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Foreword
Gerry Fewster

Mark Krueger was the most pro lific writer in Child and Youth

Care. For me, and many oth ers, he was also the most pro found. 

His sto ries – he called them “sketches” – are multi-lay ered nar ra -

tives that beckon us into the under world of prac tice and leave us to

find our own way back. His insights – he called them “mus ings” –

pose end less ques tions and leave us to cre ate our own answers. It

was n’t his style to tell oth ers, whether adults or kids, what to think,

what to feel, or what to do. Rather, he chal lenged us to match his

own insa tia ble curi os ity, and, if we had some thing to say, he would

lis ten, not as a judge, but as a learner. What a writer, what a teacher, 

what a youth worker!  

Mark was never at ease with cer tainty. He mis trusted the experts 

and gurus who claimed to have the truth. His heroes were those

who took the risk to break free from the bond age of worn out pre -

scrip tions to delve into the under ly ing chaos of their own

expe ri ence – whether they hap pened to be James Joyce, Albert

Camus, or the kid who just told him to “fuck off and die.” This was -

n’t an intel lec tual stance con cocted for aca demic or pro fes sional

pur poses; it was an authen tic reflec tion of how he chose to lead his

own life: “... the major chal lenge in child and youth care is to under -

stand, not change or prove, as we are so often led to believe today ...

When (this pro fes sion) can under stand, it will under stand itself.”

Mark was equally ill at ease with pur pose. His curi os ity was

driven by a need to make sense of his world rather than by per sonal

ambi tion or ‘mea sur able’ out comes. Impres sive as they were, his

aca demic, pro fes sional, and lit er ary achieve ments were never taken 

as fod der for the ego, but as oppor tu ni ties for defin ing his place in a 

world he needed to under stand. He was a man con stantly in motion, 

mov ing with the flow to sense the under ly ing pulse or rhythm that

con nected him to the whole. He was a run ner: 
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“I run everyday because I enjoy moving. Frequently, after the

initial pain subsides and the endorphins kick in, I get runners

high. Time is lost and everything is in synch. I can go for

several blocks and not remember the distance in between. You

might also say it is my flow or optimal experience, and as such

is a metaphor for how hard work leads to fulfillment in life.” 

Mark pre ferred met a phor to con cept, not only in his writ ing but as a

way of illu mi nat ing his own expe ri ence. He pre ferred images to

abstrac tions because they were alive. And he pre ferred themes to

details because they were expan sive, always in motion. These were

the flex i ble param e ters that allowed him to remain open, free from

the shack les of con sen sual knowl edge and beliefs. This does n’t mean 

he spent his time wan der ing aim lessly in a solipsistic haze. He was a

researcher and his meth ods were as dis ci plined and rig or ous as any

to be found in the tra di tional sci en tific realm. He was a pio neer and,

like all dil i gent explor ers, he cre ated anchor points that defined his

loca tion on the planet, such as the old Pavil ion in his beloved Mil wau -

kee, and his lakeside cabin in the woods. He kept a log book, rich and 

detailed pag eants of the past, to mon i tor his course through the flow

of time. And he used his work as an affir ma tion of his iden tity, a

secure place in an irra tio nal and pre car i ous world. 

For much of his life, Mark’s pri mary lab o ra tory was the ubiq ui -

tous dis ci pline of Child and Youth Care. Here he was free to pur sue

his own course with out being com pro mised by pro fes sional labels

and repet i tive prac tices. Much as he was devoted to the devel op -

ment of Child and Youth Care, he refused to be influ enced by its

chang ing fads and fash ions. His need to under stand his world

depended more upon retain ing his inno cence than accu mu lat ing

the pack aged wis dom of the experts or com ply ing with the

demands of the con trol lers. So, did he have a prob lem with author -

ity? Yes, he did. 

As a fledg ling youth worker, Mark came to believe he would

never under stand the kids unless he was equally com mit ted to

under stand ing him self: “This desire to under stand makes me

human. I want to know other, the world around me and myself ... and

there fore I am.” The essence of his work was to find the elu sive bal -

ance between his desire to help kids take charge of their lives and

his need to cre ate a space in which his own life could be
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expe ri enced and expressed. To make this hap pen he would have to

be fully pres ent and avail able in the moment. There could be no

pre-deter mined out comes, only a pro cess, a mutual encoun ter of

learn ing and under stand ing. 

It was a chal lenge that called him into action as much as reflec -

tion. On the topic of motion, he wrote:

“As a youth and youth worker I was constantly in motion. I was 

moving, doing something. Motion was always there at the

edge of my consciousness. It was something I did, heard

and/or flowed between us that I could not quite understand,

yet vital to knowing my experience and the experiences of

others. The titles of my novels were “In Motion” and “Floating”

because these emphasize the meaning and importance of

motion in work with youth. Put simply, we are more often in

motion than not.

Sometimes I think of motion as the existential hum or rumble

beneath the surface that we often feel and hear, a life force

perhaps. Motion is also, as Aristotle said, the mode in which

the future and the present are one, or perhaps a state in which

we can be totally in the moment. And then motion is just plain

movement, or getting from here to there, or nowhere, the

moment without which it is impossible to be alive.”

As a teacher, Mark was never one to spout the ory. He resisted any

exter nal belief sys tem that might deny, deflect, or dis tort the truth of 

his own expe ri ence. The knowl edge he val ued could only be accu -

mu lated through direct engage ment with oth ers and the world

wait ing to be known. For this he had no road map and would

politely detach him self from any body who offered one. Free dom

comes to those who have the cour age to step into the unknown, and 

under stand ing comes to those who can remain grounded within

them selves to make sense of what ever they dis cover. He urged his

stu dents to go out into the chaos, exam ine their own thoughts and

feel ings, cre ate their own mean ings ... and report back. He did n’t

lec ture; he dis cussed. He always acknowl edged hon esty and chal -

lenged con clu sions, whether he agreed with them or not. It was n’t

about edu ca tion – it was about learn ing. In other words, he worked
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with his stu dents the same way he worked with him self and the kids 

in the res i den tial cen tre.

As a writer, Mark’s most trusted source of mate rial was his per -

sonal jour nal. Unlike most aca dem ics, he wrote for him self, not as a 

strat egy to influ ence, impress, or edu cate oth ers. This was the

medium he used to cre ate mean ing from what he was see ing, think -

ing, and feel ing. Read ers look ing for clar ity and res o lu tion may find

this dis turb ing. Images and met a phors may illu mi nate but they

don’t explain or resolve any thing. And that’s exactly how he wanted

it to be. His inten tion was to ‘see, show, and tell’ rather than define,

ana lyze, and con clude. He wanted to under stand rather than explain 

and, for him, the expres sive arts of lit er a ture, music, and paint ing,

offered a deeper and more reveal ing rep re sen ta tion of human life

than the data col lected in the name of sci ence. He did n’t write text -

books. To fully grasp the essence of his work, read ers must begin by 

sus pend ing dis be lief as if watch ing a play or read ing a novel. In his

nar ra tives, he is always the cen tral char ac ter, the main pro tag o nist,

mov ing through time and place and com ing to reflec tive still ness.

The chal lenge is not to objectify, clas sify, or fol low him, but to join

him as a com pan ion who is also seek ing to under stand. Read ers

who come to see him as a sep a rate per son are left to reflect on their 

own sto ries and cre ate their own mean ings. He would have asked

no more from a fel low trav el ler.

Mark was pas sion ate about Child and Youth Care. For him, it was 

a means to enhance the lives of young peo ple, par tic u larly those

who strug gled to find expres sion and mean ing in the back wat ers

and war zones of North Amer i can cit ies. His desire to see and

under stand what “is” was in con stant dia logue with his grow ing

sense of injus tice. On this topic he did n’t hes i tate to let his val ues

and beliefs be known: 

“Every city, town, and country has its oppressive places run by

the control, and sometimes religious, ‘freaks’ who think of

space and place mostly as a chance to restrict and shape

personalities for a future as cold, closed, and limited as the

place in which they find themselves. These controlling places

try to make consumers, religious crusaders, and employees out 

of children instead of fulfilled and happy youth who have a

chance to become their dreams. The workers and leaders live

above, not ‘among’ the children and families. The signs on
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their doors and walls have messages that ‘come down’ from

some mysterious higher authority. Presidents, preachers, gods

and captains from a place unfamiliar to anything democratic,

spiritual, or humane.”

This does n’t mean he aligned him self with the sim plis tic con clu -

sion that res i den tial pro grams should be abol ished or used only as a

last resort. On the con trary, he believed we should cre ate spaces and

places in which child and youth care work ers could become directly

involved in the day-to-day lives of the kids in their care “... ‘homes’

–cab ins, cot tages, hang outs, play grounds, and wood land and moun -

tain tem ples of hope ... pro grams that invite, inspire, value, and respect

the cre ative and intel lec tual capac ity of each young per son to find his

or her way with the guid ance of a ful filled adult.” He con sid ered Child

and Youth Care a move ment as much as a pro fes sion:

“My dream is for a contemporary civilian conservation corps of

young people who would build these places with adults –

‘habitats of humanity’ across the land, not just the wood frame 

habitats, but the parks, streams, lakes, playgrounds, schools

and streets where everyone walked and played with their heads 

up. And we could easily pay for it with the money we have

spent blowing up the other places.”

When it came to meth ods of prac tice, Mark was n’t about to be

influ enced by those who argued that diag no sis and treat ment were

the key to becom ing a real pro fes sion. He had no inter est in tag ging 

kids with con cocted dis or ders, set ting arbi trary goals, stan dard iz ing 

pre scrip tive inter ven tions, and mea sur ing mean ing less out comes.

Such strat e gies belonged to the con trol freaks and had no place in

the pro fes sion he had in mind. For him, the prob lems are not inher -

ent in the kids them selves but in the pov erty of their rela tional

his to ries and the repres sive nature of the social order. The pri mary

task of the youth care worker is to under stand the expe ri ence of

each young per son and sup port him or her in devel op ing a sense of

Self capa ble of throw ing off the shack les. And the task of the pro fes -

sion as a whole is to share this under stand ing with any one pre pared 

to lis ten.
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Mark’s quest for under stand ing inev i ta bly took him beyond the

pragmatics of day-to-day child and youth care prac tice and into the

realm of phi los o phy: “There is some thing about phi los o phers that I

can hear, but don’t quite under stand.” Yet even in this daunt ing

arena he did n’t sim ply devote him self to what ever the mas ters had

to say; he care fully selected those who seemed to under stand him.

Hav ing come to see him self as an active, feel ing, and think ing

being, a prod uct of his past, and the cre ator of his future, he was

nat u rally drawn to the diverse phi los o phy of exis ten tial ism. He sin -

gled out the French nov el ist Albert Camus whose per sonal strug gle

to free him self from the repres sion of his past seemed very much

like his own. It would be a mis take to assume that he iden ti fied with 

Camus, Becket, Satre, or Dostoyevsky. They were sim ply the car ri -

ers of the light that served to illu mi nate the dark ness that

con stantly beck oned from the periph ery of his aware ness and

under stand ing.

It would also be a mis take to con clude that Mark’s fas ci na tion

with phi los o phy was a con scious, or uncon scious, attempt to aban -

don his lab o ra tory in Child and Youth Care. Given the prev a lence of

ratio nal ist think ing in this pro fes sion it’s far more likely to have

been the other way around. What ever he wrote, and what ever he

said, he always invited responses from any one who cared to step

for ward. In his early work, when he was pri mar ily con cerned with

the role of the front-line worker, he was con stantly engaged in dia -

logue and dis cus sion with the party faith ful. But the more he

explored the lab y rinth of his own curi os ity, the less respon sive his

audi ences became. Many of his ‘fol low ers’ (how he despised that

word) fell by the way side argu ing that he was no lon ger con cerned

with the real issues of work ing with kids, and had wan dered off into

the eso teric and imper sonal for est of lit er a ture and phi los o phy.

Noth ing could be fur ther from the truth. Any one with an open mind

and art less curi os ity will clearly see that his later work offers the

most per sonal, insight ful, and far-reach ing pic ture of what work ing

with kids is really about. Along the way, they will be treated to some 

of the fin est writ ing to be found any where in the lit er a ture of Child

and Youth Care, or in any other human ser vice pro fes sion for that

mat ter. The writer had found his ‘voice’ and the alarm ing sim plic ity

of this com plex man is there for any one pre pared to lis ten.
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In the years before his death, Mark Krueger had to come to terms 

with a debil i tat ing and dis fig ur ing con di tion. To regard him self as a

vic tim would have been an unthink able vio la tion of all he had come

to know and believe. Caught up in the mono lithic and imper sonal

world of the med i cal sys tem, the pre car i ous nature of the human

con di tion was pain fully appar ent – power, author ity, sta tus, con trol,

pre ten sion, and arro gance, over rid ing the sim ple qual i ties of car ing, 

com pas sion, and con nec tion – the ‘skimmed milk’ of human kind -

ness. True to form, he steered his own course through the for tress,

demand ing that his med i cal spe cial ists com mu ni cate with each

other and begin to work as a team. And he kept on run ning, not as

an attempt to avoid the obvi ous, but as a way of stay ing pres ent in

the oth er wise intol er a ble moment. Rather than seek out oth ers for

sym pa thy or sup port he pre ferred to nes tle down in his favour ite

cof fee shop with his lap top and a book, no lon ger engag ing oth ers,

but always watch ing them, still seek ing to under stand.

This vol ume con tains sketches and muses pub lished by CYC

Online between Feb ru ary, 2002 and Octo ber, 2011. They are part of a 

rich leg acy left by a bril liant and unique con trib u tor to the lit er a ture

of this pro fes sion. If you’re not famil iar with his work there is so

much more to be had. When Child and Youth care comes to under -

stand Mark Krueger, it will have taken a major step in

under stand ing itself. 

A Personal Note

In this intro duc tion I’ve used many words (2943 to be pre cise) to

cre ate a rough ‘sketch’ of my buddy Mark Krueger. But they’re only

words, carved from the many moments and events we shared over

the years. For the sake of integ rity, mine and his, I need to say from

the out set that these words are not about Mark at all – they are

about my expe ri ence of him as one of the most sig nif i cant and

beloved fig ures in my life. 

To under score the point, Mark would never have approved of the

word ‘be loved.’ Per haps I would say he was dis card ing the most

essen tial ingre di ent of being human. Per haps he would say it was a

diver sion, a catch all used to avoid fac ing the ‘truth’ of what ‘is.’

What I can say is that, in our con stant exchange of emails, I began

to sign off with “Love, Fewster” while he con tin ued to use such

terms as “Peace Brother” on his end. To pro voke him I decided to
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increase the size of the “L” word with each suc ces sive mes sage. He

made no com ment as the for mat of my emails became increas ingly

ludi crous. When it was obvi ous that I’d reached the limit of my com -

puter fonts he finally capit u lated with a mes sage end ing with “L,

Marko.” Phew!

In the months before his death, his responses to my mes sages

became increas ingly neb u lous and spo radic. Check ing in with

mem bers of his fam ily I dis cov ered he was dis tanc ing him self from

rela tion ships in gen eral. Self ishly, I con tin ued to hope that I would

be the excep tion. A few days before he died, his car ing

brother-in-law reminded him of my per sis tent efforts to main tain

con tact. He sim ply smiled and said, “Ya, Fewster is prob a bly going

nuts.” I com forted myself with the belief that he set about dying as

he set about liv ing, mak ing his own deci sions and tak ing full

respon si bil ity for the out comes. Per haps he has finally uncov ered

the sim ple beyond the com plex.

p.s. – I can only guess what Mark might say about this Intro duc -

tion. In all like li hood, he would begin with, “Too many words

Fewster ... too many words.” Well to him I would bor row a line from

the movie The Full Monty and say, “I love you ... you bug ger.” To

which he would prob a bly reply, “Peace Bro.”
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February 2002

Time and Motion
Like youth work (our term for child and youth care work), this
column can be thought of as a continuous journey.

I will begin to share some of the thoughts that have emerged
from our study and from reading other stories by youth
workers. The premise for our study, as well as this column, is
that stories inform us and challenge us to think differently
about youth work. 

T ime in youth work, for instance, is usu ally thought of as being

lin ear. Work ers and youth move for ward in time. The clock gov -

erns the length of what they do. They plan activ i ties on the hour or

by the min ute. Some times it is as if time rules what they do. What

can we do with this hour? Or this day, and how can what we do fit

with the allot ted time. A youth gets a time out. Another youth gets a

spe cial time, each time fixed accord ing to the clock.

But in youth work ers’ sto ries about their moments with youth,

time is not always lin ear. An event often occurs in the con text of

past, pres ent, and future, and not always in that order. Some times

moments, like moments in great nov els, spi ral for ward and back

through sto ries. A youth feels con nected to a worker and recalls it

later with fond ness. Or a youth strug gles with a worker then later

under stands what the worker was try ing to say.

Work ers and youth are often lost in time, immersed in their activ -

ity. Time stands still or moves with them rather than forces them

for ward. They are with each other, their togeth er ness and involve -

ment in that task at hand gov ern ing their activ ity as opposed to the

clock.

Motion and time are often inter con nected. Work ers and youth

move together through time. In this con text, motion is, as Aris totle

said, the mode in which the future and pres ent are one. Work ers

and youth act with pur pose in time and sub se quently what they are
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doing and where they are headed is in har mony. Their goal is to be

in the moment or to do some thing pur pose ful for them selves or oth -

ers, and sub se quently time is embod ied in what they do.

Their move ments together con nect them. They are as Henry

Maier said, “rhyth mi cally in synch.” While run ning or play ing or

strug gling their move ments are in har mony. Some times an exis ten -

tial hum also moves just beneath the sur face. An inau di ble sound

that drives the char ac ters for ward, cre at ing some thing at the edge

of their reach that calls to them. It is as if they are rid ing this under -

ly ing cur rent of sound toward a non ex is tent sense of res o lu tion only 

to dis cover that it is the jour ney upstream that mat ters. 

These notions of time and motion, like many other phe nom ena

in sto ries, chal lenge us to think dif fer ently about youth work. They

encour age us to pay atten tion to time and motion in ways that we

might not have oth er wise. In the next Moments With Youth col umn,

sto ries by youth work ers about silence, another key phe nom e non in

the sto ries of youth work ers, will be pre sented. 

For more information about time and motion see:

Maier, H. (1992). Rhythmicity: A powerful force for experiencing unity 

and personal connections. Journal of Child and Youth Care Work, 8,

7-13.

Magnuson, D., Baizerman, M., and Stringer, A. (2001). A moral praxis 

of child and youth care work. Journal of Child and Youth Care Work,

15-16, 302-306. 
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April 2002

Place

Y outh work occurs in places. Phys i cal places. Pub lic and pri vate

places, places where youth can be alone or together with oth ers, 

shared and sep a rate spaces. Places that shape, vio lent, friendly,

dull, excit ing places – houses, parks and street cor ners. Places of

bore dom. Places where some thing might hap pen. Places where

there is a sense of antic i pa tion. 

Work ers and youth are in these places with one another,

enmeshed in the space within, around, and between them, cre at ing

safe places, human places grounded in their pres ence. They try to

under stand places, their mean ings chang ing as they change. They

dance in and out of place, mak ing it dif fer ent with their pres ence.

They long for place, the place of a youth’s youth, their youth. They are 

in place with a sense of antic i pa tion, voca tion. They move in place

and time, become lost in place, absorbed in what they are doing. 

In James Joyce’s A Por trait of the Art ist as a Young Man place

gives the story mean ing (lin guis tic self-con scious ness) and is part

of the lead char ac ter. Sim i larly in youth work ers’ sto ries, place

shapes, houses, frees, lib er ates, con trols, holds, con tains them as

they inter act. A place is built, altered, shaped, left, entered, remem -

bered, as an impor tant part of the mood, tempo, tone and tex ture of

who they are and what they do. 

***

Thus, in Moments With Youth, place is an impor tant theme just

as are the themes of time, motion, and silence in our pre vi ous sto -

ries (see pre vi ous col umns in CYC-Online). 

For more about place read:

Baizerman, M. (1990–present). Musings with Mike. Regular column

in Child and Youth Care Forum.

Childress, H. (2000). Landscapes of Betrayal; Landscapes of Joy.
Albany New York: State University of New York Press.

Maier, H. (1987). The Space We Create Controls Us. In Developmental

Group Care of Children and Youth. New York: Haworth Press.
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October 2002

Basket Hold
In previous months, I shared stories from youth workers who
are participating with me in a phenomenological inquiry we
call 'Moments With Youth'. This is one of my own. I wrote it
for our study as an example of one moment early in my career
when I was trying to decide what to do with my life. In this
context, it was one of many moments that helped me realize I
was where I was supposed to be.

D aniel gets up from his chair in the lobby of the res i den tial treat -

ment cen ter and approaches, his T- shirt tat tered and his face

wind-burned from sev eral days on the streets. He’s 14.

“I’m Mark, I’ll be your child and youth care worker,” I hold out my 

hand. I’m 23. 

He con tin ues walk ing. I walk along side and motion for him to

enter the office. 

“Hi Dan iel, I’m Nicole, your ther a pist,” she holds out her hand. 

No response. 

“Before Mark takes you upstairs I wanted to tell you a lit tle about 

our pro gram,” Nicole says.

“I don’t give a fuck about the pro gram!” He grabs a paper weight

from Nicole’s desk and throws it through her win dow.

I reach for him. He takes a swing at me. I duck and grab him

around the waist. He pounds on my back. I quickstep behind him

remem ber ing my super vi sor, Ernie’s, instruc tions: “Grab both arms

by the wrist and cross them in front of him, then put your knee

behind his knee and dip like a bas ket ball player tak ing the leap out

of a re-bounder in front of him, and col lapse together to the floor. If

he’s small enough (Dan iel just barely is) sit him in front of you with

your legs hooked over his so he can’t kick, his body cra dled in your

arms and your head tight to his so he can’t butt you. Then pre pare

for a long wait. It helps to have some thing to sup port your back.”
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“Nicole, would you move that couch over here.” My voice shakes. 

She gets on one end of the couch and pushes until it’s between my

back and the wall. The strug gle is on. He twists like a dog try ing to

avoid a bath, shouts, “Your mother sucks cock! Your ol’ lady sleeps

with horses, cops, pigs!” The veins in his neck cord and his body

strains like a stretched bow. My arms begin to ache. The sweat

thick ens. His hand breaks free. He turns and spits, then butts me in

the nose. “Damn!” Fire flies flash in my eyes. Blood begins to run

down on my chin. 

“Are you, okay?” Nicole asks.

“Yes, I think so. Would you please grab his legs?”

She strad dles his legs and holds them firm to the ground while I

re-tighten my grip, wish ing I could pull his arms up around his neck

and choke him. He rests, then jerks like a fish out of water, rests

and jerks again until grad u ally, like an engine slow ing to idle, the

ten sion sub sides and we sit qui etly, soaked in sweat, limbs inter -

twined, breaths as if com ing from the same set of lungs. I look at

the scars on his arms, sev eral, almost per fectly round, cir cles. Sue

told me his father put his cig a rettes out on him.

“I’m going to let go of your left arm then your right one.” We do

this step by step until Dan iel is stand ing across from me and Nicole 

is to our side.

I look out the win dow. It’s rain ing. As large maple leaves slide

down the glass, Nicole brings me a wet paper towel to wipe my

nose and face. Dan iel shows no remorse.

“I’ll take him upstairs,” I say to Nicole.

Together we climb the stairs. “Sticky suck ers,” Suzanne the

woman I live with calls the odd mix ture of urine and dis in fec tant

that marks the place.

At the top of the stairs, I part the fire doors. The other boys are in 

school.

“Your room is down the hall,” I say. He walks to my side, runs his 

shoul der along the wall. The treat ment cen ter was remod elled last

year: earth tones replaced with pas tels, large hos pi tal rooms turned

into smaller, dor mi tory rooms, each one hous ing two boys.

A gro cery bag with his things is on the bed. He digs through it.

“Bastards,” he says. Ernie searches all the new boys things for
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drugs and weap ons. He takes out a T-shirt and pair of jeans, starts

to change, then looks at me. “What are you queer or some thing?”

I give him a moment to change and unpack, wait out side the

door with my back to the wall, once again ques tion ing why I’m here. 

When I enter again he’s sit ting at the desk with a photo.

“Who’s that?“”

“None of your fuckin’ busi ness.”

I don’t respond.

“My sis ter.”

“She’s nice look ing.“ Nicole told me she had been abused also.

“Why do you work here?“

“I’m not sure.”

“So you can get your jol lies, prob a bly.”

I change the sub ject. “Want a coke?”

He nods and we walk to the day room.

I keep an eye on him as I buy cokes from the vend ing machine

then sit across from one another at a small table. He sips his coke,

looks down, then up. 

“Your shoe’s untied.” He stares at me.

I stare back. 
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April 2003

We can’t place ourselves in
someone else’s shoes, but we
can try

R ecently mem bers of our youth work research group have been

dis cuss ing empa thy, a theme in our sto ries. We have more or

less come to the con clu sion that we can’t, as is often said in youth

work, “put our selves in some one else’s shoes.” If each worker and

youth has a unique story, then it is impos si ble. We all see the world

through a dif fer ent lens, expe ri ence life dif fer ently based on our

prior cul tural and famil ial expe ri ences, and sub se quently make dif -

fer ent mean ing of what we expe ri ence. 

For exam ple, if a youth worker has been in a gang, used drugs,

expe ri enced a loss, or been abused, it does n’t mean that the worker

has had the same expe ri ence as a youth who is in a gang, uses

drugs, expe ri ences loss or has been abused. Like wise a worker who

has had suc cess at some thing is not hav ing the same suc cess. And

a worker who expe ri ences sad ness, joy, fear, or excite ment is not

expe ri enc ing the same sad ness, joy, fear, or excite ment as a youth.

Fur ther more, we find that when a worker says to a youth that the

worker knows what some thing is like because the worker has been

there, it can more or less take away the youth’s expe ri ence, or close

the door for let ting the youth describe how he or she is feel ing. Most 

ado les cents, for exam ple, don’t like to hear from their par ents or

youth worker, “I know what it’s like. When I was your age I did the

same thing,” espe cially when it is said in a way that min i mizes the

youth’s expe ri ence. 

The goal instead is to try to under stand. Work ers with empa thy

are curi ous about the youth’s expe ri ence. They want to know what

an expe ri ence is like for the youth. These work ers also try to under -

stand their own feel ings and sto ries and then use this

under stand ing to open them selves to youths’ sto ries, feel ings, etc.

This makes them avail able as Gerry Fewster says to mir ror back
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their expe ri ence of a youth. An empa thetic worker, for exam ple,

shows the excite ment, sad ness, etc that a youth evokes in the

worker as the youth describes his or her expe ri ence. And this con -

veys to the youth that the worker under stands, or at least is try ing to 

under stand.

It is, of course, all a mat ter of degree and con text—the mat ter of

how close we can come to hav ing another per son’s expe ri ence. Cer -

tainly some of our feel ings expe ri ences, etc, are sim i lar to youths’

expe ri ences and feel ings, but it is never exactly the same. We all

have our own unique sto ries and feel ings. Per haps then a better def -

i ni tion of empa thy is that we try to put our selves in the youth’s

shoes. By know ing and val u ing our own expe ri ences, it makes us

value and curi ous about youth’s expe ri ences. The empa thetic

worker shows by his or her actions and/or says, “Tell me what it’s

like for you, I really want to know. I’m curi ous about you and who

you are. This is how I’m feel ing, how are you feel ing.”
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July 2003

On Juxtaposition 

In this col umn for the past months, seven youth work ers and I

have been shar ing short sto ries (sketches) about our expe ri ences

work ing with youth. These sto ries are part of a study (qual i ta tive

inquiry) that we are con duct ing. Our goal in the study is to deepen

our under stand ing of our expe ri ences with youth. As we write our

sto ries, we have also been devel op ing our method of inquiry, Self in

Action. We improve our method of research, in other words, as we

learn about our expe ri ences.

The study has also rein forced our belief that our sto ries are inter -

con nected with our sto ries about our work with youth. A cou ple

months ago, Quinn Wilder, a mem ber of our study group, pro vided

an exam ple of how some of us have been jux ta pos ing expe ri ences

from one moment in time with expe ri ences from another point in

time because together these expe ri ences seem to shed light on one

another. A moment from our own youth, for exam ple, informs a

moment from youth work.

In my own work, this is a pro cess I have been using and try ing to 

under stand for sev eral years. For our read ers, who are inter ested in

qual i ta tive inquiry, I thought it might be help ful to share a brief

descrip tion of this pro cess that I am work ing on for the pref ace of a

manu script that is almost com plete.

Pavilion: A Portrait of a Youth Worker 

“The same or almost the same points were always being

approached afresh from different directions and new sketches

made. Very many of these were badly drawn or uncharacteristic,

marked by all the defects of a weak draftsman. And when they

were rejected a number of tolerable ones were left, which now

had to be rearranged and cut down, so that if you looked at them 

you could get a picture of a landscape. Thus the book is really

only an album (Wittgenstein, 1951, in preface to Philosophical

Investigations, pages unnumbered).”
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For sev eral years I tried to draw a tol er a ble set of sketches about

my life and work with trou bled youth that I could put in an album.

Like my read ing of Wittgenstein and other phi los o phers and poets,

there was some thing about these sketches that I could hear, but did 

not quite under stand – an exis ten tial hum per haps. My sense was

that if I could get these sketches to ring true, I would as my friend,

col league, and men tor, Jerome Beker once said, “Hear it deep and

look to the ques tions that do so much to deter mine the soul of our

work.”

Using tech niques I learned from lit er a ture and qual i ta tive

inquiry, I drew and redrew each sketch sev eral times try ing to make

it look, feel and sound right. Some times I broke a sketch down to a

line or two. Then I rested and started again, look ing for what

belonged and did n’t belong. 

As I worked, I inter preted the sketches in rela tion ship to what I

had learned from lit er a ture, art, phi los o phy, music, psy chol ogy and

my work with trou bled youth. This helped me decide what to leave

in and out. But I did not make the inter pre ta tions part of the

sketches. Like a good story, I wanted a sketch and/or series of

sketches to stand for them selves – images that alone or in com bi na -

tion rang true.

I bor rowed a note card that short story writer Ray mond Carver

kept above his desk with the fol low ing quote from the poet Ezra

Pound, “Fun da men tal accu racy of state ment is the sole moral ity of

writ ing.” I also read nov el ists, short story writ ers and play wrights,

such as Margueritte Duras, Anton Che khov, Albert Camus, Ernest

Hem ing way, and Sam uel Beckett, who had the abil ity to cre ate

clear, pre cise images with a few sim ple words.

In search of my own voice, I read my work to my writ ing teacher.

Hear ing the words in antic i pa tion of her response helped me lis ten.

Then, when my les sons were over, I read alone, try ing to escape the

imag i nary audi ence and please myself. 

Once I had drawn sev eral sketches as best as I could, I began to

com bine and jux ta pose them, look ing for ways they fit together. A

sketch from my child hood, for exam ple, would seem to work with a

sketch from a later period of time, or vice versa. Grad u ally I found

myself break ing the sketches into frag ments and inter spers ing

them with other frag ments because this seemed more con sis tent
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with my repeated reflec tions on the expe ri ences. Rarely did I see a

sketch as a whole. Parts of it in com bi na tion with parts of other

sketches came at me as I was doing one thing or another.

At times it was as if I was look ing through a kalei do scope. As I

twisted and turned the frag ments in my mind, pat terns or themes

appeared and became the top ics of new draw ings. One of the new

draw ings became a play because that seemed to be the best way to

frame the dia log. A few frag ments were turned into poems. Many

sketches and frag ments were dropped. These were either still

“badly drawn” after sev eral tries, or sim ply did n’t fit.

Even tu ally a cen tral nar ra tive emerged from the few that were

left. This was drawn in reg u lar type while the frag ments that wove

around it were drawn in ital ics. Seven sketches, each com prised of

two or more frag ments, and an epi logue remained. All of the frag -

ments were dated. And, finally, since many of my reflec tions

occurred dur ing my daily run, I framed the entire work in a run,

which also seemed to pro vide the cor rect tempo. What resulted was 

a self-por trait, a work in prog ress named after a place I often return

to, Pavil ion.
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August 2003

On Vac
We’re on vacation. Our research group of youth workers is
spending the summer camping, swimming, exploring etc. 
Last month I spoke about how we juxtapose our sketches to
understand the interrelatedness of our experiences in and out of 
youth work. Here’s a sketch I’ve been working on.

I cross coun try ski. The sun light off the snow is blind ing. After -

wards, I rest on the couch in my cabin near a warm fire. 

We – six youth (Isaac, Pat, Mary, Dan iel, Carla and Brunsey) and

me – are in the woods, cross-coun try ski ing through the south ern

Ket tle Moraine in Wis con sin. It’s their first time. A moment ago, we

strug gled to get their gear on. This sec tion of the course is flat. I dem -

on strate how to use the poles and how to glide, mov ing my feet back

and forth. It’s a beau ti ful win ter day.

“Bor ing,” Brunsey says.

My stom ach growls for some thing to eat. I put on my leather

jacket and back between the tall white pines. At the stop sign, I turn 

up the heat. Two bulls are run ning in a ditch next to the road. They

escaped again from my neigh bor’s farm. I pull along side, roll down

the win dow, and lis ten to the sound of their hoofs hit ting the snow.

A few years ago, when I was ski ing in the woods, a young man on a

horse rode across my path. His long coat flowed behind with the

horse’s tail. It was a majes tic sight. Ever since then, the sound has

stayed with me.

A group of young men with sleek out fits and equip ment want to

pass. “Stay in the tracks to the right,” I say. Stum bling, they jump

from one track to the other. The young men pass. 

After the bulls dis ap pear in a stand of blue spruce, I con tinue to

the Moose Inn, which is down the road. Joe, the owner, added car -

pet ing and female bar tend ers, but it is still a coun try bar by most

appear ances. 
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A few min utes later, we come upon a woman with her two lit tle

daugh ters.

“Fuck!” Pat says as he catches a tip and falls.

“Watch your lan guage,” I say and give him a hand.

We pass the woman and her daugh ters. Pat the stron gest of the

group, pow ers ahead. Dan iel and Carla ski side by side try ing to get

more glide out of their skis. I fall behind a lit tle and try to give Mary,

Brunsey, and Isaac a hand.

“I hate this shit,” Isaac says, dust ing off his butt.

“Wish bone your skis, dig in your edges and keep your poles behind 

you,” I say as we approach the first major hill. It’s a com edy of errors.

For sev eral min utes a stream of cuss words flow from them as one

after another they slip and fall back wards down the hill. At one point

with Brunsey and Pat fall on top of me, we start laugh ing.

The wait ress seats me at a table beneath a beer sign where there 

is enough light to read. She’s wear ing a sleeve less Hawai ian jump

suit.

“Aren’t you cold?”

“No, I move around a lot … the usual?” 

I nod and call the farmer about the bulls, but no one answers.

While I read and wait, an older cou ple at the bar tell a story about a

cat that got caught in a chunk of snow behind the wheel of their

pick-up and was still alive when they got home. No one ques tions

this. The Moose Bur ger is reli able like the story I read by Turgenev,

Brezin Lea.

“Here, watch me,” I say and dem on strate.

“I can do that,” Dan iel says and fol lows me up the hill.

Their arms ache as they dig their poles in behind them and try to

keep them selves from slip ping, but they all make it, then scream and

hol ler as they speed down the other side. 

Pat and Dan iel are side by side now. 

“I’ll race you to the next hill,” Dan iel says.

I pay my bill and leave. On the way home my mind drifts out

across a white corn field towards the moon.

Pat races ahead, mus cling and grunt ing through the snow. Dan iel
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uses tech nique to catch up and pass, but Pat lunges at the fin ish

line.

Sud denly, around a bend, as if two boul ders dropped from the

sky, the bulls reap pear in the mid dle of the road. The car swerves to

the left, then back across the road and comes to rest in a ditch with

the red oil light flash ing in the dash. For a moment I think I see the

man on the horse. He’s wear ing a Hessian hat. He points a spear at

me and dis ap pears while the bulls lum ber into the woods on the

other side of the road.

“Who won,” Pat says look ing back with his face cov ered with

snow.

“A tie,” I say.

For tu nately it only takes a moment to dig out. I keep my eyes riv -

eted to the road the rest of the way home. The smoke com ing from

the chim ney is a wel come sight. I stop to piss in the out house. It’s

cold, but I get it done, then stand on the hill over the lake a moment, 

lis ten ing to the wind make a sweet cry ing sound as it moves over

the ice.

“ …in the dark ness we saw a fig ure com ing toward us ... But we

were mis taken, it was not he.” From Dostoyevsky’s White Nights,

the third night. 

The sun begins to sink low in the sky. We make it around the

course safely, then start a fire for the hot choc o late. Sit ting on the

logs shoul der-to-shoul der, we drink with our cold hands wrapped

around the warm mugs. 

