
Another truth that the public should be aware of is that our 
social work profession parented (and in some cases 
co-parented) concentrations in marital therapy, family therapy, 
group therapy, family life education, as well as  social and 
public policy. This, however, is rarely if ever footnoted and the 
respect we merit is not forthcoming.  

Sociologist Otto Rank, a mainstay of the early years of the 
University of Pennsylvania School of Social Work (now The 
School of Social Policy and Practice), is the father of interactive 
and time-limited therapy.  Further, the concept of “process,” 
applied in my grad programs and professions, evolved during 
this period at Penn.  “Process” highlights that every life 
experience has a beginning, middle and ending (the one 
constant is change), and throughout this continuum 
appropriate understanding and respect is due.

Emily Mudd, a recognized founder in sex therapy, was a social 
worker.  Virginia Satire, also a social worker, is the recognized 
mother of family therapy.  Yet, several years ago when I was 
invited to present my findings on the invisible cycles of 
emotional abuse (always part of sexual and physical abuse, but 
also necessitating an independent codification) at the annual 
meeting of a well recognized family therapy association, the 
pioneering work of Virginia Satire was disparaged from the 
stage at an opening session, and at another time so was the 
profession of social work.  My letter protesting these insults 
was not acknowledge respectfully. Although a long time 
member, I subsequently resigned from the organization.  This 
correspondence is with my papers in the Archives of the 
University of Pennsylvania.  

One further thought:  Our social work roots are based on moral 
and ethical principles and investments in the greater good, 
leading to a more just, equitable, sustained, and protected 
society.  Nevertheless, much of the public sees us as 
uneducated, unfocused, “touchy-feely do-gooders,” whose 
thoughtless knee-jerk reaction is in truth only alms to the poor. 
With this in mind, I have long thought that our proud and 
historic profession would be better understood if spelled as one 
word, SocialWork.  I believe that this slight alteration would 
both help to correct public inaccuracies, and lead to fuller 
awareness of the sound principles that underscore our 
professional commitments, and the long and arduous training 
that our degree necessitates. 

Sincerely,
SaraKay Smullens, 
Social Worker, NASW Member Since 1963

To the editor,

I was delighted to learn that our chapter has formed a 
committee to address public misconceptions about our 
profession — our inticrate training, all we stand for, and how 
devotedly we carry out our responsibilities.  I see this focus as 
essential, and I welcome this opportunity to express some of 
the reasons why.  

I have been especially incensed by inaccurate misconceptions 
in some press coverage involving cases of neglect and abuse 
where vulnerable children die.  To explain:  To the public the 
terms “caseworker” and “social worker” are synonymous.  In 
my experience, cases involving these horrid misfortunes are 
overseen by those described as social workers or caseworkers 
in the press.  However, the so called professional social workers 
involved have no educational social work background 
what-so-over.  These jobs in “protective service,” where vital, 
extensive commitment and training are necessary to care for 
and protect our most deprived families are all too often open 
and available to those with a degree in any area, and no social 
work or mental health background and training is required.  I 
have never seen this spelled out in press coverage.  Of course, 
those doing this work should be paid in according to their skill, 
training, and commitment, and they surely are not.  Several 
years ago I saw the sad, draining and discouraging impact of 
these unfortunate realities very closely. 

For over 20 years, including years while Lynne Abraham was 
Philly’s DA, rather than incarceration, I carried carefully chosen 
pro bono cases involving our most deprived and suffering 
families when there was a fatality, but no deaths.  The lack of 
competence and proper training and focus I have described 
contributed to an exceedingly high degrees of burnout for 
professional social workers, with years of training and 
commitment, causing them to leave a field they cared deeply 
about and were trained to do.  
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