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In this chapter we examine the way in which we introduce beginning social work students to social justice, and to constructs such as inequality, poverty, gender, and race. In keeping with the constructivist nature of our approach, students reflect on the way in which meaning is constructed in terms of the language used.





STRUCTURE AND CONTENT: THE LEARNING UNIT





In the first year of study, students are introduced to the values of social work with a particular focus on social justice and inequality. The year is structured around six learning units, each of approximately four week’s duration (see Figure 6) dealing with inequalities relating to race, class (income inequality) and gender in the first semester and in relation to the life cycle – youth, families and heterosexism, and ageing – in the second semester. 



As outlined in Chapter 2, each learning unit begins with a trigger experience, which introduces students to the themes for the learning unit in a way that provokes an emotional response and encourages students to internalise the issue. This provides the starting point for exploration, self-knowledge and awareness, access to prior knowledge, reflection on value positions, and the like. 



The trigger is followed by a resource session, which is provided to give input to students, and to introduce them to content easily and quickly. In an entirely student led model, students do not necessarily uncover important fundamentals on their own. Thus we provide a resource session to facilitate this in the given time frame. The trigger experience may be a video, a field visit, and a presentation by a practitioner, or a group of consumers, and the like. 



Thereafter the students are given the learning task, which they work on in small groups during class time (three hours on a Tuesday and two hours on a Thursday in the first year timetable).  Each learning unit ends with an in-class presentation. The learning goals provide the structure and focus for learning. They anchor all other resource sessions and outcomes for the group or individual tasks. Figure 6 provides an overview of the six learning units covered.



�Figure 6: The structured learning units



SEMESTER ONE��Week�Tuesday Programme (3 HOURS)�Thursday Programme (2 HOURS)��1�Introduction�Getting to know one another��2�Library orientation�Form small groups/group contract��3�Racism Learning Unit�Trigger presentation: Bringing them home: Stolen Generations Report, a personal account��4�Small group work�Small group work��5�Small group work�Small group work��6�Group presentation �Feedback and closure ��7�Income inequality Learning Unit

Trigger experience: Vice President ACOSS�Exploration of poverty, advantage and disadvantage��8�Small group work�Small group work��9�Small group work�Small group work��10�Presentation on income inequality �Feedback and closure 

Presentation by PhD student and practitioner��11�Gender Learning Unit

Trigger experience: Video �Resource session: Community worker from the Centre for Health Advancement��12�Small group work�Small group work��13�Small group work�Small group work��14�Presentation on gender inequality �Feedback and closure��SEMESTER TWO��15�Regroup: Introduction and feedback�New groups and group contracting��16�Youth Learning Unit

Trigger experience: Youth worker and PhD student�Resource session: Identification of youth issues ��17�Small group work�Small group work��18�Small group work�Small group work��19�Group presentations�Feedback and closure��20�Families  & Heterosexism Learning Unit Trigger experience: Florence & Robin�Resource session: Social work practitioner��21�Small group work�Small group work��22�Small group work�Small group work��23�Group presentations�Feedback and closure��VACATION��24�Ageing Learning Unit

Trigger presentation: Claire Bundey�Identification of issues on ageing��25�Small group work�Small group work��26�Small group work�Small group work��27�Oral assessments�Oral assessment��28�Closure for the year���



THE PROCESS OF SMALL GROUP FORMATION



The introductory sessions are done in the large group and time is spent on the library orientation program in the first few weeks. Thereafter, students are assigned to three small groups, each with approximately 15 members. Each group is assigned a facilitator, of which there were three in the program described in this chapter making this teaching model time and resource intensive. The groups begin by negotiating a contract with one another as to how they are going to distribute work and complete the tasks assigned to them. At this time, group members get to know one another, set group norms and establish task and process goals. The groups each choose a name for themselves. In addition, for the first time in 2000, an email discussion list was established for each group, which included all the facilitators. This provided the students with an additional forum through which to communicate with one another and to work towards task accomplishment.



INTRODUCTION TO SOCIAL WORK: STUDENTS’ EXPECTATIONS



Right at the beginning of the program, students were asked to write out their views about social work since it was believed that this would provide some idea of their expectations of the course. This exercise indicated that the students had a pretty strong understanding of social work as an activity, which dealt with socially disadvantaged and marginalised groups as shown by the following comments:

Opening our minds to minorities in society, destroying stereotypes and broadening our views. 