I warm myself by the fire and climb into the loft where my com -

puter sits on a wire spool next to my futon and work into the night

on a sec tion of a sketch I’ve been writ ing over and over again: Dan -

iel and I sit on the beach with our chins on our knees, “Do you think

I’ll be fucked up like my ol’ man?”

I hes i tate, say, “No.” 

I want to cap ture a moment of hes i ta tion, but can’t quite get it

right. In early morn ing, a bat, fooled out of hiber na tion by the heat,

buzzes over head, then crawls back into a small crack in the ceil ing

and dies, all its energy spent with noth ing to eat. A pur ple hue

forms on the hori zon. I put on my old mil i tary over coat and take a

30



walk on the frozen sur face of the lake. In the faint light of day, I can

hear my feet hit the ground like a dis tant heart beat.

… Like drizzle on embers,

Footsteps within me 

Toward places that turn to air…

From Octavio Paz’s Draft of Shadows
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November 2003

The Alley
In our study (the one conducted by the youth workers who
present their stories in this column), we often explore moments
from our own youth to determine how our experiences bias and
enrich our understanding of youth work. Recently, I was
exploring a moment from my own youth. It reminded me of
how boredom and waiting play major roles.

Milwaukee’s Northwest Side, between Burleigh and Auer on 45th

street, 1954.

(1954) 

I kick the ball above the garage roof. On the way down, it hits the

edge of the rain gutter, falls to the ground and hisses, punctured on

a rusty piece of metal. I go inside. We live downstairs. No one is

home.

I won the ball at Sum mer Fun Club for most push ups, 28. It’s

about the size of a bas ket ball, only the rub ber is thin ner and the

seams go out, like my ribs. I put tape on the punc ture and pump it

up. It still leaks. The gas sta tion is at the end of the block. I walk

down the alley, dodg ing horse apples from the gar bage wag ons.

Despite the shit, I pre fer this way. It’s shorter. 

I close my eyes and count my steps, try ing to make it to the end

of the alley with out look ing. I almost do. Tires are stacked in back of 

the sta tion. Some times when we play kick the can I hide here. I walk 

through the over head doors. Red, the owner is work ing under a

Plym outh. He sees my shoes, slides out. His face is cov ered with

grease.

“What can I do for you Matt?” he asks.

I show him the ball.

“Flat, uh.”

“Yup.”
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“Easy enough to fix.”

“I thought so.”

The bell rings. Red goes out to pump gas. I sit in the old shoe -

shine chair in the office and look out the win dow. Emil Horn’s Drug

Store is across the street, just beyond that is Freed man’s gro cery

store where we have a tab.

“This will just take a sec ond,” Red says after he puts the money

in the cash reg is ter. With the lit tle sil ver valve in his mouth like a

tooth pick, he scrapes the spot around the leak with a file, spreads

the glue evenly, puts a patch on top, and smooths out the edges.

Then he pumps it up. “There, that ought to do it,” he pats the ball

and tosses it me.

“Thanks Red. How much?”

“No charge.”

“I owe you,” I say, like my dad says some times.

“Sure.”

Wally’s res tau rant is on the other side of the alley, just past the

bar ber shop. I sit at the lunch coun ter.

Pump kin seeds,” I put three cents on the coun ter.

“You sure like your salt.” Wally scoops up the pen nies and gives

me the seeds. “How’s your mother?”

“Fine.”

“You be good to her.”

“I will.”

“Here.” He gives me a penny red lic o rice for free.

“Thanks.” I eat it right away. 

On the way home I chew pump kin seed shells around the edges

while I bounce the ball with the other hand. They last lon ger that

way. It’s get ting late in the after noon. The house is still empty. I

gulp down a glass of water, and comb my duck’s tail. Then I stretch

out on my bed and try to be per fectly still.

The cracks in the ceil ing are the Ama zon River. My cat Rocky

jumps up. I pet him. He purrs, rolls on his back so I can scratch his

stom ach. It’s dead silent, like noth ing. The front door opens. Rocky

jumps off the bed, meows. My mother feeds him reg u larly. I do it
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when I feel like it.

“Hi Matt.” She’s exhausted. In two weeks school starts again.

She’s the prin ci pal’s sec re tary. They’re get ting ready. I like the way

she looks. She’s wear ing a skirt and short-sleeved blouse.

“What’s for din ner?” I ask.

“I thought I’d make sweet breads, boiled pota toes, and beans.”

“Can we have fried pota toes?”

“Yes, I guess so,” she sighs. “Why don’t you go and wait for your

father.”

She wants me out of her hair. I ride my bike to the bus stop,

three blocks away on Sherman Bou le vard. My father rides the bus

from the life insur ance com pany down town. A bus stops. The door

opens with a hiss like the hiss from the punc tured ball. He’s not on

this one. Another passes with out stop ping. Last week, I waited until

it was dark – one hiss after another with no sign of him. 

I can see him on the next one before it stops. He’s stand ing,

ready to get off, news pa per tucked under his arm. He looks cool

with his dark hair slicked back and his dark blue suit, white shirt

and dark blue white poke-dot tie. 

“Hi son,” he says, his voice drowned out by the motor.

I walk by his side with my bike.

“How was your day?” he asks.

I tell him about the ball.

“That Red is some thing else, isn’t he?”

“Yes, how was your day?”

“Oh, let’s just say unevent ful.”

Our house is fourth from this end of the alley, the end oppo site

the gas sta tion. 

“Hi Bill,” my moth ers says, turn ing from the stove.

“Hi Marie.” He takes off his coat and sits in his chair in the liv ing

room with the news pa per. My brother comes home from foot ball

prac tice. He’s in high school; I start junior high this fall. 

“Let’s eat,” my brother says.

“In a few min utes,” my mother says.
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My brother washes up. “So, what are we hav ing,” my father

walks in the kitchen.

“Sweet breads.”

“Harry called today, he’s com ing in for the con ven tion,” my

father says about my uncle who lives in New York. He used to work

at the home office with my father before he got a branch office in

the Big Apple. He wears wild ties and Lady Godiva sus pend ers and,

and tells corny jokes. While my mother tells about her day at the

school, I go into the attic and swing on the gym nas tic rings my

brother and I made and hung from the raf ters, back and forth over

old clothes and pho no graph records.

At din ner, my brother tells about his job cut ting grass and prac -

tis ing foot ball. I don’t say much. I never do unless I want to get a

reac tion like the time I told my mother I was glad when my grand -

mother died.

“I’m going up to see Ralph,” my father says after din ner and

goes upstairs where the Barrys live. Mr. Barry wears a suit too. He

trav els, for another com pany. Mrs. Barry works in an office like my

mom for the gov ern ment, but not a school, high ways, I think. They

don’t have kids. 

I put on my khaki pants with the big side pock ets and pow der

blue jer sey and walk down the alley to the park, which is only a cou -

ple blocks away, and field balls dur ing bat ting prac tice before the

soft ball game. They let us do it. All the kids in the neigh bor hood

par tic i pate. We chase down the balls they hit. The one who gets the

most points for the sum mer wins – 5 points for a fly ball with no

glove, 3 with a glove, 2 for a once bouncer (glove or no glove) and 1

for a grounder. There’s no prize or any thing, just win ning, what ever

that’s worth.

I get seven balls, 19 points – total for the sea son, 742. Arbiture,

who lives on the other side of the block, has 800 some thing. Russo,

my main friend, shows up. We walk around look ing for girls. He has

a brush hair cut. Maybe I’ll get one. Kathy and Mary, who we see

almost every time we come, approach. Last week, Russo got bare tit 

from Mary, in the bushes, behind the pavil ion. He’s ahead of me on

that. When Mary and Russo go off, to the bushes, again, I’m left

with Kathy.

“See you, I’ve got to go home” I say, and leave. 
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It’s dark, Wally’s is closed, but Red’s is still open. Kent is work -

ing. He has a tat too from the navy and wants to go to Mich i gan

State to study for estry on the G.I. Bill. I wave; he waves back as I

enter the alley. It’s pri vate here at night, away from traf fic, and peo -

ple. I walk slowly try ing not to get shit on my shoes. 

I swing on the gate; it creaks. My mom’s watch ing T.V. I hate it

when she knows I’m com ing. My dad and Mr. Barry are upstairs,

drink ing cock tails and recit ing from the Jabberwocky. 

Twas brillig, and the slithy toves

Did gyre and gimble in the wabe:

All mimsy were the borogroves,

And the mome raths outgrabe…

Mr Barry says and my father goes:

Beware the Jabberwock, my son!

The jaws that bite, the claws that catch!

Beware the Jubjub bird, and shun

The fruminous Bandersnatch!”

I throw my clothes down the shoot and go to bed. The moon is

out. My fort, a refrig er a tor box with a rug on the floor is under the

win dow. It’s not a real fort like the one I make when we go up north

in sum mer. Some times it rains.

I can’t see the Ama zon River. I can see the ball though. It’s on

the win dow ledge, seams stick ing out like my ribs. Won der if Russo

got bare tit? I’ll get some pretty soon. Maybe Kathy will give it to

me, even though I don’t like her. School starts in a few days. The

moon dips behind the garage. It’s pitch dark. I stay per fectly still.

There’s noth ing. 
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January 2004

On the Spot

I ’m sit ting in a cir cle in a large room with four teen stu dents in my

class, four youth, and a youth worker, a mem ber of our research

group who invited our class to the shel ter for youth where he works. 

A few min utes ago, he took us on a tour. Then we walked here, to

the admin is tra tion build ing, to dis cuss what we saw and learned. 

One of the youth is tell ing us about the shel ter, his his tory in fos -

ter care and his goals in life. It seems like a speech he has given

many times. I’m a lit tle uneasy about how much he’s shar ing, but

the youth worker is let ting him go. At one point the youth talks

about how he’s learned to play the sys tem, and I won der if he isn’t

play ing us. His fast talk and ner vous, cocky body lan guage tell me

some thing is still very unset tled in him. 

Then he says some thing like, “My fos ter mother wants me to pay 

for a pair of pants. I ain’t payin’ for no pair of pants. She gets money 

for that every month. Why should I pay?” He looks across the room

at me. “Pro fes sor, I want to know what you think? Is that right?

Should she make me pay?”

I begin to con tem plate what to say. I learned long ago not to let

myself be set up as an expert, but I still feel uneasy about being in

this posi tion. 

But before I can answer, the youth is dis tracted by a com ment

from some one else and shifts to another part of the room. As the

con ver sa tion con tin ues, I won der what I would have said, maybe

some thing like, “I’m not sure, I think I’d have to know more, but in

gen eral I think it is good to start pay ing some thing for your own

things as you get older.”

On my way to my car after wards, I think about how, even after

years of study and prac tice, I am still uneasy and uncer tain in these

sit u a tions, and how under stand ing these moments is an impor tant

part of the work and my life. A gift.
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February 2004

Positioning

When I reflect on my early moments as a child and youth care

worker in a res i den tial cen ter for emo tion ally dis turbed boys, I

remem ber many of the mis takes I made. I said or did some thing

that with hind sight I can see was wrong, or at the very least, not the

best alter na tive. For tu nately, like most new work ers, I think my

intent was always good, and I was eager to learn from my expe ri -

ences.

A strength that I had, and I’m not sure where it came from, was

my abil ity to keep track of the boys in my group. I got ner vous or

wor ried if one of the boys was out of sight with out my know ing

where he was. I also seemed to sense when I should be closer to or

far ther away from one boy or another. 

At times, I had with out know ing it what Fritz Redl and David

Wineman (1952, p. 164) called “prox im ity con trol.” If two boys, for

exam ple, were in a sit u a tion that could esca late into a fight, then it

was impor tant for me to be phys i cally closer to them. In another sit -

u a tion it was impor tant to give the boys a lit tle space. And as we

walked to din ner, it was impor tant to be clos est to those who

needed my pres ence the most, and to give those who could use a

lit tle dis tance just enough so that I could still see them. I usu ally

tried to be some where in the cen ter of our con fig u ra tion where I

could deter mine the best dis tance between each boy and myself.

Some of the more expe ri enced work ers had devel oped this abil -

ity into an art form. When I watched them I was amazed at they way

moved and posi tioned them selves. They seemed to sense as well as 

know where to be as they impro vised to the tem pos of daily liv ing.

Watch ing them was like watch ing accom plished danc ers who knew

how to play off one another. 
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Other work ers did n’t get it. They were in the wrong place at the

wrong time. A worker might be in a youth’s face when he or she

should have been two or three steps away, or on the other side of

the room or out of sight when she or he should have been much

closer to a youth or group of youths. 

Now, as I read many of my own sto ries and the sto ries of youth

work ers, many of which were pre sented pre vi ously in this col umn, I

often think about posi tion. I ask myself, where are they/we in rela -

tion ship to the youth? How does our posi tion influ ence an

inter ac tion? Are we in the right, wrong place?

When I teach child and youth care work, I give exam ples of posi -

tion ing and dem on strate in class exer cises. Our dis cus sions

invari ably turn to how posi tion is con nected with bound aries and

human con nec tion. Body lan guage is also often part of the dis cus -

sion. Being in the right place alone does n’t work if our bod ies and

facial expres sions don’t give off an impres sion that sup ports the

pur pose of our posi tion.

As with many tech niques in child and youth care, it’s dif fi cult to

deter mine how much about posi tion ing can be taught and how

much is learned through expe ri ence. My sense is that work ers who

are most likely to be effec tive bring a fair amount of aware ness with

them. Like I did as a new worker, they seem to know and sense that

their posi tion is impor tant in man ag ing behav ior, form ing con nec -

tions, and estab lish ing bound aries. In my classes I can usu ally

deter mine pretty quickly who gets it and who does n’t. If I were try -

ing to make a deci sion about hir ing a child and youth care

can di date, I would observe how well he or she posi tioned him or

her self dur ing a trial period with a group of youth and include my

obser va tions as part of my deci sion. 

Reference

Redl, R. & Wineman, D. (1952) Controls from Within: Techniques for

the Treatment of the Aggressive Child. New York: Free Press.
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March 2004

“Let’s walk to your room
together”

Last month I shared my thoughts about the impor tance of posi -

tion in our work. Where we place our selves in rela tion ship to

chil dren and youth can have a major impact on the suc cess or fail -

ure of an inter ac tion. If we are too close or too far way, for exam ple,

it can have influ ence on our abil ity to set a bound ary or invite a

youth to par tic i pate. Since then I remem bered some thing from a

Henry Maier work shop I attended sev eral years ago. 

For those who have not dis cov ered the work of Henry Maier, he is 

the author of sev eral excel lent arti cles and books about child and

youth care. He also has a monthly col umn in this mag a zine.

In the work shop he was dem on strat ing the dif fer ence between

two approaches to get a youth to his bed room. In the first role play,

the worker (Henry played the role of the worker) stood behind the

youth, who was sit ting in a chair with his arms folded across his

chest and a grumpy look on his face. “Get to your room,” the worker

said and pointed in the direc tion of the youth’s room.

In the sec ond exam ple, the worker (Henry again) was in front of

the youth crouched slightly to make eye con tact. The worker put his

hand on the youth’s shoul der and gently pulled it away, say ing

some thing like, “Let’s walk to your room together. I’m inter ested in

hear ing about how your day went.”

For me this lat ter exam ple beau ti fully defines, as Henry dem on -

strated, child and youth care as a pro cess of human inter ac tion in

which work ers seize the moment to form attach ments while simul -

ta neously pro mot ing the devel op ment of youth. I use it reg u larly in

my classes. Some day, I ‘d like to struc ture a whole course around

that moment when the worker gently slides his or her hand away

and says, “Let’s walk to your room together.” The posi tion of the

worker, the sense of pres ence he or she con veys, the sen si tiv ity to

touch, the pace at which they even tu ally move, the con gru ence
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between the worker’s posi tion and the mes sage being con veyed,

and the impor tance of the event as a tran si tion could all be dis -

cussed at great length. More and more I am con vinced that this is

the place we should be start ing and end ing – the minu tiae and

milieu in which the bulk of our work occurs.

Now to another related mat ter: For reg u lar read ers of this col -

umn, it is obvi ous that we have not pre sented the sto ries of the

youth work ers in our research study for a few months. This is

because we are tak ing a break and con sid er ing a shift in our study.

We would like to include other work ers to bring in some fresh sto -

ries and ideas. One thought was to invite work ers from around the

world to sub mit their sto ries via the internet. We would send them

instruc tions on how to use the method of reflec tive prac tice we use

to write and inter pret the moments, and hold internet dis cus sions.

Their sto ries would then become part of our study, and also appear

here in this col umn. The first step is to see if any one is inter ested.

What do you think? Is it a good idea? Would you join in?
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April 2004

Community youth work

I am with ten stu dents in my child and youth care class. It’s a

weeknight in early fall, about 10:30 pm. We are walk ing with

Carlos, a youth worker, through a neigh bor hood on Mil wau kee’s

South Side. Ear lier Carlos told us about the youth cen ter where he

works and took us on a tour of the build ing. Now he’s tak ing us on a 

tour of the neigh bor hood, and show ing us how impor tant it is to

reach out to and be part of the com mu nity. 

It’s a poor, rough neigh bor hood with gangs and fam i lies try ing to 

make it a safe place. Carlos walks ahead with “machismo.” Two

police men in a squad car pull to the curb.

“Hey, Carlos, come here,” says the cop on the pas sen ger side. 

Carlos walks over and speaks with them a few min utes. Carlos

told us he is a bridge between the gangs and the police. Both

accept him. 

When he was in my class a cou ple years ago, Carlos told his

class mates and me that some times he knows about a crime a gang

mem ber com mit ted, but he does n’t tell the police because the gang

would drive him out of the neigh bor hood, or at the very least hurt

him or a mem ber of his fam ily. The police accept this because they

believe it is more valu able to have him in the neigh bor hood try ing to 

get kids out of gangs. We use this exam ple in our dis cus sions of

eth ics in youth work.

The squad pulls away. We cross the street and turn into a side

street. Carlos says hello to a woman who is stand ing in her front

yard look ing at the stars.

“Hello Carlos,” she says with a smile.

“What you look ing at?”

“North ern lights, but I don’t think we’ll be able to see them, not

in the city with all these street lights.”

Carlos looks and says, “No, prob a bly not.” 

We con tinue our walk. A car with fours teens in it, “gang
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bang ers,” stops in an alley way that crosses the street. Carlos walks

to the car, exchanges hand greet ings, puts one arm on top of the

car, leans in and says, “What are you dudes doing on the streets.

You should be home doing home work.”

They give him a lit tle heat. “I’m seri ous,” he says and taps on top 

of the car.

They drive off. We con tinue our walk. In front of a bun ga low,

Carlos turns, says, “Let’s go in here.” He climbs the porch steps and 

rings the door bell. An older woman answers. Carlos speaks to her

and she invites us in. 

We stand in a cir cle in her din ing room, sur rounded by boxes of

plas tic gar bage bags. Carlos explains that she is a com mu nity

leader, a per son every one trust and respects. She offers us a can of

pop (a soft drink). A few of the stu dents accept.

“The police donate the pop and these plas tic bags,” she says,

point ing to boxes of large trash bags.

“What’s it for?” one of the stu dents says.

“The chil dren,” she says. “I want them to feel they can come here 

any time and get a can of pop and a plas tic bag to pick up trash in

the neigh bor hood. That’s how we build com mu nity. The police stop

here too, and help out.”

“How long have you lived here?” a stu dent asks.

“All my life.”

“Why did n’t you leave?” another stu dent asks.

“Because it’s my home.”

She invites us to come back on the week end to clean up with

her. Carlos walks us back to our cars. I thank him. 

On the way home I think about my father, who grew up not too

far away from the com mu nity cen ter. It was mostly a Ger man and

Pol ish neigh bor hood then. He used to pick up coal that fell from the 

rail road cars to heat their small house and his brother and he had to 

fight back to back to keep the Pol ish kids from steal ing the col lec -

tions from his paper route. After din ner he turned on the streetlights 

with a long pole. 

I won der what he would have thought about the neigh bor hood

today? It is much more diverse with His panic, Afri can Amer i can,
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South east Asian, Ger man and Pol ish fam i lies. I think he would have 

been dis ap pointed that it was still rough and poor, but he would

have liked the diver sity. I do. Sev eral years ago, I marched with

many other peo ple to help make it this way. 

I drive by the house where my father was raised, a small bun ga -

low like the one we were in before. He told me a story once about

how when he was a boy he wanted to go to camp but they could n’t

afford it. Then one day he was dig ging with his toes in the back yard 

and he found a coin purse with a sev eral dol lar bills, just enough to

go to camp. His mother made him put an ad in the news pa per to

see if any one would claim it (that was good com mu nity work) and

when no one did, he got to go to camp. Later after my mother had

died and he was liv ing alone in another part of town some one broke

into the house. They took the TV set, some sil ver ware, and the coin

purse. He felt totally vio lated. But he con tin ued vol un teer ing his

time for causes he thought would make the com mu nity stron ger. As 

I drive away, I think about him turn ing on the streetlights, lights like 

the ones that blocked the woman’s view of the sky. 
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September 2004

Leaving things unresolved
I am back from summer vacation and ready to start a new
series of reflections on moments with youth. In the past, as
some of you are aware, this column was devoted to sketches and 
stories from youth workers who were conducting with me a
study of their moments with youth. This study has now ended,
and will shortly appear in a book titled 'Themes and Stories in
Youth Work Practice'.

Dur ing the sum mer, I thought about why we focus so much on

resolv ing things in child and youth care. In much of the child

and youth care writ ing and work, it seems as if we are try ing to

reach a goal or out come or show how things work rather than being

in the lived expe ri ence with chil dren and youth. We want to resolve

a con flict or fin ish a pro ject when in real ity much of the work is

about not resolv ing or fin ish ing. And ignor ing or not learn ing from

this part of the work keeps us from know ing it and being enmeshed

in the moment as much as our drive toward res o lu tion or out come

does.

I know in the expe ri ences I write about things are often undone.

For exam ple, in one of the moments I have writ ten about and tried

to under stand sev eral times I am engaged in a game of one-on-one

bas ket ball with a youth who gets upset because I always win so I let 

up and he gets equally upset with me for not try ing. It’s a no-win sit -

u a tion in a sense. I want to be real and gen u ine by play ing to my

abil ity but I also want him to have an oppor tu nity to suc ceed, only

not at the expense of being less than gen u ine. 

In another sit u a tion, which I wrote about in this col umn last

spring, I was put on the spot in front of my class by a youth and I

did not know how to respond in time before the con ver sa tion

shifted, and after wards I was left sec ond guess ing what I would

have said. This was a good learn ing expe ri ence because it taught

me that even after all this time and study in the field I can get
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tongue tied or am not sure of the cor rect response, if there ever is a

“cor rect” as opposed to real response.

In hind sight, it is easy to see that these unre solved moments

were mostly about me, the need to reach a goal, win, prove, or con -

trol the sit u a tion. Hope fully with time I have been more able to

accept a sit u a tion for what it is, to go with the unre solved flow when 

it is appro pri ate, and to not let my need to fig ure things out get in

the way of youths’ need to fig ure things out for them selves. Some -

times I have learned it is sim ply best just to leave things unre solved

because not every thing in life is resolv able. Know ing when to do

this, of course, is the key. This is what makes the dance so inter est -

ing and so hard to do, because, equally, there are def i nitely times

when sit u a tions need resolv ing. 

My sense about these unfin ished and unre solved moments is

that they are cen tral to under stand ing the work and to form ing con -

nec tions. By better know ing the unre solved we are better able to

resolve. And if we are sin cere and gen u ine with youth in our quest

to dis cover what to do and still don’t know how or what to do, the

youth sense it on some level and feel safe with and trust us because 

we are on a jour ney to know self the same way we are ask ing them

to know self. 

One thing I am sure of is that these moments are part of the

mon tage of our indi vid ual and col lec tive expe ri ences of the work,

and there fore, for that rea son alone, they are worth try ing to under -

stand, even if we don’t.
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October 2004

Edward Hopper and the
Existential Hum

This col umn fol lows the same line of thought as my last col umn

in which I wrote about the impor tance of under stand ing unre -

solved moments in child and youth care even if we don’t. There are

many moments in child and youth care that we won’t ever fully

under stand, but want to.

I remem ber, for instance, a moment with a youth just after I had

to phys i cally restrain him. We were sit ting and talk ing qui etly. He

had just asked me why I was there and I was tongue-tied, flooded by 

self-doubt and uncer tainty. Then he said my shoe was untied and I

was sure he was try ing to get me to look down so he could make a

break for it. I smiled and looked at him. He stared back.

After wards, I thought a lot about what might have been going on

in that moment. I wanted to trust him, but knew I could n’t. I also

wanted to trust my feel ings, but I was not sure how I felt. My mind

was still on his ques tion about why I was there at the same time

that I was try ing to watch him. 

There is some thing in moments like these that calls to me. I like

to think of it as an exis ten tial hum. I can hear some thing on a

deeper level, but I’m not sure what it is and this makes me want to

try harder. For exam ple, in the above sit u a tion I really wanted to

know why I was there. And try ing to fig ure it out seemed as impor -

tant as know ing why. 

Lit er a ture and art help me describe and under stand the feel ing

states in these moments. In a good poem, short story, or play, for

exam ple, I can see and hear these moments, and it makes me want

to reach the same point in our own work by under stand ing the pro -

cesses the writ ers used, the way play wright Sam Shepard does

when he cre ates a scene in which you sense there is some thing at

the edge of the char ac ter’s con scious ness that com pels you to

share the jour ney. 
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In hind sight, the feel ing that I had in the moment above was sort 

of like the feel ing one gets from look ing at an Edward Hop per paint -

ing in which ten sion is cre ated by what poet Mark Strand called the

two imper a tives in Hop per’s work – the urge to con tinue and the

urge to stay. The fact I could n’t cap ture the feel ing made me want to 

both remain and get away, and I like to think that maybe this made

me human and gen u ine so I could con nect with the youth.

In my opin ion, we need more of this curi os ity and truth seek ing

in our research and work. There is too much cer tainty, and sub se -

quently lack of “real ness” in our con ver sa tions and writ ing that

leaves the lis tener or reader ask ing, “how can you be so sure?” And

the kids pick up on it because they see us paint ing a pic ture that

does n’t exist. On the other hand if we focused on describ ing what is 

in all its won der, glory, strug gle, uncer tainty and con fu sion, we

would prob a bly be in even better shape as a field to con nect, the

way we are com pelled to look and look again at a Hop per paint ing.
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November 2004

Anatomy of a Scene 

I n child and youth care, a scene calls to us. We want to know it

better, to under stand what it means. We look at it like we look at a

good paint ing try ing to plumb its depths. 

A few weeks ago I drove by the place where the res i den tial treat -

ment cen ter I had worked at used to be. It had been torn down, but

the hill on which it stood was still there. The boys and I did many

things on that hill. We raked leaves, sat and sled ded and rolled

down it.

As I drove on, I remem bered a time we had just come from the

play ground down the street and were walk ing up the hill. Below the

hill on the other side were the rail road tracks where the boys tried to 

run away. None of them seemed to want to run away now though.

We had had a good time at the play ground and were hun gry. Food

was on our minds and the smell of the fall leaves was in the air.

Small stones made our feet slip slightly as we walked up the

asphalt drive way. We were mov ing together yet sep a rately. The sun

was low in the sky. 

Later for some rea son, I’m not sure why, I con tin ued to draw this

scene in my mind. In addi tion to what I described above, I knew

other things about it. For exam ple, it occurred in the 1960’s when I

was a young man look ing for an iden tity. The trou bled boys were

also search ing for their iden tity. We were hop ing for ham burg ers. It

felt good at that par tic u lar time to be together. Things were going

rel a tively smoothly. For a moment, I felt on top of my game as a

child and youth care worker.

But I wanted to know more so I turned again to a book I wrote

about last month that was writ ten by poet Mark Strand about his

inter pre ta tion of Edward Hop per paint ings. For those who don’t

know Edward Hop per, he was a US art ist who painted scenes from

the 1940’s and 1950’s, the most famous of which is a scene in a

diner called Night hawks. Strand said that Hop per paint ings

reminded him of how he expe ri enced Can ada as a boy from the
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back seat of his par ents’ cars. They were mov ing but the scenes he

saw were still. He gazed at them but they did not return his gaze. As 

in look ing at a Hop per paint ing, two forces com pelled him, the urge

to leave and the urge to stay.

***

I could relate imme di ately to Strand’s com ments. There was

some thing about this scene that called to me but I also wanted to

move on. We were walk ing, but the scene seemed like a still-life

draw ing. I looked at it but it did not look back at me. Our lives were

mov ing for ward, but we were cap tured at a moment in time. Our

pres ence, the rhythm of our gait, the birds fly ing over head, the time

of day, and the calls I can still hear from the boys inside the build -

ing on their own search just before din ner, were all part of the

scene.

I con tinue exam in ing the scene. I try to imag ine how I might

have seen it from the backseat of my par ents’ car, my sense being

that if I can see it through the eyes of my child hood, unin hib ited by

my pro fes sional ques tions and thoughts, it will be an even more

valu able part of my evolv ing mon tage of child and youth care.
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December 2004

Love: the who or what and
Thanksgiving 

While read ing a recent dis cus sion about love in child and youth

care on CYC-Net and in the CYC-Online jour nal, I had sev eral

feel ings. First, I did n’t think I loved the kids I used to work with. I

liked and was fond of many of them, but love seemed like too strong 

a term. I did n’t love them the way I loved my mother or Suzanne and 

Jason, my part ner and son. I loved things about the kids and some

of the things they did, but I would n’t call it love the way I save the

word love for a few peo ple with whom I have had deep, car ing,

some times pas sion ate, uncon di tional, rela tion ships. This kind of

love seemed mis placed and even dan ger ous in the work, whereas

lik ing, being fond of and car ing about the kids seemed much more

as we used to say, appro pri ate. 

Fur ther when I heard peo ple say ing they loved the kids or the

kids loved them this made me leery because I felt their notion of

love was quite dif fer ent than mine. It was as if love was some thing

that could be spewed out for every one. It also seemed to me that

their use of the word love was more an expres sion of what they

wanted oth ers to think about them rather than a deeper feel ing

about real love, or love as I had expe ri enced it.

Recently I saw a doc u men tary about the phi los o pher Jacques

Derrida, the leader of the deconstructionist move ment. At one point

the inter viewer asked what he thought about love. After try ing to

avoid the ques tion, he asked the inter viewer if she meant love as

related to the “who or what?” I’m not sure if I got it right, but I inter -

preted the “who” mean ing the sin gu lar sense of lov ing and being

loved for who we are and the “what” being the sense of being loved

and lov ing peo ple for what they do, look like, etc. It seems to me

that most of us want to expe ri ence self love in the sin gu lar sense

but are often torn by want ing to expe ri ence love for what we do or

how we appear to oth ers. We say we want to be accepted for who

we are but act to please oth ers or to cre ate an image that is more
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about the “what” than us. 

Love, of course, is really only our expe ri ence of another per son or 

our expe ri ence of what we feel from another per son about our -

selves. Each per son in a lov ing rela tion ship expe ri ences love

dif fer ently. It’s not their feel ing we expe ri ence, but our expe ri ence of 

how they and we make us feel. 

So how does this apply? I often say I loved the work. Or I loved to 

be with the kids. And I really did. I loved the smell, the pace, the

strug gle and the sense of being enmeshed with them in our daily

activ i ties. Even though “like” is prob a bly the better word, it’s eas ier

for me to say I loved the work or to be with the kids, because it was

part of me and I do indeed want to love myself for who I am and

what I do. Maybe it is also because I want to be known for lov ing the 

work, I’m not sure, but it seems if I can’t love me and what I do, who 

will?

Thus whereas I don’t think I ever said I loved the kids, or one kid

in par tic u lar, it might have been appro pri ate for me to say I loved

my expe ri ence of being with cer tain kids and the part of me they

evoked. I did indeed feel closer to some kids. I could even as Urie

Bronfenbrenner said, “be crazy” about some of them. But my expe ri -

ence of them was not the same expe ri ence of love I had with

Suzanne and Jason, which was a much more deeply-rooted expe ri -

ence of love. With the kids, I hoped that deeper love would come

from their expe ri ence of being with oth ers with whom they would

enter more per ma nent rela tion ships – par ents, lov ers, sib lings, etc.

In gen eral I think I tried to show them how to be a lov ing per son

and be loved, and the best way to do that was to love myself and to

show how being loved in the sin gu lar sense made me as a per son.

My expe ri ence of my mother for instance is that she loved me this

way and it made me more able to expe ri ence love as a child and

adult, and I hoped it would come through in my inter ac tions with

the chil dren. I also tried to accept them uncon di tion ally and to let

them know that I was there for them. 

I am, how ever; still uncer tain about my expe ri ence of love as I

am about many things, and in a sense I think this is part of what

makes me human and capa ble of lov ing and being loved. I am not

sure, for exam ple, about the “who and what” in rela tion ship to oth -

ers and myself. Do I do things in my rela tion ships because I want to 
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expe ri ence love for what I do or because I just sim ply love to do it?

Do I act to be loved for these actions or do I act as an expres sion of

who I am? Sim i larly, do I love my expe ri ence of oth ers for who they

are or what they do? Prob a bly both. I love Suzanne for who she is,

but I like many things about her such as how she looks and has

cho sen to live her life. I feel the same for my son, Jason. So it is

prob a bly both, but more and more as life goes along, the “what”

part of love seems less mean ing ful than the “who” part. Suzanne

and Jason seem better at this than me. When I am with Suzanne for 

exam ple, I expe ri ence mostly love for who I am. She sees what I do,

I think, as exter nal. She admires me for doing it as I admire her for

her art work, but in my expe ri ence of her that love is more about my

self. In my pri vate moments I retreat into my child, the inno cent part 

of me that I love and want to be loved for, and feel a sense of cer -

tainty that this is really the love I want, not for the just the good

things, but the ras cal and dreamer I was as a child and now am as

an adult.

And in the end it is prob a bly the expe ri ence of being loved for

and lov ing the “who” that makes us com pe tent child and youth care 

work ers. Love is shown in who we are, and this rubs off on the kids

who are search ing to be loved and to love. If we love and have been

loved, they wit ness our expe ri ence of love in us and this makes

them more capa ble of lov ing and being loved with oth ers. It seems

more risky I think if we act from the what, the want ing to be loved

for what we do, with love being one of those things we do. This cre -

ates that unreal, insin cere world of try ing to show our selves by

say ing we love the kids.

Make sense? Prob a bly not, I’m con fused about love. On

Thanksgiving Day, I pon dered this ques tion in the morn ing before I

went for a tur key din ner with Suzanne’s fam ily. For those who don’t

know, Thanksgiving is a hol i day in the U.S. that hon ors the arrival of 

the Pil grims. Prob a bly a com plete dis tor tion of what really hap -

pened, it is based on the myth that the Pil grims had a meal with the 

native inhab it ants to cel e brate and be thank ful for the free dom and

food they had found in the new land. A tur key is the cen ter piece of

the meal. Peo ple go to great lengths to stuff and cook their tur keys.

It’s my favor ite hol i day because it is a one-day event where fam i -

lies come together to eat and then it’s over. There isn’t all the

hoopla and mate ri al ism that has become part of other hol i days like
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Christ mas. This year Suzanne was not with me. She was on her way 

home from Dub lin where she had shown her paint ings at an art

show. Nei ther was my son who was on his way home to Raleigh to

be with his wife. I would pick Suzanne up later from the air port and

bring a plate of food sent along by her rel a tives. Before I left I won -

dered do I love these peo ple? I usu ally feel pretty good being with

them dur ing the meal, but after wards some times after wards I have

a sort of sad, empty feel ing. That’s all a part of the expe ri ence of

love in fam i lies I tried to reas sure myself. 

Then I remem bered a thanksgiving expe ri ence with two boys

from the res i den tial treat ment cen ter. In those days the child and

youth care staff took the boys who did n’t have a place to go on hol i -

days home with them. We were aware of the risks but we felt it was

impor tant for them to have a place to go and we worked hard not to

feed their fan ta sies that they might come to live with us. The boys,

Ricky and Pat were both 12. The din ner was at Suzanne’s par ents.

Suzanne and I had been liv ing together for a cou ple years and I

knew her par ents fairly well. Her father was a prison guard but

unlike some of the other guards he was very com pas sion ate and

under stand ing. Her mother was from Aus tra lia, and after meet ing

her father dur ing WWII moved to this strange land as a teen ager to

marry him. He was often at work or at the bar, or hunt ing with his

bud dies, so she did most of the rear ing of their six kids.

They lived about sixty miles from Mil wau kee in Waupun, where

the prison was located. As we drove there on that Thanksgiving I

thought about all the fam i lies mem bers that would have to make

the long ride from Mil wau kee to visit with their loved ones behind

the bars at the prison. The trip went smoothly. The boys were

unusu ally well behaved, per haps because of their anx i ety about

what they would expe ri ence. Ricky was a quiet, intro spec tive boy.

