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IDEAS WITH ATTITUDE – BE KIND TO YOUR SOCIAL WORKER
By Georgie Bright Kunkel (October 19, 2006)

Ever since Tyne Daly played the tough but compassionate
social worker in the “Judging Amy” series, I have had a
new appreciation for this profession. I had often consulted
with the school social worker when I was an elementary
school counselor in years past, but it wasn’t until my
husband needed serious rehab at a skilled nursing facility
that I learned how the social worker could affect the lives
of so many older people.

Keisha Rogers came to our rescue when she spent several
anguishing hours facilitating my husband’s re-admittance
to a Medicare funded stay at a care center. This second
chance for a six day a week physical therapy program
would hopefully get him up to his walker once more. 
To most people that would not be a big breakthrough. 
To us it meant having my husband home once again after
three months in a sterile environment, sleeping all alone
or, at best, sharing a room with a total stranger - some 
in pain, others snoring loudly. And there was little
opportunity for us to cuddle up in his hospital bed
without someone crashing the scene with a state-of-the-
art thermometer or blood pressure kit.

Just what would attract this young woman to choose this
profession after first leaning toward psychology? I asked
Keisha this question after sitting down with her in her
office where she is in daily contact with 10 clients drawn
from a total population of 30,000 health care enrollees.
Her answer was multifaceted as she considered that
psychology would narrowly cover a single individual as
compared to serving the greater community in a way that
could impact all of society. Her countenance softened as
she mused, “I could even make change in the world as my
work has helped families to make better choices in their
lives.”

During her college years she noticed that the social work
department did not have the status that business and
technology had. This increased her desire to make a
difference in her field. Keisha then launched into a story
of how she does make a difference. One day in her office
her phone rang and she heard the voice of a frantic young
single mother who cried out, “I am being evicted from my

apartment and I have to move right away and I don’t have
the key to my new apartment.” Keisha helped her get in
contact with the owner who said there was a window
open in the apartment and her client had permission to
climb in to move in her belongings until he could get the
key to her. Days like this were like adding the frosting to 
a basic one-egg cake.

Variety and diversity is a great part of her calling. She 
has helped pregnant teens, people who are mentally
challenged, and the aging who make up 75 percent of her
client base. Many need translators who are available using
a three way calling system. Since much of her work is on
the telephone facilitating needed services, her calm, sure
attitude gives support to those in health crisis. But she
does not make decisions for clients, rather giving them
options from which they can choose - empowering them
to learn to manage their own lives. It took one older client
three years to make his decision about moving to a group
home. Finally he embraced the fact that he would have
more of the help he needed in this new environment and
he could even take his dog with him.

Drawing upon the expertise of doctors and nurses, the
social worker brings together the best resources available.
Add to this the skill of a good listener, who is open and
sensitive to the way a client may react to choices
presented, and you have a successful helping person who
says confidently, “When the client has been listened to 
and understood, the health care decision is more
successful.” The glow in her face as she talked about all
this was evidence of her belief system that everyone counts
and no one should be left out. Her involvement in crisis
intervention, care management, primary care-team
support, and liaison to the community has brought her 
to a new place in her life, a life of service to everyone-not
just the privileged few.

So, be kind to your social worker who can help change
your life when you most need an expert to help you wind
your way through the health care system.

Georgie Bright Kunkel is a freelance writer and public
speaker on issues such as facing aging with humor,
counseling, women’s concerns, the Holocaust and more.
Contact her at gnkunkel@comcast.net
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TOP HEADLINES
WOMEN HELPING WOMEN
By Elisa Bosley (September 2006)

Social worker Toni Schmid saw 
a need in the women she works
with – without a high school
diploma and specific skills, these

women would not be able to move successfully from
welfare to work. She saw the food services industry as 
an area where people with different skills could find
employment and move up. Teaming up with a local
restaurant consultant in Denver, they created an innovative
culinary arts program helping low income women gain
financial independence. “Work Options for Women is an
opportunity for women to learn skills that can be built
upon in the workplace, giving these women advancement
possibilities,” said Toni.

READY TO END FERTILITY TREATMENT?
October 31, 2006

Couples undergoing fertility treatment have many
decisions to make about starting their family and possibly
ending the difficult process of fertility treatments. Lara
Deveraux, a clinical social worker in St. Louis tells clients
to be educated consumers. She cautions that the fertility
business is an industry. “For help weighing options, talk 
to a social worker who is well versed in the emotional
aspects of fertility problems,” she said.

