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FOR SUSAN MAYE






INTRODUCTION

Social workers are frontline workers, counseling families in crisis, helping survivors of domestic violence, finding foster homes for children. They may be overburdened, overtired, overextended, and overwhelmed—but rarely do social workers get bored.

It’s hard to be bored when you’re working with people at their most open, unguarded, and vulnerable. Social workers do a great many things: they are substance abuse counselors at celebrity rehab centers and psychotherapists in private practice; they staff abortion clinics and homeless shelters; they’re caseworkers just out of college and high-level administrators with decades’ worth of experience under their belts. Social workers work in courtrooms and hospitals; at Ivy League universities and inner-city high schools; on military bases; in nursing and residential care facilities; in corporate human resources departments and labor union offices.

Social workers help shape public policy at city, state, and federal levels. In the field, they conduct research (one-on-one interviews, focus groups, surveys) that influences our understanding of social formations and the human mind. In fact, those two poles—social formations and the human mind—are the things social workers find themselves balancing daily, because social work is rooted in the idea that individuals are inseparable from their environments.

Social work is an ever-expanding profession: if there’s a void—some systemic social problem that isn’t being addressed—social workers rush in to fill the vacuum. As a result, the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics estimates, the profession is expected to grow by 13 percent by the end of the 2020s—much faster than the average for all other occupations.

But what are social workers, exactly? What kind of work do they do?

According to the National Association of Social Workers, “the primary mission of the social work profession is to enhance human well-being and help meet the basic human needs of all people, with particular attention to the needs and empowerment of people who are vulnerable, oppressed, and living in poverty.”

What this means is that social workers advocate for individuals and ensure that their most fundamental needs—nutrition, education, health, and mental health care—are being met. At the same time, social workers fight for social justice and change.

In day-to-day terms social workers work collaboratively with clients to determine their goals, help them navigate bureaucratic systems, and offer emotional support. They provide referrals and connect clients to basic resources, such as housing, health care, education, mental health care, and/or public assistance. Whether or not they work as therapists, social workers may also find themselves providing psychotherapeutic services. And in crisis situations, such as domestic violence and child abuse, social workers step in to deescalate the problem and provide safety.

A client who’s had all their needs met, or now has the ability to meet their own needs, no longer requires a social worker. A society that is perfectly fair, just, and equitable would have no use for social workers, either. In that sense, the social worker’s ultimate goal is to render their own job obsolete.



THERE’S NO ONE PATH to becoming a social worker. At the undergraduate level, aspiring social workers can earn a bachelor of social work (BSW) degree. But it’s not unusual for social workers to major in English, psychology, sociology, or other subjects. Nor is it unusual for social workers to come to the job after working in another profession. In social work, lived experience counts, and a BSW is not a requirement for graduate school.

In graduate school, students generally complete foundational courses in human behavior and the social environment, research, and social welfare policy before choosing a track or concentration. Most programs offer concentrations in clinical practice (mental health), generalist practice (administration, community organizing, and program development), and policy practice (research, policy analysis, and policy advocacy). Along with their coursework, students are expected to complete two internships (“field placements”), working three days a week in schools, hospitals, nonprofits, city agencies, or community health centers, carrying caseloads, receiving supervision, and gaining intensive hands-on training. Interns are also required to complete weekly process recordings, writing sessions out verbatim while describing their thoughts in the margins. While these documents are time-consuming and tedious to write, they are also tremendously useful. In the course of reviewing them, supervisors offer feedback on the students’ responses to clients, critiquing questions and noting instances of bias and projection.

Typically, social workers complete their programs in two years, graduating with a master of social work (MSW) degree. Afterward many will complete state exams to become a licensed master social worker (LMSW)—a necessary step for employment at some agencies. In order to become clinical social workers, who provide therapy and counseling to individuals and/or groups, they must complete approximately 2,000 hours of direct therapeutic work with clients under the supervision of a licensed clinical social worker. They then take a clinical licensing exam and become a licensed clinical social worker (LCSW), which allows them to open a private therapy practice.

After graduation and licensing, social workers grow into a wide variety of jobs, from therapist to researcher to director of clinical services, in any number of settings, such as schools, hospitals, prisons, mental health clinics, medical clinics, private practice, nonprofits, government agencies, and child welfare agencies. The populations a social worker encounters might include families and children (often those living in poverty), people with disabilities, and people suffering from substance abuse problems or mental illness. Social workers serve the elderly, immigrants, and refugees, but they also work with middle-class and even prosperous clients. The field is remarkably broad—it offers a wealth of employment opportunities—and yet, there are several things social workers have in common.

