
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

NASW-TN MEMBER PROFILE:  

CARMEN REESE FOSTER, LMSW, LSSW  
 

1. Tell us about your experience and involvement in the social work profession. 

I received my MSW in 2008 at the University of Maryland School of Social Work.  

For the last 12 years, I have worked for HopeWell Cancer Support (Baltimore), 

Metro Nashville Public Schools, Preston Taylor Ministries, and now the University 

of Tennessee.  My practice work has primarily been focused on working with low-

income children and families of color.  

 

2. What influenced you to get involved with this field? Were there other social 

workers, or family members, that influenced your decision? (How did prior 

generations influence you?) 

When I graduated from the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, I moved to 

Baltimore City and took a job working for Fellowship of Christian Athletes.  As I 

built relationships with more students and their families, most of whom lived in 

poverty, I realized that I didn’t have enough “tools in my toolbox” to understand 

generational poverty and its effects on communities.  As a person of color, I 

understood the racial and cultural history of America through lived experience and 

years of study, but I did not know enough about systematic poverty and its grip 

on communities.  I went back to school to get my MSW so that I could learn how to best work alongside people who 

lived in low-income communities, with the dream of being someone who could would not only instill hope into 

situations, but who could also help to affect positive change in communities.  

 

I definitely come from a long line of servant leaders and changemakers.  I am the proud granddaughter of a 

sharecropper who dreamed of a more just world for his children and his grandchildren.  I stand on the broad 

shoulders of so many family members who worked and prayed and fought for justice so that I could have more 

opportunity.  Because of that, it was only fitting that I pursued a field that would enable me to work and pray and 

fight for justice for others.  Social work invites us all to make a difference and to create positive change in 

communities.    

3. How do you see yourself supporting future social work professionals?  

In 2018 in role as an Assistant Professor of Practice and Online Field Coordinator at the University of Tennessee 

College of Social Work, I was a part of a team that wrote a grant to start a Coalition of Black Social Workers (CBSW) 



 
 

at UT.  The CBSW has grown to have a membership of over 100 students and professionals of color.  The purpose of 

the CBSW is for students to be paired up with professional social work mentors of color who help provide guidance, 

encouragement, and connection.  We have become a recognized campus organization and provide opportunities for 

students to connect with one another in social ways, but to also meet together to discuss issues that are pertinent 

to black social workers.  We are having our very first conference on February 7 at the UT College of Social Work in 

Nashville.  All are welcome to experience the day with us as we learn from one another and fellowship together!  My 

hope is that the CBSW will continue to encourage and empower young social work students to remain committed 

to practicing excellent social work.  It is also my hope that once students are mentored, then they return and mentor 

other students; therefore, creating a circle of support in the social work community.  

 

4. How do you weave self-care into this support? 

Self-Care has definitely become a phrase that has been misconstrued.  I think when the general population thinks 

about self-care, they think of taking a luxurious vacation or engaging in an activity where you have to spend a lot of 

money.  That is not self-care.  Self-Care is intentional, consistent effort to protect our overall health (mental, 

emotional, physical, and spiritual).  I think that the first step in making the dream of consistent self-care a reality is 

to make sure that one’s priorities are intact.  As a professor of social work, I teach the importance of self-care to my 

students and even lead workshops in the community about burnout, compassion fatigue, and vicarious trauma.   I 

engage with so many people who often say that they chose this profession to help others and have a hard time 

prioritizing themselves.  My response is always the same:  “You cannot be effective for others, do great work, and 

change the world if you do not take care of and prioritize your own health.  The work that we do is really hard.  It 

can be emotionally, physically, and mentally draining.  In order to be the best version of ourselves for our clients and 

our families, we have to prioritize our health.  We matter, too.”  For me, it helps to have a consistent self-care routine 

and someone who has agreed to hold me accountable to my plan.  I encourage my students to practice consistent 

self-care while they are in school so that when they enter the field, they already have a plan and a self-care routine 

in place.    

 

5. What are you most optimistic about as you work with future social workers?  

I work with some of the most amazing students in the state.  They are bright, they are committed, and they are 

determined to work hard to change communities for the better.  As someone who is on the front lines helping to 

train the next generation of social workers, I see their hearts, their knowledge, and how empathetic they are towards 

the most vulnerable among us.  The future of our profession is in very good hands!  

 

6. What tips would you share with other social workers or those looking to get into the social work profession? 

I meet a lot of students who come into the profession because they want to help others.  The reality is that social 

workers don’t want to just help others, we want to empower them.  This is an important distinction because we 

want to give others the proper tools to take control of their situation.  We don’t want to enable behaviors that are 

negative or unhealthy, we don’t want to put a band-aid on situations, we want to provide tools of support that 

people can use to change their own lives for the better.  

 

7. How does your NASW membership help you in your daily practice? 

The NASW membership is so great for networking locally and nationally, and it’s a great place to receive lower 

cost CEUs.  I personally love reading through the newsletters and magazines.  It always inspires me to see so 

many people pouring their hearts out for the field of social work.  

 

Carmen Reese Foster 

Coordinator of Field Education, Online MSSW Program and Assistant Professor of Practice 

UT College of Social Work 
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