could be sources 
of influence in the Overtown community 
(Devore & Schlesinger, 1999; Lum, 2004; 
Rothman, 2008). The Africentric theory 
as mentioned in Fong & Faruto (2001) 
also supports the identification of the 
experienced, middle-aged black female 
as a power source in primarily black 
communities.
 Additional research yielded guid-
ance from the works of Devore and 
Schlesinger (1999), who discussed the 
relationship of “personal work” previ-
ous to meeting a client, meaning that 
a worker must educate oneself and 
discover as much information as possible 
about the ethnic world of the client. This 
includes learning the history, problem 
areas, and the overall profile of the 
ethnic community. Problem resistance 
should be expected by the worker and 
handled through problem identification 
and process skills, such as the recognition 
of issues related to problem disclosure, 
orientation, and the identification of 
racial/ethnic themes (Lum, 1999).  Lum 
(1999) describes the understanding of the 
particular ethnic community, relation-
ship protocols, problem identification, 
and problem resistance in beginning 
relationships with vulnerable popula-
tions. When using these skills effectively, 
a worker can identify groups that hold 
power and influence in a culturally di-
verse population along with groups that 
do not hold such power and influence.
 Interested, excited, and armed with 
this knowledge, I sought to network 
with one such power player—a mother 
from the childcare center. I invited her 
to participate in the parenting pro-
gram and told her of the incentives for 
completing the program (a t-shirt, CDs 
for both herself and her children, and a 
food voucher of $100 for a local grocery 
store. She expressed frustration that she 
had already completed the program but 
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never received her incentives from the 
last worker. I apologized and assured her 
I would help see her through. I realized 
she was skeptical, and with good reason. 
The question at hand was: “Why should 
she trust that I’ll still be there till the end 
of the program?” Everyone else had left 
the parents like so many of the other pro-
grams, with nothing to show for it. 
 Instead of associating myself with 
the institution or agency, I found that 
my interaction with families was more 
effective when I identified informally as 
a committed individual worker who hap-
pened to be lucky enough to be assigned 
through the agency to work with the 
Overtown community. This was easy, as 
the agency I worked for as an intern was 
not established in Overtown. To establish 
myself first and the agency second, I 
sought to disconnect from the organiza-
tion and relate as an individual worker 
rather than a representative of an agency. 
The work to bridge a relationship with 
the client as an individual proved more 
effective than identifying myself as an 
agency worker (Lum, 2004; Rothman, 
2008). I was able to present the parenting 
program at a local organization devel-
oped to empower families in the commu-
nity (Cox & Ephross, 1998). 
 In the next few weeks, I continued 
to do outreach with flyers in the child-
care center and to interact with families 
who came to pick up their children. 
One by one, they began to respond as 
each would see a parent discussing the 
program with me. More parents seemed 
open to the program. The parents in the 
childcare center began to sign up for 
the program. I worked my way outside 
of the childcare center into the nearby 
project housing, discussing the program 
with other women who I thought may 
have been affiliated with children in the 
childcare center. Over a period of a few 
weeks, they began to discuss community 
problems and social issues in the neigh-
borhood, as well as personal issues. As 
Shulman (2006) mentions, the skills of 
helping, such as reaching for client feed-
back, clarifying worker role, supporting 
the client in taboo areas, and partializing 
the client’s concerns, played major roles 
in the outreach to the community from 
the childcare center. However, previous 
to this, time and perseverance, as well as 
physically placing myself in the vicinity 
of community members and parents, 
aided in trust-building of the clients, and 
that resulted in initial interactions. Lum 

(1999) discussed “skills in understanding 
the ethnic community.” It is essential 
for the worker to place him or herself 
into the population through grassroots 
interaction, networking, and learning 
the profile of the ethnic community. 
This aids in trust building with individu-
als, groups, and organizations that have 
influence. This work included showing 
myself genuinely attempting to reach out 
to those who qualified for the program 
and maintaining perseverance through 
the difficult times (Devore & Schlesinger, 
1999). Attending skills were a building 
block for me in every initial interaction 
with potential clients and networks in 
Overtown. Lum (2004) describes attend-
ing skills as an extremely effective tool 
(more effective than empathy, at times) 
and excellent trust-builders.

