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In October 2016, the Ohio Chapter of the National Association of Social Workers (NASW) hosted three 

events called Ensuring Black Lives Matter to further clarify the social work profession’s role in addressing 

systemic racism and police violence against people of color. NASW Ohio Chapter staff extends gratitude to 

everyone who attended these events and contributed their thoughts, the eight panelists who contributed their 

time and experience, Rubén Castilla Herrera who facilitated the event, our interns Heather Wise, Rebecca 

Phillips, and Chris Palcsak who helped coordinate the event, and to the Black Lives Matter leaders who have 

elevated our national conversation on racism.    

Background 

NASW has long been active in social justice work from supporting the civil rights movement, to LGBTQ 

equality, to labor rights, to the War on Poverty. NASW National has published position statements on 

institutional racism and criminal justice, but these statements tend to be quite general. Since the beginnings of 

the Black Lives Matter movement, NASW Ohio staff have held the position of support for the activist leaders, 

while struggling with a question of how best to support the very local, grassroots momentum from our 

statewide perspective. Like much of the nation, NASW Ohio has experienced increasing urgency with every 

report of excessive force by police.  

It is irresponsible to discuss police use of force with disregard for race and systemic racism. At NASW 

Ohio, we are also conscious of systemic racism within the systems we uphold. The social work profession is 

made up primarily of white, cisgender women with the means to seek a bachelor’s and usually a master’s 

degree. Bluntly, the demographics of the people we often serve as clients are not represented proportionately 

in the profession. The NASW Ohio staff reflects this, As three white women and a group of interns, we have 

attempted to grapple not only with our role in racial justice work as social workers and NASW Ohio, but also 

our role as white people.   

The list of people of color lost to police violence is long, and each individual case deserves attention.  

Since John Crawford III’s murder in August 2014, Ohio has made national news for several other police-

involved murders including two children, Tamir Rice and Ty’re King. In Columbus, Henry Green V was murdered 

by plainclothes police officers mere weeks before we committed to hosting these events. The trial of the police 

officer for the murder of Samuel DuBose was taking place concurrent to our Columbus event. We have 

attended vigils and rallies, lifting up the names of these people in our home state, and we have grown 

increasingly frustrated by the lack of movement and political will to address these injustices.  

Our office held many discussions, attended rallies as individuals, sought training on anti-racism work, 

and continued to struggle with how to apply our tried and true advocacy methods (state-level advocacy and 

member education and training) to the emerging grassroots, intersectional movement that is Black Lives 

Matter. We decided that we needed more information, and we needed to better understand where social 

workers in the state are on the issue.   

 

Planning 

Our purpose for hosting the Ensuring Black Lives Matter regional world cafés was to inspire and explore 

innovative approaches for social work activism that address issues of systemic injustice experienced 

by Black communities, particularly in interactions with law enforcement. We chose the World Café model 

because we felt it would best serve as a safe, structured, interactive space for dialogue between individuals with 

diverse perspectives. Our desired outcome was to engage social work professionals in collaborative positive 

actions aimed at reducing violence towards people of color and promoting social justice.  
We decided that our events’ purpose would best be served if they were facilitated by someone outside 

of NASW Ohio, trained in facilitation of challenging topics and with connections to the movement. Columbus-

based community organizer Rubén Castilla Herrera was asked to facilitate. 
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Our initial concept for these events included providing a forum for discussion and education regarding 

the Black Lives Matter 

movement. We also 

anticipated that by hosting 

three events in Cincinnati, 

Columbus, and Cleveland, 

we could develop a shared 

understanding of tangible 

ways social workers could 

ensure black lives matter, in 

the literal sense. Through 

the process, we learned 

more about what limits us 

in these goals. After our first event, we agreed that, hindsight being 20/20, the title Ensuring Black Lives Matter 

was misleading. Our time in all three cities was spent in exploration of the topic, and as with all complex topics, 

we left with more questions than answers.   

