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Three months
have passed since the
tragedy at Columbine High
School. Littleton,
Colorado may seem far
away, but in a way it is
very close to home for
those of us who live and
work in the suburbs.

Did you know that
lots of people who do not
live in the suburbs think
that we have it made, that
there are no problems in
the suburbs? They think
that there’s enough money
out here to throw at any
problem. But we who live
and work and play out
here know better. We
worry about our children
and their safety and their
future. And our children
worry too. They may not
show it in the same way as
we grown ups do. But they
worry too.

When I first heard
the news I tried to take a
deep breath. Instead, I
found myself suffocating
from the media onslaught,
the endless parade of so-
called experts with their
gasy answers, adding
insight to injury. There
was the awful spectacle of
live microphones like so
many rattlesnakes
preparing to strike,
jammed into the faces of
survivors and family
members no matter how
fresh their wounds or deep
their agony. None of it

made any sense to me. But
I shouldn’t have been
surprised. Sadly, the
television-interview-as-
public -ritual is now a part
of the grieving process for
thousands of Americans
each year.

Two weeks after
the massacre I was asked
to tape a television
program on the aftermath
of Littleton and its effect
on Long Island, New York
youth. I agreed to do it
with the proviso that I
could contro!l the format so
that it would not even
remotely resemble the
tabloid tableau
predominating the
airwaves for too many
years.

I organized a
group of 12 teenagers and
8 adults and suggested that
we just have a
conversation. The cameras
and microphones would
roam the perimeter of the
group, listening and
peering in.

We started with a
pre-group warm up in
which the members got
acquainted with one
another, They were all
group members from
various settings including a
high school, a mental
health center, a program
for gay and lesbian youth,
an Hispanic outreach
project, a chemical
dependency program, and

a street outreach program.
The purpose of the
taping/group was to
explore, identify, and
emphasize what youth
need in the aftermath of
Littleton.

As the 90-minute
meeting unfolded the eyes
of the adult participants,
and few observers,
widened. They were
caught by surprise as they
listened to the young
people. Maybe you’ll be
surprised too. The teens,
ranging in age from 13 to
18 said what they needed
and wanted was closer
relationships with adults in
home and at school. They
seemed to be starving for
someone to simply listen
to them. Although really
listening is not as simple
as it sounds. And being
heard is a rare experience
for far too many young
people. The teens openly
admitted that they push
grown ups away, When |
asked them if this is what
they really want to
happen, their answer was

do not want us to go
away. They want grown
ups who won't bail out,
and who will hang in there
for the long haul and not
abandon hope, no matter
what.

Successtul schools
and other places for kids
tune in to what kids really
reed. What do they need?
It’s not that complicated.
All kids need to feel safe,
they need to feel loved,
and they need to feel
capable. Feeling protected
doesn’t only mean better
and more sophisticated
security and disaster
planning. The real
challenge is how to create
a safe place without
inducing fear, anxiety, and
alienation. Kids need
places where they are
treated with respect and
dignity, ensuring both
physical and emotional
safety. Good group
experiences can help to
make this happen. Group
workers have what it takes
to lead the way.
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year, the Red Apple
Chapter of the Association
for the Advancement of
Social Work with Groups
held a one-day conference
on current group work
practice in the settlement
houses of New York City.
The conference was held
at The Educational
Alliance, a venerable
social work organization,
rich in social work history
in general and group work
in particular. I had fond
recollections of the
Alliance as I had worked
there briefly in the late
1950’s. It was a fitting
place for such a
conference.

The day’s program
started with some
introductory remarks by
Michael Wagner, the
Conference co-chair.
Michael was a graduate of
the Hunter College School
of Social Work. He had
been a brilliant group
work student, and T had
the good fortune to have
him in my classes. He
referred to me in his
comments as his teacher
and mentor (both true) and
as the Guru of Group
Work (flattering but not
accurate),

However, as 1
looked out over the
audience, I saw a great
many individuals who had
been my students over the
years and other colleagues
I had known for a long
time. As they responded
to Michael’s remarks, it
seemed clear that they
agreed that my
professional identity was
apparent: social work

educator-group worker.
This also was clear to me.
My professional identity in
my own mind fits me like
a glove and is one that I
treasure. However, this
identity was not always
something that I claimed.
After the conference 1
thought about how my
sense of identity as a
group worker had evolved
and about the fact that we
all are shaped by
experience, proclivity,
talent, a bit of luck, and
other forces. I tried to
reconstruct the influences
that shaped my
professional identity, and
the particular incidents
which heightened this
identity.