Social workers are passionate about people, passionate about social justice, and passionate about the work that they do. They are strong advocates for individuals who may not be able to advocate for themselves. Social workers are natural problem-solvers, and empathetic ones, able to see each issue from several perspectives. They are active listeners as well as critical thinkers. All social workers are trained to follow these guiding principles:


	person-in-environment approach

	meeting the client where they are

	strengths-based perspective (resilience)

	cultural consciousness

	social and economic justice



Here’s what those principles mean in practice:


	
Person-in-environment approach. The idea of assessing individuals within the context of their specific social environments is central to social work. Social workers believe that people are inseparable from the environments in which they were raised, and in which they live and work now.

	
Meeting the client where they are. Social workers don’t push their clients to change; they know that doing so can be counterproductive and often backfires. Instead, social workers adapt to move at the client’s own pace and encourage them to come up with their own plan of treatment.

	
Strengths-based perspective (resilience). Social workers focus on their clients’ determination and resiliency, their aspirations, and their assets. On an interpersonal level this may involve an assessment of clients’ support networks, their families, and/or their faith. On a societal level it may involve a judgment-free approach to stigmatized populations, such as the homeless and those who struggle with substance abuse.

	
Cultural consciousness. Social workers are expected to examine their own backgrounds and biases, their values, and personal assumptions. They strive to be aware of their privileges and powers so that they can approach clients with cultural humility and—as they work with specific populations—study the norms and values of those populations without consciously or unconsciously imposing their own beliefs.

	
Social and economic justice. Social workers empower individuals and groups to strive for economic equity and social equality. They are committed to community outreach, grassroots organizing, and lobbying.



All of these principles are foundational to social work going all the way back to the profession’s beginnings.



SOCIAL WORK AS IT is practiced in the United States has its roots in nineteenth-century Europe. Elizabeth Fry visited Newgate Prison in London in 1813 and, appalled by what she saw there, worked tirelessly (and successfully) to effect prison reform in England. At around the same time, a Scottish clergyman named Thomas Chalmers started working with the urban poor in Glasgow, making home visits, strengthening community ties, and ensuring that children received secular as well as religious educations. Jean Henry Dunant, a Swiss businessman, established the Red Cross in 1863 and organized the Geneva Convention in 1864; he was awarded the first Nobel Peace Prize in 1901.

Eighteen sixty-four was also the year that another English reformer, Octavia Hill, started buying dilapidated houses in London to facilitate the care and empowerment of her poor, often unemployed tenants. Hill believed that it made no sense to work with an impoverished population without taking environmental concerns like housing and education into account. She encouraged her assistants to form personal relationships with tenants in order to work toward bettering their lives.

Arnold Toynbee, who taught economic history at Oxford (and was an uncle of the historian Arnold J. Toynbee), was also decades ahead of his time. Toynbee—who popularized the phrase “industrial revolution”—believed that industrialization had produced “wealth without producing well-being.” He opened libraries for industrial workers, encouraged students to work directly with underserved populations, and worked himself to death before reaching his thirty-first birthday. A year later, in 1884, the first settlement house opened in the East End of London. Named Toynbee Hall in his honor, it housed poor students from Oxford and Cambridge and provided a number of social services, including courses in nursing, writing, sewing, citizenship, and hygiene.

Three years later, in Chicago, a woman named Jane Addams read an article about Toynbee Hall. In 1888, she and her partner, Ellen Gates Starr, traveled to London to see it for themselves. Deeply impressed, Addams and Starr established Hull House in Chicago. This was the first American settlement house.

At Hull House immigrants from Bohemia, Ireland, Italy, Germany, Greece, Poland, and Russia could take English classes and American government, cooking, and music. Working mothers had access to an in-house kindergarten and day care center. Hull House hosted an employment bureau, an art gallery, a girls’ club, a fitness center, a library, and a theater. It provided job training for unskilled workers and temporary foster care for children. Settlement houses started to spring up in cities all over the country. By 1910 there were more than four hundred. By 1920 there were close to five hundred.

Settlement houses were instrumental in ending child labor and establishing juvenile courts. The United States Children’s Bureau was started by the leaders of Hull House in 1912 and run by a Hull House alumna named Julia Lathrop; in 1913 it launched its first research program, investigating infant mortality. The settlement houses viewed populations they served in terms of their environments, endeavoring to provide them with the means to lift themselves out of poverty.

