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President’s Message
Alicia M. Homrich

Th e ASGW Conference 
was a great success! Th e 
National Conference, held 
in Orlando on Febru-
ary 6-9, 2014, was well 
attended and welcomed 
many new members to 
our Association. Building 
Bridges � rough Group 
Work: Facilitating Coura-

geous Conversations provided learning opportunities 
to 200 members and interested professionals. Th e 
evaluative feedback we received was excel-
lent. Th anks to all the volunteers who 
made this conference a wonderful 
experience! Th is welcoming, 
well-organized, and amaz-
ingly run conference occurred 
because of the outstand-
ing leadership of Th eresa 
Coogan and Tina Sacin. 
Th anks so much to these 
devoted members!

ASGW activities at the 
ACA Conference & Expo 
in Honolulu in March were 
highlighted by the ASGW 
Day of Learning—a community 
breakfast and four ASGW-sponsored 
learning sessions. Members also attended 
the annual ASGW Luncheon to celebrate the award 
recipients recognized in this newsletter. Congratula-
tions to all, whose extraordinary eff orts promote the 
practice and research of group work. 

At both conferences, ASGW members gathered 
to network, learn, and share our common experiences 
and interests in group work. I have always valued these 
get-togethers because they energize and inspire me in 
my professional work. If you haven’t participated in 
the past, please consider attending the next ASGW 
conference and discover the enjoyment of fellowship 
and fun with your group-loving colleagues!

Th e Executive Board of ASGW worked for two 
days prior to each conference on behalf of the member-
ship. One of the many actions that we decided was to 
maintain the current membership dues structure with-

out increase. Th e past two years have seen a 
steady maintenance of membership. In 

recent years, when our membership 
was decreasing in size, ASGW 
leadership cultivated new sourc-
es of income. Much of this has 

occurred through the creative 
eff orts of Janice DeLucia-
Waack, ASGW Executive 
Director. For many years, 

Janice volunteered her talent 
for developing and marketing 

new and useful products for 
group workers. Her contribu-

tions of time and skill became 
so signifi cant that Janice was hired 

to serve as our Executive Director for 
the past three years. In this position she 

brings continuity to our ever-changing board AND 
continuously applies her talents for group work product 
development to generate income for ASGW. We are 
fortunate to have Janice’s loyal service.

continued on page 2
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Finally, as I write my last column as president, I want to ac-
knowledge the excellent ASGW board with which I was so privileged 
to work during this 40th year of our Association. Our work together 
concludes in June when we will sadly say goodbye to Rebecca A. 
Schumacher as past president, M. Carolyn Thomas as ACA Govern-
ing Council Representative, and Burt Bertram, who served as the 
board’s Process Observer this year. I wish you, the members, could 
see how well this wonderful group has worked together this year, 
along with the dedicated committee chairs, to strengthen and enrich 
ASGW. In June, we will welcome Kim Asner-Self to the board as 
president-elect, and Niloufer Merchant will return to serve as ACA 
Governing Council Representative.

It has been such an honor for me to serve this wonderful As-
sociation as president. I know Jonathan Orr and the new board will 
represent us well in the year to come!  

 — Alicia
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A Message From the 
President-Elect
Jonathan J. Orr

I don’t know about where you live, but 
here in Atlanta, Spring haaa…haaaa…
chooo! ugh, excuse me…Spring has 
sprung. If you have never visited Atlanta 
in the spring, then let me quickly invite 
you. Virtually every flowering tree seems 
to be planted here and that brings a 
kaleidoscope of color…and clouds of 
pollen. Along with my awe and achoos 
the beautiful spring color reminds of my 
favorite reason for engaging in group 

work as both a member and a facilitator – diversity. In my study 
and experience, diversity is the cornerstone of group work because 
it facilitates process and enlivens content. Simply stated, diversity is 
the fuel that drives the engine of group dynamics. 