HEALING HORSEPLAY
By Ellise Pierce (September 2006)

Sara Willerson, a licensed social worker, offers a new kind
of therapy at Aubrey Equestrian Center, an hour outside
of Dallas. Sara stands on the sidelines while the
relationship between the client and horse unfolds. She
reads the reaction of the client and the horse, looking for
a behavior pattern or emotional block. Many clients have
relationship issues that horses can bring out for a social
worker to see. “Horses are all about relationships,” she
said. “They want to be in a relationship with you.”

The University of Maryland Baltimore School of Social
Work is featured in the HBO Series “The Wire.” In this
season, a social work researcher from the School of Social
Work teams up with a former cop to conduct a study of
at-risk kids in the toughest Baltimore City schools. The
researcher was featured in multiple episodes in October
and November. Communications Director for the School
of Social Work, Matt Conn said, “We are very excited
about the exposure of a national audience for our school
and the important research being done in the field of
social work.”

LEAVING PRISON DOORS BEHIND, SOME FIND 
NEW DOORS OPEN
By Joseph Fried (October 18, 2006)

Marcelino Guillen and Sharon White are students at
Lehman College, part of the City University of New York,
pursuing bachelor’s degrees in social work with the help of
a program devoted to giving people with criminal histories
the know-how and support they need to apply for and
succeed in college called the College Initiative Program.
Marcelino said, “I realized that if I had gotten a degree, 
I probably wouldn’t have sold drugs.” This program gives
people the opportunity to obtain a bachelor’s degree in
two years, while funding their education through grants
and internships.

NEED FOR DIVERSITY IN SOCIAL WORKERS
By Amy Napier (September 15, 2006)

“Nashville is growing and it’s going to grow much more,”
said Liz Binns, a bilingual social worker from Peru who
works for Metro Social Services. Social work supervisor,
Gerri Robinson noted, “One thing we know about social
work is that it works better when you have people that
reflect the society.” Language and cultural ties foster
relationships between social workers and their clients. 
The Bureau of Labor Statistics predicts the demand for
new social workers will rise between 18 and 26 percent 
in the next eight years. Tennessee is working on employing
more social workers by offering accelerated bachelor of
social work programs through Tennessee State University.



3

MEDIAWATCH

SOCIAL WORKERS MAKING NEWS
GOING SOLO NO LONGER AN ANOMALY
Florida Today • By James Dean and Jessica Raynor
September 1, 2006

New data from the Census Bureau shows that the number
of single mothers in Brevard County jumped 70 percent
from 2004 to 2005. Ana Leon, an associate professor in
the University of Central Florida’s School of Social Work,
said “There’s more of an inclination that people won’t
necessarily marry automatically, so it’s easier to have a
relationship that’s not legally cemented, and for some
people it might be easier to walk away from that.”

PROF: GRIEVING FOR A DEAD PET IS OK
Suburban Chicago Newspapers • By Janelle Walker
September 11, 2006

September 17 is National Pet Memorial Day, when people
are encouraged to remember past pets. Cheryl Weber, a
licensed social worker at the University of Illinois College
of Veterinary Medicine, Urbana, works with owners
whose animals are sick, injured or dying. “It depends on
the family, but for some people it is like losing a member
of the family,” said Cheryl. “The emotional connection
comes because a pet will love its owner unconditionally.”

HOSPITAL SOCIAL WORKER CALLS LOCAL METH ISSUE
‘CATASTROPHIC’
Farmington Daily Times (NM) • By Debra Mayeux
September 14, 2006

Selva Clarke, a social worker at San Juan Regional
Medical Center, says that the end result of
methamphetamine use in San Juan County is
“catastrophic.” Clark completed her master’s studies 
by doing research into meth and its effects on infants 
born with the drug in their systems. She made a startling
discovery: this drug seems to successfully erode the family
by separating children from their parents. Babies born
with meth in their system are placed in foster care. The
addicts typically will stay clean for two to three months,
and then revert to drug use. “This causes a generation of
children to grow up feeling their parents chose drugs 
over the family’s well-being,” Clarke said. 