Social work as a profession came into its own at the turn of the century, when universities started to offer social work courses. Columbia University in New York City offered the first in 1898; six years later, in 1904, Harvard University and Simmons College started the Boston School for Social Workers; and in 1905, Massachusetts General Hospital in Boston hired the first professional medical social workers. Before long, professional social workers were being employed by hospitals in cities all over the country, in public schools, and in juvenile courts.

Until the Great Depression, however, social work was still the province of community-based, municipal, and statewide service providers. It took the New Deal to establish the federal government as a source of aid and education, and it did so on a grand scale. By the end of the 1930s the number of social workers in America had doubled, from 40,000 to 80,000, and after the Second World War the profession’s ranks swelled again, with social workers addressing the needs of returning veterans (as they had done previously, at the end of the First World War, when the Red Cross had asked social workers to treat veterans suffering from what was known then as “shell shock”). More and more, social workers found themselves working with clients on issues relating to mental health, taking on roles traditionally associated with psychotherapists—when interest in therapy and personal growth ballooned in the 1960s, social workers were well-placed and well qualified to shift gears and go into private practice as therapists.



FOR ALL THE GOOD that social workers do, many stereotypes remain entrenched: Social workers are poorly paid. Social workers think emotionally, not critically or realistically. Social workers are powerless to effect meaningful change.

In this book you will meet three social workers who buck every one of these stereotypes.

Laura Fernandez began her career thirty years ago as a caseworker in Boston. Back then she did not have a master’s degree. Today she runs a clinical staff of ninety at Sanctuary for Families, New York’s leading provider of services and advocacy for survivors of domestic violence. Laura’s path from caseworker to supervisor to program head is a classic career trajectory for a successful social worker. Her belief that real, quantifiable change can take place at the individual, organizational, and societal levels is rooted in her biography, in her experiences, and in the achievements of people she’s helped.

John Barr investigates overdose deaths for the New York City Office of the Chief Medical Examiner. He came to social work later in life; for John, it’s a second career. But John is also an example of the way social workers get better with age. His own vast store of experiences, combined with his thoughtful approach to the job, helps to answer some of the profession’s most challenging questions: What happens when a social worker’s values don’t align with the core purpose of the organization they’re working within? What are the job’s limits when a social worker comes up against institutional intransigence?

Wendy Doucette is a psychotherapist in Los Angeles who has spent years building a private practice from scratch, working one-on-one with individual clients. Her section gives us the opportunity to see a social worker inside the therapy room, guiding clients as they find their own paths out of depression, disquiet, and childhood trauma, and move toward peace and stability. Here, and throughout, we have combined attributes of real-life clients to create composite characters. (Sharwline Nicholson, who appears in Laura’s section, is an exception because her story has become part of the public record.) But in each instance the issues and problems we see these clients encounter are specific, true-to-life, and faithful to our subjects’ backgrounds and ways of working.

As you’ll see, the work can be tough, demanding, and heartbreaking—and yet it is deeply fulfilling. Social workers do heroic things. They listen to people in pain and fight for resources and change. They are part of the glue that holds society together and part of the dream and the promise of better societies to come.






1 LAURA FERNANDEZ


Laura Fernandez works in a carefully restored Beaux-Arts building with televisions in the elevators and a swanky rooftop lounge. The grand lobby has high vaulted ceilings, marble floors, and gold-leaf rosettes on the walls. The company directory lists blue-chip law firms and boutique marketing companies. But there is no entry for Laura’s employer, Sanctuary for Families.

Sanctuary serves one of New York City’s most vulnerable populations: victims of domestic violence. Its official address is a post office box; only the agency’s staff and clients know the physical location. We don’t know ourselves until the morning we’re due to meet Laura, who is Sanctuary’s clinical director. After taking an elevator up to a nondescript office, we are instructed by a receptionist sitting behind a glass partition to take a seat in the otherwise empty waiting room.