I am reminded of the glorious diversity I have encountered in 
group work since we last corresponded. I am privileged to have 
attended the ASGW conference in Orlando and the ACA confer-
ence in Hawaii. On both occasions I had the great joy of interacting 
with many of you, the members of ASGW, and the real pleasure 
of participating in group work. I don’t know about you, but I am 
engaged in group work on a daily basis. Whether I am teaching a 
class, working with clients, or sitting in an administrative meeting, 
my group facilitator wheels are turning. Based on that frequency 
of group work, one might think that I would cherish my alone 
time (especially knowing I am an introvert); however, I find myself 
energized by each group I join. Truly, groups energize me and I 
attribute that energy to the endless diversity I find in groups. Differ-
ences among member identities, presenting issues, and even group 



THE GROUP WORKER • SPRING 2014, VOL 43, NO 1  3

 www.ASGW.org

Group Work Experts Share Th eir Favorite Activities for 
Teaching Group Work 
You are invited to contribute to ASGW’s newest publication 
in their Share Your Favorite Activity series. 

To be published in Spring 2015, this refereed publication will include over 50 activities 
sharing how every-day-experts like you teach group work in undergraduate and graduate 
school classrooms, professional seminars, and workshops. Each activity will emphasize 
explicit directions, lesson plans, reproducible handouts (if needed), and will be carefully 
indexed to enable aligning activities to specifi c learner-goals. Activities for teaching task/
work, psychoeducation, counseling, and psychotherapy groups are sought.

ASGW and I invite you to participate by sharing your favorite Teaching Group 
Work Activity. Please email Kurt L. Kraus, project editor, for directions and details 
(klkrau@ship.edu).

To see other publications in the series, please visit www.asgw.org.

Group Work Experts Share Their Favorite Multicultural Activities
School Counselors Share Their Favorite Activities
Group Work Experts Share Their Favorite Group Activities ~ Volumes 1 & 2
School Counselors Share Their Favorite Classroom Guidance Activities
Online Group Activities to Enhance Counselor Education

settings can all be catalysts for a diverse group experi-
ence. Th e diff erences I fi nd in groups rub together 
like pieces of fl int that spark constant change and 
growth. Participating in a diverse group, either as 
a member or a facilitator, is the same experience as 
being directly immersed in creative energy. It’s like 
being a direct part of the wonderful spring fl oral 
display here in Georgia. Even the pollen that blows 
in waves and crashes into allergic noses is represented 
through diversity focused group work. Th e pollen 
causes an instant change, a great upheaval of energy 
meant to cleanse the body that manifests in a sneeze. 
Groups that focus on diversity likewise cause instant 
change and a great upheaval of energy that can 
cleanse oppression and injustice. My closing wish for 
you, go out and join a new and diverse group. Along 
the way, admire a spring fl ower and enjoy the joy the 
reminder of cleansing that a sneeze will bring you.  

Be well,
Jonathan 
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Emerging Scholars

By Sam Steen 

In this edition you will find a number of reports and pictures, 
highlighting ASGW coast to coast in professional development ventures. 

Most impressive are the relentless calls made by leaders in this field,
as well as the members behind the scenes that are like oil to a set of bike wheels.

I leave you with a little note to encourage you in your work,
keep group work innovative as you continue on your journey!

A little poem for the members...

From L to R: Sarah Springer, Cristen Wathen, Jennifer Smith,  
Emi Lenes, Dr. Melissa Luke, Vivia Hill-Silcott, Rodney Pennamon, 
Alison Arenkraus (Not pictured: Allison Hrovat, Cara Levine, 
Clare Merlin, and Don Trahan)
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Submitted by Lorraine J. Guth and Kelly A. 
McDonnell, Awards Committee Co-Chairs

This year the Awards Committee received some excellent nominations for the 
Eminent Career, Professional Advancement, and Group Work Practice Awards. The 
recipients of these awards were announced at the luncheon at the ASGW conference 
in Orlando, Florida and are featured below.

Eminent Career Award
Dr. Burt Bertram was the recipient of the Eminent Career Award this year. This 
highest award is intended to recognize major contributions made to the field of 
group work over a period of time by an ASGW/ACA member.

Dr. Burtram has been involved in ASGW since 1995 during which time he has 
made a significant contributions to the organization. Recently, he has co-facilitated one 
of the major task groups for ACA’s 20/20 Strategic Planning efforts while serving as 
a representative for ASGW on the overall task force. Dr. Bertram is nationally known 
for his work on counseling ethics. Over the six editions of his book, The Counselor and 
the Law: A Guide to Legal and Ethical Practice, co-authored with Nancy Wheeler, he 
has consistently included group work issues and cited ASGW’s efforts to promote 
standards for group work training and practice. He has also presented workshops and 
trainings at numerous ASGW and ACA conferences on group work practice methods.