CAREGIVERS OFTEN OVERLOOK SELVES
Gannett New Jersey • By Sharon Krengle
September 19, 2006

Caregiving is a marathon, not a sprint. Judy Sininsky, a
licensed clinical social worker who operates a private
psychotherapy practice in Howell and works as a
consultant at St. Barnabas Center for Healthy Living at
Kimball Medical Center in Lakewood, has seen the burn-
out that comes from the “sprint” approach to caregiving.
“Those suffering under the strains of a caregiving
relationship may benefit from anxiety- and stress-
management techniques or tips on how to enlist other
families members to occasionally provide care, but they
simply may be looking for permission to take care of
themselves,” said Judy.

MEDICAID ROLLS DECLINE AS NEW STATE RULES BEGIN
Atlanta Journal-Constitution • By Andy Miller
September 30, 2006

Georgia’s Medicaid program lost almost 70,000 in
membership in the first four months of 2006, after
Georgia launched new rules to control fraud. Consumer
advocates said the new rules harm children who are U.S.-
born to immigrant parents. “Parents are intimidated into
not signing their children up for benefits because they are
afraid of deportation,” said Susy Martorell, a DeKalb
County social worker who helps sign up families for
Medicaid. “I have worked in social work for 20 years 
and there’s very little fraud in families seeking benefits 
to which they’re not entitled.”

JAY HEARS SOCIAL WORK CONCERNS
Beckley Register-Herald (WV) • By Amelia Pridemore
October 7, 2006

Senator Jay Rockefeller came to Mountain State 
University to hear concerns of the university’s social work
department regarding societal problems those in the
profession see almost daily, such as access to quality
health care, economic development and public safety.
Sen. Rockefeller noted the social work profession’s
strength is its people. However, as dedicated as they may
be, they may not have the resources to do what is
necessary. Social work faces another serious challenge –
the need for more people to enter the profession. Often,
the pay and working conditions are a factor. “They don’t
pay well,” he said. “But they do it because they love the
people so much.”
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THE BATTLE FOR SLEEP
The Wichita Eagle • By Denise Neil
October 11, 2006

Many married couples choose to sleep in separate
bedrooms in order to get sleep. Terri Brown, a clinical
social worker who has been doing marriage counseling 
for 20 years, says that it’s okay for couples to sleep apart.
“Separate sleeping arrangements don’t necessarily damage
a marriage,” Brown said. “Lack of communication does.
If a couple is able to talk, it doesn’t matter where their
pillows reside.”

DEALING WITH DEPRESSION
KABC-TV (Southern California) • October 22, 2006

Many people don’t recognize the signs of clinical
depression. After her husband’s death, Martha Aguilar
Deal was in a “four year funk.” Clinical social worker
Gloria Mucino said, “They’re afraid of what it means 

to get therapy. They don’t want the stigma. They don’t
want to be labeled as crazy. Different things lead to
depression – it can be an ongoing psychosocial stress or 
a sudden loss of a loved one.” She said that most clients
benefit from therapy.

ANGEL IN OUR MIDST
WEAR-TV (Mobile, AL) • October 31, 2006

We make a living by what we get, but we make a life 
by what we give. The words of Winston Churchill ring
true of most selfless people who enter the profession of
social work. One woman has received statewide
recognition for what she gives to others. Genevieve
Hutfless is a case manager at the Council on Aging. 
She works with clients to connect them with the essentials
they need – food, medical treatment and shelter. She
noted, “There are a lot of people in this community that
don’t have the ability to advocate for their own needs and
that’s what I’m here for.”

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR/OP-EDS
Binder article hurt health care workers
Ashland Daily Tidings (OR) • September 12, 2006

As a social worker on the local psychiatric unit, I feel
lucky to work in such a challenging and rewarding
position. Please remember we’re dealing with people 
who are unfortunate enough to have a chronic illness
(think diabetes), not criminals. An inaccurate and
inflammatory article such as appeared last week in the
Tidings regarding a local man who left our unit does a
great disservice to our patients, their families, the larger
community, and the staff who care for these patients.

-Kathy Huntley, Ashland

Restore funds for services to mentally ill
San Antonio Express-News • September 17, 2006

The Texas Department of State Health Services recently
submitted its funding request for 2008-2009 to the
Legislature. The across-the-board cuts resulted in a
reduction in funding for mental health services in excess 
of $110 million. Texas will be cheating itself and its
citizens by not funding and using available, effective
mental health treatments and services. Investing in the
mental health of Texans is fiscally sound.