He reminded me of a young engi neer or sci en tist who con stantly

work ing some new for mula in his head. But he also had a very vio -

lent tem per that could be unleashed at the slight est prov o ca tion. I

liked him for some rea son, maybe because he seemed to have so

much fight in him to sur vive. Pat was just the oppo site. He was as

we used to say “hyper.” He never shut up and was always look ing

for some way to pro voke other boys. Whereas Ricky held in his

anger until it boiled over, Pat let it out con stantly to seek atten tion. I 

had a hard time lik ing him but I was work ing at it.
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We stopped in the Horicon Marsh to look at the Cana dian Geese. 

Each year thou sands of geese stopped in the marsh to feed and rest 

on the way south. A flock sat in an open field. Suzanne ran towards

them and we fol lowed. Sud denly hun dreds of geese rose and flew

over head. The boys were enthralled by their new found power, and

the almost deaf en ing sound of the geese honk ing and their wings

flap ping against the wind.

Suzanne’s par ents wel comed the boys. The house was warm

from the oven and the smell of tur key. We sat in the liv ing room and

watched foot ball with her father. Suzanne went upstairs and looked

at some of the old pho tos and paint ings in her room. The boys

started to tease each other. “Cut it out!” Ricky shouted when Pat

put his elbow in his ribs. I sat between them. They calmed down.

Her father smiled at me, aware of what I was doing. By instinct he

knew the impor tance of prox im ity.

“Din ner is ready,” Suzanne’s mother said. Her four broth ers ran

to the table. As was the cus tom, her father said grace, stut ter ing

slightly. The boys and broth ers started to gig gle. Sit ting between

the boys I pinched their knees slightly. Pat took a swipe at my hand. 

I held his hand firmly. Suzanne recited a beau ti ful poem she had

writ ten. There was more gig gling from her broth ers, but not the

boys. “Knock it off!” she said, hav ing learned how to defend her self

with her broth ers years ear lier. They started to pass the food: first

dress ing then mashed pota toes. Her father served slices of tur key

from the plat ter. We put our plates for ward. Pat tried to get his plate 

in ahead of Ricky. 

“I’m first!” Ricky said and pushed Pat’s plate.

“There’s plenty for every one,” Suzanne’s mother said and for a

moment the boys set tled again. Hav ing plenty for every one was not

some thing they had expe ri enced at home.

I but tered a roll. Pat began to load his plate with mashed pota -

toes.

“Look at that,” Ricky said. “He can’t take that many pota toes.”

Pat flicked a spoon ful at Ricky, who jumped up and pushed the

back of Pat’s chair. Pat turned and took a swipe at Ricky, who lost

it, flail ing his arms and shout ing obscen i ties. I grabbed a hold of

Ricky and took him in the liv ing room where he took a swipe at me

and began to push the fur ni ture. 
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While Suzanne’s father held Pat, I restrained Ricky on the car pet -

ing. He spit, screamed and shouted more obscen i ties. I got angrier

than I might have oth er wise have done because my author ity was

being chal lenged in front of her par ents and I was still in that stage

where I was try ing to prove myself. Even tu ally he set tled down and

we all went back to the table. The boys sulked through the rest of

the meal, but there was no fur ther inci dent. We talked about sports

and past thanksgivings, how their aunt Jessie’s hear ing aid made a

screech ing sound dur ing the meal. Her father stopped one of her

broth ers in the mid dle of a dirty joke. “Not in front of our guests,” he 

said. The boys ate big slices of pump kin pie with loads of whipped

cream on top.

After wards I took Ricky and Pat in the base ment to play pool

with two of her broth ers while Suzanne, who was used to how the

boys behaved because I had taken some of them to our apart ment

where she taught them how to draw, took the dog for a walk and her 

father and two of the broth ers fin ished watch ing the foot ball game.

The boys were well behaved dur ing the pool game, prob a bly

because they wanted to be cool in front of the two broth ers who

were four and five years older than them. The day ended with out fur -

ther inci dent. All in all her fam ily was very under stand ing. With all

those chil dren grow ing up together they were used to chaos, and

hav ing lost the old est son in a car acci dent they also had this sense

of the feel ing of loss, which the two boys had expe ri enced over and

over again as they were bounced from one place ment to another.

“Come again,” her father said. 

“Well now they have a better idea of what I do,” I told myself as

we drove home. I also thought about what Pat and Ricky’s pre vi ous

Thanksgivings must have been like: par ents drunk, argu ing, never

enough food to go around, sib lings and rel a tives rid i cul ing and

mak ing fun of them, a dif fer ent set of fos ter par ents each of the last

three years, and some times no thanksgiving at all. 

It turned dark and started to snow. The boys began to go at it in

the back seat. I pulled to the side of the road and said we were not

mov ing until they set tled. Know ing that this was mostly ner vous

energy and anx i ety that came with the end ing of activ i ties they

could n’t trust them selves to enjoy, I did this three times with out los -

ing my tem per before we got back to the res i den tial treat ment

cen ter. Suzanne waited in the car while I went inside and made sure 
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they were set tled before leav ing. They did n’t thank me, but I could

tell they liked the din ner. I was a rel a tively new worker. As I drove

home I thought about how I might have han dled things dif fer ently,

but over all I felt it had been a good day.

In hind sight, I love and am thank ful for this expe ri ence. It is part

of who I am. 
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January 2005

The Morality of Writing

When I was a young fic tion writer, min i mal ist writ ers such as

Hem ing way, Camus, Duras, and Che khov influ enced me like

many oth ers. They had such an amaz ing abil ity to say in a few sim -

ple words some thing that drew me in and rang true with my

expe ri ence. It was as if I moved effort lessly through their sto ries

know ing that some thing pro found was being said about very com -

plex issues. Some how they had found a way to focus on what was

essen tial and in so doing painted a pic ture that felt very real and

made the reader curi ous about the char ac ters and what would hap -

pen to them. They were not try ing to prove, only to show.

Ray mond Carver also became a favor ite of mine because he

could write with a sense of truth that came from his expe ri ence. He

showed life as it occurred for the down trod den in our soci ety and

made the char ac ters acces si ble to sim i lar parts of myself, even

though I did n’t con sider myself down trod den. In one of his books,

Fires, he wrote about his influ ences as a writer and the note cards

that he kept pinned next to his desk. One of these cards had the fol -

low ing quote from poet Ezra Pound: “Fun da men tal accu racy of

state ment is the sole moral ity of writ ing.”

Cre ative writ ers like this I think can help us express our expe ri -

ences of child and youth care. Find ing the sim plic ity that evolves

from com plex ity, por tray ing the work and kids in a way that rings

true with our expe ri ence, and speak ing with accu racy it seems are

at the cen ter of our abil ity to effec tively express our selves in a way

that informs the lit er a ture. For me, for exam ple, there is some thing

very pow er ful about a state ment like, “He got up from his chair and

joined the group,” if it comes in the con text of under stand ing this is

a child or youth who did not par tic i pate much and if you can get a

sense of the tone and tex ture of the moment such as this:

The other boys were engaged in an art pro ject, their fin gers and

hands full of paint. Unlike on other trips to the art room they were

not teas ing the boy in the chair. They were involved in their fin ger

paint ings. The art room was in the base ment, but it was a cheery
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place with brightly paint ing walls. Sun light shined through the

street level win dow. I was work ing on my own fin ger paint ing next

to one of the boys and had just invited the boy in the chair to join

me.

“What’s that?” he asked, look ing at my sheet of paper with sev -

eral wisps of black and red like a Franz Klein expres sion ist paint ing.

 “I don’t know. I’m just try ing to let my fin gers do the talk ing.”

“But what are they talk ing about?”

“How I feel?”

“How’s that?”

“Well, I’m not exactly sure, part happy, part sad I guess. But I’m

glad you joined us. Here, you try it.” I stepped aside.

“On your paper?” he asked.

“Sure. Let’s see what you can add.”

He took some blue paint on his fin gers and made a swirl ing line

across my work.

“I like that,” I said. “How do you feel?”

“Happy and sad” I guess. He smiled.

“I can see that.” 

“Can I do my own?” He smiled, eager now to get to his own

work.

“Of course.” I got him a sheet of paper and some paints and we

made some room on the table for him to work.

“Can I make a mark on your paint ing?” One of the other boys

asked.

I invited him over to help me with my com po si tion.

“Come and see what I’m doing,” another boy said to me.

There is no attempt in this nar ra tive to prove or explain. It is just

a sim ple descrip tion of what is, and for me it shows some thing com -

plex. I can see, hear, feel, and sense myself in that moment. I can

also sense the boys around me. If you read it like I do, then there is

plenty to see and learn from. We were together. I invited them into

my expe ri ence, and was curi ous about theirs. We were involved in

what we were doing. I was doing what I asked them to do, giv ing it a 
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try and being open to let ting them see me as I expressed me on

paper. I was also curi ous about what they were say ing in their paint -

ings.

Too often these days we are pre sented with catchy slo gans and

acro nyms that show lit tle rela tion ship to any think ing that has been

done about the com plex i ties of the issues, descrip tions of the work

and kids that don’t ring true with our expe ri ence, and con trived

state ments designed to please funders and pol i ti cians. Often these

jar gon-laden nar ra tives say more about what the writ ers want us to

hear as opposed to invit ing us into the world of child and youth care 

as it occurred in their expe ri ence. And we are left with a feel ing of

uneas i ness that comes from writ ers who in their haste to prove

some thing don’t tell it like it is.

We would be an even better pro fes sion I think if we insisted

more on lit er a ture that por trayed the work like it is. Sto ries, arti cles

and books that showed rather than told, like the sto ries, arti cles,

and books that are being writ ten by many con tri bu tors to this online 

mag a zine and the books and teach ing in child and youth care.

These are the moral writ ers, and we can tell almost imme di ately

because they draw us into their world and the world of the child by

their insis tence on speak ing the truth of their expe ri ence. They

show rather than tell us the sim plic ity that comes from a quest to

under stand the com plex i ties, and their abil ity to express them selves 

in a way that rings true with their expe ri ence. And sub se quently we

feel wel come.
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February 2005

Beach Scene

A moment haunts you. You’re not sure exactly why, but you sense 

there is a pur pose. It calls out and says look at me again. For

me, this is one of those moments. 

On a camp ing trip along the shore of Lake Mich i gan with six

boys from the res i den tial treat ment cen ter:

It’s near midnight. We’re sleeping in the tent. I’m half awake.

Daniel, one of the boys, gets up, pulls on his swim shorts, and

leaves the tent. I put on my swim shorts and follow out of

sight. It’s a warm August evening. Once he reaches the bluffs

above Lake Michigan, he stands a moment and looks across

the water. The moon is out. I duck behind a tall clump of grass

and watch as he races up and down the dunes until he

collapses at the waters edge. 

Caught up in the mood, I race down the dune hollering at the

top of my lungs. Daniel stands and faces me. At the last

moment I veer off and dive face first into the water. We play and 

splash each other and sit on the beach with our chins on our

knees and the moon running across the water to our feet.

“Do you think I’ll be fucked up like my ol’ man?” Daniel asks,

his voice shivering.

I hesitate and with my voice also shivering, say, “No,” I reply.

I’m not sure why this moment keeps reap pear ing, or why I draw it

over and over again. There is some thing more to learn from it but

I’m not sure what. Dan iel and I had been through hell together.

More than once he had run away. He had tried to hit or bite me sev -

eral times. He had spit at me and said some things I would not

repeat. Yet we had endured and our rela tion ship had grown stron -

ger. I trusted him and myself in this moment. I let him go that night

whereas in the past I would have made an effort to stop him. I was

curi ous about where he was going. I watched in admi ra tion of how
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he unleashed his raw energy. It was almost as if he had cre ated a

stage to tem po rarily exor cise the demons that haunted him. An act

of great beauty and sad ness, the lead actor col lapsed at the water’s

edge.

I wanted to be part of the drama, to place myself in it with the

same intensity, to scream at the top of my lungs. I did it. We played

and splashed together revealing something more in both of us, a

desire to express, to be what we did together. He was there and I

was there in the moment.

Then as we sat together in one of those unforgettable moments

with the moon running across the water to our feet, he shared for

the first time his fear that he would end up like the father that had

so terribly abused his sister and he. And I hesitated before I said no.

Why did I hes i tate? Did I know on some level that I did not need

to make things better yet tried any way? Did the mood of the

moment make it impos si ble to resist even though I knew deep down 

that it might not be? Was I assur ing myself once again that I would

not end up like my father, a com pany man? Was I anx ious and

uncer tain, like him, not just shiv er ing from the cold? 

I have long since learned that I can not fix things in child and

youth care, or life. That the best I can often do is to be there and lis -

ten. I also know that it is my expe ri ence of a moment, not some one

else’s, and that I bring my own story and feel ings to the moment,

which, if am aware of how they influ ence me, should make me curi -

ous about and open me to the expe ri ences of oth ers.

Yet there is still some thing from this moment that haunts me,

some thing more to be learned. Even though my response was not

the response I would give today, it was a moment of human con nec -

tion, I’m sure of that, but I’m not sure exactly why. The con di tions

were per fect. It was just he and I alone on the beach, vul ner a ble,

open to dis cov er ing some thing about our selves. He must have

known like I did that there were no guar an tees about the future and

that my hes i ta tion reflected my true feel ings. He prob a bly wanted

the assur ance any way. But I’m not sure if that’s the whole story,

and want ing to know makes it child and youth care.
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March 2005

The Seventh Moment

Child and youth care is in the Sev enth Moment. The Sev enth

Moment is a term used in qual i ta tive inquiry to describe the

trend to open the doors to new ways of study ing and look ing at

human behav ior, atti tudes, and con di tions. The Sev enth Moment is

a period of “fer ment and explo sion” (Denzin and Lin coln, 2000, pp.

2-12), that is “defined by breaks from the past, a focus on pre vi ously

silent voices, and a con cern with moral dis course, with crit i cal con -

ver sa tions about democ racy race, gen der, class, nation, free dom,

and com mu nity (Lin coln and Denzin, 2000, p. 1048).” 

In the Sev enth Moment, prac ti tio ners and research ers are using

a vari ety of qual i ta tive research meth ods to under stand and improve 

prac tice. They inter min gle lit er ary, poetic, jour nal is tic, fic tional, cin -

e matic, doc u men tary, fac tual and ethnographic writ ing and

rep re sen ta tion. No one form is priv i leged over the other (Denzin,

2001, p. 7). 

All of these meth ods of inquiry are con cerned to some degree

with the “what is” and the ways it can be shown. The researcher,

who is often a prac ti tio ner as well, looks into an expe ri ence, and

shows the expe ri ence in a way that is con sis tent with the way that it 

is expe ri enced, heard, and/or visu al ized. The goal isn’t to prove, but

to under stand by writ ing about, draw ing, per form ing, etc. and inter -

pret ing an expe ri ence. Like the child and youth care worker, the

researcher tries to be in the moment, open and avail able to hear,

see, and mir ror back his or her expe ri ence of a child and/or what is

going on around them.

Self is always pres ent in the Sev enth Moment. Research ers’

biases enrich, and inform the nar ra tive, and some times become the

cen ter of the inquiry. They are pres ent in the moment curi ous about

a phe nom e non, feel ing, child, youth, adult, etc. And know ing how

their pres ence changes and influ ences the con text of what they see

and expe ri ence is a key part of under stand ing a phe nom e non.

In child and youth care we have seen an increase in per for mance 
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texts, sto ries, nar ra tives, and other con tex tual exam ples of reflec tive 

prac tice because they fit nicely with the way many of us expe ri ence, 

observe, and think about the work. The way we make mean ing of

our devel op men tal inter ac tions is often best under stood and por -

trayed in a short story, essay, film, por trai ture, paint ing or other

forms of expres sion that contextualize the expe ri ences, and gives

voice to those who might oth er wise have been excluded. And these

voices — the voices of work ers, par ents, youth, etc. — are being

heard louder and louder. More than ever before we can see and hear 

child and youth care as it is expe ri enced in the lived expe ri ence of

work ers, chil dren, youth, fam ily mem bers and oth ers. We are, as

Jerome Beker, found ing edi tor of Child and Youth Care Forum said,

try ing to “hear it deep and look to the ques tions that do so much to

deter mine the soul of the work.”

I have come to the Sev enth Moment with excite ment because for 

many years I was in it with out really know ing that I was. Long ago I

dis cov ered that nar ra tive (mainly nov els, short sto ries and

vignettes) were the best forms for my voice. In a story or vignette

(sketch) I could show and speak about child and youth care the way 

I expe ri enced and saw it, and by doing this I could deepen my

under stand ing of my expe ri ences. Then as I began study ing and

read ing about qual i ta tive inquiry, I learned that oth ers felt the same

way about their work and had devel oped meth ods of crit i cal, inter -

pre tive qual i ta tive research that fit with how they saw the world.

The work ers who pre sented their sto ries in this col umn for three

years were in the Sev enth Moment. Like me, they did n’t know it, but

they were. The method of research we devel oped, and our sto ries,

were con sis tent with the inter per sonal, inter-sub jec tive, con tex tual

ways other sev enth moment research ers are look ing at phe nom ena

today.

These sto ries and our method of study have just been pub lished

in a book: Themes and Sto ries in Youth Work Prac tice: In the

Rhythms of Youth, by Haworth Press. We invite you to take a look,

and if you have n’t already, join us and many other child and youth

care work ers in the Sev enth Moment.

If you are look ing for some imme di ate exam ples of Sev enth

Moment sto ries, sim ply go on Tales from the Field in this issue of

CYC-Online. If you read the ‘tales’ last month you saw a youth under 

a desk, a worker get ting out of the way, and a rainy camp ing trip
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turned into a mem o ra ble expe ri ence. This is the “stuff” that defines

our work and how we do it in the Sev enth Moment. 
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April 2005

The Team Meeting: A Short
Three-Act Play
In this column for the next three months I will present a
three-act play (one act per month) that is based on
conversations among youth workers that I have participated in
and/or overheard. You are invited to join the dialog.

Characters

 

Shantell: A child and youth care worker (26 years old)

Carlos: A child and youth care worker (30)

Angie: A child and youth care worker (20)

Bill: The overnight worker (24)

Camille: The clinical social worker (40)

Tony: The child and youth care supervisor (35)

A Child: Eleven years old

Children from the treatment center.

Act One

Set ting: The board room at a res i den tial treat ment cen ter in a large

city. All of the char ac ters are seated around the table. A rhom boid

of light is shin ing through a win dow like in the open ing scene of

Beckett’s End game. No walls or doors. The back ground is dark

except for the light from the win dow shin ing on the char ac ters and

the table with books on a shelf on the side of the room oppo site

from the win dow through which chil dren’s voices can be heard play -

ing out side. A small over head lamp shines on the books, a

col lec tion of clas sics in child and youth care work. 

Curtain rises. We enter the middle of the meeting. They are talking

about the eight boys in their cottage.
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Shantell (Determined, her dark eyes shining, body straight in the

chair, eyes focused first on one then the other as she speaks): We

need more consistency and structure. The kids are getting away

with murder. They know how to play us against one another. 

Carlos (slouched back in his chair): That’s not realistic.

Angie (curious): What isn’t realistic?

Carlos: To be consistent and structured all the time. It’s not the way 

we live our lives and relate to others. The kids know right away.

They have to learn what its like in the real world. 

Bill (bookish): And where would that be?

Carlos: What do you mean?

Bill: The real world ... what real world are you talking about, the one 

they experience or the one you experience?

Carlos (sarcastically): Very clever, Mr. Philosopher. I know we all

make different meaning of our experiences. What I meant is that in

life outside the center people aren’t coming around consistently

enforcing rules, and handing out consequences and rewards.

Camille (professional): Yes, there’s some truth to that, but these are

not ordinary circumstances. These kids have lived very unstructured 

lives and have seen the extremes of unpredictability from parents

who are very permissive one moment and abusive the next. They

also have been bounced around from one place to another and need 

to know there are some places with a structure, routine, and adults

they can count on to respond in firm and caring ways.

Carlos (argumentative): Bull. I grew up in a real unpredictable

environment and I turned out okay.

Shantell (angry): I can’t believe you guys are falling for this. He

does it all the time just to cover up for the way he breaks the rules

we establish together. Besides he didn’t have it anywhere as near as 

tough as the kids we work with.

Carlos (staring at Shantell): I had it plenty tough. You couldn’t have

survived a day in the world I grew up in. (Pause, Shantell turns away. 

Sensing she won’t take the bait, Carlos continues:) Give me one

example of a rule I broke.

Shantell (still not taking the bait): So you can debate with us some

more and see if you can get a rise out of us?
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Carlos (grinning): No. I really want to know.

Shantell: Okay, last night you let the kids stay up late again. Bill

told me this morning.

Carlos (Looks at Bill): Is that true?

Bill (slightly embarrassed): Yes, the kids were still running around

after you left and they told me you let them stay up to watch the

movie.

Carlos (confronting): Next time tell me to my face.

Bill (reactive): I just did.

Carlos: First before you tell someone else, especially her. (Looks at

Shantell)

Shantell: So is it true?

Carlos: Yes, it’s true. We were all sitting and watching the movie

and I decided we could make an exception.

Shantell: What kind of message does that give.

Carlos: That I am a real human being and that I make decisions

based on their needs in the current circumstances.

Angie: I can see that, but aren’t you worried that they will think they 

can get away with stuff with you?

Carlos: Get away with what? Having a nice calm quiet evening

together watching a good movie and eating popcorn.

Shantell: There’s a place for that, but not when we have a rule

about bedtime. You know they need time to get ready to go to sleep

and you set up Bill by not following the rules.

Carlos: Bill can defend himself, can’t you Bill?

Bill: I’m not sure I have anything to defend. The kids were wild and

that’s a fact. Whether or not it was because you let them stay up or

you didn’t settle them down doesn’t seem to matter much. You still

left me with a mess.

Carlos: Why didn’t you come to me first? 

Bill: I was going to but then Shantell raised the issue. I had to tell

her this morning because the kids were unusually slow and crabby.

Carlos: She would.

Shantell: What?

68



Carlos: Raise the issue here before coming to me.

Tony: (Speaking for the first time. Voice firm, authoritative, chair

back from the table. Legs crossed at the knees): What movie did you

watch?

Carlos: Brave Heart

Tony: That’s pretty violent isn’t it?

Carlos: Yes, but its also about heroes and freedom and what it

means to stand up for what you believe.

Camille: Given what these children have been through do you think 

it advisable to give them the message that violence is a way of

becoming a hero and standing up for what you believe.

Carlos: Look, it’s a violent world out there. They know it and I know

it. So why should we skirt around it. Brave Heart was violent only in

response to violence. Some things are worth fighting for.

Camille: So responding to violence with violence is okay if you’re

on the right side?

Carlos: Basically.

Camille: So do you think our children have a clear picture of what

is right and wrong violence?

Carlos: Well, just by the way you use the term violence you make it

seem as if any form of aggression is wrong, even self-defense.

Camille: And do you think they can sort out self-defense from other 

forms of violence?

Carlos: No, but they are learning.

Camille: Is there another way to learn that?

Tony: Excuse me but I have to interrupt. This is an important

discussion that I don’t think we can resolve now and there are many 

other things to talk about.

Angie (determined to make her point): Before we move on I just

want to respond to Camille. I think there is. What about Gandhi and

Martin Luther King?

Carlos: Oh give me a break. These kids would be dead in a moment 

it they tried to be like those guys on the streets. Malcolm X is a

better role model in my mind. Maybe Che’.

Camille: I think Angie is using Gandhi and King as examples of
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how we can resolve conflicts in nonviolent ways. They were just as

brave, if not braver than people you mentioned. 

Carlos: And where did it get them? They were killed just like the

others. 

Bill: (contemplative). In my philosophy classes we’ve been talking

about morality, power, and culture and it seems that all social

political ideologies are corrupt when it comes to the development of 

the self. Ultimately one becomes polarized in one form or another

by their rigid beliefs and values. It might be better to just think of

this for what it is, in and of itself, without bringing in all this other

stuff.

Carlos: So what are you saying? That we should just leave people

be as is and everything will work out?

Bill (somewhat paternalistically): No Carlos, that we should just

look at the situation without trying to apply so much groupthink.

Camille (frustrated): We are missing the point!

Tony: Which is?

Camille: That these children all have serious emotional problems

and that we have to examine the effects of our activities and

relationships with them on a case by case basis. But in general we

have to be very sensitive to how they interpret acts of violence,

especially most of our youth who have been sexually and physically

abused.

Bill: That’s what I was trying to say.

Camille: Yes, but in a philosophical rather than developmental way.

Bill: What’s wrong with that?

Camille: There’s nothing wrong with existentialism other than it

makes it difficult for us as a group to review our cases in a way that

everyone can understand.

Tony: Okay, okay, I’m sorry Bill, Carlos, Angie and Camille, but I

think we have to move on. This discussion is moving away from our

agenda.

Shantell (determined): Without resolving whether it was okay for

Carlos to let the kids stay up late?

Tony (sighs, looks slightly frustrated about how his agenda has been 

interrupted again): I guess we should. Based on what I know I can
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respect what Carlos says about the need not to be too trapped in

rigid rules. I also think I get a sense of what he is saying – what it

takes to be a man and to be able defend yourself and what you

believe in. I also understand, however, what Camille said about the

need for structure and predictability, and Shantell’s concern about

the message it gives the kids. In this case it is my opinion that it

probably was not a good idea. Given what you watched and how you 

left right at your shift ending, I think you set up Bill for a rough night 

and that your judgment about the movie was a little weak. If you

had had time to process all the violence in that rather long movie, it

might have served a better purpose, but this did not seem like the

right context.

Carlos: Figures.

Tony: What?

Carlos: You’re playing the culture card. Hispanic males are

machismo. They see these things differently than you Anglos and

you don’t like it.

Tony: Oh come on! This has nothing to do with being machismo.

Carlos: It doesn’t? Well, then why are you trying to win?

Tony: I’m not trying to win. I’m just trying to resolve this situation

(Tony pauses then looks Carlos directly in the eyes.) You know what I 

think?

Carlos: What?

Tony: That for some reason you are creating this power struggle

with the team and you’ll keep it going as long as we let you. Maybe

you and I can talk afterwards, but for now I want to hear what the

others think and move on.

Shantell: I agree with Tony.

Angie (the peacemaker): Maybe we can set aside some time to

discuss these issues in more depth. I’d like to learn more. I think

several points that were made were valid.

Camille (as if still seething at what Carlos said): I’d like to be part of

that discussion.

Bill (as if obligated): Me too.

Tony (sitting straight now, looking at his watch): Okay, I’ll set

something up. Let’s move on.
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Lights dim, move stage left. A girl about eleven is in a sandbox. An

overhead light is shining on her. The rest of the stage is dark. All of

the participants in the team meeting circle the sandbox.

Bill: What are you building?

Girl: The world I used to live in.

Bill: That’s a big job. Let me help.

Girl: Okay.

Bill: (Gets down in the sandbox, pushes sand forward to the child so

he can continue): What’s it like here?

Child: Scary.

Carlos: What’s that over there?

Child: My new house.

Bill: Where is it?

Child: Another world.

Carlos: Tell me about it.

The others kneel down and listen. Lights dim. 
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May 2005

Inside the actor’s studio

Last month I prom ised that I would pres ent in this col umn the

sec ond act in a three-act play, Team work. You’ll have to for give

me I got way laid and could n’t get it done. I was think ing about

some thing else: the rela tion ship between movie stars and star child

and youth care work ers.

A cable TV pro gram that I watch called Inside The Actor’s Stu dio

trig gered these thoughts. Many good actors have appeared on the

show. James Lipton, head of the school, The Actor’s Stu dio, where

the inter views take place asks the actors ques tions about their his -

to ries and act ing. Stu dents are pres ent in the audi ence. After wards

they ask their own ques tions. It struck me that star child and youth

care work ers might respond to many of the inter view ques tions the

same way the actors do.

At the Youth Work Learn ing Cen ter we are try ing to con cep tu al -

ize and fund a study of star child and youth care work ers. We want

to learn more about child and youth care from peo ple who do it well. 

I thought it would be help ful, there fore, to reflect on what I learned

from the actor inter views. For exam ple, many actors come from bro -

ken fam i lies. They expe ri enced divorce or the loss of a loved one

early in their lives and this in some way con trib uted to their desires

to be actors. Many are shy. They find it eas ier to express their feel -

ings when they are play ing some one else. 

When asked what they think is the most impor tant act ing skill, a

large num ber say lis ten ing. Good act ing requires the abil ity to hear

what the other actors are say ing. Every thing from the tim ing to the

gen u ine ness of the response depends on the abil ity to lis ten. 

Sev eral speak about the abil ity to get out of their heads and into

their bod ies so they can be enmeshed in their act ing. Many are

method actors. They were taught to get in touch with their own feel -

ings and expe ri ences so they could show the feel ing in their act ing.

Marlon Brando was the best known of the early method actors.

These actors you could say work mostly from the inside out. Other
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actors work from the out side. They inhabit the char ac ter using a

vari ety of tech niques to be that per son. They tend to fol low the

script lit er ally whereas method actors might do a bit more impro vis -

ing based on what moves them from the inside. Some use what ever

works. Most don’t want to be put in a cat e gory. 

You could say they are actors try ing not to act. They want to be

nat u ral, not per form ers. If they are act ing, they feel they are not real. 

They all seem to pay atten tion to details. Choos ing the right pair of

shoes, for instance, can play a major role in get ting them into char -

ac ter. All of them also love what they do.

Any way, obvi ously there has to be some con nec tions with Star

work ers. If we inter viewed them in our study the way James Lipton

inter viewed actors, many of them would prob a bly have his to ries in

which they have expe ri enced some form of loss that has opened

them to want ing to under stand them selves and the youth they work

with. Some would work more from the inside, some the out side, and 

most work in and out. All would like their work and are sin cere

about their work. They would have the capac ity to get enmeshed in

their activ ity. And they would all know that lis ten ing with undi vided

atten tion is one of the most pow er ful things they can do.

I also thought about how much of our work is scripted? How

many roles do we play? How much of our self comes through in our

act ing? It would be nice to think that we are real and gen u ine all the 

time, and that our self and our pres ence always shines through. But 

to be hon est I think it could be said that all of us, the stars, and the

rest of us, are in some ways actors play ing a part. Our imag i nary

audi ences influ ence us. We per form instead of be; it is only human.

The chal lenge is to know when we are doing one or the other.
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June 2005

The Team Meeting: Act II
This is the second act of the short play (one act per month) that
is based on conversations among youth workers that I have
participated in and/or overheard. You are invited to join the
dialog. This is the second act of the play. Act I was presented in 
the April 2005 issue of CYC-Online.

Characters

Shantell: A child and youth care worker (26 years old)

Carlos: A child and youth care worker (30)

Angie: A child and youth care worker (20)

Bill: The overnight worker (24)

Camille: The clinical social worker (40)

Tony: The child and youth care supervisor (35)

A Child: Eleven years old

Children from the treatment center

Act Two

Setting: Curtain pulls back again on the team meeting. It could be

the same meeting or another one. All the players are present around 

the conference table in the conference room at the residential

treatment center. Lighting and props the same as in scene one.

Angie (shyly): One of the kids asked me yesterday if I slept with my

boyfriend.

Camille (cautiously inquisitive): Did you respond?

Angie: Yes.

Camille: What did you say?

Angie: Nothing but they started to giggle and ask questions about

how we did it.

Tony (alarmed): Did you tell them.

Angie: No. I said I didn’t think it was appropriate to talk about that
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and I asked them to get back to our discussion about their sexual

feelings. But I’m not sure I did the right thing, because they started

to get silly.

Camille: And what do you think is the right thing?

Angie: Well, that’s what I’m confused about. I never know how

much of myself to disclose.

Camille: And you don’t think you reveal yourself all the time in the

way you express your emotions?

Angie: Well yes, but I don’t necessarily talk about it.

Tony: Why?

Angie: Because we’re here to help them with their feelings, not

ours.

Camille: Is that so?

Angie: I think so.

Bill: So it’s not important that we understand and are in touch with

our feelings?

Angie: Well yes I suppose it is. How can we ask them to be in touch 

with their feelings if we’re not in touch with our feelings?

Camille: I agree.

Angie: So how much do you tell them?

Shantell: I don’t think we should tell them much. We’re not in

therapy, they are. Besides my business is my business.

Carlos: I tell the kids a lot. 

Tony: Like what?

Carlos: Like what it was like when I was a gang member?

Bill: Why do you tell them that?

Carlos: To let them know that I know what it was like for them. That 

I’ve been there and can relate to what and how they are feeling.

Tony: Have you really been there?

Carlos: Where?

Tony: Where they have been.

Carlos: I just said I was.
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Tony: Yeah, but I mean can you ever experience what someone else 

experiences?

Carlos: Sure.

Bill: No you can’t. (Philosophical again). We all experience the

world differently based on our past and current experiences. There

is no one reality or shared experience.

Carlos: Don’t give me that bull. I know what it's like!

Tony: Maybe you know what it's like for you, but not for them.

Carlos: So what are you saying?

Tony: Your experience of being in a gang is not their experience of

being in a gang. If you understand what it was like for you that’s

good, but it should also open you up to wanting to understanding

what it was like for them. Otherwise it robs them of the chance to be 

able to express their fears, guilt, etc. about being in a gang.

Angie: Can we get back to my issue?

Camille: Yes, let's talk about that some more. In situations when

kids ask us difficult questions about things like drugs, sex, etc. how

much should we reveal?

Bill: Well I read in one book that it’s better to be open than closed,

but another book I read said that we really should not share our

histories.

Angie: I know. That’s what makes it so confusing.

Shantell: Look, I was abused as a kid too, but I got over it. I tell the

kids this straight up. That’s why they connect with me, because I

can show them they can get over it.

Camille: Let’s look at it from the perspective Tony just presented.

The important thing is that we understand and value our

experiences and not try to impose them on others, but rather let

them open us to and make us curious about wanting to understand

the children’s feelings.

Angie: So we should tell them everything.

Camille: No, that’s not what I was trying to say. What I meant was

that our awareness is revealed in the way we present ourselves and

if the kids know we understand our feelings and this opens us to

understanding their feelings they usually do not need to probe

further. But if they sense our lack of awareness they will keep us on
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the hot seat because they don’t feel comfortable opening up to us.

Angie: That’s difficult, to be like that, so sure of how you feel.

Tony: It sure is. But I think it’s not so much about how aware you

are as it is about your willingness to be self-aware. The kids know

that we are not perfect and don’t understand all our feelings, but if

they sense we are trying they are more likely to feel safe with us and 

open up.

Bill: I like the way you put that.

Carlos: I don’t. This is just a bunch of mumbo jumbo. The kids need 

us to be strong, certain, not navel gazers.

Shantell: I agree with Carlos. We have to show them we are strong,

not wishy-washy. They need strong role models, not people who are

always questioning themselves.

Carlos: Wow, she agrees with me for once.

Shantell: It’s also a cultural thing. In my family we learned not to

reveal our feelings to the outside world. It’s the same for the Hmong 

and Native American kids here. It’s disrespectful of the family, tribe

and elders to do that.

Carlos: What have you been doing reading another one of those

books about culture. In my world there’s only one culture, the

culture of the street.

Angie: I thought you said you were machismo. That’s a Hispanic

thing isn’t it?

Carlos: (Smiles at Angie): You got me.

Bill: I agree, culture does influence how we express ourselves, but I

don’t think we can assume that culture influences all people the

same. I know lots of Native American, Hmong and African

American people who are very open about their feelings. The key is

to be aware of how their and our histories influence the way we

interact. There are also many other reasons such as temperament

that determine how open we are.

Angie: It’s all so complicated. I’m confused about what’s the right

thing to do?

Carlos: I think you are all in your heads too much. You’re trying to

intellectualize this thing. What you got to do is just be who you are.

That’s what the kids relate to.
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Camille: I agree Carlos, but what does that mean?

Carlos: It means that you are in touch.

Tony: With what?

Carlos: With who you are man?

Angie: But how can you be so certain?

Carlos: By just being and not asking so many questions, and acting 

with pride and dignity.

Camille: Is it that simple? Isn’t there a sense of false pride and

dignity that comes from a lack of self-questioning and awareness.

Carlos: So what are you saying, that I’m not in touch.

Camille: No. I’m just asking.

Carlos: Just like a social worker, answering a question with a

question.

Camille (smiles): I just don’t know how you can be so sure of

yourself.

Carlos: That’s because you aren’t.

Tony: Okay so I think we’ve gone as far as we can with this for now. 

Let’s move on.

Angie: But I still don’t feel my question was answered.

Camille (Still seething a little from Carlos’ last response). There

might not be one right answer. It’s all situational. In one situation

it’s proper to talk about something and in another it's proper to just

reveal your feelings by the way you are in the moment. The kids can

usually tell.

Angie: But how do you know what’s right in one situation and not

another.

Bill: Look, we are all often confused, except for maybe Carlos (said

sarcastically). The key is to continually want to know your self and

to practice. Talking like this helps, I think. 

Shantell: I think a lot of this talk is a waste of time. Gets us no

place. If you don’t know who you are you shouldn’t be working here.

Tony: Okay, time, this discussion to be continued.