He believes in the effectiveness and curative power of group work. Over the years, 
group work process and facilitation has been a cornerstone to his clinical and consult-
ing practice as well as in his role as an adjunct and/or visiting professor where he has 
taught both the initial and advanced group dynamics and group leadership courses. 

Past Presidents Lynn Rapin and Bob Conyne with President  
Alicia M. Homrich
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Dr. Burtram has also become known locally and nationally as a 
consultant and group process facilitator in corporate, organizational, 
and government settings. Most recently, Dr. Bertram has created a 
new niche by providing group work services to medical doctors as a 
model for burnout preventions and self-care for teams of physicians 
as a pilot project for a very large hospital system. Burt’s leadership 
in applying group work best-practice standards to creating task and 
work groups in organizational settings has created an excellent bridge 
between counseling and organizational functioning. It has also paved 
the way for other group workers from the counseling field expand 
their clientele to organizational and corporate clients. 

Dr. Burtram has always been very generous in sharing his progres-
sive practice findings and experiences with ASGW and its members 
through presentations and by representing the best practice applica-
tions of group work to new constituencies. In summary, the recipient’s 
effort and contribution to the promotion of group work have been 
consistent over many years through service, teaching, and scholar-
ship. ASGW is pleased to honor Dr. Burt Bertram for his significant 
contributions to the field of group work. 

Professional Advancement Award
The Professional Advancement Award is designed to recognize 
the outstanding activities of individuals who have helped advance 
the field of group work through any one of the following: research, 
development of a new technique or theory, public relations, legislative 
 activities, or group work practice. Dr. M. Carolyn Thomas and Dr. 

Kevin A. Fall were the recipients of the award this year.
The first recipient of this award was Dr. M. Carolyn Thomas who 

is currently a Professor of Counselor Education at Auburn University 
at Montgomery. Dr. Thomas has served ASGW in many roles for 
over 30 years. Few members have been as dedicated to the advance-
ment of ASGW for as long or as intensely as Dr. Thomas. Currently, 
she is representing ASGW on the ACA Governing Council, serving 
as Co-chair of the Branches Committee, and is ASGW’s volunteer 
Archivist. She has also served as ASGW President, National Confer-
ence Committee Chair, ASGW Treasurer, and Membership Chair.

In addition to her service to ASGW and ACA, Dr. Thomas has 
taught group work for many years and has encouraged practice of 
group work throughout her career as a professor. She has also facili-
tated groups for women who have experienced sexual and domestic 
violence and found others to do the same.

Dr. Thomas has served as a guest editor for JSGW’s special issue 
on group counseling with the aging and their caregivers. Over the 
years she has also contributed to group work scholarship in multiple 
publications and professional presentations. As a longstanding and ac-
tive member and Fellow of ASGW, Dr. Thomas has promoted group 
work through her dedicated service, teaching, and scholarship. 

The second recipient of this award was Dr. Kevin A. Fall who is 
a Professor in the Professional Counseling Program at Texas State 
University. Dr. Fall’s involvement in group work spans over twenty 
years. Throughout his entire career, he has written prolifically and 
has remained dedicated to the goal of developing and promoting an 

From left to right: Kelly A. McDonnell (Presidential Recognition), Katy Schroeder (Barbara Gazda Scholarship), Ashley Nemiro (Peg 
Carroll Scholarship), Stephanie Carroll (Barbara Gazda Scholarship), Kevin Fall & M. Carolyn Thomas (Professional Advancement 
Award), Burt Bertram (Eminent Career Award)
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Ashley Nemiro

It is with extreme gratitude that I write this letter of thanks 
to Dr. Peg Carroll and the Association for Specialist in 
Group Work (ASGW) for presenting me with this year’s 
scholarship. I am impressed and inspired by the studies 
of Peg Carroll and her contribution to the field of group 
work. I am honored to be the recipient of the Peg Carroll 
award and I look forward to continuing my studies and 
contributing to the field in a way that will aid professionals 
and students alike. 