Scouting camps
and organizational camps
were preat influences for
many, including me. The
camps were a source of
fun, learning, and close
friendships that endure for
me even now, more than
50 years later. These
experiences shaped my
social conscience and led
me to develop my own
world views, even if I
didn’t know it at the time.
Starting in my teens I
worked in camps--scout
camps, private camps,
organizational camps—
where I learned about the
trials and joys of being a
group leader, I relished
these experiences, but I
never thought about social
work as a career at that
time. Somehow, I did not
make the connection
between the activities and
work I loved and a life-
long career.

After college I

entered the world of
marketing for a few years,
which provided a very
generous income for me
but little personal

" satisfaction. 1 decided to

give up this work to return
to school to earn an
M.S. W and become a
social worker. Some
friends and family thought
I was mad, but I was
determined to become a
psychiatric caseworker.

I applied to
Columbia and was
accepted--as a group work
student. I protested that I
had applied as a casework
major. I was told, "We
have determined that you
should be a group worker,
Mr. Salmon."” I didn’t
even know what a group
worker was. I was so
irritated with the school’s
attitude that I went to the
newly opened school of
social work at N.Y.U.
They let me be what I
wanted to be, right or
wrong, and I received an
excellent education in
casework. I worked in
this capacity for a few
years after graduation, I
liked my work, and my
identification as a social
worker was permanent.

Then came
retrenchment and my
immediate hiring by The
Educational Alliance
where I worked with
groups. This was a joy.
Then I was hired by The
Wel-Met Camps. I
worked for Wel-Met for
12 years, finishing as
Executive Director of this
great social work
organization, which
provided camping and life

experiences for children,
teenagers, and older
adults. The organization
also influenced an
enormous number of
people to become social
workers. This full-time
staff never talked much
about method, but it was
group work we did.

I left Wel-Met to
take my D.S.W. at
Columbia. Bill Schwartz
was teaching group work
to master’s-level students.
I never had been in a
group work class, and I
thought that this was a
great opportunity to
experience a great
theoretician and teacher of
group work. He agreed to
let several doctoral
students sit in for the
second semester of his
year-long class. However,
we found quickly that he
hadn’t discussed this
arrangement with the
class.

The M.S.W.
students were outraged
with us. We were polite
and respectful as we
explained our interest, but
they attacked us vigorously
for infringing on their time
and space. Finally, one of
the most vocal of the
students said, "Well, I'm
feeling sorry for you
now."

With real
annoyance I responded by
saying that was garbage.
"We would like to stay, to
learn," I said, adding,
“You can let us stay or
throw us out, but don’t tell
us you feel sorry for us."”
They let us stay and later
welcomed us. Schwartz
was amused. After the
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class he said, "Bob
Salmon, you ARE a group
worker--to your bones." 1
believed him.

After the
doctorate, I joined the
faculty at Hunter, where I
remain to this day. In my
entry interview, Hal
Lewis, the Dean, said,
"We need you as a group
work teacher. I know you
haven’t taught this before,
but you CAN do it." He
was right. I could and I
do.

Thank you, Bill
Schwartz. Thank you, Hal
Lewis.

Robert Salmon, DSW;
Professor; Hunter College
School of Social Work;
New York City, N.Y.

S S S e

A group of four young children sit around a circular wooden table. A
small basket of crayons is in the center of the table and each child is drawing a
picture. One child does not like her picture and tells the group, "I never draw
anything right." A boy talks to no one in particular, ignoring other conversations.
A third group member is silent. The fourth frequently demands things of others:
crayons, permission to copy others’ pictures, a change of activity, for example. 1
sit near the table, observing their interactions and tentative steps towards growth.

Group work with young children (4 to 6 year olds) can be exciting,
challenging, frightening, and extremely rewarding. Preschool children are often

transparent in their emotional expression, lacking complex defenses to hide and

disguise their true feelings. It's not unusual for children in groups to fall on the
floor shaking with anger and bursting into fits of tears.