Helping people in lots of situations contributes to change in society. 

Social work fights inequality and discrimination.

Social work assists people to address issues and inequalities by advocating for social justice.

They were also aware of many of the fields in which social workers practise:

Special services to under-privileged people, and to people with addictions, and mental illnesses.

Trauma, in the work place and in domestic violence areas.

There was too the element of personal development:

Developing social awareness; skills in addressing and communicating; identifying people’s needs; insight into goals; ways to challenge values; determining professional boundaries.

Guide us to become caring, sensitive to the needs of others and their issues.

Handling new experiences.

Helping us to deal with our own relationships and personal problems.



Generally the students coming into the program had a good collective understanding of what social work was about which made the introductory sessions around value issues all the more interesting for them.



THE LEARNING GOALS 



The learning goals specify the required outcomes and provide measures for learning



The learning goals are an important part of the feedback loop and the assessment of student learning. There are seven essential areas of knowledge and skill development for social work practice as follows:



1.	Social work values

Develop an understanding of social work's commitment to justice and equality.

Gain an awareness of the nature of values, how they differ between people, cultures, class and societies, and how they influence individual and community responses to issues.  You will learn to recognise the importance of values in social work, and be prepared to explore and challenge your personal values.

Develop the ability to question information and systems and to challenge your own and others' values and ideas.  You will become aware of a number of possible appropriate responses to issues and be able to debate these within the group setting.



2.	Self awareness

Gain an awareness of your own responses to people, situations and ideas and a willingness to challenge yourself and be challenged by others on your responses.  You will need to express and discuss your feeling responses to the Learning Units within your group. You will learn to recognise your motivations to "solve" and "rescue" and how these relate to attitudes of respect, non-discrimination, acceptance, and self-determination.



3.	Communication skills

Begin to develop good listening skills and the ability to give and receive clear and appropriate feedback within your group.



4.	Ethical and professional practice

Gain familiarity with the Australian Association of Social Workers’ (AASW) Code of Ethics and begin to be able to discuss the implications of the Code for practice.

Demonstrate the ability to produce work to deadlines both independently and as part of a group.



5.	Developing knowledge

Develop an understanding of inequality and power in Australian society, particularly in relation to race, gender, income, and age. 

Acquire knowledge of the multicultural nature of Australian society, the way in which this is changing, and how the Hunter area compares multiculturally with other areas of Australia.

Develop a working knowledge of life-cycle stages and their relevance to situations encountered in social work.



6.	Working with others/team work

Develop the ability to work with a small group to achieve tasks, and gain a beginning understanding of group dynamics and their impact on your group.



7.	Research and enquiry skills

Develop a high degree of information-seeking skill, including using the library, accessing computer listings of information and using a word processor to produce correspondence, assignments and reports.

Begin to learn skills in the analysis of social policy documents, and develop a basic capacity to identify the policy implications of social problems and issues.

Critically assess literature and research reports to identify underlying value and ideological positions.





THE LEARNING TASKS



An important objective within the Newcastle program is to make the course as responsive as possible to current issues and debates and, it seems we are never short of issues arriving just in time for our learning units. We think of it as synchronicity with the world, bringing the world into the classroom as outlined earlier. The Welfare Reform Report was a case in point. It was published at the same time as our second learning unit on income inequality and we capitalised on its publication, moulding the learning task around this good timing. Because we do not have a set lecture or content format we have the flexibility to use what is happening in the world around us for our learning units and, in this way, keep them current. Besides a graffiti wall to demonstrate learning on income inequality, students were also given an individual assignment to complete and this was marked. The assignment was a modified version of the feedback questionnaire that accompanied the Report. Figure 4 contains the briefing with which students were provided for this learning task. 