In addition, I would like to thank my mentor Dr. 
Millie Maxwell, an influential teacher and guide who 
has instilled in me a love for the field of group work. It is 
through her guidance that I have become a strong clinician. 
I would also like to thank all of my professors at North 
Carolina State University (NCSU) and especially Dr. Marc 
Grimmett, for always encouraging me to follow my unique 
dreams, think outside the box, and to seek excellence. 

Over the past eight years, I led and studied a variety of 
group experiences and found that I am drawn to the healing 
power that I witness in therapeutic groups. From the outset 
of my professional training, I continue to be an advocate for 
therapeutic group-based methods as a means for delivery. 

In the past two years, while pursuing my PhD at 
NCSU, I took my passion for group work and started a 
non-profit organization in eastern Democratic Republic 
of Congo (DRC) that provides survivors of sexual gender 
based violence with access to mental health care, educa-
tion, and employment. While running therapeutic sessions 
in DRC, the accounts from the women never cease to 
astonish me; they are always horrific, tragic, and difficult to 
endure. However, as each woman’s story unfolds, there is 
an incredible tale of strength and perseverance. I recognize 
that these women, like all women, are capable of overcom-
ing great obstacles and becoming examples and leaders 
for others. I strive to be a stronger catalyst in supporting 
their efforts to rebuild their lives and believe that human 
relationships are paramount for growth and recovery.

Upon graduation, I will continue to explore mental 
health and psychosocial responses to trauma and loss 
within various cultural contexts while promoting health 
and well-being through the use of group based therapy. 
Given this unique opportunity to further my post-graduate 
studies, I will be able to seek further professional training, 
cultivate my research and contribute my voice toward our 
common goal of improving the effectiveness of group work 
in both the United States and abroad. 

2014 PEG CARROLL 
SCHOLARSHIP RECIPIENT

understanding of group counseling and theory. He has co-authored 
several books designed to teach both professionals and students about 
the importance and effectiveness of group. One book, Group Counsel-
ing: Concepts and Procedures, co-authored with Bob Berg and Garry 
Landreth, is currently in its fifth edition. He also produced an innova-
tive DVD that provides authentic group examples of critical incidents 
in group counseling. He also developed a comprehensive model that 
explains how group co-leader relationships develop and he has also 
pioneered a model of ethical group leader training.

For over two decades, he has facilitated groups in many settings. 
For example, his work with male adolescents has occurred within 
 inpatient hospitals, the structured environment of schools, and the rel-
ative  openness of private practice. He has also served as the  co-director 
of two battering intervention programs, has a long record of training 

Melissa Luke receives the Outstanding Group Research Article in an ACA Journal 
from JSGW Editor, Chris McCarthy

Rebecca A. Schumacher receives the Past President’s Award for her outstanding 
service as President and Past-President from current President, Alicia M. Homrich
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The Emerging Scholars Research Institute was 
an invigorating workshop with presentations 
by a stellar team of leaders. Weeks before the 
ASGW conference, participants received evoca-
tive questions to help prepare for this learning 
experience. Experiential activities were sprin-
kled throughout this energizing and engaging 
session. This workshop served to demystify 
and unpack various elements of group work 
research. Participants got to explore features 
of social justice, diversity, challenges faced, 
ethical considerations, the evolving state of 
group work, leadership, co-leadership, etc. 
Other topics addressed included consideration 
of enhanced rigor and best practices with 
qualitative, quantitative, and mixed method 
projects. The JSGW Editor in Chief presented 
on the aims and scopes of group work publica-
tions, and encouraged submissions. Walking 
away with sparking take home messages made 
the workshop especially memorable.

Emi Lenes, Emerging Scholars Program

others to work with this population in groups, and has written two 
books on facilitating domestic violence groups. 

Dr. Fall’s passion for group work is also evident in his teaching 
where he has mentored many students. He has had a signifi cant impact 
on practitioners and students who are learning to love group based on 
his innovative practices and energy. 

In summary, Dr. Th omas and Dr. Fall have advanced the practice 
of group work on multiple levels. ASGW is pleased to honor them 
with the Professional Advancement Award this year. 