-Lynn Lasky Clark, LMSW, president and CEO of the Mental Health
Association of Texas

Keep social workers
Lansing State Journal • October 18, 2006

The need for budget cuts and the resulting budget
decisions at Grand Ledge Schools are regrettable. The
school’s academic mission will not be advanced by laying
off school social workers. Academic achievement and
learning are interconnected with a child’s mental,
emotional and social health and sense of safety. Based on 
a commitment to its academic mission, preserving some
measure of in-school general education social work
services seems essential.

-Gary Anderson, director, School of Social Work, Michigan State University

Surviving Loss, Regaining Life
Time Magazine • October 23, 2006

Journalist Michael Weisskopf lost a hand but reclaimed
his life and family. Weisskopf is a hero. I’m a retired
Veterans Administration clinical social worker who treated
war heroes for 40 years. I know what they are made of.
Besides the valor he demonstrated by saving lives, he is
putting his life back together after a horrific trauma. Like
the great war correspondent Ernie Pyle, Weisskopf chose
the heart of the battle zone to profile the armed forces.
Any one who has read Weisskopf’s story should be able to
appreciate the heroism of our armed forces and veterans.

-Phillip Elbaum, Deerfield, IL
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MEDIA TIPS
WRITING EFFECTIVE LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Letters to the editor are an easy way to voice your 
opinion to policy makers and to educate people in your
community about the issues your organization addresses.
You can use letters to correct or interpret facts in response
to an inaccurate or biased article published in a newspaper
or magazine; to explain the connection between a news
item and your organization’s issues; or to praise or
criticize a recent article or editorial. Your letter will reach
many people in your community - without exception, the
letters section is one of the most highly read segments of
newspapers and magazines. 

STEPS TO SUCCESS

Step 1: Know Your Paper’s Policy 
Find out the publication’s policy for printing letters. Some
have requirements for length of letters, some want letters
to be typewritten, and almost all require that you include
your name, address and phone number. (Of course your
address and phone number would never be printed. Most
publications will want to call you before they print your
letter to confirm that you really did write the letter and
that you want to have it published.) 

If the paper doesn’t publish its letters requirements next 
to the letters it prints, don’t be afraid to call. Ask to whom
you should address your letter, if they have any length
restrictions, and in what format they would like the letter. 

Step 2: Be Timely 
Responding to a recent article, editorial or op-ed is one 
of the best ways to increase your chances of getting
published. (Be sure to mention the name of the article 
and the date it was written in the beginning of your letter.)
You can also capitalize on recent news, events, or
anniversaries. 

Step 3: Keep it Simple 
You already know how to write letters to policy makers
that are concise, informative and personal. The same
should be true with letters to the editor. Make your first
sentence short, compelling and catchy. Don’t be afraid 
to be direct, engaging, and even controversial. Keep your
points short and clear, stick to one subject, and, as a
general rule, try to limit your letters to under three or four
paragraphs in length. Most publications ask that letters be
kept to 250 words or less. The shorter the letter, the better
its chances of being printed. 

Step 4: Get Personal 
Newspapers, at their core, are community entities. Editors
will be much more likely to publish a letter, and the letter
will have much more impact, if it demonstrates local
relevance.
• Use local statistics.
• Use personal stories. 
• Use names. 
• Use your credentials. 

Step 5: Increase Name Recognition 
Letters to the editor are an excellent opportunity to let
more people know about your issue. As a general rule,
you should sign your letter to the editor with your
affiliation. On the other hand, if you and many other
representatives from your organization are writing letters
to the editor as part of a targeted campaign, you may not
want to include your affiliation. Publications will not
generally print letters they think are part of a
manufactured campaign. 

If you are the only one writing to the editor, you may also
want to work your organization’s name into the text of
your letter. 

Step 6: Don’t Forget the Follow-up 
Don’t be discouraged if your letter is not printed. Keep
trying. You can even submit a revised letter with a
different angle on the issue at a later date. 

Steps 7: Think Strategically 
You should think about letters to the editor as a regular
strategic tool to increase the effectiveness of your
organization’s actions. Try to target several different
papers in your area at the same time and encourage people
to explore different angles on the same issue. However, 
do not send the exact same letter to more than one
newspaper in the same market. If you want to be
published in more than one paper in the same market,
rewrite the letter slightly or choose a different angle to
approach the subject at each publication. Newspapers do
not like to print “form” letters. 

-From Green Media Tool shed