LEARNING UNIT ONE – RACISM



The learning unit on racism invited students to download the Saulwick Organisation Research report from the World Wide Web. This report had only just been released and was the subject of much debate in the media. Its release coincided with the unease of certain sectors of the public regarding the Prime Minster’s refusal to say “sorry” to the Aboriginal people for human rights violations revealed by the Stolen Generations Commission in the Bringing them home report. The main finding of the Saulwick Organisation was that 60% of Australian people supported the Prime Minster’s stance on this issue. In researching this topic, the students were invited to examine racism from three different theoretical perspectives, namely, pluralism, functionalism and structuralism. They were provided with a handout outlining the differences in these three perspectives and each group was allocated one perspective as a framework for analysis.



The students presented their findings in an in-class group presentation. Not only did each group achieve a sound understanding of a particular theoretical perspective on racism but each group also did a thoroughly different and creative presentation. For example, one group simulated a television debate with an expert panel and phone in from listeners so as to involve every group member in the presentation. 





LEARNING UNIT TWO: INCOME INEQUALITY



This learning unit was structured around the release of the Commonwealth Government’s Report on Welfare Reform, Participation Support for a More Equitable Society (see Figure 7). The release of this significant report was timed perfectly for the beginning of this learning unit and provided an ideal vehicle for students to begin their exploration of Australia’s welfare system and processes. Thus students were provided with an ideal opportunity to explore the divide between the economically advantaged and disadvantaged in Australian society at the same time as policy makers, and those seeking to influence policy, were debating these issues in the public forum. The assessment task paralleled the government’s consultative process. The group task provided a platform for the exploration of the issues raised in the report and underpinned the individual student task. An executive member of the Australian Council for Social Services (ACOSS) provided the resource session to introduce the new Welfare Reform Report which students were required to download from the Government’s website at http://www.dfcs.gov.au



�Figure 7: Learning unit two - income inequality





YOU CAN MAKE A DIFFERENCE TO AUSTRALIA'S WELFARE SYSTEM: ACT NOW

The interim Report of the Reference Group on Welfare Reform is now available for comment. The timeframe and format for responses are interesting and raise questions regarding how genuine the Government is in its request for community input.

	The time allowed for responses is extremely short, making it difficult for organizations such as ours to canvas opinion from our members in a comprehensive way. Members who had already flagged their interest in the debate with National Office are contributing to the AASW's official response. I ask all members to read the Interim Report and return the questionnaire to the Department of Family and Community Services by the due date of 30th April. This will be possible if you return it electronically or by fax. The more responses we make the harder it will be for the government to discount our concerns.

The format for responses is a questionnaire that is problematic in its design and intent. The phrasing of the questions invites a "Yes" response. There are potential traps in answering Yes or No so making a comment is essential. The questions are general and do not include any specifics of the changes envisaged. Answering Yes or No could be read by the Government to imply full support or total rejection while a comment will allow for different voices and ideas to be expressed.

A central problem is that the report fails to recognise what the fundamental purpose of a social security system is - to provide adequate levels of social (including income) support to members of our community who are unable to fully support themselves. Providing adequate support will not reduce incentives for economic and social participation; it will in fact increase recipients' ability to participate.

In addition the report does not contain adequate detail about how its proposals would operate in practice. Expecting the community to agree or disagree with very nebulous proposals is like asking someone to sign a blank cheque.

The Interim Report and the questionnaire are available through the Family and Community Services website: www.facs.gov.au. The department's fax number is 02 6244 6573.  ACOSS have prepared an excellent briefing paper on the report available at www.acoss.org.au. The key concerns, or threshold issues as Michael Raper described them today at a meeting in Canberra, are: (1) The need for an adequate base rate on all payments. (2) The nature of the activity regime that will be put in place. (3) The need to invest in participation support. Another key issue identified is the need for infrastructure support for localities with a high concentration of poverty, social fragmentation and little capacity to develop social capital.

A second matter requires action, namely the Government's denial of the existence of a stolen generation. We will be actively responding to this and encourage you to add your voice and condemn this action that further violates and oppresses indigenous people.

It is time for us to take some concerted social action along with ACOSS and others in the sector. I urge you to do so by making your comment and wherever possible to highlight concerns, gaps and issues as you see them for the client groups you work with.