Outcomes and Conclusion

 The establishment of grassroots 
community networks seemed to be 
the key to working with the Overtown 
population. As time went by, it seemed 
that the more people saw me, the more 
they recognized that I was a worker there 
to help and not an obstacle to their liv-
ing. I was fortunate to have an array of 
different clients. Many of the parents and 
workers at the childcare center finished 
the 13-week program. Interaction with 
them included home visits, helping with 
Social Security applications, and teaching 
parenting skills. Some of the clients were 
open about the difficulties they expe-
rienced with their mates. This was an 
excellent opportunity to include the male 
population in the parenting program. 
Many of the male clients who signed up 
for the program seemed to have greater 
trust issues than the women. I found that 
I need to understand the perspective of 
the male role in the culture, as well as 
the role in the specific family context. 
Research suggests that young African-
American males do not perceive them-
selves as “good providers.” The young 
African-American male in Overtown is 
at times a great challenge to engage, as a 
result of the historical context of rac-
ism and discrimination. However, when 
attending skills, patience, and cultural 
competence are applied, they seem to 
respond (Lum, 2004). 
 Through my tenure at the parenting 
program in Overtown, I saw 13 of my 
26 clients graduate from the program. I 
was fortunate to have an interview with 

the Children’s Trust of Miami on the 
progress, success, and challenges of the 
Overtown program and found out just 
before I left that the program was to be 
funded again. Another student took over 
the program, and another worker was 
hired as her supervisor. I met with the 
student before I left and informed her of 
effective skills with the clients, as well as 
client background, to get her started. The 
challenge for me was to inform the cli-
ents that they would have a new student 
to work with. I assured them that services 
would be continued and the student 
would work to the best of her ability to 
serve their interests. Of course, through 
relationship building with the clients, it 
seemed difficult at first to say “goodbye,” 
but they seemed to understand as the 
clients of Overtown are a strong, resilient 
population. 
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Collaborative Intervention in Early Child-
hood: Consulting with Parents and Teachers 
of 3- to 7-Year-Olds, by Deborah Hirschland, 
Oxford University Press, 2008, 303 pages, 
$28.

 Hirschland organizes this text into 
four major parts. She begins with how to 
collect and interpret information about 
child development. The importance of 
interpreting information within context is 
stressed, as are the communication skills 
necessary to get appropriate information 
from children and their families. The sec-
ond part of the text concerns developing 
manageable family intervention plans 
compatible with classroom interventions. 
Part three examines the most frequently 
seen difficulties experienced by young 
children and presents very specific sug-
gestions for overcoming these difficulties. 
Hirschland concludes with one chapter 
devoted to specialized issues facing chil-
dren today, including trauma, the impact 
of the media, and crisis management; 
and the final chapter addressing antici-
pated adolescent milestones.
 Multiple case examples are used 
to illustrate the childhood difficulties 
that motivate parents and/or teachers 
to seek specialized assistance for young 
children. Hirschland does an excellent 
job of explaining why it is important 
for professionals to explore multiple 
potential causes for problem behavior 
and, consequently, different and more 
specific interventions to address each 
issue of concern. Contemporary research 
explaining the various theories surround-
ing the causes and interventions are well 
documented. A “one-size-fits-all” ap-
proach is certainly NOT recommended. 
This is not a cookbook for treatment 
interventions. However, it does offer 
practical, developmentally appropri-
ate strategies to address issues such as 
regulating energy and feelings, managing 
frustration, promoting flexibility, and 
developing confidence and resilience.
 Social workers may be particularly 
interested in the chapter concerning how 
a family’s history and patterns of interac-
tion affect child development. An assess-
ment of family functioning, either formal 
or informal, is advised, with particular 
attention to the family’s interactional 
pattern. The importance of developing 