 

Teach 

Recognizing that with an open invitation to all social workers in Ohio, we were likely to have attendees 

with varying understanding of social change. To provide some framework, we included a panel discussion with 

individuals from each region to represent three perspectives of change: outside, against and within systems. In 

each city, we sought 1) a social worker representing an outside perspective, 2) a policymaker representing a 

within perspective and 3) a Black activist or community organizer representing an against perspective of 

change.  

Cincinnati 

 Dr. Alice Skirtz is a social worker and advocate who 

shared about her experiences mediating between 

police and a group of homeless Cincinnatians, 

successfully avoiding any arrests and improving 

access to housing services. 

 Councilmember Wendell Young is a former police 

officer and current Cincinnati city councilmember.  

He shared about his experiences as a Black man 

serving on the police force and discussed what he can do through policy.   

 Ashley Harrington joined us as a representative of Black Lives Matter: Cincinnati. Ashley explained the 

need for direct actions, emphasizing an anti-capitalist, systemic framework and a historical perspective 

of racial justice organizing.  

 

Cleveland 

 Mae Bennett is a social worker who has worked with police through employee assistance programming 

and advocacy for domestic violence survivors. Mae shared about the conflict she has experienced as a 

person of color who “passes” as white and how she has navigated advocacy in her practice. 

 William Tarter Jr. shared about his experience working with the NAACP and The Center for Community 

Solutions. William shared about how he has come to understand his own strengths and abilities and 

applied them to push for change through relationship building and policy work.  

World Cafe guidelines

Cincinnati Panelists (L to R) Dr. Alice Skirtz, Councilmember Young, 

Ashley Harrington
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  **NASW Ohio staff made efforts to connect with someone who could serve in this role, but 

unfortunately, was unable to secure a panelist who works with Black Lives Matter in Cleveland.** Bridget 

Walland Crist stepped in and shared about her experiences planning direct action with Showing Up for 

Racial Justice (Northeast Ohio), a group formed to organize white people to work for racial justice. 

 

Columbus 

 Tom Dillard is a seasoned social worker who has organized 

and advocated for years through various organizations. Tom 

illustrated a model for change that uses shared values.   

 Senator Charleta Tavares joined us to share her perspective as 

a experienced legislator. Senator Tavares described how 

policymakers rely on constituents to raise issues and apply 

pressure on elected officials to address them. 

 Twinkle Panda is an organizer with Ohio State University for 

Black Liberation (OSU4BL), a group that has successfully 

mobilized multiple actions on the OSU campus. Twinkle 

shared about her anti-capitalist perspective, and expanded on 

her reasons for choosing not to work within the system. 

 

 

Visual of Tom Dillard's model for change

Why do  

BLACK LIVES MATTER  

to you?  
 

What does 

BLACK LIVES MATTER 

mean to you? 



 5

World Café Agenda 

 

Varying factors made each event slightly different. Our planning group met after each, and adjusted the 

agenda for the next event based on feedback from participants. The demographics of the panelists and the 

participants also influenced our events in ways we could not have planned for. For the discussion portion of the 

events, with some variation in language and process, we asked these central questions:  

 

 

 

 

                     Check 
                       Out 
    Who Are You Doing This For? 

   
World Café  

How Do We Start? 

 

 
What do social workers need 

to fully engage with Black 
Lives Matter?  

 
What limits us?  

 
How do we start? 

 

Welcome 
World Café guidelines 
and StoryCorps video 

 
 

Check In 
Who Are You? 

Why Do Black Lives 
Matter to You? 

Mind Map 
Collective Intelligence of 

Group 
 

 

Panel 
Discussion 

Outside, Against, Within 
Perspectives of Change 

 

Opening the Space 
Reviewing the 

Questions and Issues 
Strategic Dialogue 

 

 

World Café 
What Do We Need? 

 

 

NASW  
History 

   Values, Ethics, Mission 
 

  

   HARVEST 

   HARVEST 

   HARVEST 

   HARVEST 

 
World Café  

What Limits Us? 
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Why do Black lives matter to you? 

How can social workers ensure Black lives 

matter? 

What do we need to do this work? 

What barriers stand in the way of our work? 