Group Work Practice Award
Th e Group Work Practice Award is intended to recognize an outstanding 
practitioner in group work and Dr. John Massella was the recipient of this 
award. Dr. Massella is currently an Assistant Professor in the Wellness 
Center at California University of Pennsylvania. He has also been a 
clinician at Gateway Rehabilitation Center for over 29 years where he has 
facilitated groups at all levels of care. He developed model educational 
programs there and his group skills were taught to hundreds of students. 

Dr. Massella has had signifi cant contributions to group work 
practice in his roles as clinician, teacher, supervisor, and most of all an 
advocate for people in need of addiction services. For more than 20 years 
he has run a relapse prevention group for healthcare professionals. His 
group work is acknowledged by the State Board of Medicine. He is re-
garded as one of the foremost addiction specialists in the region and has 
also conducted numerous presentations in his area of expertise. 

In summary, the recipient has shown a clinical and educational 
commitment to group work over three decades particularly in the area 
of addiction treatment. ASGW is pleased to honor Dr. John Massella 
for his signifi cant contributions to group work practice. 

Lorraine Guth receives the President’s Award from Alicia M. Homrich for her work as 
long-time Awards Committee Co-Chair
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GROUP
UNDER FIRE

Practice Ideas
Group Work

by Stacey Karpen

Two summers ago (2012) I took a three month leave of 
absence from my doctoral program in counselor educa-
tion. I left the hustle and bustle of Washington, DC and 
traveled to a rural village in West Africa. Having worked 
as a counselor for extended periods of time in South Af-
rica, East Africa, and North Africa, I was eager to return 
to the rust red earth and the graceful dance of the setting 
amber sun. Immunized beyond belief, malaria pills in 
hand: I was ready for another adventure. I boarded the 
plane with the intention of leaving the last three years of 
reading and writing behind me. I no longer wanted to 
only write about the work I love, I again wanted to actu-
ally do it, to feel the power of humans connecting. 

My assignment was to work as a counselor in an 
HIV/AIDS clinic in a nearby hospital. I walked through 
the hospital grounds, searching for the clinic. I fi nally 
came upon the building that I was instructed to report 
to. Th ere was nothing indicating that this was the HIV 
clinic but rather a rickety hand-painted sign that read 
“Family Planning.” Already the stigma of HIV/AIDS 
was evident. It was later explained to me that if the sign 
read “HIV Clinic” no one would show up out of fear of 
being seen. 

 Immediately I noticed how sick the patients looked. 
In the US and other fairly well funded clinics in Africa, 
patients had access to antiretroviral medication. In this 
case, I was not accustomed to seeing patients, including 
children, so very ill. 

I attempted to fi nd the person in charge. A short, 
stout nurse was in the corner of the room taking patients’ 
vital signs. I began to tell her I was a mental health 
counselor and before I could fi nish she told me to sit, 

gave me a pen and asked me to record the patients’ blood 
pressure, temperature, and weight. I did what I was told, 
recording numbers and calling for the next patient. 

Th e next day I continued to follow the nurse, Sister 
Christine (pseudonym) in order to fulfi ll what she told 
me to do. I was ordered to conduct HIV tests. Having 
been well trained in the US, I felt confi dent that I could 
help with testing, but I was beginning to think that I had 
not made my reason for being at the clinic clear. Did she 
think I was a nurse? Th ere wasn’t time for contemplation 
as a long line of patients fi led into the room.

Th e majority of the adults and children that I tested 
were positive for HIV. I counseled as best as I could but 
was limited by the never-ending line of patients who 
needed testing and Sister Christine’s warnings to hurry 
up. 

At night I laid in bed thinking about the patients: 
their gasps, their cries, their sometimes stoic, vacant 
faces after testing positive. I began to wonder whether 
or not I was doing as much as I could. Th ese patients 
were sick and needed care, care that I wasn’t sure I could 
provide being that I was not a medical professional. 
I came to counsel, to establish support groups. It was 
weeks in and I had yet to initiate any type of interven-
tion. Th ere certainly wasn’t time for the “fi fty minute 
hour” of individual therapy and, judging from the silence 
in the waiting room, starting a group seemed like an 
impossible feat. Why in the world did I think I could fl y 
to a continent far away from my own, enter a community 
and “fi x” what needed fi xing?

