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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Purpose and Need for this Study 

This group thesis is a part of a long-range research 

project being conducted by the Boston University School of 

Social Work to determine what some of the factors are that lead 

to the choice of Social Work as a profession. This is the 

third in a series of theses on the subject of "Social Work as 

a Career Choice". 

The first thesis group identified what they perceived 

were some of the most significant variables in making Social 

Work a career choice. They stated the following: 1. influence 

of "significant others"; 2. exposure to and experience in 

&ocial w·ork and related service fields; 3. individual inter-

ests and vocational aspirations; and 4. self-concept of the 

individual choosi ng Social Work as a career. 1 The first three 

variables formed the basis for their study in 1960/61. Cer

tain recommendations from their finding s became the basis for 

the group thesis in 1961/62. These were stated as follows: 

1. to consider more specifically the effect of experience in 

and exposure to the field of social work; 2. to examine a 

person's perception of social work and its influence upon the 

choice of this profession as a possible career; 3. to use a 

1Tanchis Alcerro-Castro, et al, "Social Hork as a 
Career Choice", unpublished Master's Thesis, Boston Univer
sity School of Social Work, Boston, 1961, p. 3. 

1 





3 

The purpose of this year's thesis is three-fold: 

1) to study the role perception of first and second year 

students in schools of social work. These will be compared 

to the role expectations held by professional social workers; 

2) to examine and utilize theories concerning the relation

ship between an individual's self-concept and his role per

ception; 3) to make some effort toward understanding the 

nature of social work. 

We assume that the image a person has of himself may 

be ascertained by a knowledge of his commitment to the role 

he either is performing or is being trained to perform. 

This commitment will be expressed in this thesis through 

the degree of importance the student attaches to the various 

role aspects of values, knowledge, skills and purpose. It 

may be said that what is important to a person is highly 

valued by him. We assume therefore that what a student says 

he values will indicate an aspect of his self-concept. Since 

we are studying the self-concept expressed within a particu

lar situational context i.e. the perceived role of social 

work we will use the term "self-in-role" image. This is 

defined as the student's perception of himself in relation 

to his perception of role expectations. (see Chapter II, 

of this thesis "Vocational Theory") 

One of the stated purposes of this thesis is to 

study the student's role perception in comparison to role 

expectations held by professional social workers. The ro le 
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perception will be obtained indirectly through the stated 

importance attached to various role aspec ts by the student. 

For example, a student may attribute much importance to 

specific values which are not held important by professional 

social workers. One conclusion would be that part of his 

Perceived value orientation is contrary to role expectations. 

We would also say that his perception of an aspect of the 

professional role is faulty. Another assumption to be made 

is that during training there will be modifications in the 

student's role perception and his self-concept. (see 

Chapter 1:1). 

Of major interest in this t hesis i s the role of 

social work as it is defined by pro f essional social workers; 

perceived by students; and as it is expre s sed by students 

as an aspect of their "self". We are using the Working 

Definition arrived at by the Commission on Practice of the 

National Association of Social Workers as t he conceptual 

framework for thi s ro l e . 5 By operationalizing this 

definition and testing it with both professional soci al work-

ers and students some assessment may be made of its 

applicability in such studies as this . 

5Harriett M. Bartlett, Analyzing Social Work Practice 
by Fields, p. 22. 



CHAP'rER II 

THEORY OF THE RESEARCH: 
'rRAINING FOR SOCIAL WORK; ROLE, SELF AND VOCATIONAL THEORY 

Social Work as a profession came into being and con-

tinues to develop because it meets human needs and aspirations 

recognized by society.l While this humanitarian desire to help 

one's fellow man is as old as civilization itself the profes

sional commitment to this is a product of the 20th century.2 

To accomplish its major objective of enhancing the social 

functioning of individual's whether sing ly or in groups3 the 

Profession employs the methods of social casework, sockal 

group work and community organization. 