In one group we were approaching the end of a meeting. A five-year old
girl started to wiggle in her seat. She announced that she was going to the
bathroom. | asked her to wait so that | could contact her mother to accompany
her down and around the hall to the bathroom. She just stared at me and
pleaded, "Don’t call my mommy." | was a bit perplexed and replied, "It will only
take a moment to get mom." She persisted, "Don't call my mommy!"

| wasn’t sure what to do except to verbalize the feelings she seemed to be
expressing. | said, "Catherine is very angry." She then clenched her fists, shaking
and struggling with her experience, and finally exclaiming, "I'M NOT ANGRY.
M SCARED!" She paused and and then continued, "I'M SCARED MY MOMMY
WILL TAKE ME OUT AND THEN I'LL HAVE TO GO HOME!" Finally | realized
that Catherine was afraid she would miss the end of the group because her
mother tended to rush her home.

| tried to be reassuring, "I’ll make sure to tell your mommy that the group
isn‘t over yet and that she should bring you back as soon as you are finished in
the bathroom." Catherine took a deep breath, calmed down, and replied, "Okay."

All of the group members, at this tender age, were able to later talk about
what happened and to see that sometimes angry expressions hide scared feelings.
I took down the matruska nesting dolls from a higher shelf, The group members
played with the little wooden girls with yet other little girls inside of them. They
all fit together neatly. However, from the outside it was hard to tell that there
were others inside,

Elizabeth Allured, Ph.D. is a clinical psychologist with
North Shore Child and Family Guidance Center




] & A Program of North Shore Child & Family Guidance Center ©
Licensed and Supportnd hy: Nassau Counly Depadment of Mantal Health, Mental Retardation & Developmental Disebllities; The New York State Office of Mantal Heallh; Nasssu County
Depariment of Drug and Aleohal Addiction; New York Stale Oifice af Alcoholisrm and Subslancs Abuse Sarvices, Supported by: Stete of New York Office of Montat Retardstion & Developmental
Disabilifles; The Nassau County Youlh Board; New York Stats Departmeni of Social Services; Lang Island's United Way; Great Neck Uniled Community Fund, Ine.; Uniled Communily Chast of

Port Washinglon; Manhasset Communily Fund, @
L] BOOKLET BRIEFS L1 TlpS For ... Addressing Agency

New Standards far Practice of Sacial Werk with Groups Context in Group Work
Published by the Assaciation for the Advancement of Secial Work with Groups, Inc. How often does one work with a group of
{AASWG). 8 pages. children or adolescents in a system that is unsupportive

This eight page document, developed by the Practice Committe of AASWG is and inhospitable to our efforts? Some group workers
divided into five parts: I. Core knowledge and values, K. Group work in the pre-group phase, who value emotional growth work in places that valua
lIl. Group waork in the beginning phase, 1. Group wark in the middle phase, V. Group work social control above all else. Activitias aimed at fostering
in the ending phase. Each of the latter four sections are divided inte two parts: tasks and emational growth in groups coften lead to full expression

whether unbridled joy, sobbing, or bursts of anger. Full

— . R . . expression may not fit neatly into the social control box
Standards identifies tt]E unique and 'ﬂISlInBiWE feglures of social wn[k with that too many would have us occupy.

groups, however it is written so it may be applied to the various models of practice and o
teaching of group work. Alex Gitterman, President of AASWG, says, "Standards is one of % TIP: Don't simply complain about about a system and
1he most important documents the Association has produced. We hope that you will find it :gﬂ‘:*zg‘l‘:::rdﬂ’:)‘;'_g'::ha'é‘:\;:f:’gg‘;‘;’;st;;a‘;ﬁ?‘"t;:?:;:
I\"nzlﬁlflgnt]zpysugr practice. (Intil now there have been no published standards for social work that the target of change daesn‘t end with your group
4 Dbtain copies from AASWG, Inc. cfo Uriversity of Akran; Akron, O, 44325-8050; B00- :‘rmhars. More often than not, the context is where it’s
BO7-0793; Fax: 330-836-2136; jhramey@uakron.ade.

knowledge needed.
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