Lights dim then raise stage left. A boy and his father are standing
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together in a bar. A bartender dries a class with a towel behind the bar 

with three empty stools. A piano solo of My Sweet Irish Rose is

playing softly in the background. One beam of light shines down on

the bartender, another beam shines on the boy and his father, who

has a dart cocked in front of his eye. The rest of the stage is dark.

There are no other props, just these and the dark background. A few

feet away a target comes into view with another beam of light. The

target is held in space by a thin, invisible piece of wire. A larger beam

of light shines down stage right. All of the meeting participants are

watching. Camille has her hand to her chin. Bill scratches his head.

Tony is nondescript. Carlos has an open stance and is snapping his

fingers slightly as if listening to some other music in his head.

Shantell, her posture rigid and arms crossed in front of chest, looks

bored. Angie gets down on the floor and crosses her legs in front of

her. Music stops. Bartender and the team participants freeze as if

captured in time.

The father (confidently): Hold the dart like this in front of your eye.

The boy (Brings the dart up in front of his eye): Like this?

The father: Yes, that’s it.

Lights dim.
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July 2005

The Team Meeting: Act III
This is the third act of the short play (one act per month) that is 
based on conversations among youth workers that I have
participated in and/or overheard. Act I was presented in the
April 2005 issue and Act II in the June 2005 issue.

Characters

Shantell: A child and youth care worker (26 years old)

Carlos: A child and youth care worker (30)

Angie: A child and youth care worker (20)

Bill: The overnight worker (24)

Camille: The clinical social worker (40)

Tony: The child and youth care supervisor (35)

A Child: Eleven years old

Children from the treatment center.

Act III

The setting: The boardroom at a residential treatment center in a large

city. All of the characters are seated around the table. A rhomboid of

light is shining through a window like in the opening scene of

Beckett’s Endgame. No walls or doors. The background is dark except

for the light from the window shining on the characters and the table

with books on a shelf on the side of the room opposite from the

window through which children can be heard playing outside. A small

overhead lamp shines on the books, a collection of classics in child

and youth care work. Curtain rises. We re-enter the middle of the

meeting. They are talking about the eight boys in their cottage.

Bill: One of the girls, Nikki, asked me to rub her back last night.

Shantell (alarmed): Did you do it?

Bill: Yes.

Shantell: Do you think that’s right?
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Bill: I’m not sure, that’s why I raised it.

Shantell: Well I think it sends the wrong message.

Camille: And what might that be.

Shantell: It’s too sexual.

Camille: Does it have to be?

Shantell: Well I don’t see how she can take it any other way,

especially after the abuse she’s received from men.

Bill: But fathers and caring men do it all the time with younger

children. Seems like it’s a very natural thing to do to show care and

affection. And it’s probably what she needs more than anything else.

Shantell: What?

Bill: To be touched by a caring man.

Tony: Bill, you used the word natural. My question is natural to

who, you or them.

Bill: Well that’s a good question. I suppose it depends on what you

experience. But if you’ve never experienced normal caring touch,

how do you get to experience it if someone isn’t willing to take the

risk to try, especially today when men are being sued and accused

all the time by kids. I heard at some places you can’t even touch the

kids. To me that’s absurd. How can you connect if you can’t touch.

Touch is fundamental to healthy development.

Camille: I would agree, but is a backrub with Nikki the proper place 

to start?

Bill: Depends I guess on how she takes it.

Tony: And how do you think she took the backrub?

Bill: Appropriately I think.

Tony: Based on what you felt or she felt?

Bill: My sense of both I think. But I guess I should talk to her.

Angie (Looking as if she did something wrong): My God, I hug the

boys all the time. Is that wrong?

Camille: I think what we just discussed with Bill applies with hugs

as well. What does that form of touch mean, and given what some

of the boys have experienced is it something you might want to risk

giving off the wrong signal.
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Angie: But I wasn’t trying to send the wrong signal. Maybe I did

though.

Tony: Well one part is to be sure about our intent, but then another

part is even if our intent is good how is it received.

Angie: So are you saying we shouldn’t hug the kids and rub their

backs?

Tony: No. I’m saying that we should do it with sensitivity to the

meaning of our touch.

Carlos: What a crock. Look, if you know what you’re doing go

ahead. I hug the girls and the boys all the time. I’m not sure if I’d

give them a backrub, but that’s just me. If you’re someone who is

trying to sexually abuse these kids or send mixed messages you

shouldn’t be working here. Give Bill and Angie a little slack. They

were just trying to do what felt right.

Shantell: I think it’s wrong. I don’t think we should be running

around hugging and touching kids because it feels right. These kids 

are confused about touch and it’s better to err on the side of caution 

and to avoid touch except in some special circumstance. I hugged

André when he left last week, but I wasn’t running around hugging

him when he was here. He knew I cared about him.

Bill: I don’t touch simply because it feels right. I try to consider the

meaning. All I was saying is it’s difficult to be sure about the

message I’m sending, just like Tony said.

Carlos: Look man, you did the right thing. I know Nikki. She is

really a little kid inside looking for the affection she never got. If she

took it sexually, I’d be surprised.

Bill: But don’t you think I should talk to her about it?

Carlos: Sure, if that’s your thing. Go ahead reassure yourself.

Personally, I wouldn’t second guess myself. If the kids get the

wrong message at first they would know over time that I’m not like

that. Most of them already do.

Angie: This boundary work is so difficult.

Shantell: Not if you’re clear about your boundaries.

Camille: Are you clear about it for your self, or for what the kids

need?

Shantell: Look, I know who I am, how close I want to be, and they
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read that in me. I don’t violate their space and they don’t violate

mine.

Carlos: Except when they’re angry.

Camille (deflecting the direction of the conversation): Strange you

should use the word ‘violate’.

Shantell: Look Camille, don’t try to analyze me.

Tony: Let’s get back to Angie’s comment. Shantell has expressed

herself but I’d like to hear what some of the others think about

boundaries.

Carlos: Well, it’s like I said, if you respect your own boundaries and

the kids’ boundaries then it’s fine sometimes to get close and other

times to create a little more space. It’s like a little dance. You get a

sense of when to move in and when to move away based on the

music you hear. 

Bill: That’s insightful. I hadn’t thought of it that way.

Tony: What way?

Bill: That boundaries are elastic not rigid ... we create them based

on our understanding of what’s going on and our feel for the music

or the emotional tension or lack thereof that exists. In philosophy,

we sometimes think of it as the existential hum, hum meaning

something inside that calls us to truth in the moment.

Carlos: Woa, brother. You really took this to another place, but I

think I like it.

Shantell: What’s next on the agenda.

Carlos (smiling): What’s the matter you afraid if we continue you

might let down your guard.

Shantell: (a piercing glance at Carlos).

Carlos: Look, all I’m saying is that what matters is how you come

across to the kids. You might read what I do differently than I do,

and I might read what you do differently, but we can never fool the

kids. They know if we are real, and sincere about intentions. If we’re

filled with self doubt then they don’t feel that way.

Angie: But isn’t a little self-doubt human?

Carlos: Sure, but not about giving a back rub or hugging boys. If
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something inside you says I’m not sure about what this means, then 

I’d say don’t do it.

Bill: But you sound so sensitive to your feelings now and what it

means. How come you didn’t sound that way when we were talking

about gangs?

Carlos: You misread me.

Bill: Well, I was already thinking that there is something about you

that comes across in a sincere way, especially when I see the kids

huddled around you in a conversation or activity. They seem to

connect with you in a way they don’t connect with me.

Carlos: Maybe you’re in your head too much. (Carlos mood seems

to change. He is more sympathetic now). Like I said man, it’s not

always what you say, but how you come across. I know their

experience is different than mine and I think they know that when I

tell them I’ve been there (Carlos refers back to a conversation in Act

I). I just don’t want and won’t accept it becoming an excuse for

them. Maybe I was wrong to let them stay up and watch the movie,

but I think they know I wasn’t trying to set anyone up or bribe them

by letting down the rules a little. I’ve already talked to them about

how they behaved and how disappointed I was.

Tony: Good.

Carlos (continues as if making amends): I was thinking Shantell

that what you said earlier about culture was probably true in the

sense that my culture is part of me, just as your dignity as a black

woman does define us and how we see things.

Shantell: How couldn’t it!

Carlos: It’s just that I don’t know how big a part. I know I’m not like

a lot of my Hispanic friends, and you don’t fit the stereotype of the

warm caring black woman.

Shantell: What do you mean by that? 

Carlos: Well, as you said you don’t like to hug the kids. I see you

much more like I might see a white businesswoman, dignified, well

dressed and somewhat distant.

Shantell: I don’t see myself as distant. I’m close to many of these

kids. It’s just that I think it is important to keep a little space

between us because I know they will have to leave and I don’t want
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them to get too attached.

Bill: I think Shantell provides a good role model. The girls and boys

respect her for her commitment and professionalism. But I’m not

sure how much culture is part of this. I know I rarely think about my

culture or ethnicity.

Carlos: That’s because you’re a white guy. But to me your

whiteness is just as much a part of you as being Hispanic is part of

me.

Bill: What do you mean?

Carlos: You act white. You have this sort of nondescript, bland way

of fitting in.

Bill: I’m not nondescript, am I? I’m a little too heady maybe, but not 

nondescript?

Shantell: The reason you don’t notice how people react to you is

because of your skin color. You’re seen as part of the establishment

rather than different. Whereas being black immediately influences

what people see, being white evokes little response.

Carlos (smiling, looking at Bill): Look bro, I like you. I see you as

unique, the philosopher who really cares about the kids. I was just

trying to make a point as Shantell just did about how we are all seen 

differently.

Angie: How do you guys see me?

Carlos: Raw, young, eager to do the right thing, caring.

Bill: I agree. I see you as a warm person trying to learn the ropes.

Shantell: Sometimes I think you go a little overboard in trying to

get the kids to like you.

Angie: But I care about, even love them, and I want to learn to feel

the same way about me so they can care for others.

Camille (has been observing and quiet until now): That’s a little

risky. You don’t want to mislead them by getting too attached. You

won’t be with them when they leave.

Carlos: Maybe in spirit.

The con ver sa tion con tin ues ... 
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August 2005

Pueblo

Gang activ ity has been increas ing in the lit tle vil lage out side the

Pueblo. The vil lage was founded by descen dants of the Span -

ish con quis ta dors who made the Pueb los ter race the side of the

moun tain out side the Pueblo for farm ing. Then over time the Pueb -

los and His pan ics inter mar ried until their cul tures were inter twined. 

Graf fiti is show ing up in the vil lage on the shops, res tau rants, and

bars fre quented by tour ists and the new breed of set tlers – art ists,

com puter sci en tists, and retir ees – who have come to live on the

land with many of the com forts of the city. Sub se quently, real estate

and food prices are going up and up so that it is get ting harder and

harder for the locals to sur vive even though many of them live on

valu able land. They could sell their land and make a big profit, but

that would be for many of them like sell ing their her i tage and fam i -

lies. 

Like many of the “anglo” (white) youth who live in the area, many 

Pueblo and His panic youth are angry with their elders. Their par -

ents’ con nec tions to the past and in some cases their bro ken

Eng lish embar rasses them. They don’t want the “old” ways. They

want TVs, new cars and the lat est video and elec tronic toys. A few

weeks ago a cou ple youths broke into the police chief’s house to

take his pis tols and rif les. Huge rocks from the moun tains have

been put in front of a gravel park ing lot in the vil lage where they

used to hang out at night in their cars, drink ing whisky and tak ing

drugs. They have moved down the road. The locals and new arriv als

to the com mu nity are up in arms.

***

There is an empty build ing that could be turned into a youth cen -

ter, but a rich real estate spec u la tor from Cal i for nia has his eye on it 

for con dos, which will increase the tax base whereas a youth cen ter

will not. When spec u la tors buy up land, the locals call it being

“Californicated.” The police, mostly His panic, know the par ents of

many of the youth who cause the prob lems and are sus pected of

turn ing a blind eye, hop ing that the gang activ ity will scare away
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some of the out sid ers who are driv ing up the prices.

Yet, despite these con tra dic tions and changes in the vil lage and

Pueblo, there is still much warmth in the old adobe homes. At times 

it is as if the warmth from the ancient fires has lin gered and cre ated 

a strong sense of belong ing and con nec tion. There is his tory here

and it is pres ent in every day life. Even the poor are rich with a sense 

of tra di tion and a life style rooted in the land. 

Wealthy and young whites have come here to expe ri ence the old

ways of liv ing off the land. At one point they came in droves to form

com munes, most of which have died off because the life style of free 

love and com mu nal liv ing they pro mul gated could not sur vive. A

few com munes still dot the dry land scape on the mesa. They are

referred to as the dusty peo ple because of the way they look when

they hitch hike into the vil lage and the town down the road. Many of

the Pueblo and His panic escape from the vil lage and Pueblo, but

many come back after they ven ture out into the traf fic of the big cit -

ies. Their long ing for the moun tains and vast mesa that bor der their

lit tle vil lage and Pueblo calls them back. 

In recent years, eco nomic times have got ten a lit tle better for

some of the Pueblo. Like many of the other tribes, they built a

Casino, just out side the edge of the Pueblo, on Indian Land right

next to the larger town about ten miles from the vil lage. Gam blers

have come and left their money. It is part of a cycle – a cycle in

which the resources once taken away by out sid ers are now being

returned, though in another form. In Pueblo cul ture it is seen as

spir i tual, the com ing around again of what belongs to them. Most of 

the mem bers of the Pueblo, how ever, are still wait ing for their share 

to flow to them the way the waters flow down from the sacred Blue

Lake high in the moun tains.

We drive past the Casino to the beau ti ful Pueblo, which sits at

the base of the moun tain. It’s a sunny day. The smell of fry bread is

in the air. Every thing is much the way it was 800 years ago, except

for the tour ists who have come to buy the fry bread and trin kets.

Get ting a piece of fry bread from a Pueblo grand mother is like being 

attached again to some thing deep and pro found, a place where

moth ers once went under ground with their sons for days to mark

the rites of pas sage.
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The Cath o lic Church is in the cen ter of the Pueblo, the church

from which the pro ces sion marches on Christ mas Eve, cir cling the

huge bon fires in the court yard that is filled with locals and tour ists,

who have come to pass their wine bot tles and joints to one another,

and to have another Christ mas expe ri ence – a reli gious expe ri ence

that some how tran scends reli gion on a night when every one is wel -

come.

I stood here on Christ mas Eve a few years ago next to a warm

fire look ing at the huge, star-filled night sky as the pro ces sion

passed by with the Baby Jesus and Mother Mary in the arms of the

Pueblo Women dressed in their beads and gowns and moc ca sins,

with the men walk ing along side fir ing their rifles – fir ing like a

salute to the maker (God, Bud dha, the Great Spirit). When the crack

of the rifles was fol lowed by deep silence, it seemed like some thing

long ago, yet very pres ent. I have never felt like that in a com mu nity. 

Warm out doors on a cold win ter eve ning, I expe ri enced reli gion for

per haps the first time.

***

But today is not Christ mas Eve, it is just another sunny day in

North ern New Mex ico, a day much like many days 800 years ago

and now. I look up towards Blue Lake where only the Taos Pueb los

can go on their horses. I wish I could go, but it is their place to care

for, as it always was, not an owned place, but a place to be hon ored

as a gift from the Great Spirit, the way all the land used to be hon -

ored, or so the story goes. 

As the sun dips a lit tle lower on the hori zon, warm ing the other

tour ists and us as we sit in door steps enjoy ing fry bread, sud denly

the dogs begin to run to the edge of the vil lage where the sil hou -

ettes of youth can be seen weav ing and bop ping their way back

home from school in the town out side the Pueblo. It is a majes tic

scene, chil dren com ing home, greeted by their dogs beneath Blue

Lake, the warm sun in their faces, moth ers and grand moth ers wait -

ing. 

As they approach their faces and cloth ing grad u ally become vis i -

ble. Sort of like in mov ies where you see peo ple slowly march ing up

over a hill toward you as you sit in a dark thea tre try ing to make out

their faces. They are wear ing team jack ets and head phones that

chan nel rock and Hip Hop into their heads, and car ry ing books that
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teach them about math, Eng lish, and com put ers. They have the

saun ter, dip and bop walk of kids in the big cit ies and look like

Home Boys, but I sus pect they are mostly “wannabees” who are

pre tend ing they are in a gang. The past and pres ent are in stark con -

trast in this moment as the youth move from one place to another

on their jour ney to dis cover “who am I.” I won der what they will be

up to tonight? What kind of trou ble and sense of lib er a tion will they

find as they search for self?

90



September 2005

Corey the Bike Fixer
Positive Behavior Facilitation (PBF) is a comprehensive
approach to understanding and intervening in the behavior of
youth. This piece describes the components of PBF.

Hav ing read about the owner and his work in the com mu nity, I

walk into the bike shop called Corey the Bike Fixer’s in need of

a han dle bar stem that will shorten my reach on my road bike.

A husky, short-haired man with a goa tee approaches, smiles,

and says, “The Dairyaire.”

“Excuse me,” I respond.

“The Dairyaire.”

I smile and look around to see if any one is lis ten ing. “How do

you know that term?”

“I read your novel, Float ing. You gave it to me when I came to see 

you about ten years ago. I was tak ing one of your classes and look -

ing for some thing to read, and you gave me your novel Float ing. I

remem ber the Dairyaire because that’s the place that kid danced as

a male strip per when he ran away from the group home. What was

his name?”

“Dan iel.”

“Yeah, that’s it. Don’t you remem ber me? I came to see you. I

was work ing at St. Charles then.”

“Yes, I think I do. You worked at Lakeside too, did n’t you?”

“Corey,” he extends his hand.

“Corey, of course. And you worked in Florida for a while.”

He smiles, “Yes, that’s it. I loved your book. Have you writ ten oth -

ers?”

“Yes. So how did you get in the bike busi ness?” I ask chang ing

the sub ject. I don’t like to talk about my writ ing.
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“Can I see some of it?”

“Yes, I’ll bring some thing by. But tell me how you got into the

bike busi ness?” I look around. The lit tle shop is packed with new

and used bikes, which he fixes up and resells. In the back of the

shop youth are repair ing bikes.

“Well you remem ber all those bikes in the base ment at

Lakeside?”

“Yes, I do. I was super vi sor of one of the cot tages at one time you 

know.”

He nods. “Yes, you told us that in class. You went there after you

worked at the other place for a long time. You did n’t like it there as

much.”

“Yes, it just was n’t the same at Lakeside.”

“In the years after you left most of the bikes got broke and I

began fix ing them until every kid who wanted and earned a bike

could have one. It was one of the most suc cess ful pro grams they

had. I got the kids doing some thing pro duc tive, and we really con -

nected while we worked together.”

“Great work, Corey.”

“Yeah, I thought so.”

“So why did you leave?”

“The agency did n’t value my work. When I applied for a super vi -

sory open ing they gave the posi tion to some one else.”

I want to say that being a good child and youth care worker does -

n’t nec es sar ily make you a good super vi sor but don’t. “Sorry to hear

that, but you seem to be doing some great things here and for the

com mu nity. I’ve heard and read about your work in the Express (a

local news pa per) with out nec es sar ily mak ing the con nec tion. That’s 

why I stopped in.”

A young woman and her father pull a bike out of a rack. “Excuse

me a min ute,” Corey says and goes over to talk to a cus tomer while

I look around. I could use a new bike myself, but I want to get

another year or two out of the one I still have. It feels good being in

this place small and clut tered with bikes in an East Side neigh bor -

hood where peo ple are try ing to build com mu nity. This shop and the 

lit tle book store not too far away where I go to read ings are two good 
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exam ples of how small busi ness, pub lic places, and peo ple more

than any thing else become the anchors in strong neigh bor hoods.

Corey comes over with the cus tomer and says, “This man was a big

influ ence on me.”

Embar rassed, I smile then say, “You were a big influ ence on me

too, Corey.”

“Thanks,” Corey says, and turns to the cus tomer, “So, look

around a lit tle and let me know if I can help.”

“I heard about how you donated bikes to the neigh bor hood near

the uni ver sity to help with the traf fic prob lems, and how you are

offer ing inex pen sive bikes to the peo ple on the east side so they can 

get around,” I say.

“Yeah, we want to be part of and help build the com mu nity. It’s

good for busi ness and my neigh bor hood. Child and youth care

taught me a lot, like how impor tant it is to be sin cere and gen u ine in 

my work here. I never try to sell some one some thing they don’t

want, and if they do buy some thing and don’t like it, I’ll always take

it back or exchange it for some thing else of equal value. That’s how

I adver tise, not with expen sive radio ads that shout at peo ple.”

“You sell con nec tion, depend abil ity, a place to trust and count

on.”

“Exactly.”

“That’s why you’re suc cess ful.”

“I’d like to think so. When I sell some one a used or new bike I

want them to know they can always come back with it for repairs or

con cerns and we will try to accom mo date them.”

“Wish more busi nesses were like that.”

“I don’t under stand why they don’t get it. … So, how can I help

you?” 

I explain that the reach is too long for me on my bike, which I

bought two years ago, and won der if he has some ideas for how I

can shorten it.

“Here,” he says while walk ing to the back of his shop where he

keeps the spare parts “try this,” and hands me a shorter stem than

the one I have on my bike.

“How much?”
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“Take it and try it, and if it works come back and pay me or if it

does n’t give it back?”

“You sure?”

“Yeah, I trust you. Any one who wrote a book like Float ing can be

trusted.”

I thank him and leave, a lit tle unsure of his last com ment. The

book was fic tion, and even if it rang true with the reader’s expe ri -

ence, I’ll never be sure how gen u ine I was in writ ing my first novel

about my expe ri ence in child and youth care.

The stem works and I go back in a few weeks to pay Corey.

“Did you think Float ing was real?” I ask him.

“Well, no, but real in the sense that a good story reflects an expe -

ri ence as seen by a per son at a cer tain point in his or her life.

Actu ally, I thought both the lead char ac ters were based on you, the

worker and the youth.”

I leave sat is fied and impressed by Corey’s insight, and once

again reminded to have con fi dence in read ers, and youth, to get it

on their own.

Two years later I return to trade in my bike, which never fit right.

Corey spends time with me get ting the bike I like to fit, and let ting

me test-ride it around the neigh bor hood. As I ride I think about how

grate ful I am to child and youth care for help ing keep me youth ful

and fit, espe cially dur ing a seri ous bout with can cer that I had the

pre vi ous year. 

I buy the bike and a few weeks later, I come back with my wheels 

in hand. I have been watch ing the Tour De France and like every one

am in awe of Lance Armstrong, who is also a can cer sur vi vor. I wait

out side while Corey sizes up a boy on a used bike. “How does it

feel?”

“Good.”

“It’s yours.”

“Thanks Corey,” the kid says and races off down the street.

“So, how can I help you this time?” Corey asks me.

“I thought maybe I’d try a thin ner tire.”

He smiles, asks, “Been watch ing the Tour?” 
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“Yes, and try ing to stay in shape like Lance,” I respond.

“Look ing for more speed, aren’t you.”

I hes i tate, tell a lit tle lie, “No,” I just thought it would help me get 

up the hills in the coun try a lit tle faster.”

“Sure,” Corey grabs one of the wheels, feels the tire. “It would

help you know if you kept a lit tle more air in your tires.”

I smile then laugh at myself.

He smirks, pumps up the tire, and says, “Actu ally these tires if

you keep them pumped up are faster than the thin ner tires because

these take more air pres sure.”

“You just cheated your self out of a sale.”

“You’ll be back.”

I smile again.

As I am walk ing away, he says, “You know you’re too old to win

the Tour, don’t you?” 

I con tinue walk ing, “What do you mean. I’m only 62.”

“See you Lance.”
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October 2005

Reflecting and talking of New
Orleans
(1960)

Near the end of my youth, I hitchhike to New Orleans. My first ride is

from a bathroom fixtures salesman; I see the brochures strewn across 

the back seat when I get in. Tired, he doesn’t say much as we exit

Milwaukee and head south and west.

He takes me to Beloit and leaves me off in the park ing lot at a

diner. Hun gry, I go inside and sit at the coun ter.

“How old are you sonny?” the wait ress asks after she serves me a

meal of roast beef and mashed pota toes. Her nametag says, Lucile.

“Nine teen,” I say add ing a year to my age.

“Where you headed?”

“New Orleans.”

“That’s a long way from Wis con sin.”

“I know.”

A trucker roars into the gravel park ing lot stones spit ting out

behind the ten wheels. He sits next to me at the coun ter. “This boy is

going south Frank,” Lucile says.

“If you can wait until I get some thing in my stom ach I can take

you to south ern Illi nois,” Frank says.

“Sure, thanks,” I say.

Lucile gives me a free scoop of ice cream. “You’ll need a full stom -

ach to get to New Orleans, sonny,” she says.

Frank flirts with Lucile. Seems like they might have done it before.

I lis ten qui etly as they talk about his travel down from Eau Claire,

where he lives. He’s haul ing TV sets and refrig er a tors.

After he fin ishes eat ing, we roar out of the park ing lot, Frank
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blast ing his horn for Lucile. High in the cab the flat Illi nois coun try -

side looks like a huge base ball dia mond with farm houses and barns

as dug outs. 

“Why you going to New Orleans?” he asks.

“To hear the jazz.”

“How long you stay ing?”

“As long as my money holds out.”

“How much you got?”

“About one hun dred bucks in trav eler’s checks.”

“That’s not a lot.”

“Maybe I’ll get a job.”

He tells me about his days in the Korean War. As he talks it seems 

like his best days are behind him.

“Good luck,” he says as I get out and stand on the high way with

my thumb out. 

My next ride is from a heavy set man whose belly almost touches

the steer ing wheel of his big Cadil lac. He seems to be just roam ing

around the coun try side. After sev eral miles he says, “I took a sailor all 

the way to New Orleans a few weeks ago.

I’ll take you too if you play your cards right," and reaches over and

puts his fin gers in my pocket.

“No, that’s okay,” I say as I jump out just before the next stop sign 

with my legs and suit case try ing to catch up to my body, just out side

Cairo Illi nois.

The next ride comes from a young man limp ing back home from a

bad semes ter in col lege. He does n’t know how to tell his par ents he

flunked out. I feel sorry for him. He has a six-pack in the backseat. He

asks me to give him a beer and tells me to take one for myself. We

drink and twist and turn through the Ken tucky Moun tains. In Fulton I 

watch his tail lights fade out of sight around a long turn and fall

asleep with my thumb out and my back to the pole hold ing the stop

sign.

I wake up with a cop hold ing me under each arm. They take me to

jail and charge me with vagrancy even though I have one hun dred

bucks. The bench in the cell is hard. I dream I’m work ing on a chain
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gang. In the morn ing one cop drives me to the gro cery store and has

me cash fifty bucks of trav eler’s checks and give the cash to him.

“We don’t like strang ers around here, espe cially beat niks.” He says 

when he drops me off at the edge of town. It’s the first time I’m called 

a beat nik. I’m just happy to be on the road again. After a cou ple more

rides, I’m stranded mid day for a cou ple hours in the mid dle of Mis sis -

sippi with the hot, humid sun shin ing down and a ‘Watch out for

Alli ga tors’ sign a few feet away. Slowly an old DeSoto approaches.

Inside I can see a man with Harry Tru man straw hat and the top of a

lit tle girl’s head. He pulls to the side of the road the car almost rub -

bing against my body. I get in the backseat. 

“We’re just going down the road a bit to church,” the father says

as the lit tle girl sits qui etly beside him.

“That’s good,” I say.

“Have you found your sav ior?” he asks.

“I was n’t look ing,” I respond.

I wait for a long time in the after noon sun. Finally another trucker

takes me across the flood planes to New Orleans where I get a room

in the French Quar ter and a job in a ham burger par lor. It is a place

unlike any where I have ever been. A for eign land where peo ple stay

up all night, and embrace their dif fer ences so that every thing, includ -

ing the food, seems to blend together to cre ate cul ture where almost

any thing goes as long as it is done with respect for oth ers and the

way they make mean ing of their lives. I meet all kinds of inter est ing

char ac ters in the ham burger par lor, and in the eve ning after work, I

lis ten to some of the fin est jazz in the world. One night I meet an

older woman with dark curls in Pres er va tion Hall. We hand her flask

back and forth. 

In the morn ing, with booze seep ing from a black hole deep inside

me, she stands alone on the bal cony while I run through the moist

French Quar ter to St. Charles Bou le vard. I run and run. Among the

man sions word and image come together to cre ate some thing at the

edge of my con scious ness, some thing impor tant, some thing I can’t

put my fin ger on, some thing per haps too beau ti ful or pain ful to touch 

just there beyond my reach.

“... a site of lin guis tic self-con scious ness and a point on the map

of the mod ern world that may only be a pro jec tion of our desire to
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give our knowl edge a shape that is for eign to or other than it. Above

all it is a place that is named.” I read Seamus Dean’s expla na tion of

Joyce’s use of lan guage to name place in the intro duc tion to Pen guin 

Books 1993 edi tion of A Por trait of the Art ist as a Young Man.

***

(2005) 

“You couldn’t do that today,” a young man in my youth work class

says. We’re talking while we wait for the rest of the class to arrive.

“Yeah, it would n’t be safe. Things are much more dan ger ous

today,” another class mem ber, a young His panic man, says.

“Are they really, or is it just that our fear has increased because

of what we see in the media?” I ask. 

“Maybe we are just more aware of the dan gers. Maybe you

would n’t have started out if you knew what would hap pen to you

back in the 1950’s?” A young white woman says.

“Maybe. But do you think things are better or worse for youth

today than back then?”

“Worse,” a mid dle aged black woman says.

“But crime rates are down, aren’t they?”

“For who?” the black woman says.

“Well, that’s the ques tion, isn’t it?”

“Yes, sta tis tics don’t mean any thing. It depends where you live,

who you are, and what you expe ri ence.” 

“Good point, but can’t we argue that youth today are more sen si -

tive and accept ing than ever before to dif fer ences. They cer tainly

live in more inte grated com mu ni ties, and have more edu ca tion and

aware ness about mem bers of the oppo site sex, and peo ple from dif -

fer ent racial, eth nic, and reli gious back grounds.”

“I sup pose it could be better in some places, but again it

depends where you live. In my neigh bor hood, rac ism and intol er -

ance are worse than ever.” 

“Not in mine,” an Asian man says. “I live an inte grated neigh bor -

hood and we all get along pretty well.”

“But you live on the East Side. Peo ple are better off there.”
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“So, are you say ing class is an issue?” the Asian man asks the

Black woman.

“That’s part of it… But like in New Orleans I think it is mostly

about race. Those peo ple were poor, but the rea son they would n’t

let them cross the bridge to safety was because they were black….” 

“But they were loot ing,” a class mem ber who has just arrived

says.

“What would you do if you did n’t have food or water?” another

class mem ber asks.

“But some were tak ing TV and elec tronic equip ment.”

“I heard whites and the police were too?” 

(As the rest of the class arrives, the con ver sa tion con tin ues).

Later, on my way home after class, I think about my trip to the

New Orleans of my youth, how inclu sive and accept ing the French

Quar ter seemed, the music, the rich, totally unique cul ture, the lim -

its I was able to test as I searched to find myself, and that won der ful 

and scary jour ney on the road.

There is a call out on the internet for youth work ers to come

down to New Orleans and help vic tims of Hur ri cane Katrina. Maybe

they will find part of them selves there with youth amidst the jazz,

floods, destroyed homes, and many social issues that have sur faced 

dur ing the trag edy. If they do, it will be good youth work. 

100



November 2005

Reflecting on Conferences,
Playgrounds, Camps and
Churches
Over the years, I have been fortunate to attend many child and
youth care conferences. Often I share what I learned with
students in my classes. Recently I reflected and more or less
thought out loud about several of these conferences – and
thoughts that they evoked, scenes and images from my other
experiences related to child and youth care.

I n St. Gallen, Swit zer land, for a child and youth care con fer ence a

dozen or more years ago. I check out the play ground. I want to see 

where the youth play, shoot a few hoops. When I get there, no one is 

around, but there is a ball in the con tainer on the pole that holds the 

back board and bas ket, and the net is still on the hoop. I won der how 

long both have been there; is it true that no one wants to take

either? This could not hap pen in the U.S. where we have chain nets

and you have to bring your own ball and keep an eye on it. 

I take the pub lic ball and shoot a few hoops. A youth joins me,

impressed I think by the vigor with which I still play. He looks very

punk with his pur ple hair in a Mohawk cut; very out of place with

the gray con ser va tive sur round ings in a city in which, like every

other city, town and vil lage in Swit zer land, every man, I am told, has 

a rifle in his closet, a rifle he has been given as part of his duty in

the Army Reserves – a rifle only very few men have ever used to kill

another cit i zen of this closed soci ety that still has World War II very

much on its mind. “You have to watch those Ger mans, they’re

always in groups,” a Swiss man told me on a boat ride to a din ner

for con fer ence atten dees.

***
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(1957) 

As I go up for a lay-up, a stone hits me in the back. We are playing

summer ball on a playground in the center of the city where the home 

team usually wins, and I am not on the home team. Many things

happen on the playground, but not a lot in between, or at least not as

much as will happen years later. People watch us. If we break a

window or try to steal something someone will call our house. Except 

late at night when we manage to take cars from the used car lots for

spins. The window watchers had shut out their lights and gone to

bed by then. If more drugs were around, we would have used them, I

imagine, but they were harder to find. We got high getting in other

kinds of trouble.

***

A few years ago in Copen ha gen I bor row a bike from one pub lic

bike stand and leave it at another near my des ti na tion. Few bikes

are sto len; get ting around is easy. How ever, many of the youth

seem lost. They walk down the streets not giv ing way, try ing to be

macho, and in their attempts to be dif fer ent seem much the same in 

their nation al ism as the youth in the U.S.

At a party at a res i den tial treat ment cen ter the child and youth

care work ers get drunk, not think ing much about what it means to

youth who have come from fam i lies where alco hol destroyed their

unity. “The House of New Orleans,” a worker sings as adults dance.

(1970) 

Every summer we take all the kids from the residential treatment

center to a Lutheran camp. We are welcome here whereas we are no

longer welcome in a suburban Lutheran Church where the boys’

acting out is too much of a disturbance. Nor are we welcomed at the

Lutheran church with a gym near the residential center that is a

member of a different synod, one being Wisconsin and the other

Missouri. I can never get them straight, but it seems strange that we

are not welcome in every church. 

In a cou ple years or so the Pas tors on the board, exer cis ing their

good stew ard ship, will vote to make the treat ment cen ter a pri vate

cen ter for only Lutheran chil dren with par ents who can pay for their

treat ment. It is one of the better pub lic treat ment cen ters now, but

the Pas tors are con cerned that most of the chil dren and child and

102



youth care work ers are not Lutheran and that the work ers have gone

too far by read ing from Bob Dylan, Joan Baez, and Kahlil Gibran (The

Prophet) at devo tions. 

In their wis dom and stew ard ship the Pas tors will also attempt dur -

ing the tran si tion phase to make a mem ber of the church, a teacher,

the child and youth care super vi sor. This will cause the child and

youth care work ers, who want to be super vised by a mem ber of their

pro fes sion, to pro test at City Hall and threaten to union ize, and sub -

se quently the excel lent cen ter will be closed and all the boys placed

else where. In a show of unity that has not yet been rep li cated, the

work ers will have stood up for their own pro fes sional devel op ment as

proud, peace ful pro tes tors for com pe tent care for youth. 

Now as we start another week at camp, we are all com mit ted to

our cause and eager to learn as much as we can about child and

youth care, but there are many things we do not know. For exam ple,

we do not know in 1974, or at least we do not rec og nize when those of 

us who are off for the eve ning go into the small town near the camp -

grounds to party at the local tav ern, that the youth, most of whom

come from alco holic fam i lies and are experts at sens ing a hang over,

will pick up on where we were the night before and be fright ened or at 

least a lit tle more leery of us. We also do not know as much about

sex ual abuse and the mean ing of touch as we will later. None the less

the days at camp are filled with one-on-ones, group out ings, swim -

ming with buddy checks, treks in the woods, boat ing and ping-pong.

For tu nately in that fall of 1974 we will also find a church, an inner

city black church that wel comes every one, and has a pas tor that

comes down from the pul pit before the ser vice to talk with our boys,

unfazed by their lan guage and other means of express ing them selves. 

In this house of God they are wel comed uncon di tion ally, and many of 

us will expe ri ence another sense of orga nized reli gion. 

***

At an inter na tional con fer ence in Mil wau kee in 1994 child and

youth care work ers are intro duced from 32 coun tries. When it is

their turn, an inte grated group of work ers from South Africa stand

proudly and receive the loud est applause. For years they had been

meet ing more or less in secret. But their new pres i dent has just

been elected, and apart heid as it was once known has ended. They

can stand in pub lic with out fear of reper cus sions.
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At the same con fer ence, work ers from for mer soviet coun tries

are in atten dance. For many of them it is the first time they have left

their coun try. Get ting here for many of them has cost them from a

third to half of their annual sal a ries. There are also many com mit ted 

local child and youth care work ers, but some were unwill ing to drive 

across town to attend unless they could have paid time off.