Nature of Social Work 

Harriett Bartlett delineates the nature of Social Work 

as a profession when she states in the Working Definition pro

posed in 1956 by the Commission on Social Work Practice: 

Social Work practice, like the practice of all 
professions is recognized by a constellation 
of values, purpose, sanctions, knowledge and 
method. No part alone is characteristic of 
social work practice nor is any part described 
here unique to social work. It is the particu
lar content and configuration of this constella-

1werner W. Boehm, Objectives of the Social Work 
Curriculum of the Future, p. 41. 

2Nathan Cohen, "Social Work as a Profession"; Social 
Work Yearbook 1957, p. 553. 

3Boehm, op. cit., p. 46. 

5 
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to elaborate on the profession's value component which occupies 

a significant place in social work. 

Muriel \v. Pwnphrey states: 
It appears to be true that many of the values 
which social v1ork affirms had their origins 
in Judaeo-Christian religious beliefs and 
Anglo-Saxon political and legal philosophies. 
However, these permeating value traditions 
take on a variety of forms and each member of 
society makes his particular interpretation of 
them and :anks ghem in importance out of his 
own exper1ence. 

A student's unique life experiences has produced a value 

orientation which pervades much of his behavior and many of 

his attitudes. In learning what social work is all about he 

perceives that this profession means what it says, for example, 

about the importance of the individual. Marion K. Sanders 

states that "the explicitness vJi th which social workers 

Practice what they preach tends to jolt t hose accustomed only 

to the more abstract manifestation of democracy''.7 Because 

of the nature of social work the student must reevaluate and 

deepen his understanding of his own value system. Joseph 

Eaton asserts: 

Every social work problem involves alternate 
choices of values. Workers must come to grips with 
with many fundamental and controversial ethical 

6Muriel W. Pumphrey, The Teaching of Values and 
Ethics in Social Work Education, p. 16. 

7rJiarion K. Sanders, "Social Work: A Profession Chasing 
Its Tail", Harper's Magazine, ccxiv (March, 1957), p. 59. 









and develop a social philosophy rooted in an 
appreciation of the essential dignity of men 
••• The social work curriculum should provide, 
through classroom and field instruction and 
through research, knowledge and understanding 
of human behavior, needs and aspirations; and 
knowledge and understanding for social work 
practice. The program should provide for social 
work practice. 'lhe program should provide for 
acquisition in the first year of beginning 
knowledge and skill in these areas, with the 
second year extending knowledge and developing 
skill, as appropriate to the student's pro
fessional interests within these areas.ll 

In essence training may be viewed as a process of 

11 

acculturation by which the student learns the multiple expec

tations for him as a professional. Everett c. Hughes illus-

trates the image a beginning professional student may have of 

his chosen profession. He states: 

We assume that anyone embarking on the road to 
medicine has some set of ideas about what the 
work (skills and tasks) of the physician is, 
about wha t the various medical careers are, and 
about himself as a person who may learn the 
skills, play the role and follow one of the 
various career- lines. We assume also that ••• 
the medical aspirant's conception of all these 
things are somewhat simpler than reality, that 
they may be somewhat distorted and stereotyped 
as among lay people. Medical education becomes, 
then, the learning of the more complicated 
reality on all of these fronts.l2 

'lhe change in the role perception during training is further 

documented by a survey of Nursing students in Kansas City 

11werner W. Boehm, Objectives of the Social Work 
Curriculum of the Future, p. 12. 

12Everet t C. Hughes, Men and 'l'heir Wor k, p. 121. 





professional self-conception involves a 
complicated chain of perception, skills, values 
and interactions. In this process, a profes
sional identity is forged v-vhich is Eelievable 
both to the student and to others.l 

13 

He assume that social work students also have brought 

their oversimplified, stereotyped images of social work with 

them and their professional training will include the replace-

ment of these images by more subtle and complex perceptions 

of the professional role. In respect to social work education 

Gordon Hamilton states: 

':rhe development of the professional self 
means acquiring knowledge and skill and in
tegrating them within a frameworlc of 
professional ethics, attitudes and values. 
It is not enough to know, one must change; 
it is not possible to change without knowledge, 
skill and insight.l5 

However we also asswne according t o the theories of 

Super and others16 an intimate link between what a person 

does (more specifically what he chooses as a vocation) and 

vlhat he is, i . e. sees himself to be. Therefore as the "more 

complicated reality" is learned and the role expectations 

more accurately perceived there would be a continual reevalua 

tion of himself in relation to these expectations. 