How can we start? 

 

 

 

 

 

Leaving the events, we found ourselves with deeper questions. 

 

How do social workers work for justice within unjust systems? 

How do we manifest the tenants of our Code of Ethics in practice? 

How do we maintain both personal and professional accountability? 

  

One of the desired outcomes of this event was to create greater professional alignment on how we, as 

social workers, can ensure Black lives matter. What we found was that social workers have very different 

understandings of how to do this.  Not all social workers have a propensity or desire to make Black Lives 

Matter a priority in practice. Through these events, it became clear to our staff that further guidance from 

NASW is needed, to ensure a baseline professional standard of social work practice, as it applies to the racial 

justice questions of today.  

Through our panel discussions and group conversations, we came to more deeply see the complicated 

ties social work has to historically racist institutions. We attempted to digest new perspectives together, and 

work together to see a path forward. By seeking to better understand where we have come from and where we 

are, we can determine how to change our path and re-route ourselves toward justice.  

 

 

 

Rubén Castilla Herrera shares guiding principles in Cincinnati

Harvest from group discussion in Cleveland
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Over three Saturdays in October, 40+ social workers came together and confirmed that we can live up 

to the vision laid out in our professional values. 

 

Competence • Integrity • Importance of human relationships • 

Dignity and worth of the person • Social justice • Service 
 

From here, we will continue to work, and consider what social workers could do if every one of the many 

thousands of Ohio social workers engaged deeply with the question: What will it take to ensure Black lives 

matter? Are we willing to do it? 

 

 

            

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

       

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 “I am no longer accepting the things I cannot change, I 

am changing the things I cannot accept.” 

 –Angela Davis 
 

 

 

 

Sign bearing names of people of color who died in police custody
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Harvest 

 
 WHAT DO SOCIAL WORKERS NEED TO FULLY ENGAGE WITH BLACK LIVES MATTER? 

 

 WHAT LIMITS US? 

 

 HOW DO WE START? 

 
We asked these questions, in somewhat varying forms, across the three world cafés. From these questions 

emerged common themes which we grouped into specific categories, allowing us to create a multidimensional 

assessment of our questions. The categories are areas within the social work scope of practices where we could 

work to ensure Black lives matter. The categories harvested from the three events are as follows:  

 

1) Relationships & Awareness of Human Needs 

2) Access to Power & Accountability to BLM Platform and Demands 

3) Strengths of BLM Movement & Capacity Building 

4) Continuing Education & Education on BLM Movement 

5) Self-Interest & Incentives 

6) Self-Awareness & Professional Responsibility 

7) Activism & Organizing 

 
What do social 

workers need to 
fully engage 

with Black Lives 
Matter? Self-Awareness  

Incentives 

Capacity Building 

Education 
Relationships 

Professional 
Responsibility 

Integration 

Interpersonal 
Strategies 

 

Personal 
Accountability  

Shared 
Values 

Understanding 
Trauma across 

Cultures Access to 
Power 

Self-Interest 

Strengths of BLM 
Movement 

Accountability 
to BLM platform 

& Demands 

Activism & 
Organizing 

Resources & 
Tools 

Engagement, 
Assessment, and 
Intervention 

Understanding 
Implicit bias Awareness 

of Human 
Needs 

Promoting Other 
Lenses, 

Narratives & 
Experiences 
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 RELATIONSHIPS / AWARENESS OF HUMAN NEEDS 
NEEDS: 

o Recognizing racism 

o Structural support: work 

culture that values 

relationship building and 

consciously, purposefully 

cultivates diversity 

o Cross pollinate, collect 

diverse perspectives, 

explore questions that 

matter 

o Keep perspectives of 

multiple lenses in mind and 

value each 

o Make it “everybody’s 

problem” 

o Understanding of human 

behavior and group 

behavior 

o Self-awareness and 

understanding of bias 

o More conversations within 

our communities 

o Community building 

o Build relationships with 

opposition 

o Understanding of human 

behavior and group 

behavior 

o Empathy for other groups 

experiences 

o Build relationships with 

opposition 

o Transformation 

o Buy-in 

o Empathy 

o Validation 

o Cultural sensitivity 

o Healthy debate 

o Facilitate open dialogue 

o Community building 

o Willingness to be 

confrontational 

 