Australian Association of Social Workers (AASW, 2000)







Group task



Small group time provided an opportunity for students to work together to analyse the Welfare Reform Report. Each group decided how much of the discussion took place face-to-face and how much occurred on the email discussion list. Group discussion focused on the following areas:



The context of the report: Welfare history in Australia, state responses to poverty and unemployment, measurements of poverty, and explanations about why some people are rich and some are poor in our society

Philosophical underpinnings of welfare and social policy: Residual and institutional notions of welfare, notions of dependency, mutual obligation, individualism and social justice, welfare as social security, citizenship, and social provision 

Arguments about the future of the welfare state in Australia: Current policy debates, identifying winners and losers of the proposals contained within the Welfare Reform Report, other possible policy choices for distribution and redistribution of resources and services.



Towards the end of the Learning Unit students made a graffiti wall which captured each group’s response to the Welfare Reform Report.





Individual task



Each student completed a modified version of the questionnaire the government provided on its website. Students were able to complete an actual questionnaire for return to the government. However, the assessment task was completed on a modified format and submitted according to standard assessment procedure (a cover sheet, so that the task could be “blind marked”). Students were advised that should they wish to participate in the government’s consultative process they needed to be aware of recommendations being made by key agencies, such as ACOSS. This assessment task comprised 30% of the year’s mark for the first year social work course (SWRK101). The questionnaires were marked on the basis of the rationale and theoretical support for the answers made, rather than for the selection of yes or no answers.



To assist students to formulate their response to the questionnaire, an electronic discussion group was established for each small learning group. All students were required to participate in these discussion groups which provided an opportunity for them to reflect further on their reading and small group face-to-face discussion. Because electronic discussion groups provide an opportunity for the articulation of arguments and critique this material was then available to students to draw on when formulating their written response to the questionnaire. Each student was required to fulfil the participation requirements of the discussion list in order to obtain a mark for the individual written task.



The learning unit was brought to a close by a presentation from a practitioner and postgraduate scholarship student in the department who had co-ordinated a regional response to the Government’s consultative process.





LEARNING UNIT THREE: GENDER INEQUALITY



To introduce the third learning unit, students were shown a video entitled The Decision: Transgender Issues, a Channel 4/BBC production (London 1996) on young boys trapped in the wrong body. This trigger experience unleashed a very emotive response around the issue of how old a child had to be before he could know that he was trapped in the wrong body and make a decision about embarking on a sex change operation.



As a background to the complex area of gender inequality and transgender issues, a community development worker from the Centre for Health Advancement was invited to give an overview of contemporary issues impacting on transgendered clients, as the resource session for the Learning Unit. She explored insights drawn from social need assessments undertaken in the Hunter Health region and provided a comparative analysis of Sydney, Australia and San Francisco in the United States. Attention was given to exploring human rights initiatives aimed at recognising the identity and rights of transsexual and transgender people in the United Kingdom (Interdepartmental Working Group on Transsexual Issues: Press for Change Report, June 1999) and the United States International Bill of Gender Rights (1995).



Additionally the main themes underpinning the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission’s (1997) proposal for legislative protection were explored and clarified. In particular, international human rights obligations and covenants on civil and political rights, state obligations, commonwealth powers, and existing protections in legislation were outlined. Emphasis was given to the historic disadvantage suffered by gay, lesbian and transgendered persons. Other discrimination issues examined included health, accommodation, age of consent laws, education, vilification, and violence.



The speaker focused specifically on the debates and dilemmas raised by the transgendered persons who contributed to the film which was the trigger for the Learning Unit. She challenged students to explore their own heterosexism and encouraged them to consider the possibility of approaching gay, lesbian and transgendered people from a strengths perspective, as contrasted with a traditional deficit approach.  Consistent with the readings provided to students (Van Wormer et al, 2000, Social Work with Lesbians, Gays and Bisexuals: A Strengths Perspective). She emphasised the potential of a strengths perspective to provide a framework of affirmatory practice. As noted by Van Wormer et al (2000), “the challenge is to being social workers to conscious awareness of sexual diversity, …the challenge is to recognise the strength in difference, sexual and otherwise” (p. 26).



Learning task



As well as the trigger and resource sessions, students were provided with reading material for the learning task (Figure 8). Their task was to identify a particular issue on gender inequality and prepare a social action campaign to convince their audience (whom they had to identify, for example, policy makers, fellow social work students, parents and the like) that change in the handling of this social issue was needed. Each group was then required to present its social action campaign in class. The group presentations demonstrated the capacity of students to broaden their focus to the larger issues relating to gender inequality and were able to link this material with that being covered in subjects being taken outside the social work department.