14Dan C. Lortie, "Laymen to Lawmen", Harvard Educa
tional Review, vol. 29, (Fall, 1959), p. 363 . 

15Gordon Hamilton, "Self-Awareness in Professional 
Education", Social Casework, vol. 35 (November, 1954), p. 371. 

l6Donald Super, et.al., Vocational Development. 
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2. Self-Concept Theory 

In this thesis we are also using the concept of "self" 

in relation to the concept of role. David C. HcClelland 

states that 11 included among the ideas a person has about the 

world is one about the nature of himself. It is one of the 

most important ideas that he has and has many characteristics 11
•
24 

The self-concept may be defined as w:hat the person perceives 

himself to be, the "self-. as- inferred- by self". 25 This 

conception of "self" is described by the individual in "I" 

sentences, for example, "I am strong". This conununication 

about the self may center around any aspect of the person which 

he is cognizant. It may be in tenns of the individual's 

values, interests, skills, the positions he holds or the 

quality of his role performance, i.e. "I am an efficient 

housekeeper". Hhen an individual states that certain aspects 

Of a role are important to him he is expressing "self 1
'. A 

social work student, for example, may say that skill in making 

an appropriate referral is very important to him. He is also 

expressing his interest in this particular skill or emphasiz

ing the value he attaches to it. The student may be implying, 

too, that he perceives himself as able to make an appropriate 

referral. In these ways he is expressing his self-concept. 

However others may disagree with his image of himself. They 

24 David c. McClelland, Personality, p. 529. 

25Donald Super, et. al., Vocational Development, p. 47. 



17 

may perceive him as uninterested or lacking the ability to per-

form this skill. 
26 'lhe "self- as - inferred-by - others 11 may 

therefore be differentiated from the self-as-inferred-by self. 

This perception of the individual by himself and by others need 

not necessarily be in contradiction. Indeed one might say that 

the more compatible an individual's perception of himself with 

respect to other's perception of or expectations for him the 

better his adjustment. Just as the individual may make mis-

takes in conceptualizing himself so also may the outside 

observor. 27 What the observer 11 sees" may be colored by his 

own attitudes, values, etc. The "real" self in all its aspects 

is seldom if ever known either subjectivel:l by the person or 

objectively by others. "Hovvever (states McClel land) anyone 

working in personality should have a healthy respect for an 

individual's own picture of himself - if for no other reason 

than that he is speaking out of very much more experience than 

anyone else could ever have."28 

This thesis is using this aspect of "self" i.e. the 

student's "picture of himself". We have stated that the con-

cept of role is being related also in the thesis to the self-

concept. 

26Ibid. 

27David c. McClelland, Personality, p. 530. 

28Ibid, p. 529. 
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While Mead emphasized the attitudes of others in general vis -

a vis the individual, Freud designated specific others, i.e. 

parental figures, as especially significant in the development 

of the self-concept. 

Super et. al. state: 

The self is the result of interaction between 
growth processes and personal-social develop
ment, the interaction of the person with 
others around him. As the individual takes 
roles in daily living and plays other roles 
in fantasy or play, as he identifies with role 
models and strives to emulate idealizing per
sons, some of these roles and some of the 
associated traits become internalized ••• and 
his concept of self develops.33 

Thus in learning not only how to act with others but 

also how others act with and react to him in his performance 

Of various roles, an individual develops an image of himself. 

Learning the role expectations which we have said occurs dur

ing training is a process which will modify a person's self-

concept. As he perceives and learns the multiple expectations 

of his occupation or profession an individual will begin to see 

himself as having to acquire different skills, knowledge, etc. 

3. Vocational Theory 

The self-concept is not merely a product of social 

roles. According to Super et. al. it also seems to be a major 

determinant of occupational role taking, that is, of occupa

tional choice.34 A person will tend to respond positively or 

33nonald Super, et. al., Vocational Development, p. 47. 