At another con fer ence in Czecho slo va kia in 1990, shortly after

the vel vet rev o lu tion which restored cap i tal ism and democ racy to

Czecho slo va kia under the play wright leader Vaclav Havel, a Czech

worker in a work shop asks a West ern worker in Eng lish (the West -

ern worker does not speak Czech) about indi vid ual treat ment plans.

“In the past,” he says, “We had to work only with group plans. We

did not have indi vid ual treat ment plans.”

“How did you man age the kids?” the West ern worker asks. 

“We had strict con se quences.”

Soon drug use and crime among youth will rise in Czecho slo va kia.

On our visit my son and I walk through the city get ting a feel for

the land scape. Already most of the youth seem to look more like

him than the youth hang ing on to the Soviet ways.

***

In Can ada, the gov ern ment often helps pay for the child and

youth care con fer ences and this makes it eas ier for work ers to

attend. They seem to have more of a true youth cul ture in Can ada,

as opposed to our cul ture of exploit ing youth for mate rial gain, and

sub se quently their con fer ences are always lively and well attended.

We had this once in the US, a true youth cul ture, I think – or maybe I 

am just fan ta siz ing about Can ada and us. Fund ing does seem

worse. Many of the youth agen cies, espe cially the small ones that

often do the best job, are strug gling just to keep their doors open.

Soci ety and the gov ern ment for the most part want every thing for

kids and staff done cheaper. This year, how ever, our State asso ci a -

tion is expect ing a large and enthu si as tic atten dance at the annual

con fer ence.

***

Long ago I learned that it is both better and worse, and sim i lar

and dif fer ent else where for kids. We can learn from this, and of

course from self as we are in these expe ri ences. 

104



December 2005

Weave and Bop; Dip and Slide

I have been think ing a lot about chil dren in the US who have chil -

dren and the con di tions they grow up in, and this poem came out:

 

Weave and bop;

dip and slide

Weave and bop;

dip and slide

What’s up, man?

What’s happening, brother 

press flesh

wanna be

Weave and bop;

dip and slide

break dance

spin on your head

force time 

to stand still

Weave and bop;

dip and slide

ride blue lights

and bass speakers

roam
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Weave and bop;

dip and slide

dwell like a man

inside a woman

he does not love;

live in a reservation 

of despair

Weave and bop;

dip and slide

match colors

this gang; that gang

walk your baby to the store

this hood; that hood

find a morsel of sweetness

for a tiny mouth

your mouth; my mouth

Weave and bop;

dip and slide

Weave and bop;

dip and slide

wanna be.
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February 2006

Talking structure, control, and 
consistency

We, eight youth work ers and I, are all sit ting in a cir cle in one of

the cot tages at the res i den tial cen ter in the U.S. I just fin ished

doing a work shop. It feels good here and I like the work ers. It’s a

cozy place with the youths’ water col ors on the walls and com fort -

able chairs and a couch. A cou ple work ers are sit ting on the floor.

It’s mid dle fall, the col ors out side the win dow are bril liant.

“So, what are you say ing – that it’s our prob lem?” a young

woman who does n’t look much older than most of the kids asks,

rather per turbed.

“No, not at all.”

“What do you mean then?”

“Well, often when struc ture, con trol, and con sis tency become a

big part of the dis cus sion then often it’s because it’s an issue we

are strug gling with our selves – which is quite nor mal, espe cially

when we are just start ing out.”

“I still don’t get it.”

“Me either,” the super vi sor, a young man says. “We have to have

some struc ture and con sis tency oth er wise the place will turn to

chaos. These kids don’t have much inter nal con trol.”

“Abso lutely. I agree.”

“So?” the girl says. “Now you agree. I still don’t get it.”

“It depends I guess on what you mean by struc ture and con sis -

tency. A fair amount of which I believe comes from us. If we’re

inter nally and exter nally con sis tent, and aware of our own lim its

and need for struc ture and con trol, then it becomes less of an issue, 

I think, for the kids. It’s a bal anc ing act I think. If we want struc ture

and con sis tency we need a fair amount of plan ning, rou tines, rules,

etc., and peo ple have to have been con sis tent in imple ment ing

these, but some times we can go over board – and when that
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hap pens it might be that we are feel ing pow er less or a lit tle out of

con trol, or incon sis tent, or fright ened, or inse cure and the struc ture

and con sis tency are needed as much for us (or maybe more) as for

the kids.”

“So, is that bad?”

“It’s not about bad or good. It’s about rec og niz ing what is, and

deal ing with it.”

“What do we do in the mean time?”

“I think we work on it until we feel con fi dent that we can use our

power in a way with youth that they will feel empow ered to fol low

rules and rou tines. The abil ity to say ‘no’ for exam ple with con vic -

tion and with out threats or con se quences, or in a way that they

under stand that we are in charge and com fort able with our author -

ity. And the best way I know to do it is to talk about it and help each

other. I know it took me a long time and lots of help and reflec tion

to get to that point in my own work. I remem ber early in my own

career I was fre quently giv ing con se quences and/or restrain ing

youth and by my eighth or ninth year I did this very infre quently.”

“What changed?”

“Well, I learned many pre ven tive and inter ven tion tech niques,

but I think more impor tantly I became more self aware and self con -

fi dent so when I said ‘no’, they knew I meant it. I remem ber one of

the most effec tive youth work ers I worked with in this regard was a

woman about five- feet one-inch tall. Every one wanted to work with

her because she had such a com mand of her self, and sub se quently

the kids lis tened to her… She did n’t have to threaten or bribe them,

or have lots of rules, because they knew if they lis tened to her they

would be engaged in some thing much more pro duc tive.”

“How do I become like that?” a small ish young woman asks.

“By becom ing as self aware and gain ing as much expe ri ence as

you can, and by want ing to, as you are now…”
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March 2006

Waiting, Anticipating, Space
and Place

Lately, after draw ing (writ ing) a self-por trait and lit er ally hun -

dreds of sketches about my expe ri ence in child and youth care, I 

have been mus ing on sev eral themes that seem to be under cur rents 

in many of my expe ri ences. Inspired by my friend, col league and

men tor, Mike Baizerman, who did a lot of his own mus ing (see for

exam ple his col umn Mus ing with Mike in a dozen or so edi tions of

the Child and Youth Care Forum), I try to ‘free asso ci ate’ with the

goal of com par ing my expe ri ences as a youth, with what I thought

in hind sight were the expe ri ences of the boys I worked with. I do

this with the belief that the major chal lenge in child and youth care

is to under stand, not to change or prove, as we are so often led to

believe today. And mus ing helps deepen my under stand ing by

explor ing themes freely from sev eral per spec tives.

Here are some of my mus ings on wait ing, antic i pat ing, space

and place, four themes that I have spo ken about in ear lier edi tions

of this col umn. Please feel free to muse along with me:

Much of youth is about wait ing. In my youth, I waited for some -

one to show up, to go some place, or for some thing to hap pen.

Some times I tried to make it hap pen; other times I just “hung out”

wait ing for it to hap pen. I would dream about and plan out the

things I wanted to hap pen, a vaca tion up north, a trip some place, a

date, sex. Time passed so slowly when I waited for these things. I

tired of wait ing, stopped wait ing and tried to make it hap pen

sooner, which never seemed to work. Or I counted the hours think -

ing that would move things faster. It never did. I waited in the

den tist’s office or for my father to come home on the bus. I wanted

him to come but some times he did n’t. I did n’t want my turn with the 

den tist to come, but it always did. In the army reserves I hur ried up

and waited. I waited to be an adult, to drive, to grow a mus tache, for 

the “one,” the girl who did n’t come, but whom I finally met when I

was n’t wait ing. (Often the things that meant the most in my youth
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were not the things I waited for). I waited at the new shop ping mall,

I waited bored out of my skull, I waited, waited, waited. 

The boys I worked with seemed to be con stantly wait ing, mainly

for some thing good to hap pen. They had waited in fear based on a

his tory of the things they waited for never really hap pen ing while

some thing they were n’t wait ing for did – rejec tion, abuse, the

police, a slap across the face, sex ual abuse, and fail ure. Yet they

still waited and believed some thing good would hap pen. They

would be saved, cared for, liked, admired, or famous despite the

odds against it. Dan iel, the boy in sev eral of my sketches and my

novel Float ing, who is a com pos ite of two boys I knew, waited won -

der ing if he would be like his father while he waited for the chance

to dance and show oth ers his cre ativ ity. He tested and waited for

me to hurt him. It took all my strength not to do what he was wait -

ing for. His sense of wait ing changed, slightly. 

As I waited for my father to show up after work, they waited for

their par ents who never showed up, while my father always did,

later some times, but he always came home. My mother was always

there when she was sup posed to be. I did not have to wait for her.

Their moth ers were rarely there when they were sup posed to be. Yet 

they waited for them to “show up.” Even when their par ents were

there they waited for them to show up. Phys i cally pres ent their par -

ents were often else where, drunk, drugged, pre oc cu pied, self

absorbed, unavail able. The youth waited to be in their pres ence but

no one was home. They were there but not pres ent, around but not

avail able, at least not in the way they wanted them to be, with care

and con cern for the boys and their well-being. Thus the boys waited

for par ents like the ones they thought other boys had – the par ents

who would never come because they did not exist. They made up

par ents so the other boys would think the par ents they were wait ing 

for were good par ents.

These boys also waited for the sys tem to help. Hour upon hour,

day upon day they waited for some one, some thing to acknowl edge

them. They waited in line, for a place ment with a good fam ily, or for

med i cal care. All this wait ing drove them nuts. And still they waited, 

and simul ta neously antic i pated, as did I.

Like most youth, I antic i pated driv ing my father’s car and hav ing

my own car, going up north, meet ing a girl. I antic i pated grow ing

up, being free, and on my own, the days when I could do what I
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wanted when ever I wanted – or so I thought. I would drive away, go

up north at the drop of a hat, and have my own money to spend on

the things I wanted. I antic i pated see ing a friend again, a girl I

loved, hav ing a cat, get ting a bike, swim ming, becom ing a pro fes -

sional bas ket ball player. 

Grad u ally and more fre quently the antic i pa tion of the end of

some thing took over from the begin ning. For exam ple, I would wait

all year to go up north to spend time at a cabin on a warm inland

lake with my fam ily, then once I got there I would worry about

(antic i pate) the end. As I got older I became less and less excited

about going, until I even tu ally would rather stay home with my

friends. As a young man I drank and used drugs to stay in a place

where the antic i pa tion of the begin ning merged with the antic i pa -

tion of the end. Ulti mately I would be let down because noth ing

lasted. It took me a while to get out of this and to learn to enjoy the

moment, to just be with out wait ing or antic i pat ing, a les son of youth 

learned through expe ri ence that shaped my hap pi ness and ful fil -

ment as an adult. Now I have a place up north I can go to almost

any time I want and just be.

The youth I worked with and try today to under stand in hind -

sight, antic i pated mostly bad things hap pen ing. Their dreams had

been repeat edly unful filled. They had been dis ap pointed time after

time, got their hopes up only to be let down. So many of them

began to antic i pate these things hap pen ing and did any thing they

could to avoid the future. For many of them there was no future.

Friends had been killed, par ents jailed, the world wit nessed and

expe ri enced as a vio lent short-lived place. Oth ers wanted no future

or past. They wanted now, because that was for the moment, the

saf est, least pain ful place. If they antic i pated some thing bad would

surely hap pen, and often it did. Limbo was a better place.

Like all youth, I often waited and antic i pated in spaces and

places where some thing might hap pen. I put myself where there

was pos si bil ity. I was bored some where, posi tioned “just in case”

(Baizerman, 1995, p 340) a girl I liked would show up or an older kid

would drive by in a cus tom ized car and give me a ride. We might

rum ble, or tum ble in these places, the park on the street cor ner.

They built a shop ping mall on a field next to a creek that was our

ball dia mond, and fish ing place, replaced a place of excite ment with 

some thing pre dict able, depend able, the same as other malls that
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fol lowed. We found another place to do our thing. I sat on the shore

of Lake Mich i gan and dreamt of being at sea, rode the train to the

jazz fes ti val in Chi cago, which was like “another planet,” and hitch -

hiked to New Orleans, a place unlike any other I had been.

What I am is insep a ra ble from these places, often places where I

am wait ing near water as in my frag ment poems. They shape me,

and the mean ing I make of the world. I am the Mid west and New

Mex ico of my youth. The east side of Mil wau kee, the duplexes and

bun ga lows I grew up in. The horse back rides I took into the moun -

tains. 

My room is me. I shape this space and it shapes me. It is a pre -

dict able safe place, the room of my youth. It is also a bor ing place, a 

place of wait ing, antic i pat ing and long ing to be some where else.

Yet, I return, often, to “my room,” or the room that is me. Like oth ers 

when I am away from home for too long I seek famil iar places. I

enmesh myself in the waters of home, the famil iar walls, and long

for the weather after a while. Mem o ries are con nected to these

places and spaces as in the pho tos of my youth, lean ing on an oar,

sit ting in my father’s chair, look ing like Ricky Nel son at the

Thanksgiving din ner table.

I took two youth I worked with to thanksgiving din ner at

Suzanne’s par ents’ house. They did not know how to behave in this

space and place. It was for eign, unfa mil iar. Thanksgiving was not a

place of happy mem ory for them. There had been no thanksgivings,

at least not the way we remem bered it, or if there was one it was not 

happy. They were not fed at thanksgiving. The trust that comes with 

being fed in gen eral was not part of their expe ri ence. So they acted

out at Suzanne’s par ent’s house. Threw the mashed pota toes. I had

to dis ci pline them. Even tu ally they set tled into the space, the home

that was not their home, even though they might have wished it so.

Mean while Suzanne’s par ents got to see the work I did – the good

and the bad of it, the joy and the sad ness, the anger and excite ment, 

the ful fil ment mixed in with the strug gle.

Like many youth today, the youth I worked with grew up in fright -

en ing places. The places in which they waited and the things that

hap pened usu ally were not good. The hood, the street cor ner, the

alleys were rid dled with gangs, drugs and crime. They tagged these

places to call them their own. They belonged in these places and

the places belonged to them for better or worse. Home was often a
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cold place with out enough blan kets and human warmth, a place of

frigidness or gush ing guilt-rid den per mis sive ness, or both or nei -

ther. Some thing in these places was better than noth ing. Home was 

not a home, but a tem po rary dwell ing or shel ter and some times not

even that. There were no trips up north, jazz fes ti vals, or hitch hikes

to New Orleans. Or if there were it was usu ally on the run from

some thing rather than to some thing. They got away to other places

to avoid being abused and often found them selves in places where

they were abused again. The spaces and places that shaped them

and they shaped were not the spaces and places of a happy youth,

but rather spaces of hor ror or of unpre dict able and unre lent ing dis -

ap point ment. There was lit tle sun shine in these places. Yet, they

man aged to find some. They turned their res er va tions of despair

into the hood – a sur real world of crime, belong ing, graf fiti, drug

deals, and shoot ings – into their own worlds. What they did in these

places and spaces was not accept able, but it was under stand able.

The places they hung where some thing good might hap pen even if

it did n’t. The war zones they wished were the play grounds of a hap -

pier youth. They gazed at these worlds from the non ex is tent

backseats of their par ents’ cars, a cock eyed view, but their view… 

Reference

Baizerman, M. (1995). Kids, place, and action(less). Child and Youth

Care Forum, 24, pp. 339-341.
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April 2006

Motion and Stillness 

Last month I began to share some of my mus ing on themes that have

emerged over the years from my sketches about my expe ri ence in

child and youth care. I con tinue this month with my thoughts on motion

and still ness, two themes, which I wrote about briefly ear lier in this col -

umn. My belief is that we have to con tin u ally try to under stand themes

like these in order to be in child and youth care with youth. 

Again, please feel free to muse along with me. I begin with two

sketches, one from my youth and one from my work with youth:

(1957) 

I grab the car keys off the kitchen table, tiptoe down the back

stairs, take a deep breath of late August air, back the Dodge

out of the garage, and creep between the rows of clapboard

duplexes – the houses and people in them familiar by the

steps I take to the grocery store and in games of kick the can.

At the end of the alley, I turn east. Burleigh Street is bathed in

the warm glow of lights. A sole pigeon disappears beneath the

hood and reappears eyeball to eyeball with me before flying off. 

The playground where I shoot buckets and the cemetery where 

my brother taught me to drive pass on the left. 

Once I reach Lake Michigan, I park next to the pavilion, which 

sits on the bluffs like a balcony above nature’s great

symphony, and get out. No one else is here. As a path from

the moon runs across the black water to my feet and white

capped waves pound the rocks along the shore beneath me I

repeat the word pavilion, “pavilion, pavilion, pavilion,” until it

loses meaning. Then chilled I drive down to the shore and

park next to the breakwater where one by one the waves

crash over the top of the car and wash down the sides,

cocooning me in water with the lights from the ships on the

horizon shining like diamonds through the windshield. 

***
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(1974) 

“30 all,” Bobby, 17, says.

“36 to 26, my favor.” I hunch over with my hands on his knees.

“No. 30 all, lets go, take it out!” Bobby snaps a bounce pass to me.

“30, 26.” I turn with the ball on my hip and walk to take it out

of bounds, Bobby runs behind, bats the ball away, grabs it,

charges the basket, takes two steps up the brick wall, leans

out in front of the backboard, and dunks the ball.

I look out the ground level window. It’s a cold, grey, fall,

Wisconsin day, 1974. Leaves have piled up against the

grating. We’re in the small gym in the basement of the

residential center for troubled boys, playing one-on-one

basketball, or buckets as we call it. 

“Let’s take a break.” I sit down on the scuffed wood floor.

Bobby spins the ball in his hands, stands above me.

“We’ll have to rake the leaves later,” I say.

“Not me.”

“I meant the other boys and me.” 

Bobby used to live here. He’s returned to visit, and play some

one-on-one. 

“I always liked this little gym,” Bobby says.

“Why?”

“Because I can stuff.”

The basket in the rumpus room is eight feet high instead of

the usual ten feet …

***

As a youth and as a youth worker I was con stantly in motion. I

was mov ing, doing some thing. Motion was always there at the edge 

of my con scious ness. It was some thing I did, heard, and/or flowed

between us that I could not quite under stand, yet vital to know ing

my expe ri ence and the expe ri ence of oth ers. The titles of my nov els

were In Motion and Float ing because this empha sized the mean ing

and impor tance of motion in work with youth. Put sim ply, we were

more often than not in motion.
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Some times I think of motion as the exis ten tial hum or a rum ble

beneath the sur face that we often feel and hear, a life force per -

haps? Motion is also, as Aris totle said, the mode in which the future 

and pres ent are one, or per haps a state in which we can be totally in 

the moment. And, then motion is just plain move ment, or get ting

from here to there or nowhere, the move ment with out which it is

impos si ble to imag ine being alive.

I run every day because I enjoy mov ing. Fre quently, after the ini -

tial pain sub sides and the endorphins kick in, I get the run ners high. 

My activ ity and I are one. Time is lost and every thing is in synch. I

can go for sev eral blocks and not remem ber the dis tance in

between. You might also say it is my flow or opti mal expe ri ence,

and as such is a met a phor for how hard work leads to ful fil ment in

life.

When I feel con nected to oth ers motion is usu ally involved – for

exam ple, the shared rhythm of a con ver sa tion. We are doing some -

thing with each other: talk ing, work ing walk ing, dance, or run ning.

“I am still hap pi est mov ing in Suzanne’s pres ence,” I write in one of

my sketches about the woman I have lived and been friends with for 

many years.

Sim i larly, I was often con nected to the trou bled boys when we

were run ning, swim ming, or play ing one on one bas ket ball. I used

to get a small group of them up early in the morn ing for a run. At

first the pain made it dif fi cult. Then as they got in shape, often we

expe ri enced a feel ing of har mony in the mid dle of the run when we

shared a com mon pace. Once the word spread other boys wanted to 

join in. They saw it as some thing spe cial. Usu ally when we were lost 

in our motion, or enmeshed in an activ ity, we were in it together. I

still remem ber those times as some of the most ful fill ing times in

my work. I liked the action and strug gle in the work as well. With

some fear and appre hen sion, of course, I felt alive in the midst of

try ing to resolve a phys i cal strug gle or restraint, or chas ing a youth

who was run ning away.

Rhythm, motion, and still ness are closely related. The rhythms of 

our motions as we seek res o lu tion/still ness. Rhyth mic inter ac tions

forge huge con nec tions (Maier, 1992), and let us know when a strug -

gle is end ing – the ten sion in the arms, back and neck eases and

sub sides. As in mod ern dance, we line up and pass through, close

or far, bound aries and human con nec tions formed by our
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posi tion ing, mir ror ing back, pauses, and abil ity to freeze our selves

in the time less ness of the moment. We are in and out of synch with

youth and their devel op men tal rhythms.

As a child I was always in motion. I felt a need to move. I ran

from or to some thing. The mur mur and hum always seemed to be

there, just beneath the sur face. Mov ing made me feel free at least

for the moment. I often moved from one place or thing to another,

one dream or fan tasy to another, child hood to youth to adult hood

and back. Usu ally this went smoothly but some times I did not want

some thing to change or end, so I moved away, or avoided the tran si -

tion. I went some where else, or did not show up. Or I sped up the

tran si tion by mov ing ahead or away from what I was doing. 

The boys I worked with were not used to smooth tran si tions.

Things usu ally went badly when they moved from one place or

activ ity to another. Their his to ries of move ment and tran si tion had

been filled with fail ure and rejec tion. They had moved from one

home to another, from awake to sleep, sleep to awake, and crafts to

din ner with some dif fi culty and fear. They did not have a nor mal

sense of mov ing from one thing or place to another with rel a tive

ease and suc cess, much less with mov ing from more chal leng ing

events to another. Learn ing to expe ri ence and mas ter tran si tions

was a big part of their care. Get ting from here to there suc cess fully

with out rejec tion, fights, abuse, fail ure or neglect helped them deal

with change and sep a ra tion.

I am often mov ing toward still ness. I move to find peace and

quiet, or am drawn to a place of quiet and still ness such as the

peace I find when I am exhausted after a run. I long to just be, or

search for just so-ness … or, to just be. Or I am mov ing toward

death, or to return to the womb. I like to be in a still place, empty of

thought and worry, a place I find for which I have too lit tle time. In

the mid dle of a run I lose all con tact some times with time and

space. I am sus pended, still, yet mov ing, just being. As a boy I

stared at my feet or the wall until there was noth ing. When I hurt

inside, I felt better just being totally still, or numb. I stiff ened my

body on my bed until noth ing moved. It was one way I had of cop -

ing.

Youth I think often run around, make noise, hol ler, and move to

achieve sim i lar states. They hear and try to rid them selves of the

hum or rum ble. Some thing moves inside them and they move to get 
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away from it. Their anx i ety is uncon trol la ble except when they run,

fight, or lash out. Motion is a defense against the pain inside. Still -

ness is a dream, to be in a state of noth ing, their heads and bod ies

rid of the thoughts and call to action that drives them to move and

act the way they do. As a young boy my mother used to get con -

cerned when I ran and hol lered through the house for no appar ent

rea son ... I under stood this about the boys I worked with ...
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May 2006

Passing through, lining up, and 
basketball

I t’s near the end of my spring youth work class, which I have

taught now for more than 20 years. Last week Kaseva, who grew

up on a Navajo Res er va tion, played clas si cal gui tar, and his flute.

The rest of us danced. We prac tised two move ments I had learned a

few semes ters ago from a mod ern dance teacher who I had invited

to our class, pass ing through and lin ing-up.

As Kaseva played we wove in and out in the mid dle of the room.

We went wher ever we wanted, and sur pris ingly did not bump into

each other. First we did this with no eye con tact and then with eye

con tact. This was done to prac tice and dem on strate pass ing

through. 

Next, we lined up with each other. I stopped the group in the

mid dle of our pass ing through and we lined-up with another per son

in a way that our body lan guage mir rored back our impres sions of

that per son at the time. We tried to make what ever con fig u ra tions

best rep re sented what we felt about the other per son, and/or our -

selves in rela tion ship to the other per son. Through out Kaseva

changed the tempo of the music, and our moods and move ments

auto mat i cally fol lowed.

These two move ments from mod ern dance, lin ing-up and pass -

ing through, exem plify rhyth mic inter ac tions, I explained. “Youth

work, as I have said many times, is like a mod ern dance in which we 

move through a day in and out of synch with youth. The chal lenge is 

to get a feel for work so we can form as many moments of con nec -

tion, dis cov ery and empow er ment as pos si ble.”

Then we explored together the rela tion ship between what we

had just done and var i ous tech niques and prac tices we had learned

ear lier in the course, such as mir ror ing, body lan guage, rhyth mic

inter ac tion, and prox im ity. I have done this before. Almost always it

works as a good learn ing exer cise. Get ting up and doing some thing
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gets us in the mood for dis cus sion, and of course lets us prac tice,

and this in turn sheds new light on our topic.

While we were talk ing I said that bas ket ball was also a good met -

a phor for me. Often I played three-on-three or one-on-one bas ket ball 

with the youth. Sim i lar to a mod ern dance we lined-up and passed

through as we com peted, which brought in another ele ment for dis -

cus sion, com pe ti tion, its role and place in youth work. “In

hind sight,” I said, “It was n’t so much about com pe ti tion as pro cess.

We were feel ing each other out, gaug ing the space between us,

mov ing toward a goal (bas ket), defend ing, fac ing off, fac ing one

another, not fac ing one another, giv ing eye con tact, not giv ing eye

con tact, fak ing, not fak ing, etc.” 

Then the oth ers shared their exam ples of things they liked to do,

soc cer, danc ing, paint ing, and hoola hoops, in which they felt they

had sim i lar oppor tu ni ties for rhyth mic inter ac tions, engage ment,

etc. At the end we had the epiph any once again that yes, this is

where most of the devel op ment in our work occurs, in these inter ac -

tions – whether a game or chore or sit ting qui etly each moment,

move ment and inter ac tion had enor mous poten tial. 

As we talked, I smiled to myself. I was back home, where I

started as a young youth worker who believed that all my inter ac -

tions could be pow er ful if I knew what I was doing. After all these

years it still boiled down to this, some thing so sim ple, yet com plex. 

Then Kaseva asked if he could play his flute for us. He explained

that as a young boy on the res er va tion he heard the Navajo play

their flutes and he wanted to learn to play. 

“Was it hard?” one of the class mem bers asked.

“Sort of. But once I decide to do some thing with my music I stay

with it until I get it.”

“It’s the same with your clas si cal gui tar isn’t it. You are really

very good.” I said.

He smiled, played his flute, and took us to another place, a very

ancient, haunt ing place. It was beau ti ful. After wards we talked

about how music was his grand pas sion, and how impor tant it was

for the kids to find some thing they were pas sion ate about, and us as 

well. “To be good at youth work you have to be pas sion ate about it

don’t you?” one of the stu dents asked. I smiled and said yes.
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“Remem ber how Kaseva made a health food din ner with the youth

on his field place ment. At first they did n’t like it because the food

was not the fast food they were used to. But then sens ing Kaseva’s

fond ness for cook ing they got into it, did n’t they Kaseva?”

“Yes, it took some time, but even tu ally they really started to like

the food. But I think they liked cook ing it with me even more.” 

Then oth ers joined in with exam ples from their field place ments.

Time went quickly. Before we knew it the class was over. We said

good bye, and “see you next week.” I packed the mate ri als and

stepped out side. It was a nice spring eve ning. On the way home I

felt good, and sensed that the oth ers did as well. We were on to

some thing that was old and new.
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June 2006

“No Farting in My Van”

Late last month I attended a child and youth care con fer ence,

Child and Youth Care in Action (love that title) at the Uni ver sity

of Vic to ria, their first con fer ence for grad u ates of their child and

youth care pro gram, com mu nity part ners, and oth ers inter ested in

learn ing about some of the lat est devel op ments and approaches in

the field. It was an excel lent event and learn ing expe ri ence (as are

all the con fer ences at the Uni ver sity of Vic to ria) with inau gu ral key -

notes in the names of Henry Maier, and Jerry Beker, who I enjoyed

see ing and talk ing with again. Like he did for many oth ers in the

field, Jerry helped me get my work pub lished and has served as a

men tor over the years. Henry Maier as most of us know died in 2004.

When I was n’t at the con fer ence, I was with my friend Gerry

Fewster. He has a beau ti ful home in Cowichan Bay, about 25 miles

north of the city. We joked and “talked smart” as we usu ally do. We

both see being in the moment and/or point of inter ac tion as key to

child and youth care. If we can get this right we believe every thing

else will fol low as we try to cre ate moments of con nec tion, dis cov -

ery, and empow er ment. You have to show up and be there first, in

other words, before you can get any thing to work. 

Many of the work shops at the con fer ence seemed to sup port this 

point of view. For exam ple, I attended a work shop by Hans and

Kathleen Skott-Myhre, Rad i cal Youth Work: Love and Com mu nity in

which they used post-Marx ist con cepts as a foun da tion for their dis -

cus sion. Dur ing the work shop they said many intrigu ing things that

got me think ing, none more than their use of Diego Rivera and Frida 

Kahlo as exam ples of rev o lu tion ar ies – Diego, work ing from the out -

side to cre ate change, and Frida from the inside out. And very

inter est ing def i ni tions of love and com mu nity that these two career

“direct line” work ers offered, based on their expe ri ence and read ing

of phi los o phy and a num ber of other lit er a tures. 

Ear lier Doug Magnuson and I had writ ten crit i cal responses to

Hans’ chal leng ing arti cle in the Child and Youth Care Forum. As he

and Kathleen spoke, I wished we had had a chance to speak and get 
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to know each other before hand because it was obvi ous that we

shared many sim i lar views. I really liked their def i ni tions of love and 

com mu nity, and their empha sis on youth as agents of their own

change. 

When the dis cus sion shifted to rules, they seemed to be say ing

much of what I had tried to say in my work shop titled, Hes i ta tion,

Motion, Still ness, Space, Place, Light and Dark and other themes in

Child and Youth Care. Their feel ings, like mine I think, were that in

pro grams where peo ple are self-aware and com fort able and con fi -

dent in their per sonal author ity, few rules are needed because

youth, even the most dif fi cult ones, respond to these peo ple with a

sense of want ing to develop their own aware ness and inner sense of 

bound aries. Youth respond, in other words, to the sin cere, gen u ine,

secure sense of the other Self because this other self makes them

feel safe, and open to explor ing their own built-in inner con trols and 

feel ings. 

Any way, as we were dis cuss ing this one youth worker, a mid -

dle-aged man I had talked to ear lier after my work shop, a seem ingly 

very expe ri enced and com pe tent street worker (I wish I remem bered 

his name) said, “I don’t care what you say, one rule I have is no

farting in my van.” 

We all laughed, of course, but his point was well taken. In child

and youth care we need to know our own per sonal bound aries, as

well as have some super-ordi nate rules, not many, just a few to let

the kids know that cer tain things sim ply are not per mis si ble for any -

one, like doing drugs or hurt ing oth ers. Then within this con text of

every one pitch ing in around the big rules, sit u a tions can be han dled 

as they arise in our inter per sonal rela tion ships.

Karen VanderVen and oth ers have writ ten exten sively how point

sys tems and hand books of rules have got ten in the way of cre ative,

and more ful fill ing inter ac tion in child and youth care, and there

does indeed seem to be a move ment afoot to get back to per sonal

rela tion ships and devel op men tal activ i ties as the foun da tion for cre -

at ing safe, invig o rat ing, dis cov ery filled, change-ori ented pro grams

for chil dren and youth. 

A cen tral chal lenge in this move ment I believe is find ing the

right bal ance of rules and per sonal author ity and doing it accord ing

to the devel op men tal needs of the child and youth care staff
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mem bers who need time to develop the con fi dence, knowl edge,

skill, and intu ition that many of us more expe ri enced work ers devel -

oped over time. In the mean time we have to con tin u ally work at

being aware of our own bound aries and decide which are the few

rules do we abso lutely need to rein force con sis tently. “No farting in

my van” might be one that oth ers find use ful.
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July 2006

Lunch 101

O ften when I refer to a story Grilled Cheese I wrote sev eral years

ago, youth work ers can relate. They remem ber the grilled cheese 

lunches they had with the kids. So do I. Every once in a while I make 

myself a grilled cheese sand wich, in part because the aroma takes

me back to those moments of both hap pi ness and strug gle. I

remem ber how much we (kids and staff) all looked for ward to those

sand wiches and tomato soup after an active sum mer morn ing. I

also remem ber argu ments and food fights. Most of all though a

grilled cheese sand wich just tasted good. So when I get the urge

again I make another one.

Some day I want to teach a course called Lunch 101. In my uni -

ver sity courses we talk about and/or prac tice many activ i ties like

tran si tions, bed times, kickball, paint ing, etc., but I have never

devoted a whole semes ter to one of these very impor tant activ i ties.

Lunch would be a good place to start I think. Dur ing the course we

might begin with a role-play then spend our time con struct ing,

decons truct ing, and prac tis ing the activ ity while mak ing con nec -

tions to read ings and other aspects of the work.

After a role-play in which one per son was the worker and the rest 

of us mim icked youth (act ing the way we have expe ri enced or think

youth act at lunch) we could ask what do we need to con duct a suc -

cess ful lunch? An under stand ing of the sig nif i cance of food in

human devel op ment and how trust and attach ment are often rooted 

in feed ing might be where we begin. The worker who learned this

would not take food away or use it as pun ish ment or reward, but

rather see it as a vital part of build ing trust and con nec tions with

youth who might have expe ri enced lit tle of either. Tak ing food away

would be the same as tak ing away devel op ment to this worker. 

We could also dis cuss sto ries youth bring to lunch. For exam ple

lunch (or break fast or din ner for that mat ter) might not be famil iar

to some youth, at least not the way it was con ducted at the youth

cen ter or group home or res i den tial facil ity. These youth might have 

had to scrounge up what they could for lunch or din ner – a bot tle of
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pop, or a bag of junk food some place. Sit ting down with oth ers and

hav ing man ners dur ing what is a very sophis ti cated social expe ri -

ence might also be for eign to these youth. Lunch at home, if it was

held together with other fam ily mem bers, might have been filled

with fights or argu ments, or absent or angry par ents. When the bowl 

of pota toes was passed the youth might have had to dig in for fear

of not hav ing enough to go around.

We could also con sider cul ture, and the related mean ing of food. 

Ques tions we could ask would be: Is the food being served and the

way it is being served famil iar or unfa mil iar based on the food, rit u -

als and cus toms of the youths cul ture? Is the youth used to eat ing

meat and pota toes, or beans and rice, or pasta, or all of these? How

is the meal paced and cel e brated or not cel e brated in the cul tures

the youth come from? What does food rep re sent? Is meal time a

spir i tual expe ri ence? Or has the youth ever had a chance to expe ri -

ence meals the way they are cus tom arily served in his/her and other 

cul tures?

While pre par ing for lunch, deci sions about where to sit and how

to pass or not pass the food could be given care ful atten tion. Do we

have sit down or caf e te ria-style meals? If the lat ter were cho sen

peo ple behind the coun ter serv ing the food would be seen as play -

ing a sig nif i cant role. I would encour age sit down meals where

work ers served the food because I think it is more per sonal and cre -

ates excel lent addi tional oppor tu ni ties to form attach ments and

rela tion ships dur ing the meal. We would dis cuss in detail how a

con nec tion was formed as the worker passed and/or served from

the bowl, the move ment of the arm and smile say ing “I am here with 

youth hav ing this lunch, mak ing sure you are fed.” 

As we prac ticed lunch, pac ing would be given spe cial atten tion.

The begin ning and end ing and in-between parts of lunch as well as

the tran si tion to and from it would be seen as sig nif i cant learn ing

oppor tu ni ties as would meal plan ning and prep a ra tion – get ting and 

leav ing lunch as impor tant as eat ing together, the fears and/or joys

of com ing to lunch, which could be loaded with happy or unhappy

mem o ries as sug gested a moment ago. Mak ing meals together

would be seen as a golden oppor tu nity to fur ther con nec tions, skills 

and rela tion ships for the pres ent and future.

Dur ing lunch 101 we might make lunch together, each stu dent

and pro fes sor could lead mak ing a lunch from his or her cul ture.
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Then we would eat together and talk about all the above, prac tis ing

as we went along. For sev eral years, I have either gone out to eat or

made a meal with the stu dents for our last class together. This

seems to help pull every thing together and help us tran si tion on to

the next meal (class).

I could go on and on of course, mak ing con nec tions with the

research and lit er a ture in our field as I went along. We might even

have a course called Advanced Lunch. But I think you get the point,

espe cially if you work in a pro gram that pays atten tion to these

prac tice issues that one might argue are the crux of our prac tice (we 

used to say if you could get the daily rou tines down you had 50% of

the work mas tered), and are often unfor tu nately missed in many

pro grams and classes today that have for got ten our roots.