One morning I had an idea. I arrived early and 
moved the benches out of the row formation and into 
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the shape of a circle, hoping that possibly by changing the space I 
could encourage conversation and connection among the patients. 
Sister Christine poked her head into the room and rolled her eyes. 
Fearing I had broken “the rules” I stood up sharply. She gestured that 
it was fine and I continued. 

As patients filed in they seemed a bit confused but sat down 
anyway. I noticed a slight increase in dialogue. Still, very little was 
said. After about a week, conversations slowly began to emerge and 
group norms were established. One norm that became noticeable was 
the way in which a new patient was welcomed. A space on a bench 
was made and he or she and was then greeted by each group member. 
When someone had to leave for the day, each group member would 
say goodbye and wish them well. 

Patients would join the group after medical appointments with 
puzzled faces, holding prescription bottles. Individuals in the group 
would pass the bottles around and explain how to properly take the 
drugs, providing tips for remembering to take the pills and reminders 
to not take certain pills on an empty stomach. Newly diagnosed pa-
tients would enter the room looking stunned, still in shock from their 
diagnosis. Members from the group would usher them into the circle 
and shower the newcomer with support. Soon after, it seemed that the 
person who entered feeling alone, fearing the stigma and ostracism 
that came with an HIV diagnosis, was now part of a new community.

Though there was no formal role assignment, certain individuals 
became group facilitators. They gently guided the group but did not 
give instructions or directives. Patients came in and out throughout 
the day but the group always remained intact even if there were only 
a few people in the circle. I began to notice that some patients were 
coming into the clinic on days that they didn’t have appointments. 

Up to this point I never joined the circle. I had decided that mov-
ing the benches into a circle was to be my only contribution. I felt 
satisfied in knowing that people in so much need were able to provide 
support for each other. I felt as if my work there was done and I could 
rest feeling like I made a difference. And then the conflict began. 

I awoke one morning and was told that I could not go to the hos-
pital and that I must not leave the house. A few hours passed without 
any information. Someone found a small radio and we turned to the 
local channel. Through the static we heard the newscaster say, “The 
village is burning! The village is burning!” Confused, we listened on. 
It was explained that there was a conflict between the two major tribes 
in the region. From what I gathered, a leader of one of the tribes had 
recently buried a prominent leader of their community. Believing that 
only people of indigenous descent could be buried in the village, the 
indigenous tribe dug up the body and left it in the middle of road. 

When the sun rose and the body was discovered, a group of young 
men went to the opposing tribal chief’s home and began setting things 
on fire. In retaliation, the indigenous tribe starting burning down all 
of the shops in the village assumed to be owned by the other tribe. 
Being that all of the shops are interconnected and made of wood, 
it didn’t take very long for the center of the village, a once bustling 
market, to go up in flames. 

Throughout the day news came in small bits. Soon, the news got 
even grimmer. People had taken up arms and there had been deaths, 
though the numbers had yet to be officially confirmed. Thousands of 

people were said to be packing their things and fleeing their homes. 
By evening, the military had moved in. Massive tanks and men armed 
with automatic weapons meandered through the dirt roads. Being 
only about a mile from the center of town, I could hear the roll of the 
tanks and the smell of the burning buildings.

For about a week I was not allowed to go to the hospital. Schools 
and businesses were closed; a mandatory curfew was imposed by the 
military. Everyone was staying put and hoping that the violence had 
ended. Our embassy had yet to recommend that Americans should 
leave and so I was determined to stay, to finish what I started. Though 
I had decided not to leave, I was scared. This new world I was living 
in was a far cry from my previous life as a graduate student, strolling 
through the streets of the Foggy Bottom campus with latte in hand. 

When I returned to the clinic and saw no damage, I breathed a 
sigh of relief. As the day wore on the clinic remained empty. Sister 
Christine explained to me that many people left and those who stayed 
were too afraid to leave their homes. I responded with a barrage of 
questions, “How were they going to get their medications? What if 
they were sick? How could we find out if they were okay?” She shook 
her head and said that there was nothing we could do.

I felt crestfallen. We had started to build a community of support, 
a group where people affected or infected by HIV could come, be 
welcome and feel less alone. I sat and stared at the empty room. Each 
day I arrived at the clinic hoping beyond hope that the room would be 
filled with patients and each day no one came. 