LIMITS: 

o Isolated, non-diverse 

communities 

o Lack of exposure 

o Close-minded mentalities, 

social environment, 

stereotypes, bias 

o Mindset that “we’ve got it” 

o Time 

o Workload 

o Geography 

o Time 

o Commitment 

o Fear 

o Coming from different 

places 

o Experience 

o Ego/pride 

o Elitism 

o Comfort 

o Protection

 

START: 

o Make it “everybody’s 

problem” 

o Show up: presence in 

schools, communities, 

organizations  

o Being mindful of 

activist/advocate role, 24/7 

accountability 

 

o Use relationships and 

commonalities to make 

these issues relatable and 

important to everyone 

o Create interactive 

experience/relatable 

simulation 

o Speaking up 

o Organize and collaborate 

with partners 

o Power mapping 

o Diversity – different 

backgrounds/resources 

o Nurture the relationships 

o Having the hard 

conversation
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 ACCESS TO POWER / ACCOUNTABILITY TO BLM PLATFORM & DEMANDS 

NEEDS: 

o People in power at the table 

o More involved in policy and 

law making 

o Utilize three perspectives of 

change 

o More involvement in local 

politics 

o Advocate for social justice 

policies 

o Allies in power 

o Know your community 

o Define power and who has 

it 

o Mobilize: be present at 

places of power (town hall, 

city council, public meetings 

etc.) 

o Go to BLM events 

o Connect with BLM 

organizers 

o Lobby for State government 

to implement the task force 

recommendations 

LIMITS: 

o Access to power 

o Non-interest/not making it 

our problem 

o Internalized racism 

o Ability/lack of ability 

o Not having resources 

o Privilege 

o Not understanding own 

culture 

o White guilt 

o White “blindness”

START:  

o Not being complacent  

o Making people 

uncomfortable 

o Social media 

o Cause & effect relationships 

o Neutral content

 STRENGTHS OF BLM MOVEMENT / CAPACITY BUILDING 

NEEDS: 

o Educating people 

o Using txts to actively 

influence political processes 

on a local level 

o Building relationship with 

BLM 

o Understanding BLM asks 

o Advocating for police 

accountability 

o Amplify message of work 

BLM has already done 

 

LIMITS: 

o People not listening 

o Wanting to isolate 

o Lack of education of BLM 

o Perception of BLM 

o Complacency 

 

START: 

o Elevate voices of people of 

color 

o Bridge building to create 

proximity 

o Creating safe spaces for 

communicating through 

conflict 

o Connection and outreach to 

BLM activists doing the 

work 

o Activism as part of social 

work education



 CONTINUING EDUCATION / EDUCATION ON BLM MOVEMENT 

NEEDS: 

o Define social justice 

o More streamlined social 

work education 

o Cultural Competency 

education and diversity 

trainings 

o Social awareness 

o NASW to take education 

standards seriously and 

offer guidance 

o Better preparation for future 

social workers 

o Healthy debate 

o Clear purpose 

o All aspects/diversity 

o Stop criminalizing children 

o More educators and admins 

of color 

o Dismantle racist systems 

o Rebuild systems upon 

cultural competency 

o Professional development 

for teachers 

o Emphasize Jane Addams 

work in curriculum 

o More focus on macro work 

o More interconnection 

between macro and micro 

social work

LIMITS: 

o Lens of whiteness 

o Lack of education in 

diversity 

o Lack of education on 

structural racism and white 

supremacy 

o Lack of public education 

funding  

o Social work college have 

moved away from 

community organizing 

o Lack of diversity 

o Professional development 

o Ignorance – lack of 

exposure to other 

viewpoints 

o Ability to reach people and 

change minds 

o Social workers and 

educators (helping 

professions) not prioritized 

 

