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And I want to start off this morning by taking a moment to remember all of the people that have come before us to do this work.

I was in the first semester of my graduate program at New York University when hurricane Katrina happened.  I can remember, like all of us;  watching the TV and seeing what looked like, a city of people, what seemed to be,  all people of color,  stranded on roofs, floating down the streets in boats and on refrigerator doors.

I’m sure we can all remember seeing these images, and for many of us, these images stuck in our head.  I felt helpless; I think many of us did.  At the time I did not have words for how I was feeling, or an analysis of what was happening.  I just knew, that for five days, people were left without food and water, stranded on rooftops, and from our living rooms, we all watched.
The reality of what had happened really hit me, one day when I was right across the street, in Washington Square Park.  Someone had been telling me about a benefit concert for Preservation Hall.  If you’ve ever been to NOLA, PH is an old juke joint. The concert was a benefit for the musicians; to get them home and playing again.  And when I heard that, something in me clicked, and I realized that what was happening in NOLA was about people’s relationship to their home and a city’s relationship to its deep history.

I went down and volunteered with Common Ground health Clinic, (www.cghc.org) during spring break.  Common Ground Health Clinic is a free health clinic, started in the weeks after the storm.  I can remember calling the clinic and telling them I wanted to volunteer.  “I am an MSW graduate student.  Yeah, well, we don’t care…..but, if you are a self starter and can make yourself useful, come down…if you can’t…then don’t.  They put me on the front desk of the clinic. 
My time in New Orleans has changed me.
I took the train home, and schemed and planned.  There was no way I could go back to my reality of New York, NYU and study poverty, and theory.
It is funny for me to look back at that time.  I was so disgusted with how people in the gulf coast were being treated.  It was the most injustice; I had felt that I had ever seen.

There was no healthcare.

People were being pushed out of their homes.

There was a disconcerting presence of military, months later.

There was garbage in the streets

What I didn’t realize at the time was that Hurricane Katrina was not unique.  What I was not seeing,  or had never seen,  was that people of color,  and people of oppressed social groups in this country,  historically,  have always had limited,  or controlled access to healthcare,  housing;  and have lived with police and military presence in their neighborhoods for years.  

Katrina was not unique, it was centralized and televised…..but it was nothing this country hasn’t seen before.

But for me…..at that time….it was unique…And again, those images drove me…

In the following September, I moved to New Orleans and finished my degree while working at the Common Ground Health Clinic.

I did not move to New Orleans with a political analysis on race or class, save for; there were people that needed help, and I thought I had something to bring.

During that time, Common Ground Health Clinic was beginning to work with the People’s Institute for Survival and Beyond.  (www.pisab.org) The People’s Institute for Survival and Beyond is a national organization made up of all different people,  of all  different professions,  all organizing to fight for racial justice.  The clinic was sending volunteers to their Undoing Institutional Racism training.

It was at some point in the first few months, that I went to my first training, I had been spending a lot of time reading about organizing, About race and class and how people were affected by these systems.  

During that time, one of my friends gave me a book, edited by Incite! (www.incite-national.org) The Revolution Will Not Be Funded:  Beyond the Non-Profit Industrial Complex.  In the book is an article by Paul Kivel.
To this day, it is one of most influential pieces that I have read.

In the article, Social Service or Social Change, (2006) Paul Kivel asks the question,  

“Is the primary goal of the work that you do, to get people ahead, or to get them together?”  (Kivel, 2006)
It BLEW my mind.

It wasn’t a question that I had ever asked myself as a social work student, and truthfully, at the time, I didn’t even know what it meant.  I definitely had not dared to ask that question of Social Work as a profession.

So when I talked to Kate and the folks at RISE about the conference, I thought…….This is the question that I want to ask today,  

of all of us here……..

Case managers, researchers, organizers, educators, students, activists,   and clinicians…..

What is the primary goal of the work that we do, to get people ahead, or to get them together?

??Do our collective goals as individual social service providers differ depending on our area of practice?