34Donald Super, et. al., Vocational Development, p. 48. 
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negatively to a particula r vocation or profession according to 

hoi'l he sees it 11 fitting 11 his view of himself. A person who 

perceives himself as unable to do math or who has been told 

that this is not his 11 forte 11 would be unlikely to choose a 

profession where this aptitude is required. According to this 

theory a person would ask such questions as - "What's expected 

of me?", "Can I do it? 11
, 

11 Am I interested in this? 11 before 

choosing a profession. It is recognized there are also more 

objective factors which determine this choice. These would 

include economic and social factors which are external to the 

individual and over which he has no direct control i.e. 

Parental socio-economic status, religious background, atmos-

phere of his home, parental attitudes toward schooling, etc. 

The labor market would be another determining factor, as well 

as the international situation, such as war or peace.35 

This thesis, however is concerned with perceived role expec

tations in relation to the self-concept. For this purpose 

the following propositions are relevant: 

1. It is assumed that basic development of 
the self-concept occurs in childhood; that 
adolescence provides a period of exploratory 
experiences in which the concept of self is 
elaborated and clarified; and that interests, 
values and capacities are integrated and 
attain vocational meaning through the develop
ment of the self-concept and through testing 
it against reality. 

35Ibid, p. 52. 



2. Work satisfactions depend upon the extent 
to which the individual can find adequate 
outlets in his job for his abilities, 
interests, values and personality traits. 

3. The degree of satisfaction the individual 
attains from his work is related to the 
degree to which he has been able to imple
ment his self-concept in his work. It is 
assumed that vocational development is in 
part the development of a self-concept and 
that the process of vocational adjustment is 
in part a process of implementing the self
concept, of finding a way of taking the role 
to which one aspires.3b 
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These theoretical formulations form the basis for our 

"self- in role" concept. We regard the "self 11 expressed 

through role as one of our major concerns. However we wish 

to make a distinction between role enactment and role percep-

tion. Since the students are still in the process of train-

ing it is logical that we cannot use role enactment as a 

means to view self. The role perception of students is not 

only possible but more logical to assess. Indeed before any 

role can be enacted the expectations must be perceived by the 

individual. We have said that this process is related in 

various ways to an individual's self-concept. Moreover the 

more his perception of these expectations agrees with the ways 

he wishes to express himself the more likely he is to express 

satisfaction. 

36nonald Super, et. al. Vocational Development, p. 91, 
pp. 95-96. 





social work role expectations as defined by the 
profession the greater the expressed satisfaction 
during training. 

1. A first year social work student 1 s self
in-role image will be less in agreement 
with social work role expectations as 
defined by the profession, than a second 
year student's self-in-role image. 

2, A second year social work student's self
in-role image will be more in agreement 
with the social work role expectations, as 
defined by the profession, than a first 
year social work student's self-in-role 
image. 

23 



CHAPTER III 

BACKGROUND CHARACTERISTICS OF SAMPLE POPULATION 

In this investigation the sample represents various 

types of backgrounds of social work practitioners (role

definers) and students. It is also representative of the 

three methods of social work in the Boston area. 

The background characteristics of the role definer 

sample were investigated for the following reasons: (1) 

to insure that the respondents did not have identical back

grounds, (2) to ascertain if the respondents had adequate 

experience in the field of social work and (3) to determine 

whether they meet the requirements of membership in the 

National Association of Social Workers. The background 

characteristics include: employment in agency, position in 

agency, status as current field work supervisor, specializa

tion in social work method, length of time in the field of 

social work and membership in the National Association of 

Social Workers. 

The background characteristics of the student sample 

were investigated for the following reasons: (1) to insure 

that the sample did not represent identical backgrounds, (2) 

to ascertain the amount of experience of the sample prior to 

entry into a school of social work, (3) to determine if the 

respondents are representive of the three methods of social 

work and (4) to determine if they are committed to the field 

24 





TABLE I 

DISTRIBUTION OF ROLE DEFINER SAMPLE ACCORDING TO FIELD 

\IIORK SUPERVISION, SOCIAL \'IORK METHOD AND MEMBERSHIP IN 

THE NATIONAL ASSOCIATION OF SOCIAL ltlORKERS 

Number of Respondents 
Characteristics Number Percent of number 

Field Work Super-
vision 

Yes 5 41.6 

No 7 58.3 

Social Work Method 

Conununity Organi-
zation 1 8.3 

Casework 9 75. 0 

Group Work 2 16.6 

Membership in 
N.A.S.H. 