I know for exam ple after we talk about lunch in our under grad u -

ate and grad u ate classes and the stu dents go on to their field

place ments they either come back dis cour aged or encour aged by

the atten tion given to feed ing and food at their place ments. We usu -

ally try to elim i nate those places that do not get it, and strengthen

our list with places that do. Gen er ally if lunch is a good expe ri ence

so is the field place ment. When work ers in our con tin u ing edu ca tion 

classes who are already work ing in the field share exam ples of the

atten tion they pay to meals, we try to weave these exam ples into our 

dis cus sions with the under grad u ates. On the other hand when

work ers speak about depriv ing youth of meals as a pol icy at their

agen cies we usu ally ask, “Have you really con sid ered what you are

doing?”

In the dis cus sions it seems we are all hav ing these days with

fund ing agen cies about out comes, I like to say, “Lunch would be a

good out come. If a kid could have a good meal, this would be a very

good out come.” You can imag ine the response this gets from the

fund ing sources while at the same time if there is a com mit ted and

com pe tent youth worker in the dis cus sion, his or her eyes will light

up. Any way, would n’t it be great if we could have more courses and

con ver sa tions titled Lunch 101?

I’m hun gry. Lunch any one? How about grilled cheese?
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August 2006

More thoughts on Power

T his month I con tinue some of the mus ing I started a few months 

ago with more thoughts on power. If you are a reg u lar reader,

please excuse me if I repeat some things I have said ear lier. Some

themes in my reflec tions keep reoc cur ring in new con texts. Seems

like a timely moment to think about power, as it has become a major 

issue around the globe, just as it con tin ues to an issue in our work.

I do not con sider myself very knowl edge able about phi los o phy. I

am drawn to it though. There is some thing about phi los o phers that I 

can hear, but don’t quite under stand. Nietz sche, Wittgenstein, and

Foucault to name a few. Sim i lar to the way in which I reflect on

expe ri ence, my mind and eyes bounce around when I read these

phi los o phers. I page for ward and back through their nar ra tives. 

The way they write, almost as much as what they say, intrigues

me – the rat-tat-tat of their words. I go back again and again try ing

to relate to what they are say ing, some times lit er ally going back to a 

library or book store to look again at a phrase or thought. Then after

I put the book down I feel I am changed in some way, the way I am

changed by a poem that has a lit tle mys tery to it, but whose images

lin ger. It is this desire to under stand, I believe, that makes me

human. I want to know other, the world around me, and myself, and

there fore I am.

Thus, in this fash ion, I try (hum bly) to share some of my

thoughts about power as they emerged from my sketches and my

read ing of phi los o phers, art ists, research ers, and child and youth

care work ers. My hope is that these thoughts will ring true with the

reader’s expe ri ence and/or raise ques tions.

Power is some thing we all have within us. There are two gen eral

types of power, pos i tive and neg a tive. The com pe tent worker’s

power is pos i tive. He or she is pow er ful. Neg a tive power is often

abu sive. Peo ple who use their power in a neg a tive way often feel

pow er less.

The pow er ful per son does not impose or try to give power to or
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take power from some one else. He or she believes in the power of

his or her self and there fore the power inher ent in other selves. The

pow er ful per son cares for, plans and imple ments activ i ties, and

relates with oth ers in a way that they can feel and take advan tage of 

the sense of the power that is within them. These work ers do not

empower youth but rather cre ate oppor tu ni ties for youth to

empower them selves.

The pow er ful per son cares for self and for other. Because he or

she truly val ues self, she or he val ues oth ers. Because he or she

cares for self she or he is capa ble of cre at ing an envi ron ment with

oth ers where oth ers can care for self and be cared for. The pow er ful

per son’s care for other, like his or her care for self, is uncon di tional

and nonjudgmental. He or she accepts self and there fore accepts

other.

Gerry Fewster writes a lot about how the major task of the worker 

is to be pres ent in the moment, self aware, open and avail able to

mir ror back one’s expe ri ence of other. There is noth ing more pow er -

ful that a worker can do than give a youth his or her undi vided and

atten tion and sin cere gen u ine responses.

The amount of power one has is in direct pro por tion to the sin -

cer ity and effec tive ness of one’s quest to know self. Those who

want and try to know self are pow er ful because their power is an

expres sion of their quest which man i fests itself in respect for self

and other, and sub se quently com mands the respect of oth ers. 

The pow er ful worker has pres ence. He or she can say no and

expect an appro pri ate response, not because of impos ing his or her

power on the other, but because he or she is secure in his or her

power, and the other senses and respects it and has on some level a 

desire to have a sim i lar power. The pow er ful worker can say I think

we can do this because the worker believes it about him or her self

and the other, and there fore the youth, child, or par ent believes it

about him or her self. The pow er ful worker is in con trol of self when

self needs con trol and there fore does not need to con trol oth ers,

because the worker believes oth ers have the capac ity to con trol

them selves. A help ing hand might be needed at times but the help -

ing hand is offered with the belief that the child or youth can regain

his or her own con trol.

The work ers’ rela tion ships to their power changes – some times
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they feel pow er ful and some times they feel pow er less. This is nor -

mal, and part of the expe ri ence of being in child and youth care.

Some times we feel com pe tent, in touch, and pow er ful; and some -

times we feel incom pe tent, out of it, out of con trol and pow er less. If

the work ers are aware of their feel ings of pow er less ness, chil dren

respond well to these work ers because they rec og nize that the work -

ers are human and aware of self, just as when the work ers are

aware of their feel ings of inad e quacy, sad ness, etc. What is harm ful

is when the work ers do not rec og nize their feel ings and try to prove

them selves with the chil dren.

A for mer gang leader once said to me in a class, “You can’t teach 

me any thing. I’ve been there and there fore I know what it’s like for

these kids.”

This was not a pow er ful youth worker I told myself and

responded, “Your expe ri ence is help ful if you under stand it and how 

it has impacted your life, but if you really under stand your expe ri -

ence then you would not assume it was some one else’s. You would

be curi ous about what it was like for the youth, just as you were

curi ous about what it meant to you.”

He stared me down in class as if he was “dissing” me. I thought

how pow er less this per son must feel and won dered if he was still in

a gang.

When I con sult or sit in on dis cus sions in team meet ings and

classes and the con ver sa tions shifts to “We need more con trol over

these kids,” I usu ally respond with the ques tion “Who is out of con -

trol?” sens ing that it is prob a bly the work ers who feel that way

about them selves. I often apply this same line of thing to myself

when I find myself, a con trol ling per son, try ing to gain con trol

again. “Am I out of con trol or feel ing pow er less?” I ask myself and

usu ally the answer is yes. When I am in this state I am more likely

to use my power to con trol some one who trusts me, and I am also

vul ner a ble to being con trolled and to los ing my free dom, because I

am will ingly or per haps inad ver tently suc cumb ing to those who

would abuse power and con trol. So I try to snap out of it, and try to

help youth learn to do the same for them selves.

Like many work ers, I sensed early in my career that some struc -

ture and con trol was needed with trou bled kids but it took me a

while to fully real ize that this came mostly from me being con fi dent
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and in con trol of myself when it was needed. With out a degree of

inner cer tainty my power, and my abil ity to han dle my fear and

anger, my con trol and struc ture tech niques were usu ally met with

resis tance. They worked much better when I had con fi dence and

self-con trol. There were many things that went into reach ing this

point, not the least of which was an under stand ing of my own child -

hood and my rela tion ship to peo ple who I per ceived, often wrongly,

to have power over me. 

Today when child and youth care work ers say to me that they

were in a power strug gle, I say, “You lost.”

“Why?” they ask.

“Because to be in a power strug gle your power has to be up for

grabs, and if you believe that then your power can be taken away

and it will be. Oth ers can try to limit, usurp, dimin ish and over power 

your power, but it can never be taken away unless you are will ing to

give it up. If you make the issue com pe ti tion for power then you are

more than likely miss ing the real issue, which is that the other is

feel ing pow er less and so are you by try ing to show you have it." The

com pe tent worker knows and believes that his or her power is not

up for grabs. It is part of who he or she is, and it shows through. 

A pow er ful per son or soci ety in gen eral does not restrict the free -

dom of oth ers, unless the other does some thing that infringes on

the right to free dom of oth ers. Free dom is part of care for self and

thus respected in oth ers. Using power to take away free dom is the

most dam ag ing thing one can do to other. Thus it is not taken

lightly.

Pow er less work ers resort to “points”, “lev els” and other arti fi cial

sys tems to con trol. They can’t con trol the kids with their own pos i -

tive power, which empha sizes the youth’s power, so they have to

cre ate sys tems of reward and pun ish ment that manip u late and

impose power from the out side. “Level” sys tems work better when

chil dren and youth feel empow ered in the sys tems to make choices

for them selves that will lead a greater sense of self power, or the

sense that “I can do it”.

Foucault, who stud ied abuses of power with the men tally abused 

and pris on ers, speaks about the ontol ogy of care for self, free dom

and power. He refers to Greek phi los o phers who said that ethos was 

in the abil ity to care for self. The per son who cared for self was not
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likely to abuse his power, but rather care for oth ers and thus nur ture 

the power within them. Doug Magnuson in our field, along with

Mike Baizeman, phi los o phers of sorts, wrote about youth as tem po -

ral agents of their own change as the focal point of a moral of praxis 

in child and youth care. Among other things, this arti cle is an

enlight en ing trea tise on power and its role in child and youth care.

The more we respect their agency, the more we rec og nize and nour -

ish their pos i tive power. 

Chil dren and youth who have been abused and neglected have

not had as many oppor tu ni ties to feel pow er ful or empow ered as

chil dren who live in more healthy con di tions. These abused and

neglected chil dren have been the vic tims of oth ers’ abuse of power

and their own pro pen si ties to do the same because it is what they

know and have expe ri enced. These chil dren and youth have not

been raised by peo ple who care for them selves. These peo ples’

pow er less ness and inad e quacy, and lack of self-aware ness have

been man i fest in anger and abuse of other/self.

The child and youth care worker rec og nizes this and does not try

to rep li cate what other adults have done to the child or youth. He or

she does not abuse his or her power. The worker also rec og nizes

that we live in a soci ety where power is often dis played in neg a tive

ways, and free dom restricted by the images pre sented in the media, 

images that have a great capac ity to lie and steal the power of

choice from the viewer – hyp notic images that aren’t truth ful.

Images that say and get you to believe you need some thing even

though you don’t. Images of supe rior humans are par tic u larly dan -

ger ous. Think of Hit ler and the power of his images of the supe rior

Ger man as depicted in the pho tos of the times (I for get the pho tog -

ra pher’s name, a woman with great artis tic tal ent but unfor tu nately

the wrong mes sage). Think of the mod ern ads with the per fect air

brushed bod ies, not that the motives are the same, but both abuses

of power, I think, both adept at por tray ing images of some thing that

does not exist.

The worker also real izes that we live in a soci ety where groups

directly or indi rectly try to impose their power on oth ers, men over

women, straights over gays, white over blacks, and con ser va tive

Chris tians over all oth ers, etc. These abuses of power have clever

mes sen gers in the media, cul tures, fam i lies, com mu ni ties, and reli -

gions. Dis torted images of the pow er ful and oppressed are all
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around. Sup posed cham pi ons of free dom blow ing oth ers to smith -

er eens, defend ers of human rights vio lat ing human rights,

advo cates of tol er ance expos ing their own reli gious intol er ance, and 

advo cates of fam i lies and childcare dis crim i nat ing against those

who do not fit their mould.

It’s con fus ing to say the least – these mixed mes sages about

power and how one gets or buys it. The self-aware worker is chal -

lenged daily not to be seduced and fall into the same trap. He or she 

is not seduced into think ing his or her power is based on what he or 

she can buy. He or she does not hurt oth ers in the name of pre serv -

ing free dom, or use his or her gen der or cul ture or social sta tus to

gain power over other.

There is power in doing. Power gen er ally can not be exer cised if

noth ing is done. The pow er ful worker is engaged with other and the

activ i ties of daily liv ing where power can be expe ri enced with other.

Chil dren and youth are more likely to expe ri ence healthy power

when they are involved with other rather than just sit ting around.

They can exer cise their power in the task at hand and with the per -

sons they are inter act ing with. Note the prep o si tion “with.”

A worker can not exer cise his or her power sit ting in the office

with his or her feet on a chair. The worker has to be on the floor,

both feet, met a phor i cally now, planted in activ ity and rela tion ship.

Some times doing noth ing, how ever, is pow er ful. The worker shows

self-restraint. Instead of doing some thing for a youth, she or he lets

the youth expe ri ence it, or instead of say ing some thing the worker

lets the youth fig ure it out. This too is pow er ful.

Being gen er ous and mas ter ing some thing are pow er ful acts.

When one gives some thing valu able to some one else this is very

pow er ful and ful fill ing. Being able to mas ter a task – play ing a

piano, draw ing a por trait, doing dishes, rak ing leaves – is pow er ful,

so is being inde pend ent. Mas ter ing some thing and hav ing some -

thing to give is lib er at ing. Being with pow er ful work ers is also

lib er at ing. Healthy iden ti ties and a sense of per sonal respon si bil ity

are devel oped in part when chil dren and can incor po rate parts of

these work ers into the devel op ment of a unique, free, inde pend ent

and inter de pen dent self.

That’s it for now. I’m out of steam, but not power. What are your

thoughts on power? I’d love to hear them. 
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November 2006

Careless to caring for
troubled youth: A caregiver’s
inside view of the youth care
system

I n the past, Amer i cans assumed that trou bled youth were well

taken care of once the proper ser vice or place ment was iden ti fied. 

The gen eral feel ing was that peo ple who ran pro grams for youth

knew what they were doing. For tu nately, recent inves ti ga tions and

the cur rent push to de-insti tu tion al ize ser vices have alerted peo ple

to the inher ent dan gers in this kind of sim plis tic think ing. In scru ti -

niz ing pro grams, how ever, the media and inves ti ga tors have tended

to accen tu ate the extremes rather than con cen trate on the daily

dilem mas and prob lems encoun tered by care givers and youth.

While the pub lic needs to know about extreme cases of neglect and

abuse, this infor ma tion pre sented alone, as it often is, does lit tle to

improve the caregiving sys tem. All it really has done is shift the

pub lic atti tude from being very naive to being extremely skep ti cal

about the youth care sys tem.

I have devel oped four exam ples for this chap ter in an attempt to

paint a real is tic pic ture of what hap pens to many youth in need of

spe cial pro grams. As the reader shall soon learn, these pro grams

can’t be char ac ter ized as all bad or all good. Instead, a more accu -

rate descrip tion might be that these pro grams are places where

youth are often caught between care givers’ hon est inten tions to

deliver the best pos si ble care and their frus tra tions over not receiv -

ing the train ing, super vi sion, and sup port they need to deliver it.

The first exam ple shows what often hap pens to a youth in a pro -

gram where care givers are unable to main tain a long term

com mit ment to their work. In this par tic u lar pro gram, like so many,

suf fi cient resources were put into mate ri als, sup plies and pro grams, 

but not into sal a ries and career incen tives for care givers.
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John

John, a troubled ten year old. had been giving his third grade

teacher a difficult time for several months before she finally went to

the principal and asked to have him removed from her class. John

fought with his classmates. used obscene language. started two

fires in the wastebasket and never did his class assignments or

homework. The teacher was aware of John’s long history of troubles 

and his miserable home life. but things had reached the point where 

she felt completely helpless. Besides, it just did not seem fair for

her to have to spend so much time with John at the expense of the

others.

Under these cir cum stances the prin ci pal felt jus ti fied in request -

ing another diag nos tic eval u a tion to deter mine whether or not an

alter na tive place ment might be more appro pri ate. After the eval u a -

tion and much delib er a tion among school offi cials. county social

work ers and John’s par ents, a con sen sus was reached to refer John 

to Hill dale, a local res i den tial treat ment cen ter for emo tion ally dis -

turbed youth. Hill dale had just made some major revi sions in its

treat ment phi los o phy and its phys i cal facil i ties. As a result of these

revi sions, Hill dale’s staff were able to boast that they were capa ble

of help ing some very dif fi cult youth in a rel a tively short period of

time (18 months to two years). Home like liv ing quar ters inten sive

indi vid ual and fam ily ther apy, a spe cial edu ca tion staff and ded i -

cated child care work ers, were some of the entice ments offered to

the refer ring agency and John’s par ents.

As part of the refer ral pro cess, Hill dale sent a team of work ers to

observe John at school and at home. Dur ing these vis its John got to 

meet Jack, a social worker, Melissa, a spe cial edu ca tion teacher,

and Rick, a child care worker. Together these peo ple formed one of

Hill dale’s treat ment teams. Their pur pose in observ ing was to deter -

mine whether or not John would be appro pri ately placed at Hill dale

and, if so, in which treat ment group. This was also viewed as an

oppor tu nity for John and his par ents to become famil iar with some

of the Hill dale staff mem bers.

The refer ral pro cess led to an agree ment among all those

involved that Hill dale was indeed the best pos si ble place ment for

John.

When John arrived at Hill dale. Jack, Rick. and two addi tional

child care work ers. Kathy and Jeff. were there to greet him. The
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Hill dale staff had decided that John would fit in best with a group of 

six youths being treated by the staff mem bers who had done the

intake study. And as was the Hill dale pol icy, these staff mem bers

were respon si ble for mak ing John’s arrival as pleas ant as pos si ble.

So, together with John’s mother (his father had got ten drunk and

could n’t make it), the staff helped John unpack and get accus tomed 

to his new room.

Once the unpack ing was done. John’s mother went down to

Jack’s office for a visit and John and the three child care work ers

sat down for some cook ies and milk. It was at this point that John,

learned about some of Hill dale’s basic rules, got an idea of what a

rou tine day was like at the cen ter, heard about the rec re ational

activ i ties the group par tic i pated in, and got to know more about

Kathy and Jeff, the two child care work ers who were not involved in

the refer ral study. After about an hour of dis cus sion John also got to 

meet his room mate, Tony, and the rest of the group.

It did n’t take John long to real ize that the child care work ers,

Kathy, Rick and Jeff were the peo ple he would be spend ing most of

his time with. One of them was always there: in the morn ing, after

school, at night, on the week ends and dur ing the day when he

could n’t hack it at Hill dale’s school. Under these cir cum stances it

was only nat u ral for him to begin to feel if he was going to risk

being friendly with an adult. It would prob a bly have to be one of

these three.

Rick was 24 and had been at Hill dale for about a year. He had a

degree in busi ness admin is tra tion, but after becom ing frus trated

with the busi ness world, decided to try his hand at work ing with

kids. Kathy was 22. She had just started at Hill dale. Her degree in

Art, com bined with a great deal of enthu si asm for work ing with

youth, seemed to make her an excel lent can di date for child care

work.

Jeff, at 34, was con sid ered the old pro. He had gone into the

Army after high school and, after a six year hitch, decided to get

into child care work. Hill dale was the fourth cen ter he had been

employed at in the last ten years, but his super vi sor was con vinced

that Jeff had finally found a home. At least, noth ing in his first two

years at Hill dale indi cated oth er wise.

At the first six month prog ress report meet ing, Rick, Kathy and
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Jeff reported that things were going about as well as could be

expected with John. There, of course, had been all of the usual

phases that take place dur ing a child’s adjust ment period: a hon ey -

moon phase in which things seem too good to be true fol lowed by a

test ing phase in which the staff saw John’s behav ior extremes and,

finally, a set tling in phase in which John began to behave as had

been pre dicted by his third grade teacher and his par ents.

Sev eral positives were also noted. John had excel lent ath letic

skills and he seemed to be get ting along quite well with Harry, a

boy in the group with sim i lar inter ests and abil i ties. But, per haps

most impor tant, John was begin ning to develop a good rela tion ship

with Kathy. Jeff and Rick reported that he looked for ward to her

shifts on duty and accord ing to Kathy, John was begin ning to talk

with her before bed time about his prob lems. This was extremely sig -

nif i cant, con sid er ing that John’s pre vi ous inter ac tions with his

par ents and other adults had been char ac ter ized as very dis tant and 

non-com mu ni ca tive.

Jack, the social worker, reported that fam ily and indi vid ual ther -

apy were still in the early phases of get ting to know each other. Jack 

seemed quite sur prised when he heard that John was get ting close

to Kathy.

In school, Melissa, the spe cial edu ca tion teacher, was totally

frus trated. She was grate ful that the child care work ers were help -

ing out by tak ing John for a por tion of the school day and involv ing

him in arts and crafts pro jects. But even dur ing the lim ited time that 

he was in the class room, his short atten tion span and his high anx i -

ety level made it very dif fi cult for him to get any work done. Melissa

felt that as she got to know John better, and as he began to expe ri -

ence more suc cess on the liv ing unit. things would also pick up in

the class room.

So after six months, John’s prog no sis was guarded, but tem -

pered with some opti mism due to his rela tion ship with Kathy and

Harry and the suc cess he was hav ing in ath let ics. One eve ning,

about eight months into John’s treat ment at Hill dale, a spe cial

group meet ing was called by Kathy. This wor ried John as it did the

rest of the group mem bers because spe cial meet ings usu ally meant 

there was either a major dis ci pline prob lem or one of the staff mem -

bers was about to leave Hill dale. In this case the lat ter proved to be

true. Kathy was leav ing Hill dale to pur sue an oppor tu nity that would 
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“help her grow as a per son.” Actu ally the job had become too

demand ing. The long hours and con stant ver bal and phys i cal abuse 

that ‘were part of child care work had squelched the ini tial energy

and enthu si asm Kathy had brought to the job. Besides she had

found a part-time job that paid almost as much as her full-time child 

care job and this would give her an oppor tu nity to return to school

and get the addi tional train ing she needed to become a school

teacher.

Even though Kathy made a point of assur ing John that he had

noth ing to do with her leav ing. John could n’t help but feel that it

was his fault. As far as he was con cerned, this was just another

case of an adult aban don ing him because he was too dif fi cult to get 

along with. He was more con vinced than ever that he was no good

and that it really was n’t worth while to try to get close to – and trust

adults. 

Dur ing the next month John was caught try ing to set a fire. He

also got into sev eral fights and cre ated sev eral major dis tur bances

in school. Then, as if Kathy’s leav ing was n’t enough, a sim i lar

announce ment was made by Jeff. He had accepted a job as a bus

driver. The increase in pay was some thing he really needed for his

fam ily.

Jeff’s announce ment came as a com plete sur prise to the admin -

is tra tive staff. but not to Jeff’s fel low child care work ers and many

of the youth. He had told them that he had put his name in at the

bus com pany sev eral months prior to his announce ment, and he

had been express ing anger towards admin is tra tive and clin i cal staff 

mem bers. Jeff did n’t feel his input at meet ings was really val ued

and he was cer tain that other staff mem bers were jeal ous of his

abil ity to han dle the kids.

Although John had not been as close to Jeff as he was to Kathy,

he none the less felt very inse cure about Jeff’s leav ing. Jeff was very

depend able and he was viewed as the one per son who could usu ally 

restore order when the group got out of con trol. Jeff was also coach

of the foot ball team. After he left, John stopped going to foot ball

prac tice.

At the first year’s prog ress report meet ing all the staff felt that

John’s con di tion had dete ri o rated over the last six months. This was 

under stand able con sid er ing both Kathy and Jeff had left. Rick
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reported that he was try ing to get a better rela tion ship going with

John, but he was find ing it very dif fi cult because he was so busy

help ing the new child care work ers.

Two months later Rick announced he was leav ing. He was

“burnt-out”. Try ing to break in two new child care work ers was just

too much for him. He was also bit ter about the fact that he did n’t

receive any addi tional incen tive or rec og ni tion for all the extra hours 

he put in when Jeff and Kathy left. 

Rick’s col leagues were also aware that he was trou bled by the

fact that his friends did n’t think very highly of the kind of work he

was doing. They would say “we admire you for hav ing the patience

it takes for work ing with these kids”, but pri vately they were ques -

tion ing what he was doing with a job that had lit tle if any future.

At the eigh teen month prog ress report meet ing, Phil, Barb and

Dave, the new child care work ers, reported that some small gains

were being made with John. There were, of course, the usual

phases that take place when a child attempts to adjust to new staff

mem bers: a hon ey moon period ...

Emo tion ally dis turbed youth in res i den tial cen ters often find

them selves in sit u a tions which are already too famil iar. Many of

them have been phys i cally and emo tion ally aban doned many times 

prior to enter ing res i den tial treat ment. Need less to say, con tin ual

sep a ra tion from one child care worker after another does lit tle to

restore their con fi dence in them selves and adults in gen eral. And

these youths are often placed in res i den tial facil i ties as a last resort

the hope being that the inten sity of the live-in sit u a tion will cre ate

an oppor tu nity for mean ing ful adult-youth rela tion ships.

This column originally appeared in Krueger, M.A. (1986). Careless to

caring for troubled youth. A Caregiver’s inside view of the youth care

system. Washington DC: Child Welfare League of America. 
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December 2006

Exploring Class and Critical
Race Theory: Rethinking how
we/I might have gone wrong
in developing the profession
“Youth workers are members of an oppressed class,” says Tony, a

member of our staff who is working on his dissertation and has read

Pablo Freire like many education PhD candidates. 

“What do you mean?” asks David, another staff member. 

“Many of the workers who come to our continuing education and

credit classes make minimum wages and are overwhelmed by their

lives outside of work. Last week several of them told me they carried

guns because they felt so unsafe in their neighborhoods,” replies

Tony. 

“It’s getting bad isn’t it?” I ask. 

“It’s always been a rough life,” David says. 

“Yeah, but I think it’s worse now. Many of these workers have the

same issues the kids have to deal with, and they get no supervision,”

Tony says. 

“So, what are you suggesting?” David asks. 

“That we have to be sensitive to this in our classes.” 

“In what way?” 

“We have to adjust our expectations. They simply don’t have time

once they leave to do assignments.” 

“I refuse to do that,” I say. 

“I agree,” says Lucy, another staff member who lives in the same

neighborhood as many of the youth workers. “Many of them do quite

well despite the hardships.” 
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“I don’t think you understand. Many of them come from similar

abusive situations as the youth,” Tony says. 

“I understand. I was in an abusive relationship. But some people are

more resilient than others,” Lucy says. 

“I agree. It won’t help to water down our standards because we feel

sorry for some of the workers who really need some counseling.

That’s not the purpose of our classes,” says David, his voice rising. 

“What is?” Tony asks. 

“To teach them to be competent workers,” David says. 

Lucy nods. 

“I’m conflicted. I don’t want to lower our standards, and at the same

time I am sensitive to the needs of some of the workers. But I’m not

sure it is our role to sit here and think of them as an oppressed class.

This touches on my own identity as a youth worker and it doesn’t feel 

right. I’d rather teach resilience and self-awareness, and create

opportunities, as we are doing now, in our classes for them to voice

their opinions and shape the curricula … make the classes an

empowering experience. Not maintaining our standards suggests we

don’t value or are looking down on them.”

“I agree,” Lucy says.

“I don’t think you guys are getting it. I’m saying they are

overwhelmed with personal, financial, and professional

responsibilities and by not taking this into consideration we are not

respecting and valuing their role in our community,” Tony says. 

“Framing it that way makes it more understandable. But I’m still not

sure that’s a reason for lowering standards or treating them as

oppressed. When I was a youth worker I went to school and worked

sixty hours a week and I made it …” David says. 

“Yeah, but don’t forget the cultural aspect. Most of our students are

people of color.” 

“Are you saying I’m privileged because I am white?” David says

slightly irritated again. 

“What are you talking about?” says Ron overhearing the Tony’s and

David’s last comments. 

“How many of the workers in our classes are in an oppressed class,

and how difficult it is to survive much less go to school,” Tony says. 
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“I’m a black man and I don’t feel oppressed,” Ron says. 

“Yes, I don’t like to be categorized that way either,” Lucy says … 

Recently in part in response to con ver sa tions like this and arti -

cles I read, includ ing arti cles about crit i cal race the ory (CRT) and

class (Skott Mhyre & Gretzinger, 2005), I re-thought my youth and

many years of involve ment in a move ment to pro fes sion al ize youth

work. I had felt that dis cus sions about race, eth nic ity, class, and

gen der in youth work should go some thing like this: 

… The most successful youth workers are more or less

radical entrepreneurs. We don’t enter the field to make

money, but we find ways to make a living by being creative,

getting educated, grabbing the bulls by the horns, and

making a career for ourselves. Empowerment comes from

within. We are not empowered by others but rather we

empower ourselves by working with others to advance our

cause to improve care for kids. In order to do this we have to

stay and survive. This means we have to be advocates for

ourselves and our work. To get ahead requires hard work,

education, commitment and creativity. Doing this, getting

ahead and learning and becoming as skilled as possible, is

honorable in a field plagued by high rates of turnover and

incompetence. It is the ethical thing to do, to survive and

flourish, and despite the obstacles it can be done if we work

at it. 

Further we all build and shape ourselves into the world through 

unique cultural, familial and communal experiences. Culture,

race, ethnicity, gender, sexual preference, etc. in this context

affects all of us differently. We all have our own stories and it is 

important to understand in the context of these stories. For

example, the way we and others see the world and make

meaning in part is determined by the rituals, traditions, views

and beliefs of our culture and families. There is, however,

considerable diversity within, between, and among cultures

and how culture influences any single individual. Thus the only 

way to understand how culture influences another person is to

speak across the spaces of our experiences (Sarris, 1993).

Further, if we value our own culture and how it shapes and
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affects us then we are more likely to value and be curious

about the culture of others. Cross cultural work in this regard is 

empathy, or the desire to want to understand and know

another person, while simultaneously recognizing that we can

never have another person’s experience or literally see the

world through their eyes. If we practiced this kind of cross

cultural work it would lead to greater acceptance and

understanding in youth work … 

I also felt that care of self, as Michel Foucault argued, was the

ethos of civ i lized soci ety (in Rabinow & Rose, 1994). Peo ple who

care for self are much more likely to care for oth ers. Crit i cal race

the ory (CRT), how ever, seemed to argue that this was not enough.

Despite our best efforts to relate to each other with sen si tiv ity to our 

dif fer ences, the laws, pol i cies, pro grams and prac tices of a pre dom -

i nantly white soci ety directly, indi rectly, inten tion ally, or

unin ten tion ally sup pressed multi cul tur al ism (Jay, 2003; Deyhle and

Parker, 1999). 

Recently in writ ing about power, class, and CRT in youth work,

Skott-Myhre (2006) argued that one of the prob lems is that work ers

are not vis i ble and this makes it dif fi cult to value youth. I am sim pli -

fy ing here but I believe his point was the absence of work ers in a

field that was try ing to focus on youth involve ment and agency cre -

ated an equa tion for prog ress in which half was miss ing. And that

there fore we were more or less des tined to fail ure as a field just as

rela tion ships are des tined to fail ure when only one per son is there. 

Thus, in con sid er ing class and CRT I felt I had to explore my own 

youth and back ground (make myself vis i ble) and ques tion how it

might have con trib uted to my par tic i pa tion in hege mony, class divi -

sions, and some of our fail ures in the devel op ment of the

pro fes sion, which by all accounts is strug gling in the U.S. as else -

where when it comes to cre at ing a com pe tent, diverse workforce:

My older brother and I were the sons of parents from German

families that like most German families in Milwaukee had

abandoned most of their culture during two world wars.

Suffice it to say it was not popular to be German in those days 

in America (1940s and 1950s), and so most of these families

pretended not to be, some even changing their names or
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pronunciation of their names. Krueger (Krooger), for example, 

became Kreeger. German, which had been the primary

language in the schools before WWI, was rarely spoken in

public, and not at all in our house. 

We lived in a duplex in a lower middle class neighborhood on

the Northwest Side with blue and white collar families. Our

friends were largely Italian, Greek, and Jewish. Strangely we

did not talk much about the war, or even know much about it

and about our parents’, their relatives’ and their ancestors’

conflicts. This was not “our business.” Maybe they talked

about it in their homes, I’m not sure. We didn’t in ours. The

Jewish kids’ Sabbath was on Saturday and their houses and

Italians’ houses looked and smelled different inside than our

house, but that was about it as far as I was concerned. Oh,

and the Jewish girls were not to date the gentiles, although

most of them did. 

Racial slurs and jokes were not used at home. My parents had 

been “dirt poor” as kids and somehow emerged from it

without the overt biases and prejudices that I saw on the

playgrounds. My father called the women at work, who were

mostly secretaries, “gals” but that was about the extent of

what I heard from my parents that today might be considered

derogatory, sexist, or racist.

At the time “negroes” were in increasing numbers moving

north for the city’s high paying blue color jobs in industry. My

father, who often told me stories about how rough he had it

as a poor kid, once said, “It would have been much more

difficult if I were a colored person.” Nonetheless, there were

few children of color in our school. I went to the black section

of town to play basketball and listen to music. In those days

we were not afraid to go into the black community, at least I

wasn’t. Parents and adults, black and white, seemed to watch 

out for us. 

In prep a ra tion for this arti cle I rode back to my old neigh bor hood.

In Mil wau kee many of the good pay ing jobs have dis ap peared dur -

ing the past decade. Sub se quently, most of the houses were run

down. Young black men walked the streets. A cou ple stepped in

front of my car and “dissed” me (Mil wau kee grad u ates less than

35% of the Afri can Amer i can men from high school). Three young
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black women sat on our porch steps with young chil dren (Mil wau -

kee has one of the high est rates of teen preg nancy). When I pulled

into the alley and rode behind my old house, I was fright ened. A sat -

el lite dish had replaced our bas ket ball back board and hoop on the

garage roof. Gar bage had not been picked up. It was very dif fer ent

yet I felt a sort of odd kin ship with a young man who stared at me

over a fence. 

When I grew up there most of the fam i lies seemed to want to for -

get and escape into the Amer i can Pas to ral as Phillip Roth later

called it in his Pulit zer Prize win ning novel (Roth, 1997) about those

times. My father worked for the same life insur ance com pany all his

life, hardly ever miss ing a day. My mother had been a “flap per” who

smoked, drove and worked long before it was pop u lar. They worked

their way out of pov erty and through the depres sion to the mid dle

class, wait ing to have chil dren until they could afford it when they

were in their mid thir ties. 

Like other mem bers of my gen er a tion I escaped from the pas to -

ral into rock and roll, jazz and the beats, and then in the 1960s into

drugs, alco hol, free love, free speech, civil rights and anti-war pro -

tests, although unlike some of my more fired-up, fer vent friends I

was less active on the polit i cal side of the things, still pre fer ring, I

think in hind sight, the beats, iden ti fy ing more with Miles Davis with

his head bent over his trum pet and his back to the crowd than in

your face Jimmi Hendrix. 

While I worked with youth, I joined with other youth work ers in

an effort to form a pro fes sion. Together, black, brown, men, women, 

etc. we orga nized, spoke out, and wrote about our impor tance to

youth and soci ety. We did not see our selves as an oppressed class

but rather rev o lu tion ar ies who were going to change the “fucking

excuse the lan guage” youth work world. There were the usual ten -

sions, power strug gles, dif fer ences (geo graph ical, racial, cul tural

devel op men tal, etc.), but on the whole we respected and val ued

each other, per haps because of what we learned from and about

work ing with kids and civil rights. 

We stayed away from labels with the kids and our selves. Terms

like “white priv i lege” would not have been used other than per haps

in the con text of humor because white priv i lege would have stig ma -

tized some one just as other labels did (Mag net, 2006). We were well

aware of the ineq ui ties asso ci ated with the color of a per son’s skin
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and the his tory of rac ism in the coun try. Jane Addams, Mar tin

Luther King, Gan dhi, Malcolm X, Angela Davis, Joan Baez, Huey

New ton, Rob ert Ken nedy, George McGovern, Eugene McCar thy,

Saul Alinsky, Caesar Chavez, etc., had been our influ ences (in my

case tak ing on more impor tance after I found my cause), and we

wanted to move on while rec og niz ing and try ing to rec tify dis par i -

ties in class, race, etc, that made it more chal leng ing for the youth

and some of us. 

Look ing back you could say we wanted to main tain the inno -

cence of our strug gle in which despite our dif fer ent races, cul tures,

and classes we had found some thing sim i lar that called to all of us

in our broth er hood and sis ter hood for the cause (Mag net, 2006).

After three black pres i dents I became the first white pres i dent of our 

national asso ci a tion, and was fol lowed by a gay pres i dent. We made 

prog ress in devel op ing a knowl edge base for our field, and in show -

ing how prac tice with youth could be improved. We raised the

stan dards in many states and coun tries for prac tice, devel oped

bach e lors, mas ters and Ph.D. pro grams, and increased cross-cul -

tural sen si tiv ity and aware ness in our field. Many of us seized the

oppor tu ni ties in our emerg ing pro fes sion and advanced our careers. 

Some went on to high level appoint ments in gov ern ment. Oth ers

became exec u tive direc tors of youth serv ing agen cies. Many

became superb prac ti tio ners. And I became a pro fes sor and

founded a research and edu ca tion cen ter for youth work ers. 