I don’t think that they do.

I have taken a lot of time to think about this question, trying to understand what Paul Kivel is saying.  And what he is talking about…………..is ORGANIZING…..As a clinical Social Worker, “getting people together”, or ORGANIZING, was not even on my radar.  I mean,  where does organizing fit in with clinical practice,  resource referral,  case management….I mean……..it doesn’t?,  right???  

My experience over the past few years has taught me, that “getting people together”…..
MEANS ABSOLUTELY EVERYTHING.

Organizing effects individual health.  
Getting people together, supports communities in gaining power and working towards their own liberation.  
Organizing can help to create a healthy society.

Early in the clinics’ history, we realized, with the support of the People’s Institute for Survival and Beyond, that it was not enough to provide free healthcare and mental health services; we needed to be providing services in a way that also supported education around racism and other forms of social oppression.  We started asking ourselves, and our patients, why everyone doesn’t have the same access to healthcare.  And inevitably, we began to ask, how do we “get our patients together”?  We began to organize.  We hosted Undoing Racism trainings,  for our patients and community partners;  to support a conversation about systemic racism,  to acknowledge that systemic racism and oppression affects access to healthcare,  and to mobilize to make local,  national and perhaps,  global change.

When I think about Social Work in a new era. I think about community wellness and social equity.  I think that one of the most important questions that we can ask ourselves as social services providers, is about our goals……Are we working” get people ahead,  or getting them together.”

And in asking ourselves that question, I think it is imperative to look at the history of Social Work and social services, and acknowledge that we have become an influential system of social power.  

The field of Social Work and Social Services has ultimately created itself for the purpose of its own existence.  It is cyclical.  As activists, case managers,  educators,  students, clinicians, and organizers,  we act as a buffer zone,  (Kivel,  2006)  as Paul Kivel puts it,  or as a gate keeper,  as the People’s Institute (PISAB,  Undoing Racism Training)  names it.  We stand on the outside of the door, swinging it open and closed, controlling the flow of resources that comes to our individual clients, the communities that we work in, and our classrooms.  We do this on many occasions without a thought to our individual or collective relationship to power.

Paul Kivel Writes. In Social Service or Social Change; 

He says…”The buffer zone comprises all occupations that carry out the agenda of the ruling class without requiring ruling class presence or visibility”.  (Kivel, 2006)
Ultimately, Social Workers have jobs because of injustice.  Oppression PAYS our bills.

So what if, as social workers and social service providers we have been a part of creating and maintaining these systems.   Who better, than us, to come together and change them?

And in creating change and working towards social justice, I feel that we need to acknowledge our social power as organizers and work together, reinventing ourselves as part of a system that is a conduit for change.

One of the ways in which we do this, is through the education of social workers and social service providers.  

There is a disconnect that seems to be happening in social work education.  As clinicians, we are trained to treat the individual in the environment.  As activists and organizers, we are trained to work towards changing the systems that affect the collective.  As researchers and educators, we are trained as a conduit, information flowing through us to support these changes.  

These roles are all crucial; but what would happen if we stopped compartmentalizing our education. This only creates distance in our organizing efforts.  We need to institutionalize an analysis of systemic oppression.  And figure out how the structure is built, so we can tear it down and rebuild.    We need to create change together, from the ground floor up; and collectively ask ourselves, and answer, what s the history of the work that we do?  Who holds us accountable?  Where does our funding come from?  Who has access to our services and why?

And most importantly, the question that I struggle with the most, how do we work in communities that do not resemble our own, in a way that develops leadership and gives opportunity to the voices of the people that we serve to be heard.  This question is relevant to all of us.

And I would challenge us all to hold our institutions of learning accountable, and ask the question……..

What is the goal of Social Work education?

Is it to get us together?  

organizing to understand our collective and individual power and privilege,  

to work to educate ourselves in understanding systemic racism and other forms of 

systemic oppression,  

 to assist in organizing and supporting leadership in communities that we provide services for,  

or…..