Member 11 91.0 

Non-member 1 8.3 

26 

The preceding table indicates that of the twelve role 

definers five are currently field work supervisors for schools 

of social work and seven are not. It further indicates that 

nine of the sample are caseworkers and two are group workers 

and one is in conununity organization. Eleven out of twelve 

role definers are members of the National Association of 

Social Workers. 

Table 2 shows the distribution of the sample according 

to the length of time in the field of social work and their 



experience before and after training at a school of social 

'.·.rork. 

Table II 
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DISTRIBUTION OF ROLE DEFINER SAMPLE ACCORDING TO LENGTH OF 

TIME IN FIELD OF SOCIAL WORK 

Number of Responses 

Time Before Training After Training 

None 8 1 

1 to 5 yrs. 3 3 

6 to 10 0 6 

11 to 15 0 2 

16 and over 1 0 

Totals 12 12 

Of the twelve role definers included in this sample, 

table 2 shows that eight had no experience in social work 

prior to social work training at a school of social work. 

The majority of the sample had at least six years experience 

after training. 

Table 3 shovlS the distribution of the sample according 

to the type of agency in which they are employed and their 

present position. 



Table III 

DISTRIBUTION OF ROLE DEFINER SAMPLE ACCORDING TO TYPE OF 

AGENCY AND POSITION IN AGENCY 

Number of Respondents 

Position in Agency 

28 

'J:IJpe of Agency Adminis- Supervisor \rlorker Professor 
trator 

Settlement 2 

Corrections 1 

Conununity 
Service center 1 

I'1edical 2 

Education 1 

Child Guidance 1 

Family Service 1 1 

State Hospital 1 

Child Welfare 1 

As table 3 indicates, this sample of twelve represent 

nine different types of agencies where social work is practiced. 

Included in the sample are four administrators, three super-

visors, four caseworkers and one professor of social work. 

STUDENTS: 

Tables 4, 5, 6, 7, and 8 show t he distribution of the 

student sample according t o sex, social work school attended, 

job plans after graduation, membership in the National Assoc-

iation of Social Workers, and specialization in social work 

method. 
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Table IV 

DIS'llJUBU'riON OF STUDENT SAMPLE Jl.CCOHDING TO SEX 

Number of Respondents 

Students Male Female 

First Year 8 19 

Second Year 15 18 

Total 23 37 

Percent of 
Total 38.0 61.0 

Table V 

DISTRIBUTION OF STUDEN'l1 SAI:1PLE ACCORDING TO PRESENT 

SCHOOL OF SOCIAL WORK 

Number of Respondents 

Present School First Year Second Year 
Student Student 

Boston College 6 11 

Boston University 20 23 

Total 26 34 
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Table VI 

DIS1'RIBU1riON OF STUDENT SAIVIPLE ACCORDING TO JOB COMMITMENT 

Al1'TER GRADUNriON 

Students 

First Year 

Second Year 

Total 

Number of Respondents 

Cormni tment 

12 

21 

34 

Table VII 

No Commitment 

14 

12 

26 

DISTRIBUTION OF STUDENT SAI,1PLE ACCORDING TO MEMBERSHIP IN 

THE NJiTIONAL ASSOCIATION OF SOCIAL WORKERS 

Students 

First Year 

Second Year 

Total 

Member 

10 

20 

30 

Number of Respondents 

Non-member 

17 

13 

30 
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50 percent more second year students indicate membership 

than first year students. Of the total student sample of 

sixty, fifty are caseworkers, six are group workers and 

four are community organization workers. 

Tables 9 and 10 shm·J distribution of sample according 

to under-graduate major and other graduate education. 

Table IX 

DISTRIBUTION OF STUDENT SAMPLE ACCORDING TO UNDERGRADUATE 

MAJOR 

Number of Respondents 

Majors First Year Second Year Total Percent 

Sociology 7 8 15 25.0 

Psychology 6 ':> 9 15.0 ..) 