Yet, sal a ries, sup port, prep a ra tion, and work ing con di tions on

aver age for youth work ers did not improve that much, if at all. In

some places the work was done better than ever, but in com par i son

to other indus tri al ized coun tries (gen er al iza tions are always dif fi -

cult), we did not do very well, in part because of cuts in fund ing for

pro grams for youth. Youth and par tic u larly youth of color, con tin ued 

to be exposed to risks and chal lenges that made it dif fi cult for them

to develop and suc ceed in our soci ety. Some would argue that dur -

ing this period things, with the excep tion of a few upswings,

actu ally got worse for youth and youth work ers. 

My col leagues and I often won dered why? Were we too ide al is -

tic? Were we wrong to focus on know ing our selves in a way that

gen u inely opened us to oth ers with the hope they would do the

same for us? Had we under es ti mated the power of rac ism, hege -

mony, and white priv i lege? Were we too self-serv ing and not enough 
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youth focussed? Was it because our voice was not loud enough? As

the dis tri bu tion of wealth wid ened and more youth were impov er -

ished, why were we, like other human ser vice groups, los ers in the

polit i cal, social and eco nomic debates? 

Lately, I have been sec ond guess ing myself, par tially because of

the trip back to my neigh bor hood, which I men tioned ear lier. I won -

der if I had n’t missed some thing all along. When a black for mer

pres i dent and friend, Nor man Powell, who pre ceded me as pres i -

dent, insisted on not sit ting with his back to the door in a

res tau rant, should I have been more sen si tive to my white priv i lege,

rac ism, pro fil ing, etc., and how it influ enced the way he saw the

world. When we were refused entry into a Florida night club because 

of our dress when two young white men had just entered in T-shirts, 

and he smiled at me, had I under es ti mated how much of an impact

this had on his and other youth and work ers of color atti tudes about 

life and our efforts to change things? Should I have lis tened more to 

my father when he told me his trip out of pov erty would have been

much more dif fi cult if he were col ored? I thought I had but maybe

not with suf fi cient under stand ing. 

Were we, as self-styled rev o lu tion ar ies, naive about how

ingrained rac ism and prej u dice were in rela tion to youth work, a

racially mixed pro fes sion whose mem ber ship in many urban com -

mu ni ties today is pre dom i nantly Black or Latino? Had we (I) not

been able to see the neu tral iz ing pow ers of our col lec tive expe ri -

ences in a coun try that is pre dom i nantly white? Were we not as

sen si tive to these issues as we had thought we were? I don’t know. 

Or, did I over look, for exam ple, how much this meant to boys like 

Dan iel in the novel I wrote about youth work? How it influ enced

their world view and inter preted how I inter acted with them? Did I

miss some thing hid den in my pro fes sion, and/or com mu nity? Did

we miss some thing that was hid den in our multi cul tural cur ric u lum

and activ i ties and instead sup press the very ini tia tives we were try -

ing to under take (Jay, 2003). And/or was it just all part of liv ing in a

coun try that has never really val ued peo ple who work with other

peo ples’ chil dren, and chil dren with out fam i lies? In cap i tal ism will

youth always play sec ond fid dle to war and profit (McNaughton,

2006; Skott-Myhre & Gretzinger, 2005)? Or was it just sim ply about

rac ism in a soci ety with wid en ing class divi sions in which peo ple of

color always seem dis pro por tion ately to wind up on the short end of 
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the stick? 

I have also been won der ing if jour ney was the wrong met a phor

as Halse (2006, pp. 105-106) recently artic u lated in her argu ment

that as an inter pre tive device in West ern auto/biog ra phy, “jour ney”

tends not to reflect what it pur ports to rep re sent. Had we deceived

our selves by fram ing our work as a shared jour ney into believ ing

some thing other than what was occur ring, and inad ver tently

clouded our argu ments and steered our focus from the real ity of the

moment, past and pres ent? 

Any way, these are the types of ques tions some mem bers of our

field and I have been openly ask ing. We don’t nec es sar ily have an

answer to these ques tions other than per haps all of the above as it

applies on a case by case basis. Mean while to remain opti mis tic

some of us have told our selves we were doing fairly well in com par i -

son to other pro fes sions at sim i lar stages of devel op ment. Over the

long run, whether or not in the ebb and flow of these polit i cal, eco -

nomic, and social tides our work and approach will have a major

impact on youth and work ers is debat able, but we con tinue the

strug gle, naively per haps, with the hope that it will as long as we

are in it together and able to ques tion our selves. 

In the arti cle men tioned above Hans Skott Mhyre (2006) argued

that we have to make our selves vis i ble in order to value the other.

One of the youth work ers in a study I did a few years ago said the

major chal lenge in the work was to “show up.” Gerry Fewster (1999)

chal lenges us to be pres ent, open, and avail able to mir ror back our

expe ri ences of the other. In these con ver sa tions and dis courses

about the pro fes sion and our suc cesses and fail ures in rela tion ship

to race, cul ture, and other dif fer ences, I would like to think that I am 

pres ent, avail able and vis i ble ... or at the very least that I try to be. 
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January 2007

Bulls and White Nights

A young man on a horse approaches from the side of the hill in

the for est, his sil hou ette inter mit tently reap pear ing between the 

trees. As the sound of the hoofs gets closer and closer, I lean on my

cross coun try ski poles and watch. With his long coat flow ing

behind with the horse’s tail it’s a majes tic scene. After wards, I

return to my cabin on a small lake and fall asleep near a warm

heater:

About a year after we enroll him in modern dance, Daniel takes

the stage wearing black running tights. Across his bare chest

and arms are wisps of black and red like in a Franz Klein

painting. He jumps into the composer’s aching harmonies: an

ice skater gliding effortlessly, a Spanish dancer, feet stomping

on the ground, chest out, arm circled overhead, a ballet dancer

leaping. It’s all there for those who care to see. He’s trying to

exorcise the demons from a horrifying childhood. At the end

he’s curled on the ground, an exhausted Nijinsky.

My stom ach growls for some thing to eat. I put on my leather jacket

and back between the tall white pines. At the stop sign I turn up the

heat then turn right. Ahead, two bulls are run ning in the ditch next

to the road. I slow down, pull along side and roll down the win dow.

The sound of their hoofs hit ting the snow reminds me of the man on 

the horse I saw ear lier. After the bulls turn into the woods, I con -

tinue over the open creek. The Moose Inn is down the road. Joe, the

owner, added car pet ing and female bar tend ers, but it is still a coun -

try bar by most appear ances. The wait ress steers me to a table

beneath a beer sign where there is enough light to read. 

“The usual?” she asks.

I nod then call my neigh bor about the bulls, but no one answers.

While I read and wait, an older cou ple at the bar tells a story about a 

cat that got caught in a chunk of snow behind the wheel of their
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pickup and was still alive when they got home. No one ques tions

this. The Moose Bur ger arrives shortly. It’s reli able like the story I’m

read ing, Brezin Lea, by Ivan Turgenev.

“I told the boys I had lost my way and sat down among them.

They asked me where I was from and fell silent for a while in

awe of me. We talked about this and that…” (In Penguin

Classics 1967 edition of Sketches from a Hunters Album,

p.103) 

I sit and read a while lon ger then say good bye to the wait ress and

the bar tender. On the way home my mind drifts out across a white

corn field towards the moon. Sud denly around a bend the two bulls

appear in the mid dle of the road. The car swerves to the left and

back across the road where it comes to rest in a ditch. With the red

oil light flash ing in the dash, the bulls stare at the car. For a

moment I think I see the young man on the horse. He’s wear ing a

Hessian hat and car ry ing a long spear, which he points at me then

he smiles and dis ap pears.

The bulls lum ber across the road into the woods. For tu nately it

only takes a moment to dig out. I keep my eyes riv eted to the road

the rest of the way home. The smoke com ing from the chim ney is a

wel come sight. I stop to piss in the out house. It’s cold, but I get it

done, then stand on the hill over the lake a moment, lis ten ing to the

wind make a sweet cry ing sound as it moves over the ice.

” … in the darkness we saw a figure coming toward us... But

we were mistaken, it was not he.” (From Dostoyevsky’s White

Nights, the third night.)

I call my neigh bor again about the bulls. He answers this time,

thanks me, and says he will look for the “damn bulls.” After warm -

ing myself by the fire, I work some more on my lat est sketch about

Dan iel and the other boys I knew at the res i den tial treat ment cen ter. 

I want to cap ture a moment of con nec tion but can’t get it right. A

bat fooled out of hiber na tion by the heat, buzzes over head, then

crawls back into a small crack in the ceil ing, all its energy spent

with noth ing to eat. Unable to write any more, I put on my old mil i -

tary over coat and take a walk on the frozen sur face of the lake. It’s
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quiet and still. In the faint light of day, I can hear my feet hit the

ground like a dis tant heart beat.

…Like drizzle on embers,

Footsteps within me 

Toward places that turn to air…

– Octavio Paz, A Draft of Shadows
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February 2007

Monks in Training for War

Like many oth ers, I have been think ing a lot about war, youth, and 

lost child hoods. Recently I brought out this poem, which I

started a few years ago, and began to work on it. All my poems are

works in prog ress. This one is based on mem o ries of basic train ing

in San Fran cisco dur ing the Viet Nam war. I joined the reserves to

avoid the draft. After basic train ing I went home to serve out my

time on once a month week ends and sum mer camps while I worked 

as a child and youth care worker. The other kids, mostly poor kids,

were sent to the jun gles. I can still see some of their faces. I used to

lay awake at night in the bar racks and think about how we were

being brain washed, and how lucky I was to be going home. One

night I got up and snuck out of the bar racks and sat by the ocean

con tem plat ing swim ming away. I remem bered how as a boy I had

swum “up north” in the warm lakes of Wis con sin. 

A few of the kids had died from spi nal men in gi tis. When they got 

sick some one would come in the bar racks and take them away and

we would never see them again. It was cold and damp, I remem ber,

because they had to keep the win dows open for cir cu la tion. The

pacific sea breeze would flow over the cov ers. This all got me think -

ing about lost child hoods and expe ri ences I have had since those

days, and how in many ways lit tle has changed. 

I offer the poem as a small con tri bu tion to the effort to raise con -

scious ness for peace. 
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Monks in Training for War

1.

hands bled on rungs

of overhead ladders

script and discipline  fed in

pills of deceit

under the covers

shrapnelled ejaculations

and shattered solitudes 

wait  for the quiet

2. 

Such injustice

to steal youth

into the longing

and the sea 

Of Being Numerous

opposition kept afloat

in Oppen’s Tao stone

full of holes

through which

breath and water flow
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3.

heads turn up

then down

then up again

submerged in the ripple

that stirs close to the mouth

beneath the branches

the spore is

a clavichord of the tree

and the tree is lust

  words stolen

on the way to the 

spearman’s light

4.

a bullet hole

in  rivers

and canyons  of bark

a small lake  of white sap

look into it

touch 

the cold milk 

5. 

low crawlers

In the Zen of war

moving in place

of shadow and light

words let go and reclaimed

let go and reclaimed
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6.

in the distance

Tres Orejas

Abiquu  San Francisco

 red cliffs

parks   and oil fields

cows walking

in dry river beds

a hacienda

almost reachable

in the still moonlight 

7.

dawn and  the staccato voices

of lingering night

the rat tat tat of machine guns

tears like mist drying where 

shadows fall into 

the rising sun

8.

in the barracks of despair

the blood letting almost done

callused hands

losing buoyancy

the words grappling

in the waves  repeated
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9.

struggling for breath 

necks stiff 

another glance 

at the lights from the night ships

on the watery windshields

of  distant dreams

“There are things we live among

And to see them

Is to know ourselves”

– From George Oppen’s Of Being Numerous 
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March 2007

Beyond Beats and Rhymes:
Looking For Leadership

A cou ple weeks ago I attended a screen ing of a doc u men tary

movie titled: HIP-HOP: Beyond Beats and Rhymes. The event

was well attended. In the Mil wau kee audi ence were uni ver sity pro -

fes sors, youth work ers, agency admin is tra tors, and youth from

pro grams in our com mu nity includ ing, Run ning Rebels and Urban

Under ground, two youth groups engaged in com mu nity build ing

(civic engage ment) activ i ties in Mil wau kee. The movie was directed

by Byron Hurt and fea tured known art ists Mos Def, Busta Rhymes,

Nelly, and oth ers. 

The intent was to raise ques tions about the mes sages and mean -

ings of hip hop. Like many peo ple, the direc tor, an Afri can Amer i can 

ath lete who grew up on rap and hip hop, was con cerned about the

sex ist, misogynistic, vio lent, homo pho bic, mate ri al is tic mes sages

that the music was con vey ing to Afri can Amer i can youth. The film

would be fol lowed by a panel/audi ence dis cus sion (by coin ci dence

CNN devoted two hours of prime time dis cus sion to the same topic

the next week).

We saw the uncut ver sion of the doc u men tary. I’ve been around,

but I must say I was shocked at what the male youth (boys really)

and musi cians were say ing and doing, to women and them selves in

par tic u lar with their self demean ing behav ior. It was far more

extreme than I thought. Worse yet, they did n’t even seem to know

that rather than look tough and cool, they really looked inse cure and 

crude to the rest of the world out side of their lit tle cir cle. A cir cle we 

all knew was very dif fi cult to break free from, the pres sures to “be

tough” in the hood these days being per haps greater than ever. The

sur vival of many youth is depend ent upon their abil ity to con form to

these hip hop “norms.” Break ing free, which is some thing that

many youth dream of, takes an almost heroic act. I admire no one

more that the youth who have the strength to move out of these

cycles of self-destruc tion. 
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As I watched the per form ers spew their hate and anger for the

estab lish ment, them selves, women, gays, and whites, I tried to

remind myself that all gen er a tions of youth go through some thing

like this. The goal is to shock adults. We did it with rock and roll,

free love, etc. Yet this still seemed exces sive. The glo ri fi ca tion of vio -

lence and the dis re spect for women and gays really got to me. The

only pur pose in the music and vid eos, it seemed, was to demean

oth ers, and for young men, who were basi cally fright ened and inse -

cure, to appear mean, tough, and macho.

Some in the audi ence thought it was funny. I was in the group

that did not. We saw this form of com mer cial hip hop and rap as

under min ing and weak en ing a whole gen er a tion of Afri can Amer i -

can youth. What could be a beau ti ful, poetic, pow er ful art form was

being used to exploit, for the sake of profit, youth. Most of the rap -

pers in the doc u men tary and vid eos (we were told) drove rented

cars and wore rented jew elry. Fur ther, they were sing ing what the

pro duc ers (mostly wealthy, white, men at the head of record com pa -

nies and radio dis tri bu tions) told them to sing. It was like they were

slaves all over again to com mer cial ism and the mar ket. And vic tim -

iza tion, sex ism, vio lence, and death were hot.

One com men ta tor used an anal ogy to cow boy mov ies. Vio lence,

rac ism, homo pho bia, and sex ism have been part of Amer i can soci -

ety for ever, he argued. Indeed it is per va sive through out the U.S., as

it is in much of the rest of the world. Com men ta tors on CNN built

on this argu ment the fol low ing week. But as I sat there that night I

asked myself, does that mean we should con tinue? Is this the exam -

ple from white cul ture that you want to emu late? Same thing for

mate ri al ism, I thought. Just because main stream Amer i can cul ture

is so mate ri al is tic and empty, does that mean you want to claim it

as your right and cre ate a sym bol of hap pi ness by show ing all that

expen sive “bling (jew elry, gold chains, etc),” clothes, and cars?

What does that get you – stuff, but not hap pi ness? “Make love not

war,” was our cry. There were prob lems with this, of course, but at

least the mes sage one of love not hate, and inclu sive ness, not divi -

sion. 

Maybe I was miss ing some thing I told myself as two peo ple next

to me seemed to agree with the com men ta tor. Maybe there was

some hid den or sub lim i nal mes sage here aimed at tell ing us all to

wake up and fight for change? But if the intent was to stir peo ple to
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pos i tive action, a sub lim i nal mes sage would only work it if it did

more good than bad, in my opin ion, and this one clearly did more

bad, at least the way I saw it. It shocked, and stirred neg a tive reac -

tion. It did not attempt to pro pose an ave nue for change, or maybe it 

did.

What struck me about mid way through the film, as I am sure it

has struck many oth ers, is that these young men do not have any

lead ers. We had Malcolm X, MLK, and Bobby Ken nedy dur ing civil

rights, each with a dif fer ent approach but all work ing for change.

The rap pers in this doc u men tary appeared to have no pur pose ful

agenda other than to shock, demean, and make money. They were

in the face of soci ety with noth ing to back it up other than

self-abuse.

For tu nately most of the youth and the pan el ists agreed with the

film maker, who said that he had become very con cerned about

what it was doing to the “black” com mu nity. A cou ple of young Afri -

can Amer i can men who were work ing on their Ph.D.s and a

pro fes sor along with a woman who ran a shel ter for bat tered women 

gave the youth a clear and pow er ful mes sage that this kind of music 

and com mer cial ism was hurt ing them. And, the youth for the most

part agreed. Sev eral stood up and said they wanted to be known for

who they were, not as part of a cul ture of destruc tion. These young

men and women were proud, thought ful, and cre ative. The snick er -

ing stopped because the mood of the crowd was that this was not

cool. I left feel ing better, more hope ful, and ready to dis cuss the

doc u men tary in my class.

Two days later I went to a movie called the Fac tory Girl, which

was the story of Edie Sedg wick, a woman who Andy Warhol made

famous for “fif teen min utes” in New York, who died of an over dose

after he stopped exploit ing her and she was left, aban doned by her

wealthy fam ily, to fend for her self out on the street. It struck me that 

our gen er a tion, while involved in a move ment for change and civil

rights, had also turned its back to some of the same kind of sex ism,

and exploi ta tion for profit – some thing which remains wide spread

today in the media and over the internet.

***

When I got home there was an e-mail from my friend Nor man

Powell. Ralph Kelly the first pres i dent of our national child and
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youth care asso ci a tion had died at age 69. He had been ill for a

while, but it was still a shock. Ralph, an Afri can Amer i can, from the

New York asso ci a tion of work ers, had been our role model, the first

child and youth care worker to lead us toward a multi-cul tural effort

to improve the qual ity of care for youth, and gain respect for peo ple

who worked with them. He was the man who led us through the

early (and in many ways most dif fi cult) stage of pro fes sional devel -

op ment. He had har nessed the energy and racial, geo graph ical,

cul tural, and social dif fer ences, and got us to work together. The

leader of the car a van of vans that car ried us across the coun try to

meet in hotel rooms where we slept in clos ets and any where else

we could to pile as many peo ple as pos si ble into one room. We were 

poor, broke, child and youth care work ers who found each other in

our cause to improve care for kids. And he was the one with the

matu rity, expe ri ence, and sense of self-com mand and lead er ship to

rein us in and keep us on task. Later he went on to reform the juve -

nile jus tice sys tem in Ken tucky while com plet ing his PhD. He will

be missed.

I called Nor man the next morn ing and we talked about Ralph,

helped each other grieve. Nor man, also an Afri can Amer i can, was

the sec ond Pres i dent. For many of us he was the model of how we

wanted to be seen as work ers. Hav ing served in the Peace Corp

before work ing as a child and youth care worker and then going on

to get his PhD at Amer i can Uni ver sity, Nor man was and is “the pro -

fes sional worker.” 

It was good to recon nect. We talked for some time about the past 

and pres ent, his fam ily, my fam ily, etc. At one point I told him about 

the doc u men tary on Hip Hop. We were in agree ment about the need 

for lead er ship. “They need it more than ever today,” he said. As

usual we talked a lit tle about the good old days. Like most gen er a -

tions, of course, we thought the lead ers of our age were better. 

As we talked I was reminded of a con ver sa tion I had with Doug

Magnuson,  who said he wished he had been part of our gen er a tion

of child and youth care lead ers: the ones who started it all in the

1960s and 1970s. It was flat ter ing to think that I was part of that

group, but to be hon est I think the best lead ers and lead er ship

styles are still evolv ing.

When the con ver sa tion shifted to pol i tics, Nor man and I both

agreed that Barack Obama and Hil lary Clinton would bring youth
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into the fore front dur ing of the next pres i den tial elec tion. Hil lary had 

been involved with the U.S. national asso ci a tion in the early days

when Bill Clinton was Gov er nor of Arkan sas. Her work with the Chil -

dren’s Defense Fund had been an impor tant part of draw ing

aware ness to issues with youth at risk in the U.S. And Barack

Obama, what a pos i tive role model he would be. Maybe like Mar tin

and Bobby Ken nedy they would bring youth and civil rights and

inclu sive ness back into the dis cus sion. 

When Nor man and I began the con ver sa tion I was nos tal gic and

sad about Ralph. After wards I was ener gized by my dis cus sion with

my “ol’ buddy,” and went through the day think ing maybe more

young peo ple today would find the pur pose in child and youth care

that we had found, and make it some thing better. The youth and

lead ers at the Hip Hop dis cus sion, “the civic minded, capac ity

build ing run ning rebels and urban under-ground ers,” were good

exam ples in my opin ion of what we can look for ward to. In the

mean time, maybe those of us who have been around for a while

should work harder at mentoring and recruit ing the next batch of

world chang ers in child and youth care. My sense is that they are all 

around us in droves, and just need a lit tle nudge.

So long Ralph. Thanks. You’re the first. Keep the faith, bro.

(Ralph Kelly 1938-2007)
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April 2007

Triage

T wo new work ers face me across the table. One, Chelsea, is

about 22 and just grad u ated from the school of social work, the

other, Nicolas, is about 27 with five years work ing for the county

under his belt. I am the con sul tant. We are meet ing for the first

time. I have been here before with two other work ers to dis cuss

cases for the Inroads, a tran si tional liv ing pro gram for youth 18-22. 

Like most pro grams of a sim i lar nature, Inroads has to make

tough deci sions about which kids it can help and those it can’t. The

funds are lim ited and the chal lenges with most of the youth over -

whelm ing. Despite the odds, how ever, some do make it. They

over come their abuse and lack of edu ca tion, job skills, and sta ble

fam ily envi ron ment. Most of them have had sev eral fos ter care

place ments. Chelsea and Nicolas try to help them get con nected to

resources and peo ple. Right now they have ten cases, each one with 

a num ber of major chal lenges. 

“So, how do you like it?” I ask as we wait for the super vi sor,

Juan, who will be a few min utes late, to arrive.

“It’s fine, but hard. These kids have so many needs.” Chelsea

says.

“I like it much better than the pro gram I worked for at the

county,” Nicolas says, refer ring to his pre vi ous job.

“Why?” I ask.

“Much smaller. We have more auton omy, and can make deci -

sions about how to work with the kids rather than hav ing every thing 

dic tated and scripted. At the county they call the pro gram, Wrap

Around, but I really felt it was more like suf fo cat ing fam i lies with

red tape, goals, out comes, and a revolv ing door of case man ag ers.

No one really lis tened to the kids and fam i lies. Here, at least we can 

do that.”

“There is some thing to be said for smaller orga ni za tions,” I

respond. “Large ones in many ways often begin to mir ror the same
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prob lems they are try ing to solve.”

“I think I can relate to these kids because I am so close to their

age,” Chelsea says.

“Yes, I sup pose that is help ful if you are in touch with who you

are.” 

“What do you mean?”

“Our expe ri ence is help ful, but only if we under stand that it is not 

the same as the youth’s expe ri ences.”

Chelsea looks puz zled. I look at my watch. “We can talk about

this some time but we better get started... Juan can jump in when

he gets here. I like to work this as a dis cus sion. You choose a case

you would like to talk about and I’ll raise some ques tions and try to

pro vide some insights that we can dis cuss together, okay?”

“Great,” Nicolas says and looks at Chelsea. “We decided to talk

about Maria, a new case that has been referred to us. We are not

sure if we can help her or not.”

“Let’s hear it…”

She’s 19, no kids, but liv ing with a woman 25, sleep ing on the

couch and drink ing. Every Thurs day they get a cou ple bot tles of

vodka and drink it over the week end. As best as we can tell, she’s

gets drunk Fri day and stays that way through Sat ur day.” Chelsea

starts.

“Fam ily?” I ask.

“Mother and step father, but he raped her when she was youn -

ger, and she ran away and gang banged,” Nicolas responds. 

“Still involved with the gang?”

“She says no, but they live right in the hood, and it’s pretty hard

to avoid with out get ting hurt,” Nicolas responds.

“Drugs?”

“Again, she says no, just the alco hol, but we doubt it. Besides

the alco hol is bad enough”

“Work ing?”

“Part time,” Chelsea says.

“School.”
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“No, but if we let her in the pro gram, she’ll have to be work ing

and in school.”

“What about this older woman she lives with?”

“We’re sus pi cious.”

“Why?”

“She might be in the gang, doing drugs, and sex u ally abus ing

her.” Chelsea sighs. We are all “bummed” now. These cases are not

easy to hear. 

“If you decided to accept her for the pro gram, where would you

start?” I ask…

“The drink ing and drugs,” Chelsea says.

“Before that?”

“What do you mean?” Nicolas asks.

“Be there and lis ten, hear what she has to say.”

“Oh, yeah, we’ve been try ing to do that.”

“Good.” 

“But she can’t be in the pro gram unless she is work ing and

going to school and I don’t think she can do either while she is

drink ing?” Chelsea says.

“How bad is it?”

“What?”

“The drink ing?”

“Bad.”

“Does she think so?”

“No, she says it’s not a prob lem, she’s just bored on week ends.”

“That’s a prob lem…”

“I know.”

Juan enters. “Who are you talk ing about?”

“Maria.”

“Yeah, I’m not sure we can take her. We got twenty other kids on

the wait ing list…”

Later, I drive back to the office think ing again about how our
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chil dren are grow ing up in war zones with out the resources needed

to fight the war. How we are triaging our most pre cious wounded.

How in my role as a con sul tant I can offer insight and speak with

the work ers about the impor tance of lis ten ing and being there for

youth like Maria. I can agree with them about the need to get her off 

the drugs, empa thize with them about Maria’s plight, feel bad about 

the deci sion they had to make not to accept Maria in the pro gram,

but along with my col leagues I have not “earned my pay” when it

comes to con vinc ing pol i ti cians and oth ers in our soci ety who

ignore these and the chil dren in the coun tries where we go to war. 

A few weeks later I attend a lec ture by Amy Good man from

Democ racy Now, an inde pend ent news orga ni za tion I watch on pub -

lic access tele vi sion. It is one of the few places I can find the truth

about what is going on around the world. Dur ing her speech, Good -

man speaks about how the images we are shown shape our

opin ions and how the real images of the war in Iraq are not being

shown. We do not see blown up chil dren, or even the cof fins of bod -

ies com ing home. 

I think about how images of chil dren like Maria are rarely seen in 

our com mu nity, and won der if they, we, any one would look? Would

they turn off Amer i can Idol, and shift their atten tion to these kids

who would set tle for just being cared for instead of famous. 

They say we take better care of our wounded now in Iraq. We are

keep ing alive sol diers who died from sim i lar inju ries in other wars.

Why then is tri age accept able at home with chil dren? We have the

knowl edge, skill, and tech nol ogy to help these chil dren. And not

just here, of course: a for mer stu dent returned last sum mer from

Kenya where he worked in a res i den tial pro gram and the sto ries he

shared about too many kids and too few resources were all too

famil iar. All over the world we are triaging ser vices for kids because

we don’t have the will to spend on them what we spend on kill ing

each other. 

To get out of my “funk,” I tell myself that a moment of pres ence

and lis ten ing can make a big dif fer ence. Youth often fondly remem -

ber these moments later when it is time to make a deci sion about

the course of their lives. Maybe Chelsea and Nicolas gave Maria a

few of these moments when they inter viewed her for Inroads, and

that even though she was n’t accepted for the pro gram she was

heard. 
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May 2007

The New Salons 

I n a pre vi ous col umn I wrote about a meet ing I had attended in

our com mu nity to dis cuss the use of offen sive lan guage and

images in rap music. I also wrote ear lier about the con cerns and

mis un der stand ings peo ple had about graf fiti art. Recent events in

the U.S. have fur ther height ened the need for these dis cus sions.

A few day ago I watched a doc u men tary about the impres sion ist art ists 

and their strug gle for accep tance in the French salons. Seen as out sid ers

because they painted out doors, these now famous art ists had to develop

their own ways and stu dios to have their work viewed by the pub lic.

In relat ing all this to youth and their devel op ment in con tem po -

rary soci et ies and cul tures, I could not help but won der if in the

midst of debates and efforts to dis cour age offen sive lan guage and

images we might also be sti fling very legit i mate forms of expres -

sion? In the proper con texts, graf fiti art, rap, and hip hop are

beau ti ful and power vehi cles of expres sion for young peo ple. It is

sad and infu ri at ing that they have been appro pri ated by gangs and

greedy cor po ra tions. So I wrote this frag ment poem to frame the

ques tions in a slightly dif fer ent way. 

 The New Salons

“Nobody wants it

on their garage door"

 “but it’s art”

 “that’s questionable” 

        this is my court

the hip hopster tells 

the judge 
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politicians, neighbors and

skateboard shop owners

 the marketplace

sitting in review

  of tagging

making art 

  impressions (ists)

working outdoors

on streets, traffic signs

and park benches

without gallery

except Philly 

 and high fashion 

  warehouses

appropriated by gangs

and corporations

   marking place

deafened and blinded

by misogyny and greed  without self

homophobic  rappers

seek attention

while others

claiming turf 

like Cezanne reach 

over and over 

and over again

and leave behind 

patches 

of light and dark

on urban landscapes.
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July 2007

The Wall 

N ear my house, they are build ing a wall. I am watch ing it grow as 

I run past. The house around which the wall is being built is a

short dis tance from my house but a world away. The soon to be

newly walled in house is on a street (Lake Drive) that runs on the

bluffs above the shore of Lake Mich i gan in Mil wau kee. And in Mil -

wau kee, as most cit ies in the US, the closer you live to the water, the 

richer you are. The house around which the wall is being built is a

man sion. It is part of the new land scape the own ers are cre at ing. It

frames their prop erty, and their gar den, and is quite elab o rate. A

wall around their wealth you might say.

It’s not a big wall, really. But it is a wall. A sym bol. It is being

built by migrant labor ers, who are paid min i mum wages, and in part 

to keep out the poor, I imag ine, like the said migrant work ers. On

the wall is a sign that says the house is pro tected by an invis i ble

secu rity sys tem. The own ers are afraid that they will be robbed or

even hurt by peo ple like the labor ers that are build ing the wall. Even 

though sta tis ti cally they are more likely to be killed by food poi son -

ing, which is also a very remote pos si bil ity given they have enough

money to buy the best food.

Food poi son ing is a more likely pos si bil ity for the labor ers build -

ing the wall and their chil dren, who do not have health insur ance

and have to buy their food from ware houses. Still the labor ers are

work ing hard on the wall so they can feed their chil dren. It is tak ing

a long time, the build ing of the wall. The own ers are fussy. It has to

be just right so it keeps the prop erty value high. 

Often when I run by, the woman of the house is in the yard over -

see ing the build ing of the wall with a cool drink of some kind in her

hand. She does not offer the labor ers any thing to drink, at least as

far as I can see in the short time I pass by on the run. Instead she

teases them with her drink and short shorts as she orders them

around, sus pi ciously I imag ine.

The wall must be cost ing a lot—once you add up all the hours of
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labor and the cost of the bricks and mor tar it will run in the thou -

sands, more than a hun dred thou sand, per haps. Such a waste I tell

myself, this wall ing off of rich and poor. How much better we could

spend that money to make peo ple happy and safe: schools, health

care, better food for all. What a shame that my near yet far away

neigh bors are wall ing them selves off here, and on the bor ders. What 

do these walls they build with the money they get from us cre ate?

Are they walls around our selves that keep us/them from see ing in?

Out? Don’t the own ers know what a blight they are on the land -

scapes.

I run each day. Some times in the mid dle of the run when the

endorphins kick in I can see a better world for chil dren and the peo -

ple who rear them. I get high on ideas. This wall near the end of my

run brings me down. So I pick up speed try ing to get high again

before I arrive home, and go to work. I imag ine a city with good

schools, health care for every one, nice parks, and safe streets with

good pub lic trans por ta tion for every one.

Howard Gardner, the pro fes sor who intro duced the idea of mul ti -

ple intelligences, argues that there should be a cap on wealth. He

says that when peo ple accu mu late too much the qual ity of life for

the rest of us goes down. Some wealthy are gen er ous, but for the

most part the money, as we used to say, more or less “tin kles down” 

for kids in need of better schools, homes, fam i lies, and oppor tu ni -

ties. I tend to agree. 

My city, Mil wau kee, used to have pro gres sive, social ist roots. We 

had some of the fin est schools, trans por ta tion, and parks in the

coun try. Now the schools and parks and pub lic swim ming pools are 

fall ing apart. Young men and chil dren are shoot ing each other at

alarm ing rates. And the rich are get ting richer. 

The prob lems of course are not all due to the wid en ing dis tri bu -

tion of wealth, but it is more and more dis taste ful to have to go to

the wealthy for the money many of them made from our sweat to

meet the basic needs of our com mu nity. One thing is cer tain, expen -

sive secu rity sys tems and walls are not the answer. They never

were, and can’t be built fast enough to keep out the prob lems

because the peo ple cre at ing them are inside the walls as much as

out side.
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In a cap i tal ist soci ety when does wealth accu mu la tion stop

being an incen tive? When does it have a reverse effect on the com -

mon good? This is an age old ques tion? Right now I am on the side

of the wall that says enough is enough. The tin kle has become a

spo radic drib ble in rela tion ship to the need cre ated by con cen tra -

tion of resources in the hands of a few. Howard Gardner is right

about cap ping it off. He’s a smart man. If we don’t fig ure out a way

to dis trib ute the vast wealth in this coun try we’ll all be in the wall

together.

We don’t need no education

We don’t need no thought control…

All in all it’s just another brick in the wall

All in all you’re just another brick in the wall

From Pink Floyd’s, The Wall, Another Brick in the Wall Part 2
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September 2007

Death, beauty and other
paradoxes

Recently, at my cabin in Cen tral Wis con sin, on a sunny day, while 

wad ing in shal low water, I read Janet Newbury’s mas ters the -

sis. Her defense at the Uni ver sity of Vic to ria School of Child and

Youth Care would be that after noon. I would par tic i pate via

teleconference. She had done a study of loss and writ ten a pow er ful 

account of the sto ries and feel ings of her sub jects, who she had

asked to look back in reflec tion on a loss that had occurred many

years ago when they were young chil dren. Cap ti vated by her work,

the depth of her insight, and the rich sto ries her study revealed, I

got lost in time.

The day before I read her work, it just so hap pened, I had been

read ing The Book of Laugh ter and For get ting by Czech nov el ist Milan 

Kundera (1999 trans la tion). At one point he referred to a story by

Thomas Mann that spoke to the phe nom e non of “death/beauty.” 

“ ‘Like a golden ring falling into a silver basin.’ After first

acknowledging that the small acoustical detail could be

inconsequential, I think Thomas Mann sounded that faint,

clear, metallic tone to create silence. He needed that silence to

make beauty audible (because the beauty he was speaking of

was death beauty).” Death beauty is a phenomenon of the

innocence of youth, which is lost in the hardening and noise of

life (The Book of Laughter and Forgetting, 1999 edition, p.143). 

Janet’s the sis and my read ing of this pas sage by Kundera got

me to think ing about par a doxes like death beauty and their mean -

ing in our work with youth. It struck me that this is not talked about

much. Death, mor tal ity, angst, and sui cidal thoughts are, of course,

dis cussed at length in the lit er a tures in sev eral fields. But it seems

as if we really do not have much dis cus sion about how our daily

work with chil dren and youth is full and rich with these feel ings and 
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thoughts. Death beauty, in par tic u lar, it seems is often “lost in the

hard en ing and noise,” or skirted around or ignored as a part of life

that is often at the edge of our con scious ness. Or rather than talk

about it as part of the lived expe ri ence we tend to talk about how to

cope with and get over loss, or to look at it in hind sight, or as an

inev i ta ble part of the future rather than as part of the pres ent.

In e-mail cor re spon dence, Marie Hoskins, pro fes sor at U of Vic,

told me in her work with girls with eat ing dis or ders, they often “play 

with” this notion of death beauty. I like that idea of “play with.” Play

not mean ing “play” to me in the lit eral sense, but rather (with out

min i miz ing the sever ity of these feel ings and thoughts) that they

mess around in their heads with and some times act on or test per -

haps these feel ings as part of their daily exis tence. This is seri ous

stuff in many cases, but it is also to a lesser or greater degree sim -

ply part of youth and being in youth.

When I was a child I remem ber drop ping a rep lica of the Statue

of Lib erty into the ocean. My par ents and I were on the fer ry boat

back to the main land after vis it ing and climb ing up into the real

statue. Only a few moments ear lier I had pleaded and begged for

the rep lica until my mother gave in. Then as we were rid ing back to

shore I began to think about how bad I would feel if it dropped into

the water. It was as if once the thought entered I had to expe ri ence

the feel ing of loss. 