Is the goal of social work education……?
To get us in to our private practice,

To get tenured,

To get us published………….

To get us ahead.

For me, nothing has informed my work more as a social worker, than working with the People’s Institute for Survival and Beyond and working from an anti-racist analysis.  

As a clinical social worker, from my first internship here at NYU, I was working in communities of color.  I had no idea what it meant, or what I represented going to bed sty,  and visiting people in public housing as a white social work student.

There was no class to prepare me.  There was no discussion about why, when I went to these places, that even though I was dressed in jeans and a tee shirt, that the people in the buildings new I was a social worker.  In my career, I have worked for years, not ever having to think abut my relationship to institutional power.  Not having to think about race.  For most of my life….I have had the privilege to not see it.

I have been blessed to be part of Common Ground Health Clinic, and honored to have organized along side of the People’s Institute for Survival and Beyond for two years now.  I can remember at my first PISAB Undoing Institutional Racism training.  I had been in New Orleans for a few months, and I will never forget it.

Ron Chisom, one of the founders, organizers and Director of the People’s Institute, in front of 50 plus people, asked me; 
“sister….are you white, or are you black”?  And I answered…..How I see myself, or as you see me…….

And he said…………”It doesn’t matter how you see yourself, how does the system see you”.

So in the winter of 2006, in front of 50 people, I found out I was white.  Ron Chisom had asked me a question that no one had ever asked.  He asked me to think about my race and my white privilege.
Needless to say….I was pissed off.
In as much as I think it is important to understand race within the context of history in this country,  I think it is important to understand how we internalize our relationship to race,  and how that plays out in our individual and collective actions.  

In working towards social justice, I we need to always start with ourselves.  We need to understand what our relationship to social trauma is, and really ask ourselves…..why this work is important to us.  

We need to as ourselves how we have internalized race.  We need to ask ourselves what our relationship to gender looks like.  To class, How we internalize our own sexuality.  What is our relationship to institutional power?  When we sit down with a client, or a classroom full of students, or a funder, or an organizing group…..or we sit together…..what is the social baggage that we bring that everyone else can see but us and how does this affect the work that we do. How can we bring our full genuine selves?
I truly believe that in the field of social work and social services, we need to acknowledge that as well intended as we are, that we are also part of a powerful system of social oppression.  And this does not have to be negative.  This does not make us bad people.  We have a relationship to power, and therefore can create social change movements…….we see this today……but if we keep working the way we have been,  we will continue to create social service band aids that maintain the status quo.  This system is designed to keep us with jobs.  And as organizers for social change, this is not enough anymore.  We need to rethink our goals.  We need to get together and then get together again,  and ask ourselves,  “HOW ARE WE GETTING OTHER PEOPLE TOGETHER”  And ultimately,  we need to provide opportunities for organizing and leadership in the communities we work in, so people can advocate for themselves,  have social equity and eventually work ourselves out of a job.  

 ??????Is it our role as Social Workers and providers of social services to work together to undo the root causes of oppression or to merely treat the outcomes?

It is time to make these questions the priority in our education and in our practice.  We need to hold each other accountable to finding out these answers and practically apply it to the work that we do.  We need to make it our priority to know the history of social work. 

What are our roots?  

How did charity work from the ruling class play a part in the professionalization of social work? 

What was going on at the time in our society when this happened?  

Where do we get our funding from?  

And when find out the answers to these questions, 

then we ask ourselves:  

What is our collective goal………….

Is it our goal to get people ahead or to get them together? 

What, if in this new era of awareness, 

what if, Social Work and Social Services, 
Clinicians, educators, students, case managers, organizers and activists,
What if we all operated collectively, and proudly as a powerful social system in this country? 

what would happen if we worked together to organize ourselves and the people we serve, 

What if that was our new goal……….. 

“Getting people together”
getting ourselves together, 

Getting mobilized, 

Getting educated;

Backed by the power of social services as a system,

what then could we 

change?
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