interventions that the family can realisti-
cally implement is stressed.
 Family-focused interventions are 
based on three core issues: What do we 
see? What do we think? and What do 
we do? Interventions are strengths-based 
and recognize the resilience of chil-
dren and families. The author provides 
specific suggestions regarding what to 
look for and how to look for it. Devising 
strategies to set limits for children and to 
help them transition from one activity or 
situation to another are major topics.
 This text, in whole or in part, can be 
used in a variety of social work education 
and practice settings. It is particularly 
helpful in its discussion of early child de-
velopment issues and provides direction 
for interpreting what is typical behavior 
and what may not be. Consequently, 
instructors of courses in the human be-
havior and social environment sequence 
will find this material a valuable supple-
ment to a broader text. Courses designed 
for school social workers or other early 
childhood intervention services, such 
as day care centers or pediatric health 
settings, will also find this material very 
important.

Reviewed by Adele Crudden, MSW, PhD, As-
sociate Professor and Program Director, Social 
Work program, Mississippi State University.

Growing Up in the Care of Strangers: The 
Experiences, Insights, and Recommendations 
of Eleven Former Foster Kids, by Waln K. 
Brown and John R. Seita, William Gladden 
Foundation Press, Tallahassee, FL, 2009, 175 
pages, $27.95.

 Children, youth, and teens face 
many challenges. These challenges are 
social, developmental, psychological, 
and physiological. Waln Brown and John 
Seita’s book, Growing Up in the Care of 
Strangers, depicts the challenges that no 
child should face—neglect by a system 
that has the legal and moral responsibil-

ity to protect them—children in state’s 
custody.
 Growing Up in the Care of Strangers 
is composed of eleven stories of former 
foster children who not only survived, 
but established their careers in a system 
in which too many children fail to thrive. 
The authors in this book share their 
stories of pain, abuse, abandonment, 
neglect, and success. The stories are per-
ceptive to the plight of children in foster 
care.
 The eleven authors in this book 
have contributed to the policies and 
practices of providing services and care 
to the most vulnerable in our society, 
children in the care of governments in 
America. For example, both primary au-
thors, Brown and Seita, grew up in foster 
care and are authors of several books 
that focus on providing the best care to 
youth in state’s custody.
 The first compelling and heart 
wrenching story is by Waln Brown, 
founder and CEO of the William Glad-
den Foundation. He writes of his years 
as a juvenile delinquent, experiencing 
domestic violence, abandonment, being 
a resident in psychiatric facilities, and out 
of home placement. With such a dismal 
and distressed origin, he somehow suc-
ceeded. His story relates the horrors that 
too many children endure in the care of 
those who are supposed to protect them. 
He not only tells of his victimization in 
the home with his parents, but also of his 
victimization in the care of the state that 
placed him in facilities not equipped to 
treat an adolescent.
 Each subsequent story by the 
contributing authors: Dr. John Seita; 
Angelique Day, MSW; Danita Echols, 
MSW; Maurice Webb, BSW; Dr Deb-
raha Watson; Meloney Barney, B.A.; 
Elizabeth Sutherland, B.S.; Claudette 
Braxton, LMSW C/M, ACSW; and Dr. 
Rosalind Folman, communicates their 
ordeals while in the care of the state. 
These ordeals consist of, as Seita states, 
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“loveless, even abusive, placements in 
foster homes and institutions,” multiple 
placements, sibling separation, disenfran-
chisement from family, lack of security, 
neglect, emotional abuse, sexual abuse, 
physical and psychological abuse, lack 
of support, continued guidance, and the 
disempowerment of foster children.
 Growing Up in the Care of Strang-
ers also offers concrete resources and 
services that could make the placement 
of children in foster care less traumatiz-
ing. Claudette Braxton’s chapter, “Pay 
Me Now or Pay Me Later,” addresses 
the discriminatory figure of youth who 
age-out of foster care who end up home-
less or incarcerated. She states, “With 
problems that limit their successful 
integration into society is a sad testament 
to a system whose mission is to serve 
the child’s best interests.” The authors’ 
personal recollections of their experi-
ences identify services and resources that 
would have benefitted their plight and 
could assist others in care, such as tran-
sitional services that extend beyond age 
18; continued evaluation and assessment 
of placements; the continuity of services 
provided; psychological care throughout 
placement; and most importantly, the 
input of youth who have experienced 
placement in the polices and practices 
that affect this population the most. 
 Claudette Braxton states that she 
and her husband (also a former foster 
child), “are two of the lucky ones who 
had more good than bad experiences.” 
What a sad statement for youth in the 
foster care system. This book is a must 
read for anyone who has a part in the 
care of youth in out-of-home placement. 
Reading this book provides valuable in-
sight in the predicament that foster chil-
dren face. Too often, decisions for these 
youth are made without their consent 
or knowledge. Because the state of these 
children is our business, it behooves us 
as service providers, policy makers, and 
caregivers to have knowledge of the 
dilemmas children in foster care face. 
 Youth in foster care would also ben-
efit from reading this book. Many youth 
in foster care have the sense that they 
will never succeed. Most lack mentors 
to guide their decisions. Here are eleven 
authors who did succeed in spite of their 
traumatized origins and an inadequate 
system designated to protect them.