One morning a man came in begging for his sister’s antiretroviral 
medications. The pharmacist hadn’t been in since the conflict and 
the medications had not been delivered. What we had in storage had 
already been used. I could offer him nothing. He pleaded with me, 
explained that he had walked all day and all night and that his sister 
was sick. He sat down and put his head in his hands and began to 
cry. I felt totally and utterly helpless. I began, once again, to question 
my intentions. 

A few weeks before I had felt proud of the group being estab-
lished and was so sure that it was just what the community needed. 
Looking back, I was ashamed of this self-satisfying bravado. I 
questioned what difference a group could really make. These patients 
needed food. They needed medication and healthcare. They needed to 
feel they could leave their homes without fear of being shot. None of 
these were things a group could provide.

After another week, the patients started to return. The benches 
were full again. I feared that the tension between the tribes would 
create a divide within the group. To my surprise, there was no ethnic 
conflict between the group members. Instead, they expressed concern 
for one another. 

One woman’s house was damaged in the fires and the other mem-
bers offered to help her rebuild. Together they prayed for the safety of 
those who fled. For many patients who had been cast out from their 
families due to having HIV, the violence only added to their feelings 
of isolation. One young girl spoke of how she feared that the military 
officers who were “keeping the peace” would rape her on her walk 
home from the clinic. In response, the group arranged a buddy system 
to make sure that everyone got home safely before curfew. Sister 
Christine and I also noticed that several patients were improving and 
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were following their medication regiment. My assertion that a group 
couldn’t temper the severity of their struggles was wrong. At the very 
least, this group provided refuge.

It wasn’t until the very last day that I joined the circle and I did 
so only because I was invited. The group gave me a hand-beaded 
bracelet and a beautiful piece of fabric. The women gathered the 
fabric and wrapped it around me in the way of their tradition. I was 
overwhelmed. I tried to think of what would be the best “therapeutic” 
response. Instead I just said thank you. I thanked them for their care 
for each other and their care for me over the three months we had to-
gether. I told them that they were strong and that I had never before 
witnessed such courage. I told them that this group, their circle, was 
a sacred space and that I was honored to be a part of it. Months later, 
after I returned to the US, I learned from Sister Christine that the 
circle continues. 

I had come to the clinic with the hopes of initiating group 
therapy. I had envisioned that I would be the group facilitator and, 
as expected, the group process would pan out just as I had learned 
my group counseling course as well as all of the groups I had led in 
the past. I thought that my training as a mental health counselor and 
as a group worker would supply me with all of the necessary tools. It 
did not take me long to realize that nothing I studied or read could 
have prepared me for this experience. I had to embrace the fact 
that the best way I could be of service was to take a step back and 
to  acknowledge that I could not “fix” the many challenges that this 

 community faced. I was forced to admit to my feelings of helpless-
ness and fear. 

I often get frustrated by how the counseling community approach-
es cultural competence. The word ‘competence’ assumes that cultural 
proficiency and expertise could be an attainable, measurable goal. I 
believe quite the opposite. In order to be effective in environments 
different from our own, we must be willing to sit in the discomfort of 
not-knowing, to admit to our ignorance. 

I moved the benches and that was enough. I listened to what was 
needed and thought of a way to create an opportunity for change. At 
the core of it, perhaps this is the essence of group work: We listen, 
observe and feel. We try not to fix or cure. We are privileged with and 
bear witness to the journey of others, all the while humbled by the 
tenacity of the human spirit.
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Calling all Collectors...
We want your archives!
Are you a collector of “stuff ?” Have you saved past newsletters, 
conference schedules, luncheon award programs, or other ASGW 
ephemera? Have you wondered if it is time to clean out?

Please share any and all past ASGW material that you are willing to 
contribute to our divisional archives. If you can get them boxed and to 
the post offi  ce, we will pay your shipping costs. We can even scan them 
and return them to you if you aren’t quite ready to “let go” of your 
ASGW memories.

Th e contributions of Fellows, Past Presidents and other offi  cers 
are especially appreciated!

DR. ALICIA M. HOMRICH, ROLLINS COLLEGE, 1000 HOLT AVE-2726, WINTER PARK, FL 
32789

Congrats!Congrats!
ASGW GOVERNING 
COUNCIL REPRESENTATIVE

Niloufer Merchant