�

Figure 8: Learning unit three - Gender inequality



One answer to the question “Who is a transsexual?” might well be “Anyone who admits it.”  A more political answer might be, “Anyone whose performance of gender calls into question the construct of gender itself” (Kate Bornstein, 1994, p.121).

 Heinze (1995) explores the parallel experiences, representation and social constructions of Jews, Gays, Lesbians, Bisexuals and transgendered persons. He identifies clear connections between different forms of oppression and the way in which dominant groups use stereotypes to legitimate the denial of human rights to oppressed groups and to keep them from unifying and taking social action. He asks, “Now that the links between the hatred of Jews and Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and transgendered people have been identified, where do we go from here?  As the theocratic Right spreads its mistruths and dehumanising representations (and discourses) of LGBT people, we can expose these clear connections for all to see and can relate homophobia to racism, thus potentially defusing both. And we can continue to show the links between seemingly disparate forms of oppression as a way of bringing people of various social identities together (to join in social action and social change)”  (p. 160). Accordingly, Heinze emphasises that “a central tenet of Jewish tradition is tikkun olam: the transformation, healing and repairing of the world so that it becomes a more just, peaceful, and nurturing place. In the final analysis, we are most certainly all in this together.  We cannot allow the theocratic Right to revise history and to frame the terms of the debate.  I say, then, let us go out and work together for tikkun.  Let us transform the world” (p. 160). In a similar voice,  Theorists such as  Altman 1997, Bozon & Leridon 1996, Browning, Burns et al. 1997, Butler 1990, Connell. 1995, Elkins & King 1997, Jagose 1996, Money 1995, Ortner 1996, Parker et al. 2000, Rubin 1993, Segal 1990,  and  Seidman 1996, argue that regardless of whether we accept sexual and gender identities as biologically based essences, social constructions, or some combination thereof, the need for political organising and efforts towards structural change are paramount.  Van Wormer, Wells and Boes (2000) provide an excellent social work response, in particular, chapter 1 (p. 1-24) Social Work Mission and Policies and chapter 2 (p. 29-50) The Heterosexist Society. Similar critiques are extended by Elizabeth Young-Bruel (1998) in  particular her examination of Homophobia (chapter 5, p.137-159).





FEEDBACK FROM SEMESTER ONE



 

The feedback is focused on the learning process using the learning goals as the signposts. Each group takes a different path to accomplish the learning task. This causes stress for those students who believe that, as with the ‘banking model’ in which the teacher is the expert 'depositing' knowledge into the empty 'accounts' of students, to be stored and drawn on by them when required (Freire, 1970), all withdrawals and deposits should be the same, despite their differences as individuals and groups. 







Figure 9: Closure at the end of first semester



Let's reminisce about beginning social work:

Think back to your first day in social work, what were your feelings and thoughts?

What have been the high points in social work this semester?

What have been the low points in social work this semester? 



Class discussion: Pros and cons of changing small learning groups for second semester. Decision to randomly allocate new groups in the first session of the second semester, then allow students to decide on forming these new groups or remaining in their old groups. 



Go round: Think about the content we have introduced you to, the group process and our learning model, what do you know about yourself now, that you didn't know before you joined Social Work 101 (Statement from each student).



The closure exercised described in Figure 9 revealed the students’ struggle to balance the self-directed, individually focused work and the group tasks. They identified a need for more structured guidance rather than struggling on their own, ‘sharing ignorance’. Our experience is that the students never share the good oil they get from the source. Also the groups only came to know or learn their own group’s theoretical perspective – they focused on their own exercise and not on that of the other groups in their research and preparation. Despite these difficulties, there were many positive outcomes:



Increased self-awareness

Widening personal views, values and beliefs

The development of greater tolerance

Realisation that there were no perfect solutions

Awareness that values were not necessarily married to beliefs, that it was hard to realise and to articulate shifts in values, and that values were open to change.