Five minutes later Laura appears. She is a compact middle-aged woman with shoulder-length hair, big brown eyes, a warm smile. Back in the eighties, she tells us, Sanctuary for Families was run out of a church parish house in midtown Manhattan. The agency had only five employees. Since then Sanctuary has grown to become New York State’s largest nonprofit provider of services for victims of domestic violence and sex trafficking as well as for child victims and witnesses. Sanctuary runs women’s shelters in each of the city’s five boroughs. (One of those shelters, the Sarah Burke House, is the largest transitional center for domestic violence survivors in New York State.) The agency operates out of five family justice centers as well, and runs a multiservice walk-in center for sex workers and survivors of sexual violence (including victims of genital mutilation). It provides what is known as wraparound care—crisis intervention, emergency and transitional shelter, career services, legal assistance and representation, counseling, and long-term follow-up services—for ten thousand adults and children each year. Put more simply, the agency helps victims get away from their abusers and assists them as they rebuild their lives as survivors. The challenges that Laura and her colleagues face day in and day out are staggering. Eighty-two percent of Sanctuary’s clients live in poverty. Three-quarters of them are immigrants. Many of them speak no English at all.

As we walk through a maze of cubicles, Laura talks about the agency’s shift to an open floor plan. “The staff definitely didn’t like that transition,” she says with a shrug and a smile. What the shrug seems to be saying is Change is hard all around, but I’m willing to accept the blowback if it means the changes are good.

“It’s hard to work that way, I understand,” Laura continues. “Before, everyone had their own little office. But now that they’re all in the open, the people working here interact more. They come to each other with their concerns. They talk problems through together.”

Laura herself is chatty, direct. She took the Myers-Briggs personality test once, but it only told her what she already knew: she’s an off-the-charts extrovert. Talking things out is how she herself tends to solve problems, and the problems and challenges Laura has faced in her three decades on the job have been significant.

Over thirty years ago, in Boston, Laura took her first social work job as a child welfare caseworker. Twenty-eight years ago she started at Columbia University’s School of Social Work; Sanctuary for Families was her second-year internship. Upon graduation, Sanctuary hired her as a full-time women’s counselor. After three years of doing that work she left Sanctuary and took a position at Edwin Gould Services for Children and Families, an agency contracted by the New York City Administration for Children’s Services to provide child welfare services, including foster care. She spent the next sixteen years at Edwin Gould, working up to assistant executive director of programs before Sanctuary lured her back in 2015 to be their clinical director.

In a way, returning to Sanctuary felt like a homecoming. The clinical director Laura replaced had been with the agency for more than two decades; Laura had worked under her as an intern and a counselor. Now Laura was responsible for a team of ninety; for all of Sanctuary’s clinical services, including counseling, case management, and crisis intervention; and for the department’s $5.8 million budget. She also oversees the quality of treatment for thousands of clients, all of whom are victims of chronic trauma, which Laura had seen plenty of as a caseworker.

“In my early child welfare years,” she says, “back when I was seeing horrors firsthand, my friends graduated from college and told happy stories and I would tell stories about death, molestation, violence. They would be, like, ‘You’re so dark.’ And it was. It completely consumed me, those first few years of doing the work. Then I thought: I cannot be doing this. When I’m not at work, I can’t be driving down the street, thinking a client is going to die and I didn’t do anything, thinking that I didn’t save them. I found ways to compartmentalize years ago—ways to put that piece away. I realized I can’t save them. It’s their journey. They have to save themselves. Over time I have also seen clients who have gone through really bad stuff come out the other side and be okay. I’ve learned that can happen. Even people who go through the darkest things can come out the other side.”

Laura still recalls those dark, riveting stories from her days in the trenches as a child welfare worker. They may be compartmentalized but, given the opportunity, old clients come rushing back: the four-year-old boy whose stepfather had beaten him so severely that his retina had become detached, leaving him legally blind; the eleven-year-old girl who had lived with the same foster family for ten years and then been kicked to the curb suddenly with no explanation.


OEBPS/e9781982140403/fonts/EBGaramond-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982140403/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Introduction


		Chapter 1: Laura Fernandez


		Chapter 2: John Barr


		Chapter 3: Wendy Doucette


		Further Reading


		About the Authors


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Introduction


		About the Author


		Copyright








		IV


		V


		VI


		VII


		IX


		X


		XI


		XII


		XIII


		XIV


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178








OEBPS/e9781982140403/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982140403/fonts/Roboto-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982140403/images/9781982140403.jpg
BECOMING A

SOCIAL WORKER

ALEX ABRAMOVICH
& TASHA BLAINE

MASTERS AT WORK






OEBPS/e9781982140403/images/title.jpg
MASTERS AT WORK

BECOMING
A SOCIAL
WORKER

ALEX ABRAMOVICH

AND TASHA BLAINE

SIMON & SCHUSTER

New York London Toronto Sydney New Delbi





OEBPS/e9781982140403/fonts/Roboto-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982140403/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