Philosophy· 2 0 2 3.0 

Other Social 
Sciences 2 10 12 20.0 

Huinani ties 2 2 l.j. 6.0 

Natural Sciences 0 2 2 3.0 

Languages 7 4 11 18.0 

Business 0 2 2 3.0 

Education 1 1 2 3.0 

Other 0 1 1 1.8 
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Table X 

DISTRIBUTION OF STUDENT SAMPLE ACCORDING TO OTHER GRADUATE 

EDUCATION 

Number of Respondents 

Majors First Year Second Year Total 

Sociology 0 1 1 

Other Social 
Sciences 0 1 1 

Humanities 1 1 2 

Education 0 2 2 

25 percent of the sample population majored in 

sociology and 20 percent majored in other social sciences 

Ten percent of the sample had received some education beyond 

the college level before entering social work. 

Tables 11 and 12 show distribution of the student 

sample according to field work placement. 
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The majority of the first year students are ·plaeed:· in 

children's agencies. The majority of the second year is 

placed in psychiatric agencies. 

Tables 13, 14 and 15 show the distribution of the 

student sample according to previous work experience. Tables 

13 and 14 show the breakdown according to the specific work 

experience, while table 15 combines all work experiences. 

Table XIII 

DISTRIBUTION OF STUDENT SP.MPLE ACCORDING TO PREVIOUS 

SOCIAL \'fORK EXPERIENCE 

Responses Length of Time 

None 1-6 7mo . - 2-3 ! ! r-
Li· - :J 6yrs.& Total 

mo. 1 yr. yrs. Yl''S. over 

None 18 0 0 0 0 0 18 

Family 0 2 3 i 1 0 7 

Child Welfare 0 4 2 4 2 0 12 

Medical 0 1 3 0 0 0 4 

Psychiatric 0 0 2 1 0 0 3 

Settlement 0 3 1 0 1 1 r 
0 

Undergraduate 
Field Work 
and career 
Project 0 5 2 0 0 0 7 

Other 0 4 2 3 1 0 9 

Public 
Assistance 0 1 2 3 1 0 7 
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Tables 13, 14 and 15 indicate that forty-two of the 

total students sample had some prior work experience in 

social work. Thirty-eight of the total student sample had 

other experiences related to social work. (The child wel

fare field received more responses than any other area.) 

We can summarize as follows: The total role definer 

sample of twelve respondents included five current field 

work supervisors. Seventy-five percent of the sample were 

caseworkers and 91 percent are members of the National 

Association of Social Workers. Most of the sample had at 

least six years experience after training. 

The total student sample of 60 respondents included 

17 from Boston College and 43 from Boston University. 

Fifty percent more second year students were members of the 

National Association of Social Workers than first year 

students. Sixty-one percent of the sample were female, and 

38 percent male. About 83 percent of the sample were case

workers. Their dominant major was sociology. A majority 

Of the sample had some previous work experience either in 

social work or work related to social work. 



CHAPTER IV 

METHODOLOGY 

Description of Thesis Group 
and Method of . Operation 

The thesis group is comprised of six second year 
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students at the Boston University School of Social Work. They 

are Mr. Charles Beaverson-group and community organization 

Worker, Miss June Fletcher-caseworker, Mr. John Froyd-case-

worker, Mr. Saverio Garofano-caseworker, Mr. Paul German-

caseworker, and Mr. Alvin Porter-casevwrker. Faculty advisor 

is Professor Louis Lowy. 

This group met weekly during the academic year 1962/ 

63. Minutes were kept and copies distributed to each member 

to facilitate communication. 

Work of the Thesis Group 

The initial focus of the fall meeting was to review 

the previous theses on the topic "Social Work as a Career 

Choice". A review of pertinent literature was undertaken on 

Self and role theories, theories of vocational development 

and characteristics of the social work profession. Discus-

Sions concerning the ways in which a person expresses himself 

led the group to focus on expression of self through antici-

pation of role performance. Our primary interest \vas in see-

ing in what ways a social work student perceives himself in 

aspiring toward performing the role of social work. 

During this period "division of labor" was established. 






















































































































































































