From the student feedback, the facilitators identified and discussed with students the need to develop a culture of reading. In a ‘go round’, students talked about the books they were currently reading and were entreated to take at least one social work text out of the library. It was also apparent that we needed to make the skills they were learning explicit as follows:



Analytic skills including self-awareness and value awareness. 

Computer skills such as use of the email discussion list, word processing, and use of the Internet, especially accessing the World Wide Web.

Communication skills including interpersonal, group and various other presentation media such as posters, talks and the like.

Conflict resolution and management skills.

Decision-making skills including the ability to make decisions and choices and to justify the choices and decisions made.

Empathy skills especially sensitivity to and perceptiveness of others. 

Group skills.

Interpersonal skills.

Listening skills.

Observation skills. 

Reflective skills especially the development of critical thinking ability.

Relationship-building skills such as being authentic, genuine, open, honest, and trustworthy.

Research and library skills, especially locating information.

Resourcefulness.

Writing skills.

�

REGROUPING AFTER THE BREAK: STARTING SEMESTER TWO 



Most of the students elected to remain in their groups. Only a few decided to swap groups. Thus it was necessary to begin with a reorientation to the group and a renegotiation of the group contract. This semester would examine inequality in terms of life stages beginning with youth, continuing with families and heterosexism and ending with ageing. We also had a discussion about skills common to all disciplines (as outlined above). This discussion linked with the previous closure session, and provided a framework for some of the struggles students identified in fulfilling the tasks in the first semester. The students were given handouts to examine the language of the strengths perspective, which we were learning in vivo, and to keep a record of the skills they were developing. In keeping with this theme, the first session of the second semester began with an exercise which invited students to discover their strengths (see Figure 10).



During the semester break, the students completed an individual task, which comprised a written assignment. They were required to reflect on their values, on what they had learnt in class, on their consistency with the code of ethics, and on how they would view social work values from a systems perspective in terms of levels of values, personal, professional, and societal.  Overall we felt that this task did not work well for the students and that it did not really demonstrate skills, knowledge or learning development. While some students showed an ability to reflect on their values and to articulate this exploration and the insights gained, on the whole the students did not do this well. This led to the need to guide these reflections in a more structured way, or to provide an opportunity to incrementally track their learning. Students in the main did not locate themselves within their own experience of being advantaged or disadvantaged, part of the dominant group or culture or otherwise. Many students fell into statements like ‘I believe all people are equal therefore I am not racist and therefore I agree that racism is bad’. Such superficial and one-dimensional statements did not facilitate any meaningful reflection from those students. The third part of the task was the identification of the professional value base. The students completed this descriptive component well and there was virtually no differentiation here. Overall the students depicted values and attitudes as simplistic and one-dimensional. However, there were a number of papers that were very good, and some students showed a natural capacity to make sense out of our instructions. We learnt that the questions were too vague. Consequently, the students were unclear about what was required.



�Figure 10: Discovering my strengths … Learning how others see me



Outline

The exercise is designed to enable learners to engage in an activity where they experience personal enrichment, trust and elements of team building.  The focus of the activity is on identifying the strengths that each learner brings with him/her to the classroom.  Through this exercise, learners will be given an opportunity to learn to give and receive positive feedback from others. 

Purpose and expected outcomes

Discovering my strengths 

Learn how others see me

Build teamwork and spirit of cooperation among group members

Introduce a new way of working together

Look for strengths/likeable qualities in others

Process

Students will come into class having listed their strengths in preparation for the exercise. When in their usual groups:

Introduce the exercise by reminding the students that what they say to others has the power to either build people up or to destroy them

Allow students five minutes to think of something likeable to write down about each of the other members in their group. 

Ask each member to write his/her name on a sheet of paper and head it ‘Discovering my strengths … How do others see me?’

After everyone has done this, ask learners to pass their page to the learner on their right.  That learner writes down something likeable about the person whose name is at the top of the page.  When that person is finished, he/she passes the sheet to the person on the right who also writes down something likeable about the person whose name is at the top of the sheet.  This continues until each learner in the group gets back the sheet with his/her name at the top.  The exercise can stop at this point. Students should be encouraged to save their respective sheets somewhere where they can consult it when they need to feel good about themselves – like a horoscope!

