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For Caroline, Will, Ricky, Delilah, and so many others
in the hopes that with more practice, we’ll get it right.
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The major purpose of this book is to help translate the guiding theoretical per-
spectives of social justice, human rights, the strengths perspective, and critical
social construction into purposeful social work practice with real people in real
social contexts.

This book is about social work practice. At this point in your social work
education, you probably feel quite inclined to get on with it! As an undergrad-
uate or first-year graduate student, you want to get your feet wet. If you have al-
ready had social work practice experience, you want to get back to it and apply
what you have been learning. You may already have been equipped with a solid
foundation and have integrated the worlds of research, policy, and human be-
havior into your ideas about what social work is and what it can be. Or you may
just be entering the adventure. This book is intended, then, for you as a new or
returning student-worker. It will help you look at the components of your work
and think about how you want to develop as a skilled practitioner.

The book begins by describing the underlying theoretical perspectives that
guide the practice approach presented here. These perspectives include social
justice, human rights, the strengths perspective, and critical social construction.
Some or all of these may already be a part of your view of social work practice.
Critical social construction may be the least familiar, and it will be addressed fre-
quently throughout. All of these positions influence social work practice and
imply the use of empowering skills, which will be discussed in detail.

You may also notice that the book is influenced by broader postmodern
considerations. You will learn what that means to the contemporary practi-
tioner, and this will equip you with some of the basic language so that post-
modern approaches in the broader social work literature will be accessible to
you. Specifically, the postmodern influence here will be on questioning taken-
for-granted privileged positions (see Dewees, 2002); the analysis of power in
varying relationships (professional and otherwise); and the recognition of “sub-
jugated knowledge” (Hartman, 1994). Subjugated knowledge refers to the local,
experiential knowledge of reality that is often lost in the dominant assump-
tions made in U.S. culture.

My goal in writing this book is to assist students in locating and working in
that intersection between skills and theoretical perspectives in a way that sup-
ports the profession’s values (and explores them) while recognizing the lived
experience of the people served by social workers. To that end, I start with what
the worker brings to the relationship in the way of assumptions, values, and
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commitments. Next [ guide you through an exploration of what the work looks
like in one-to-one practice and how it is then translated and extended into the
system levels of groups, families, communities, and organizations.

HOW THIS BOOK IS ORGANIZED

This book is divided into 12 chapters. The first chapter is an introduction to the
world of social work practice, some of the frameworks that have been used to
understand practice, and the theoretical perspectives and ideas that shape this
book in particular.

Chapter 2 addresses the questions of what the purpose of social work is and
what social workers hope to accomplish. This discussion identifies tensions that
exist in social work as a prof_éssion. Some of these are as old as the profession,
and some are emerging as the world changes daily. Issues regarding the worker’s
own biases, contemparary notions of noticing what we notice, and recognizing
the lenses throughlwyhich we view the world resurface and are considered in
this context.

Chapter 3 is devoted to a discussion of social work values and ethics as
they occur in practice. Ethical concerns and issues will be infused throughout
the entire book as well, particularly in practice situations, but this chapter goes
deeper into various organizational position statements, the law, conflicts,
dilemmas, and expected standards.

Chapters 4, 5, and 6 use the traditional practice organization of engaging,
assessing, and intervening, always keeping in mind the importance of a flexible
interpretation of these phases. Evaluating, the final phase, is discussed at the end
of the book (Chapter 12), but alluded to periodically as part of the ongoing ef-
fort. Fluidity is stressed, and each phase will suggest contemporary approaches.
Chapter 4 addresses engaging in the relationship, Chapter 5, in deepening the
dialogue that constitutes collaborative assessment of the person-situation-
interaction dynamic; and Chapter 6 describes the intervening process. The
processes described in these chapters are applied to one-on-one work, or indi-
vidual clients, and will be extended, with appropriate variations, into other
levels of client groupings.

Chapters 7 through 10 extend the generalist ideas and skills of individual
practice and add some new ones for working in systems with more than one
person. Here there will be an emphasis on consolidation of the common
ground for social work practice across service levels, as well as an identification
of the dimensions that are particular to each constellation.

Chapter 7 focuses on types of small groups, group work, the indications for
a group, the planning process, and the traditional phase models, as well as
some examples of traditional and more contemporary groups.



Chapter 8 addresses family work and its systemic background in social
work practice. Different types of families are considered, and mapping tools will
be extended from their introduction in Chapter 5 to the broader constellations
of family and culture. Some controversies related to families are also raised for
exploration. The importance of exploring your own family is emphasized here
as well.

Chapter 9 discusses organizational practice, culture, missions, and types. It
looks at the social agency and considers and contrasts public, private, and so-
cial movement emphases. It also considers organizational structures and insti-
tutions that serve as hosts for social work, with their accompanying challenges.
It introduces interagency alliances, partnerships, and other networks.

Chapter 10 discusses the ideas and forms of community and some of the
dynamics of, and skills required for, moving into a global community. It focuses
on the functions of local communities on a variety-of-levels and extends its
concern to global interdependence and international social work, as it emipha-
sizes our efforts to become both local and global citizens.

Chapter 11 raises the issues of troubling contexts, including those of abject
oppression, involuntary clients, managed care, and situations in which the
worker encounters the “unconscionable event,” which may involve such an
egregious act against human rights that the worker experiences a traumatic re-
sponse. These span service levels to relate to individuals, smaller, and larger
groups. The chapter will identify the opportunities as well as the challenges in-
herent in these contexts. The ideas of sustaining ethical practice and avoiding
burnout are considered here as well.

Chapter 12 completes the practice sequence with coverage of ending and
evaluating the work. It addresses closing the work, managing the dynamics of
both expected and unexpected endings, sharing perspectives, and a few for-
mal mechanisms for evaluation. It also focuses on the need for continuing
evaluation throughout the process of work with a client. It ends with a call to
critique the work by looking at who benefited and whether power arrange-
ments are altered or not. Finally, it addresses the limitations and strengths of
evaluation.

Within each chapter, you will find multiple examples, vignettes, and exer-
cises to help you make sense of the material and experiment with how it fits for
you. You will also find, most likely, that there are as many questions raised as
answered about the world of practice. This should help to prepare you for a ca-
reer’s length of remaining open to the questions emerging from your work and
your clients’ experiences. This in turn can help you tolerate—and hopefully
thrive in—a place in which you don’t know all the answers.

Each chapter contains a section called “Straight Talk.” These are intended
to help you synthesize (or, perhaps, come to grips with) the major ideas in the
chapter with the demands for, and requirements of, real practice in the real
world of the social organization or agency. In some respects they help to bridge
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the transition between a thoughtful postmodern practice and some of the tra-
ditional expectations of the current professional culture. Each chapter also
makes mention in the margins of readings available to you on The Social Work
Library, the password protected Web site that accompanies this text. These read-
ings apply, extend, and enrich the key concepts of each chapter and may be
assigned to you by your instructor.

Finally, each chapter ends with three exercise sections, “Practicing Social
Work,” “The Social Wotk Libtary,” and “Other Exercises.” The first will encour-
age you to apply what you are learning to simulated “real” situations that are
presented on the CD-ROM included with your book. The other two sets of ex-
ercises make use of the wealth of additional material available to you on the
Web site that accompanies this book. These will give you a flavor of integrating
the perspectives as well as the skills that are discussed in the book. Through
reflection and class discussion, you will begin to shape your own distinctive
social work practice.
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