Reviewed by Tonja Tarvin, BA, BSW, MSW, 
LCSW.

Mindfulness and Social Work, by Steven F. 
Hick (Editor), Lyceum Books, Inc., Chicago, 
IL, 2009, paper, 256 pages, $45.95.

 In the book Mindfulness and Social 
Work, Hick has compiled 13 chapters 
that provide an overview and academic, 
textbook-like, discussion of mindfulness 
as a valuable personal and professional 
practice for social workers. Of the 15 
contributing authors (several chapters 
have multiple authors), the majority are 
teaching or practicing in Canada in the 
social work or family therapy field. Hick 
is an associate professor at the School of 
Social Work, Carleton University, in Ot-
tawa, Canada. 
 The book outlines multiple ways 
in which mindfulness practices can be 
used by social workers. In the first two 
chapters of the book, seven mindfulness 
exercises are presented, a concise sample 
of practices to be tried and suggested 
to clients. The historical discussion 
and literature review, both current and 
detailed, will be of interest to social work 
students and practitioners. 
 The authors promote a personal 
practice of mindfulness as a valuable self 
care strategy and as a way to enhance ef-
fectiveness at both the micro and macro 
level. Hick, like many proponents of 
mindfulness and meditation practices, 
urges therapists to develop their own 
mindfulness practices for an extended 
period of time before attempting to in-
struct clients in mindfulness techniques. 
Also included are several chapters 
discussing specific ways to use mindful-
ness practices to better serve specific 
disciplines (family therapy), populations 
(children and youth, immigrants, and do-
mains (community action, politics, social 
justice, and environmental activism). 
 Interest in mindfulness as a thera-
peutic strategy among helping profes-
sionals is widespread. Considerable 
research has been conducted document-
ing the benefits of a regular practice of 
mindfulness for a plethora of mental 
health and medical conditions: pain 
management, immune function, depres-
sion, and anxiety. Hick points out that 
social work is unique among helping 
professions in the expectation that in 
addition to working with individuals and 
groups to relieve suffering and facilitate 
change, workers are charged to engage in 
and support change at the organizational, 
community, national, and international 
levels. The strengths-based perspective, 
respect for clients’ right to self determi-

nation, and advocacy are core values 
of the profession. Mindfulness and Social 
Work touches on how mindfulness prac-
tice aligns with the core values of social 
work. 

Reviewed by Jennifer Kinsey, MSW student, 
University of New Hampshire. 
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