Give each student time to compare his/her own list of strengths with those provided by others.

This can then be discussed in the whole group (optional) – see below.  

Reflection 

Did you enjoy the exercise?  

What did you enjoy about it?

Did the exercise make you feel special and appreciated by others?

What does this tell you about how we should relate to others? 



NOTE FOR FACILITATORS

Listen to all the small group responses and try not to comment on the content until the end.  At the end summarise by pointing out similarities and insightful comments made.  Close the exercise by pointing out the importance of looking for the things that we like in others as opposed to always looking at what is wrong in others.  Talk about the power that our words carry and remind them that what we say to others can either make that person feel good about themselves or it can make them feel useless, worthless and not good enough as a person. The choice to build people up or tear them down lies with you.  Looking for strengths is an empowering process.







Learning unit four: Youth and inequality



An experienced youth worker who was also a PhD student in the department provided the trigger experience for this unit. Since most of the students fit the common definition of youth (people aged 12-25) and the rest of the class could relate to their youth, the class began by exploring experiences of being a young person.  An insight into the position of young people in society was provided by the fact that, although most of the class were young, the presentation was made by a 39 year old youth worker!



Using the experience and expertise of the class, some of the structures, organisations or groups which impact on young people were identified followed by some of the ways young people were controlled, managed or governed. Five attitudes towards young people, which underscored different ways of viewing youth policy, were identified:

Youth as a social problem (either as perpetrators or victims e.g. youth violence, and youth homelessness).

Youth as the future (need to protect them and prepare them for future roles).

Youth as a national resource (young people as a resource society can draw upon).

Youth as a political force (e.g. the ‘youth vote’).

Young people as part of the community (there is a mixture of young people with differing needs, desires and experiences).



It was suggested that the last attitude best recognised the diversity of young people and was less likely to "box" them.  There could be some benefit in seeing young people as people with less experience of life. In order to demonstrate how varying viewpoints would highlight different issues, a list of issues facing young people was brainstormed and then the class broke into six groups to identify what they thought the top three issues were.  Each group attempted to do this from a different perspective from the point of view of business people, parents, teachers, youth workers, the ‘general’ population of young people, and homeless young people.



The idea that some young people experienced ‘layers of disadvantage’ (e.g. homelessness, abuse, early school leaving, unemployment, and drug dependency) was introduced followed by a brief overview of some of the ways these issues could impact on young people. Finally, three social networks were outlined. It was suggested that, because young people generally used informal social networks without a clear structure, it was often difficult to consult with them and to identify their needs.  This did not justify not doing so it just made it more of a challenge.



This trigger experience was carried through in the group task where students were required to identify a particular problem or issue affecting young people, to research this problem and to propose a possible strategy to address it.



Learning unit five: Families and heterosexism



The trigger experience for this unit was the video Florence & Robin, which depicted a lesbian couple’s decision to have a child, tracked their experience of using donor sperm for conception and contained a detailed discussion about what family is, what makes good parents and what it might mean for their child to be raised by lesbian parents. This was an American film that enabled the students to get to know the women as people. At the same time, it challenged many of the stereotypes about lesbians, families and good parenting.



Student reactions to the video were discussed in the large group followed by an exercise where students were invited to play the game, “Whose got the strangest parents?” (referred to by Richard Glover in the Sydney Morning Herald, 12/8/2000, p. 46). Students shared responses to this trigger question in groups of 3 – 4 students and there was some large group discussion of the exercise.



An experienced social worker, family therapist and educator conducted the resource session that followed the trigger experience. The students were led through a set of exercises about ‘what is a normal family’, an exercise designed to challenge the profile of a ‘normal family’ put forward by social institutions, which underpins social policy and most government initiatives.



Input on genograms and family sculpting as tools frequently used in social work interventions and family practice was also provided. Students had the opportunity to construct their own family tree and then to critique the limitations of genograms.



Once again a timely public issue became the theme for the learning task on families and heterosexism (see Figure 11). A public debate had arisen over the government’s denial of IVF treatment to lesbian couples. This debate triggered the learning task, which asked students to examine concepts and definitions of family inherent in this debate. The students were required to research this issue and then do poster presentations with each group member contributing to the group poster. 