START: 

o Equipping educators to 

facilitate classroom 

discussions about structural 

oppression 

o Take education into our own 

hands and demand better 

o Representative information 

o Social work informed legislation 
  

 

 SELF-INTEREST / INCENTIVES 

NEEDS: 

o Mutual interest in 

deconstructing white 

supremacy 

o Understand the systems 

o Understand perspective of 

the oppressors 

o Find place of commonality 

 

o Recognizing oppression and 

accountability 

o Exploring ways of 

dismantling oppression

LIMITS: 

o Lack of understanding of 

interconnectedness 

o Misperception of systems 

 

o Accountability shifts 

 

START: 

o Educating yourself  

o Educating others 

o Engaging in hard 

conversations 

o Calling in 
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 SELF-AWARENESS / PROFESSIONAL RESPONSIBILITY 
NEEDS: 

o More diversity among 

organizations staff, 

personnel, administrative 

o Commitment to diversity, 

inclusion and equity 

o Greater dialogue regarding 

these issues amongst social 

work professionals 

o Common agenda  

o Continued education and 

training  

o Consider improvements to  

Code of Ethics 

o Accurate information 

o Desire to grow and reflect 

o More programs linking social 

workers with law enforcement 

o Policy changes 

o Advocating instead of stifling 

clients voices 

o Understanding the Black 

experience is not singular 

o Self-awareness and 

understanding of implicit bias 

o Influence rhetoric, language, 

communication of issues

 

LIMITS: 

o Ego 

o Personal bias 

o Denial 

o Complacency/close-

mindedness 

o Lack of experience/diversity 

o System constraints 

o Financial 

o Lack of awareness of 

resources available 

o Insurance 

o Self-pay and sliding scale 

fees 

o Problems of diagnosis/ 

medical model/ labeling  

o Licensure and fees 

o Whitesplaining to clients 

o Undervaluing/softening 

clients narratives so they’re 

more digestible 

o Tokenizing and asking for 

someone to be the expert 

on their race 

o Profession has shifted so 

much to clinical/medical 

model 

o Lost touch with our activist 

roots  

o Social workers need to 

reclaim macro work 

o Strengthen the MSW 

degree with macro 

education 

o Job security

 

START: 

o Sit together and 

communicate 

o Establish goals 

o Know the code of ethics and 

identify its needs, barriers, 

strengths 

o Self-assessment of implicit 

bias 

o Kirwan Institute as a 

resource

 

 ACTIVISM / ORGANIZING 
NEEDS: 

o Change hearts and minds 

through community 

outreach and organizing 

o Push back from the people 

regarding issues of social 

justice creating 

accountability and changing 

policies 

o Build and maintain 

connections with grassroots 

movements  

o Build and maintain 

community coalitions 

o Advocate for policy change 

o Community outreach 

o Leadership 

o Knowledge 

o Centralized location 

o Resources 

o Power in numbers 

o Better college education 

o Good self-care habit
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LIMITS: 

o Work 

o Family 

o Time 

o Safety 

o Lack of community support 

o Resources 

o Lack of passion 

o Complacency 

o Cynicism 

o Fear 

o System issues 

o Macro is overwhelming 

o Burn out 

o Failure to utilize the natural 

community leaders 

o Police officers need to 

speak out against police 

brutality 

o Lack of body worn cameras 

on police 

 

START: 

o Self-awareness 

o Workshops with common 

knowledge 

o Set up communications to 

know issues 

o Sign up for emails 

o Educate legislators 

o Support senate bill by Senator 

Tavares

 

We ended the three events by giving every person a 

chance to answer the following question in front of the 

group: “Who are you doing this work for?” 

 

 

Cleveland participants

Thank you 
Closing the space, Cleveland 

Columbus panelist Tom Dillard 


	�
	Ensuring
	Black Lives Matter
	October 15, 2016 Cincinnati, Ohio
	Mt. Auburn Presbyterian Church
	October 22, 2016 Cleveland, Ohio
	Fairhill Partners
	October 29, 2016 Columbus, Ohio
	Driving Park Library