Figure 11: Group Task on Families and heterosexism



In keeping with our attempts to respond to current social issues, the current IVF debate has provided a timely topic for our Learning Unit on Families & Heterosexism. In your group discussion identify the major issues in this debate and reflect on what the debate thus far reflects about dominant views of what constitutes a family. Drawing on relevant literature and class discussion, prepare a poster presentation that captures the major issues identified, the way they have been portrayed in the media and the facts of the matter from appropriate research. Each group member should present on an aspect of the debate thus constructed.





Once again the students showed their immense creativity with the highlight of the presentations being a three dimensional poster using different family structures as place settings on a dinner table and knives and forks to depict male and female parents. Another group summarised the gist of their individual arguments in bubbles resembling sperm that collectively formed their poster. A very interesting side debate which emerged during this exercise was the issue of paternity and whether, as with adoption, IVF children should have access to information about their biological fathers. It happened that one of the students in the class was an IVF baby, which made this discussion all the more real and pertinent. This trigger task provided the ideal subject matter for students to develop an understanding of predominant heterosexist attitudes towards the family, especially of fundamentalist religious interpretations of what constitutes the family. The trigger experience, namely Florence & Robin, a video about a lesbian couple trying to fall pregnant through IVF, brought home the reality of this experience. 





Learning unit six: Ageing and inequality



This unit was introduced by one of Australia’s elder social work stateswomen, Claire Bundey, a septuagenarian with a long and distinguished career in social work. She is Australia’s group work guru and remains active as an educator and consultant. Claire has an Order of Australian Merit (OAM), is a life member of the AASW, and has an honorary doctorate from Charles Sturt University. She founded the Australian Group Work Association. She is on the Board of Studies of Charles Sturt University and has served as an active member on various national AASW Committees. Claire spoke about her life as a “retired” person, challenging notions that older people are too frail to participate actively in education and professional life. 



The trigger session was followed by a resource session provided by a social worker (and Masters student) working in the area of suicide prevention in the elderly, specifically widowed men living alone. He provided the students with current knowledge on this topic and set the stage for the learning tasks for this Learning Unit (see Figure 12). 



Group learning and individual assessment task



The students were asked to compile a research proposal which included a statement of the problem, the rationale for the research, the way in which they would identify and access older men living alone in the community, and the target audience they were trying to reach to act on this issue. This done in the group, each student was required to present individually to apply the information gained through the group process to devise innovative and appropriate ways to prevent the social isolation of elderly people.







Figure 12: Ageing and inequality



Learning goals



This last Learning Unit for the year focuses on older persons in our society and inequality relating to this stage of the life cycle. Through this Learning Unit you will:

Explore the social construction of ageing and retirement and how structural disadvantages impact upon older people. 

Become aware of the demographic profile of older Australians and the realities as opposed to myths about health and wellness of older people.

Further explore inequality in the older age group – sexism, ageism, and economic discrimination.

Reflect on your own values and stereotypes in relation to older people and their diversity.



Assessment task



Matt Dougherty, a Social Worker at the James Fletcher Psychogeriatric Unit, is conducting research on elderly men who are socially isolated, living alone in the community and not accessing services. Matt’s research is part of a broader suicide prevention initiative. He will provide you with background to his research, including up-to-date literature on his topic, and your group and individual tasks will flow from material generated during his resource session on Thursday 12 October 2000. Written material concerning the assessment tasks will be distributed in the large group meeting on Tuesday 17 October 2000. There will also be a large group discussion about how to prepare for the oral assessment. It is therefore important that all students attend both these class sessions.









�Conclusion



In this chapter we examined the way in which we introduced beginning social work students to social justice. In keeping with the constructivist nature of our approach, we showed how opportunities were provided, through the structured learning units, for students to reflect on the social construction of inequality, poverty, gender, race, family, and ageing. They examine the language used in constructing these categories through the media, through policy documents, every day conversation, the social work literature, and the like. They were encouraged in this way to identify myths, misconceptions and stereotypes, and to construct their own ‘definitions’ of these constructs, for example, a family as a context where there is love, support, care, and the like rather than the narrow nuclear mother, father and biological children. Family then is seen as a historically, locally, culturally, and socially constructed concept.
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