To be in youth work with youth it is impor tant to under stand and

expe ri ence these par a doxes with youth as part of life, and by doing

so we (youth and youth worker) actu ally become more alive in our

work. It begins, of course, with our own expe ri ence. When I read

Kundera’s pas sage, for exam ple, I knew exactly what he was talk ing 

about. In my youth I used to place myself, not nec es sar ily with con -

scious aware ness, in states of death beauty. There was a cer tain

qual ity of numb ness or noth ing ness to these states that seemed at

times both com fort ing and scary. I was called to and com pelled

from the still ness. What was life like with out me, what was it like to

be dead, would peo ple like me more if I were dead, and was I really

alive? were ques tions I might have been toy ing with in those

moments. Some times I would repeat a word like ‘co nun drum’ over

and over again until it and I lost mean ing, to get a sense of what it

might be like. My sense is that feel ings some thing like these are not 

uncom mon under cur rents in the motion and action of youth work,
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and that part of our role is to acknowl edge or man i fest this as part

of our pres ence in the moment? 

Suzanne Vandeboom, the artist, told me in a phone con ver sa -

tion, that since she was a child she wakes up almost every day

think ing about death and its role in her life as a woman and art ist. I

see this as a very pow er ful part of what makes her and her work so

alive. 

Kundera (1999) was say ing that the inno cence and beauty of

these deep and pro found feel ings we have as chil dren seem to get

lost in the busy ness of mov ing on with our lives. We for get, or leave

behind, the very parts of us that are impor tant to stay in touch with. 

In his Book of Laugh ter and For get ting, Kundera shows for get ting 

as a way of ignor ing the his tory we wish to pre serve, and laugh ter

as a way of cov er ing the sad ness and joy we can not stand. To know

these par a doxes, it seems, might be another way to improve our

abil ity to be with youth. Also if more child and youth worker work ers 

learn to write about death and other impor tant phe nom ena with

intro spec tion, and curi os ity, the way Janet did, our work, I think, will 

become more alive as part of our field’s dis cus sion. 
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November 2007

Peace

Like many of you, I imag ine, I have been think ing about peace,

and what it means in rela tion ship to youth work. On the one

hand it seems so sim ple. Most peo ple want peace I believe. We seek 

peace, not war because we know that there are no win ners in war,

just as we know we can not think of our work as a bat tle field. We do

not mis use our power as human beings, any more than a good youth 

worker would mis use his or her power. 

We rec og nize, strug gle and respect dif fer ent points of view and

expe ri ences as part of the jour ney we are on as we strive to con nect, 

dis cover, and empower in our daily inter ac tions. Com pe tent work ers 

are always try ing to move and speak across the spaces of their

expe ri ences with aware ness that they build and shape them selves

with youth into the world through unique cul tural, famil ial and com -

mu nal expe ri ences. These work ers are curi ous about and respect ful

of the sto ries of oth ers (col leagues and youth) in their efforts to live

and learn together. Youth work ers who mis use their power to phys i -

cally con trol or abuse oth ers are gen er ally thought of in youth work

as being inse cure and unaware. They must impose their power on

oth ers because they feel pow er less, just as youth who try to hurt

other youth and us, are often afraid and inse cure.

So why do we let lead ers who need to exer cise their power by

wag ing war steal peace from us? Is it that we are not brave enough

to stand up to them? Why are we so silent, espe cially in the US (I

would say my coun try but lately I have not been feel ing like I am a

cit i zen of the US) when it comes to peace? Should n’t youth work ers

be at the fore front of the marches? After all aren’t we the experts on

con flict res o lu tion? Has our field become pop u lated by so many

inse cure and pow er less work ers that we can not mobi lize for peace

any more than we can mobi lize for improv ing the care of youth

through pro fes sional devel op ment? 

Are we now a pro fes sion of mostly vic tims who let the “man,” or

the “woman,” dic tate the con di tions of the bat tle to us? Have we

lost an abil ity to frame the con flict and res o lu tion? Is it accept able
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to spend a tril lion dol lars on a war that has resulted in the deaths of

almost a mil lion peo ple while we spend in com par i son a mere pit -

tance on youth who are increas ingly being left behind on the

streets? Is it accept able for us to let pol i ti cians say we must con -

tinue to fight to pre serve our honor? What honor is there in being

part of the death of so many peo ple? I don’t get it?

The Ecol ogy of Human Devel op ment in which every child needs

“one per son who is crazy about him or her” is out of whack at the

macro level. The micro inter ac tions of our work are occur ring in a

macro world of vio lence. And yet, we seem rel a tively quiet on this

larger car ing front. Per haps we do not sense strongly enough how

this larger world is con nected with the moments of con nec tion we

strive for when we try to just be with youth? 

Howard Zinn, the great peace activ ist, who also wrote The Peo -

ples’ His tory of the United States, recently said the lead ers of the

U.S. today are more alien to him than the aliens they are try ing to

pro tect us against. Why do we let these strang ers run the nations in

which we are try ing to care for youth? Are we alien to our cause?

The other day, I spoke with a new group of Pub lic Allies. These

are young adults who recently became affil i ated with our Youth

Work Learn ing Cen ter at the Uni ver sity of Wis con sin-Mil wau kee.

Like a mod ern day Peace Corps, Pub lic Allies are part of a national

ini tia tive called Americorp that pro vides sup port for them to have a

year of mean ing ful pub lic ser vice in local com mu ni ties fol lowed by

schol ar ships to return to school. Many of the new Allies will work

with youth in pro grams focused on the arts, health, child wel fare,

social ser vice, and youth work. They will address issues related to

pov erty, home less ness, lack of health care, vio lence, gangs, etc. As

I looked around the room, I saw sev eral allies with fire in their bel -

lies. I could tell they wanted to “Change the f…world,” as I

remem ber my col leagues and I did in the 1960s and 1970s.

Poetry also helps me find hope and under stand ing. I reread

poets like George Oppen, who wrote dur ing the Viet Nam war to

begin in his famous poem, Of Being Numer ous:
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There are things

We live among, and to know them

Is to know ourselves

Occurrence, a part 

Of an infinite series

A sad marvel;

Inspired by Of Being Numer ous I also work on my own poems.

Fol low ing are two that are related to peace. An ear lier ver sion of A

Prayer for Monks Asleep was pub lished in this col umn a few months 

ago. It is a reflec tion on my con cerns about youth men and women

who are being trained to fight wars. Even though it is based on my

own expe ri ence in the mil i tary (I was a reserv ist) dur ing the Viet nam 

war, work ing and rework ing it helps me make some sense of what is 

going on in Iraq. 

The sec ond poem Of…All in a Dream is a reflec tion on the inter -

con nec ted ness of rela tion ships, his tory, the envi ron ment, and peace 

that was inspired by KD Lang’s ver sion of songs of my youth by

Cana di ans, which my friend Thom Garfat played at a party I

attended that he held for num ber of peace lov ing youth work ers

from around the world:

A Prayer for Monks Asleep in the Barracks

low crawlers

in the Zen of war

hands bled on rungs

of overhead ladders

nothing left to give

the taking easy

script and discipline fed 

in pills of deceit
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under the covers

shrapnelled ejaculations

and shattered solitudes

wait for the quiet

men who share

the same sleeping quarters

develop a strange brotherhood

beyond ancient communities

of dreams and fatigue

writes Camus in The Guest

such injustice to steal

youth

on this damp cool night

into the longing 

and the sea below 

opposition kept afloat

in Oppen’s Tao stone

through which

breath and water flow 
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Of ... All in a Dream (Four Fragments) 

1.

High on all in a dream 

all in a dream       caffeine

I look out from the walls 

of

fallen white pines

to cranes nesting 

in the solitude 

of

low ceilings 

on the shore

of 

wetlands and homes 

2.

where Aldo Leopold     and Gary Snyder

and Potowatomi sat    by rocks

as if     deposited 

through the ice by the hand 

of 

God 

like plovers on fence posts

imagining the interconnectedness 

of rain and sand 

pterodactyl flights of fancy 

all in dream all in dream

skimming over the oils 

of

memory and modern civilization
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3.

above the clear waters 

of

the abysss 

of

deep fantasies

of

lust 

Oh, I could drink a case of

you darling

of

restraints 

of

wars 

of

all that jazz

here in the downdraft

on the other side 

of 

the lake 

4.

peace at hand in my retreat

where KD Lang      sings Neil Young

in Hymns of the 49th Parallel

yellow haze of the sun 

and sliver space ships break the fog 

of

weather discontent
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“... It is true that the artist is not dependent on the subject in

the sense that he (she) can be judged by its intrinsic interest,

or the discussion of his (her) work can be the discussion of its

subject. But the emotion that creates art is the emotion which

seeks to know and disclose. The cocoon of “Beauty” as the

word is often used, the beauty of the background music …”

– George Oppen (2001) in The Mind’s Own Place in George

Oppen: Selected Poems.
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December 2007

Where the landfills used to be

R ecently after a trip to the dump (recy cling site) to see if some -

one could pick up a load of junk at my cabin on a small lake, I

reflected on youth:

Where      in the shade of 

a toll booth     an

inspector watches 

engine oil    toys

and appliances     separated

from ground waters

in the irretrievable containers

of lost childhoods

seepage slowed

the lake breathes

“can someone

pick up a load at my place?”

I ask across the dusty lot

when I was a little boy

God was a farmer with a straw hat

and milkers driving a cloud with a

tractor steering wheela

and the expressionless

man in bib overalls responds:
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we have someone who

will do it for free

to which

I recall

in this divide

is the other after

the sorting
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February 2008

What’s in our library for doing 
child and youth care? “Well,
dah!”

Peo ple who vis ited Henry Maier’s home in Seat tle often spoke

about his study where he was sur rounded by his books. The

library is now at the Youth Work Learn ing Cen ter at the Uni ver sity of 

Wis con sin-Mil wau kee where I worked. The other day I browsed

again. It’s not a large library, but it is a rich library with Henry’s

famous books put on sev eral book shelves by the staff mem bers

here, who like so many of us, were influ enced pro foundly by his

work on “doing” devel op men tal care. 

Jerry Beker and Karen VanderVen, two other lead ers in North

Amer ica prob a bly have much big ger child and youth care librar ies.

They never seem to throw any thing away. If you have been to their

homes or offices you know how the mate rial is orga nized in ways

that only the two of them can prob a bly under stand (postmodernism

and mean ing mak ing in the tru est sense). But if you want to know

the his tory of child and youth care in the U.S. it is prob a bly in those

piles with many of the most sig nif i cant and cre ative con tri bu tions

com ing from them.

Gerry Fewster in Can ada has a study with books about rela tion -

ships and self, which stretch our think ing, imag i na tion, and prac tice 

for work ing with kids in rela tion ships. I love that library. Thom

Garfat and Brian Gannon have cre ated a library for all of us and

shared their unique and pow er ful ways of think ing about our work.

There are, of course, thou sands of per sonal librar ies in our field.

On one of my daily runs recently (the source of much of the

mate rial pre sented in this col umn), I thought/spec u lated, in the

mid dle of my run ner’s high, about what’s in all these librar ies and

my own library, which includes many books by the peo ple above.

What’s sim i lar in the librar ies of peo ple who have stud ied and done

child and youth care for many years, and how does it con trib ute to
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all the new librar ies and classes in the field? What do these librar ies 

tell us about who we are as a field? What pat terns emerge from

these books and think ing that define us and our work? Obvi ously no 

one could more than scratch the sur face of all that has been writ ten

but in a run ner’s high any thing is pos si ble once you clear out the

neu ron path ways, 

Two themes emerged from the kalei do scope of ideas, research,

and think ing that flashed in front of my eyes, sort of like the pat -

terns that emerge from the ran dom ness in chaos the ory:

Rela tion ships and human devel op ment. With out an under stand ing

of rela tion ships and human devel op ment and their mul ti ple appli ca -

tions in the lived expe ri ence (inter ac tions between work ers and

youth), we do not have child and youth care. Every thing seems to

move for ward and back from these two ideas/phe nom ena, at least

for me and many oth ers, at least the ones I read and talk to.

“Well dah,” you might be think ing as the kids often say when

some thing is obvi ous. And my response would be, “Yes, well dah.”

This is not a new dis cov ery or an easy one to dis agree with? But if

this is true, why do we so often take it for granted and leave it out of

our dis cus sions? Unless, unlike me you never find your self drift ing

away from this sim ple yet com plex truth about the work? To steal

from the polit i cal phrase that was used by Bill Clinton’s staff to win

the U.S pres i dency, “it’s about the econ omy stu pid” I often have to

tell myself, “It’s about rela tion ships and devel op ment stu pid.” Or I

read a new arti cle with a slo gan or quick fix that sug gests child and

youth care occurs with tech nol o gies that pro duce out comes in a

vac uum of mea sure ments and schemes devoid of selves and devel -

op ing beings and, for a moment I get seduced, before quickly

return ing back home. 

My inter ests these days is on know ing and describ ing what is. I

think of child and youth care as being in and doing with youth rela -

tion ships and devel op ment. For me that’s the pri mary goal and

out come of child and youth care and what I try to teach – the dance

of rela tion ships and devel op ment. When I pre pare my classes I

often think about the rich ness and power of thought that has been

added dur ing the last fifty years to our lit er a ture as we have tried to

become and define our selves as a pro fes sion. I am also amazed at

the sim i lar i ties with what peo ple have been say ing all along, and

the con tin ual refo cus ing on rela tion ships and devel op ment in action 
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as an inter per sonal, inter-sub jec tive and con tex tual pro cess of

human inter ac tion in the lived expe ri ence. And the way our under -

stand ing has been deep ened with quan ti ta tive, qual i ta tive,

expe ri en tial, and cre ative ways of think ing about the work peo ple

began to pro mote years ago as essen tial for help ing chil dren and

fam i lies.

For exam ple, my col league Quinn Wilder is con duct ing an

inquiry into the rela tion ships between youth work ers and youth in a

com mu nity orga ni za tion, and being gen u ine and sin cere is a major

theme that has resur faced again. “Well, dah,” right? But not in the

con texts in which he has shown and inter preted these phe nom ena,

based on his unique expe ri ence and under stand ing of pre vi ous

work, so that his find ings show them selves with a fresh set of eyes

in a new con text, and enlighten us all, and remind us again of all

the work that has been done to show devel op ment, self, devel op -

ment in action. Read ing Quinn also reminds me of the librar ies and

words of lead ers like the peo ple men tioned ear lier who show us

how we can weave care, learn ing, rela tion ships, and coun sel ing into 

the activ i ties of child and youth care. I can see the rich sto ries in

jour nals and books that show how it is done and the mul ti ple was

we con nect, dis cover, and empower with youth. What a won der ful

library it is that we have cre ated together and con tinue to build and

how clear it becomes when I am high in the mid dle of a run.
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April 2008

Of, with, in, act. Do, move and
be: Defining relational work

In late May about a dozen of us who have been doing, think ing

about, and teach ing youth work for sev eral years will gather in

New Mex ico for a retreat that I jok ingly refer to as the “talk smart

insti tute.” Most of us have wanted to do this for some time. Par tic i -

pants will include peo ple famil iar to many of you who read CYC-Net: 

Thom Garfat, Gerry Fewster, Karen VanderVen, Carol Stu art, Jack

and Mar i lyn Phelan, Leanne Rose, Hans and Kathy Skott-Myhre,

Jerry Beker, and Doug Magnuson. In prep a ra tion for the retreat we

have been sug gest ing ques tions to explore. One of the ques tions

was sug gested by Thom Garfat: How do we think about rela tional

work? That’s a really good ques tion, I thought when he pre sented it,

and I have been think ing about it ever since. Here are a few of my

ini tial thoughts. 

In gen eral, as is evi dent in the title of this col umn, I see rela tional 

work mainly as a way of being with youth in the lived expe ri ence.

We bring our selves to the moment and relate with youth, fam ily

mem bers and other work ers. Our goal together is to cre ate as many

moments of con nec tion, dis cov ery and empow er ment for our selves

with each other. 

Sev eral years ago Mike Baizerman gave me insight into rela -

tional work in a review he wrote of my book of short sto ries,

Buck ets: Sketches from the Log Book of a Youth Worker. 

Youthworkers don’t build trust mechanically like carpenters

build houses, they are in the world with youth, and, in so

being, disclose trust as fundamental to being together as

persons… (Baizerman 1992, pp. 129-133). 

A major chal lenge we all face in rela tional work is to be pres ent,

self-aware, and vis i ble so, as Gerry Fewster says, we can mir ror

back our expe ri ences of the youth. There are many dis trac tions in
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our lives that keep us from remem ber ing, doing, and under stand ing

this. I know, for exam ple, that I am often most pres ent when I am

doing some thing with some one, but I am never quite sure how I got

there or why I feel that way. Henry Maier’s notion of rhyth mic inter -

ac tions always stands out for me when I think about this, as does

Jerry Beker’s call to hear it deep and look to the ques tions that do

so much to deter mine the soul of the work. 

I also think about what it means to be numer ous, or as George

Oppen wrote to begin his clas sic poem, which I referred to pre vi -

ously in this col umn, Of Being Numer ous:

There are things 

We live among and to see them

Is to know ourselves

All of this is to say that when I think about rela tional child and youth 

care work, I think of it mostly with words such as in, of, be, with,

among, move, be there, be still, dance, run, act, play, under stand, and 

do. I do not think of rela tional so much as rela tion ship (long or short 

term, or good or bad or how to cre ate one) but rather as a way of

exist ing with self and other (child youth, youth work, fam ily mem -

ber) in a way that cre ates an atmo sphere for devel op ment and

rela tion ships to occur. 

What do you think? I’ll let you know what some of the oth ers say

after we talk smart. Quinn Wilder who is doing his dis ser ta tion on

rela tion ships in Child and Youth Care will be tak ing notes. What

makes this retreat extra spe cial for me is that we will hold it near my 

moun tain home (straw bale house and adobe Hogan stu dio)

Suzanne and I built with friends in North ern New Mex ico. One night 

is already planned for a sun set din ner fol lowed by a bon fire under a

sky full of stars, a per fect rela tional oppor tu nity in my opin ion.
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June 2008

Initial reflections on the ‘talk 
smart institute’ and relating
“Relationship based practice is oppressive.” This comment by

Kiaras Gharabaghi was one of many comments that still ring in my

head from a two and half day conversation in the mountains of

Northern New Mexico where 14 of us talked about our experiences

in the field (some with 30, 40, and almost 50 years experience).

Kiaras made this statement at what we jokingly call the “talk smart” 

institute, a three day retreat, which was held in the Taos Mountain

Retreat Center. We had come to talk about topics and questions

such as where is the field going, can we help support the

development of new leadership, and just what is relational practice?

The orig i nal idea was sim ply to set aside time for a small group

of peo ple with sev eral years of expe ri ence to have a con ver sa tion

with no intended out come other than the pro cess of rais ing ques -

tions and explor ing what we had learned. We were con fi dent that if

we got together and talked each of us would leave with sev eral

epiph a nies to fuel our work in the future. Per son ally, in my 40 year

career I don’t think I have ever been more moved than I was to be

part of this con ver sa tion with the knowl edge that sev eral of us have

been work ing together for a good por tion of those years to help

develop our field in North Amer ica. And here we were relat ing,

debat ing and think ing about ideas like: is rela tion ship-based prac -

tice oppres sive?

Pres ent were Thom Garfat, Karen VanderVen, Quinn Wilder, Jack 

and Mar i lyn Phelan, Frank and Vicki Eckles, Andy Munoz, Carol Stu -

art, Hans and Kathy Skott-Myhre, Kiaras and me. Pic ture us sit ting

in a cir cle on couches with the Sangre de Cristo Moun tains loom ing 

out the large win dows sur round ing us, cof fee brew ing and pea cocks 

crow ing. Pres ent in spirit and con ver sa tion: Jerry Beker, Gerry

Fewster, Henry Maier, Fritz Redl, Al Trieschman, and many oth ers

who have done so much to develop child and youth care over the

years, names, along with those in atten dance, famil iar to many of
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the read ers in child and youth care and CYC-Net.

“Yes,” I thought as I looked across the room at Karen VanderVen, 

who has writ ten so beau ti fully about how we relate in activ ity,

careers, postmodernism, cur ric ula, and doz ens of other top ics, and

some one I feel so for tu nate to call a friend and col league for so

many years. Why? Because as Kiaras was point ing out, at least the

way I heard it, is that the word “rela tion ship” can be used to cre ate

some thing that is con trol ling, pri mar ily self serv ing, and detract ing

while we should really be focused on relat ing in the moment to

young peo ple, and it is our abil ity to define how we relate in daily

expe ri ences per haps more than any thing else that defines who we

are as a field. Rela tional child and youth care prac tice in other

words is not rela tion ship based it is rela tional and all that goes into

defin ing what that is.

In my last col umn I wrote about how in pre par ing for this insti -

tute I thought about rela tional as defined with verbs and

prep o si tions – action and being words: Do, be, in, with, run, move,

etc. ‘Pro cess’, as Thom said at the retreat and in his writ ings. I had

not thought so much about how rela tion ships can and are used to

oppress. Or how, in our efforts to define some thing as good as rela -

tion ship, we had per haps shifted atten tion away from what is really

the essence of our work: being rela tional in a vari ety of expe ri ences

and activ i ties that are child and youth care.

In my rela tion ships I have always found words like mar riage,

part ners, cou ples, and friends some what lim it ing and at times sti -

fling because these words really say lit tle about what exists

between two or more peo ple while evok ing a whole range of ste reo -

types that get in the way of know ing the peo ple involved and what

they are doing or have been try ing to do. I have also often been

annoyed at times (turned off) by peo ple who say I am a good child

and youth care worker because I have good rela tion ships with the

kids. I often won der is that the youths’ impres sion or yours, and why 

do you think that needs to be so? Sim i larly phrases like

strength-based and asset- based prac tice make me leery because

they leave out the notion of youth work and youth as a strug gle that

is informed as much by mis takes, needs, and weak nesses as pos i -

tive attrib utes and results.

What I want to know more about in my def i ni tion of rela tional is

how do we relate to kids dur ing, with and in lunch, bas ket ball or a
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con ver sa tion and how does that con nect with what we have learned

about ideas like devel op men tal care, com mu ni ca tion, group dynam -

ics and the lived expe ri ence that we have talked about so much over 

the years? I have a “good rela tion ship” with the kids really tells me

lit tle, and even causes me to ques tion are you really the best per son 

to have a rela tion ship with the youth? Should n’t your role be to con -

nect, dis cover, and empower with youth as often as pos si ble in a

way that will let them relate to oth ers in the future in a way that will

be ful fill ing, I might ask?

Or, should n’t our role, as Thom reminded us, be to cre ate these

moments for their mem ory bags so that when they think about con -

nect ing to oth ers in the future they will have this expe ri ence of

con nect ing and relat ing with oth ers in, as Karen VanderVen shows

us, “activ ity?”

And should n’t our role be as Jack Phelan showed us through out

the two days in the sto ries of those “real” good and badly han dled

daily events that can serve as pow er ful learn ing expe ri ences if you

have good super vi sion and mentoring and teach ing of the kind he,

Carol, Thom, Hans, Kathy, Vicki, Mar i lyn, Frank, Andy, Quinn, and

all the oth ers have tried to pro vide over the years?

Should n’t we be doing rela tional child and youth care across all

the domains, and in all the com pe ten cies that Carol, Frank, Mar tha

Mattingly, Peter Rosenblatt and hun dreds of other have so beau ti -

fully artic u lated in the North Amer i can Cer tif i ca tion Pro ject while

simul ta neously chal leng ing our selves to con sider that we have

ignored or not paid atten tion to the repres sive forces of the larger

social/polit i cal/class sys tems as Hans and Kathy chal lenged us to

do? Should n’t our role be to be rela tional in a world of “hope”, as

Andy kept remind ing us, as well as in a world that some times

‘sucked?’ to quote Kiaras again? Yes, to all of this, I thought.

In a sign of how far the field has evolved, through out the two

days we were as self-crit i cal as affirm ing. We were able crit i cize our -

selves with the knowl edge and aware ness that like good child and

youth care work ers the beauty of the work is that we learn from mis -

takes and suc cesses. Sub se quently, humor was plen ti ful, noth ing

like a good laugh, if you want to be rela tional.

Other themes of note for me that ran through the dis cus sions

were the ten sions between good, bad, and real prac tice. How do we
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pre pare our stu dents and our selves for what we face in the lived

expe ri ence, and if pro grams are really invested in bad prac tice is

this where we want to pre pare peo ple to prac tice? On the other

hand, what is real is tic for them to encoun ter in their expe ri ences in

the very real strug gles that exist and what are real is tic mis takes and 

fail ures as they gain expe ri ence and matu rity?

We also spent some time on the impor tance of inter dis ci plin ary

work, and let ting in as many influ ences as pos si ble to enrich our

knowl edge base and expe ri ence as well as the con tin ued impor -

tance of hope as we acknowl edge the strug gles we face. For

exam ple, we acknowl edged that the con di tions and the prog ress in

sev eral domains in the US for devel op ing the pro fes sion have dete ri -

o rated con sid er ably while the knowl edge base and iden ti fi ca tion of

stan dards has grown con sid er able. Can ada on the other hand

seems to have grown in prac tice, edu ca tion, and per haps incen tives 

for work ers although there is some con cern that given the con ser va -

tive gov ern ment, wid en ing of dis tri bu tion of wealth, loss of jobs,

and eco nomic down turn in sev eral prov inces, they might be fac ing

some of the chal lenges the US has been fac ing in child and youth

care as the social eco nomic con di tions have wors ened.

Any way, so there I sat with all these expe ri enced, wise, funny,

hum ble, and good peo ple talk ing about and look ing at our work

from devel op men tal, post Marx ist, cap i tal ist, entre pre neur ial, rev o -

lu tion ary, lit er ary and a num ber of other per spec tives includ ing bad

prac tice, “what sucks,” and what is or isn’t child and youth care. It

was a time of affirm ing and crit i cal reflec tion that I will never for get, 

a time that extended to three won der ful din ners and break fasts, and 

a time that will surely spur more con ver sa tion on www.cyc-net.org

and the lit er a ture in the field as writ ten and talked about by the par -

tic i pants in their own words and mean ings.

On one of three glo ri ous eve nings we par tied at the com pound

(straw bale house and adobe Hogan stu dio) Suzanne and I had built 

with friends, and the con ver sa tion was enriched by Suzanne’s art -

work and cre ativ ity, the insight of our long time friend Kevin and

Carol’s hus band Ian, and a visit from one of my son’s friends, Joy,

from San Fran cisco who was pass ing through on her own “spirit

quest.”

Then, a few days later, as I drove back out of the moun tains, and

across the great plains and through the sand hills and Indian
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res er va tions of Nebraska and South Dakota to the lakes of Wis con -

sin and my other home, lis ten ing to Neil Young’s All in a Dream

sung by KD Laing, Eddie Vedder’s Soci ety from the Into the Wild

sound track, and a gui tar solo of a Bach con certo, I searched for but

could not find the words to describe how grate ful I was to have

spent my career being with such accept ing, open minded and open

hearted peo ple as I had just been with. A spe cial THANK YOU to all

of you who came and enriched my life! 
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August 2008

More thoughts about place

I remem ber the weath ered barn wood we hauled from the coun try -

side to panel the liv ing room in the treat ment cen ter to make it

“homey” with walls on which we could also hang things with ham -

mers and nails – things that were expres sions of the kids who lived

there. I also remem ber the small gym (rum pus room) with the eight

foot bas ket (instead of the stan dard ten foot bas ket) that seemed

just the right size for our one on one, two on two, and three on three

games of hoops. And I remem ber the lakes, one after another that

we portaged to and from, and the field behind the treat ment cen ter.

Youth work ers in my classes and stud ies almost always include

some thing sig nif i cant about place in the sketches they write about

their expe ri ences with youth. The rum pus rooms and woods, and

bed rooms and kitch ens in their sto ries are part of what they hear,

see, and remem ber. These happy and scary, pleas ant and unpleas -

ant, clut tered and neat places give a moment or story shape.

Place is both a phys i cal and emo tional phe nom e non. We bring a

sense of place to our sur round ings, and both influ ence our behav ior 

and actions. Youth is shaped in and with a sense of place – the

street cor ners and play grounds of our youth, the places that Herb

Childress and Mike Baizerman wrote about where youth hang with

a sense of antic i pa tion.

Seamus Deans explained how James Joyce thought of Dub lin in

the intro duc tion to Pen guin Books’ 1993 edi tion of A Por trait of the

Art ist as a Young Man:

“...a site of linguistic self-consciousness and a point on the

map of the modern world that may only be a projection of our

desire to give our knowledge a shape that is foreign to or

other than it. Above all it is a place that is named.” 

Mil wau kee is my Dub lin, espe cially the part along the shore of

Lake Mich i gan, the “Michigami” and lin guis tic self-con scious ness I
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escaped to as a youth run ning from the Amer i can Pas to ral to look at 

the ships on the hori zon. The kids I worked with had their own

“Dublins,” often dark places from which they wanted to escape for

other rea sons. Some had never even been as far as “the lake.” When 

I took them to “the lake” it was as if they had gone to the Atlan tic

Ocean.

Henry Maier wrote about the need for pub lic and pri vate spaces

in group care. “The space we cre ate con trols us” he said. Jerome

Bruner and oth ers have writ ten about how place plays a key role in

deter min ing how we build and shape our selves into the world. Most 

archi tects, art ists, musi cians, writ ers, actors, and direc tors of

course get this.

In an issue of CYC-Online Kiaras Gharabaghi wrote about a good

place where staff focused on cre at ing pos i tive mem o ries. Unfor tu -

nately, like many places, this place was closed because it did not

com ply with cur rent pol icy and atti tudes focused on out put rather

than input. In the same issue Karen VanderVen wrote about places

that dehu man ize chil dren, some times unin ten tion ally, with point

sys tems, early bed times, and no touch pol i cies.

As I write this, I am read ing a won der ful manu script by Hans and 

Kathleen Skott-Myhre that argues for a rad i cal approach to eth ics

that is focused in part on Foucault’s notion of the care of self.

Would n’t it be won der ful if more places for kids were places with

this sense of eth ics, good places, places where as one of my favor ite 

poets George Oppen wrote about in his poem Of Being Numer ous

where we see our selves in the things we live among, the places

where we can get enmeshed again in the time less ness and space of 

youth again as described by Doug Magnuson and his col leagues in

writ ings about the agency of youth.

We live in places, good/bad, happy/sad, and safe/unsafe places

at times. This is the nature of things. Unfor tu nately the kids we

work with have too often been in bad, sad, and unsafe places. One

of our goals is to change their sense of place by cre at ing places

where new mean ings are made. Places that stim u late cre ativ ity,

par tic i pa tion, and expres sion and at the same time make them feel

safe – spaces or places with out place, as Hans Skott-Myhre writes

in his excel lent, thought-pro vok ing new book, Youth and Sub cul ture

as Cre ative Force, which is receiv ing much of my atten tion this sum -

mer.
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Stu dents in my classes can usu ally tell shortly after they enter a

group home, shel ter, treat ment cen ter, or com mu nity orga ni za tion if 

it is a good place for kids and fam i lies? The atmo sphere is warm

and wel com ing, and the sur round ings are filled with sounds, col ors

and objects that show that youth and staff live and relate here. Peo -

ple in these places do “things” together.

The Latino Com mu nity Cen ter, where I am con duct ing an inquiry 

with five youth work ers is a good place. When I vis ited there pre vi -

ously the stu dents felt more or less at home, and ener gized by what

they saw. The direc tor, a for mer stu dent of mine had turned it into a

place that reflected the diver sity, cul ture, and needs in the com mu -

nity of which it was a part. Some times we walked on the streets

around the cen ter and saw the other places from which the youth

came and lived. The direc tor recently left the cen ter. Last week I

went there to meet with the youth work ers, and it seemed a lit tle

lonely with out him.

No place is per fect, of course, but peo ple in the pro grams where

youth and fam ily devel op ment is the focus make a sin cere effort to

make the place feel like an envi ron ment where par tic i pants and

guests are wel come and encour aged to inter act. Like most homes

these places have good and bad parts that are often deter mined by

the expe ri ence and mean ing of place chil dren and fam i lies bring

with them. The dif fer ence is that they are always seek ing to make as 

good a place as pos si ble, a place where peo ple can con nect, dis -

cover, and feel empow ered. The pic tures on the wall, the tone and

tempo and the smiles say lets learn and grow together. These are

“cus tomer friendly” places where what is being mar keted and sold

is a chance to relate, dis cover, and be with oth ers. Pos i tive mem o -

ries are made in these places.

In his teach ings and writ ings, Jack Phelan has this won der ful

way of address ing youth work ers and their devel op ment in places

that are both good and bad at times. His goal, as he explained

recently, is to help the work ers under stand how to make these good

places as often as pos si ble as they mature and learn from their mis -

takes. His class room is a good place.

Every city, town, and coun try has its oppres sive places run by the 

con trol, and some times reli gious “freaks,” who think of space and

place mostly as a chance to restrict and shape per son al i ties for a

future as cold, closed, and lim ited as the place in which they find
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them selves. These con trol ling places try to make con sum ers, reli -

gious cru sad ers, and employ ees out of chil dren instead of ful filled

and happy youth who have a chance to become their dreams. The

work ers and lead ers live above, not “among” the chil dren and fam i -

lies. The signs on their doors and walls have mes sages that “come

down” from some mys te ri ous higher author ity. Pres i dents, preach -

ers, gods, and cap tains from some place unfa mil iar to any thing

dem o cratic, spir i tual, or humane.

These places in my opin ion should be boarded up and nailed

shut, just like the bar racks that teach young men and women to kill. 

We should replace these places with “homes” – cab ins, cot tages,

hang outs, play grounds, and wood land and moun tain tem ples of

hope – schools, after school, and group home pro grams that invite,

inspire, value, and respect the cre ative and intel lec tual capac ity of

each young per son to find his or her way with the guid ance of a ful -

filled adult.

My dream is for a con tem po rary civil ian con ser va tion corps of

young peo ple who would build these places with adults – “hab i tats

for human ity” across the land, not just the wood frame hab i tats, but

the parks, streams, lakes, play grounds, schools, and streets where

every one walked and played with their heads up. And we could eas -

ily pay for it with the money we have spent blow ing up other places.

Maybe, just maybe, the mood is chang ing in the US, and there is

more room for places where “the agency” is the youth and work ers

who “own” and shape it. Per haps the pro gres sive social atti tudes

peo ple in Mil wau kee and other cit ies once had about its parks and

schools as com mu nity, rather than com pany, prop erty are also on

the rise again, and pub lic util i ties, parks, and schools will once

again become pub lic. Isn’t it nice to think this is all might be true,

and we could cre ate places such as this one where Camus, dis il lu -

sioned with his coun try after the war, found self again?

“The day before yesterday, on the Forum – in the part that is

badly ruined (close to the Coliseum), not in that extravagant

flea market of pretentious columns found under Campidoglio

– then on the admirable Palentine Hill where nothing

exhausts the silence, the peace, the world always emerging

and always perfect, I began to rediscover myself.

197



It is this that the great images of the past serve when nature

can accommodate them extinguish the sound that lies

dormant in them to gather the hearts and forces that will

better serve the present and the future. It is felt on the Via

Appia where even though I arrived at the end of the afternoon, 

I felt it inside me, while I was walking, a heart so full that life

could have left me then. But I knew it would continue, that

there is a force within me that moves forward…” 

Albert Camus Notebooks, 1951-1959, p. 121*

In child and youth care we can show the way by remind ing our -

selves to revisit the mean ing of place. We can ask our selves

ques tions like does this place wel come, can the kids see them -

selves here, are they part of mak ing and shap ing it, do the rooms,

doors, and win dows open to oth ers and close when needed for pri -

vacy? Is this a place where I would want to put my head on a pil low

at night or come in off the streets? Is this a place that stim u lates

dis cov ery, exper i men ta tion, and risk tak ing that can lead to healthy

devel op ment and hap pi ness? Is it a place where the les sons learned 

teach the value of hard ship, hard work, stick-to-itiveness, depend -

abil ity, pre dict abil ity, unpre dict abil ity, exper i men ta tion, risk tak ing,

engage ment, com mu nity, belong ing, and strug gle that lead to con -

nec tion, dis cov ery, and empow er ment rather than dis tance, more

anger, and dis sat is fac tion?

We can also be advo cates for shut ting down the truly bad places. 

The places that deceive with con trol and false prom ises of out -

comes aimed at turn ing youth into being adults with out pro vid ing

the oppor tu nity to be in their youth with child and youth care work -

ers.

Notes

* For those readers who are not aware Albert Camus was a French
journalist and Nobel Peace Prize winning novelist, who became

disillusioned after WWII when the country he loved and had hoped

would become a democratic bastion of freedom, invaded Algiers
where he had worked and lived. According to his letters he spent

much of his life, before he died in his forties in a car crash, searching 
for meaning and place. 
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September 2008

“Home”

Last month I shared my reflec tions about place as a sen sory,

emo tional, phys i cal, and social loca tion. Since then I have

thought again about the mean ing of home, and how it is a place of

many emo tions, feel ings, and asso ci a tions. A place many of us

escape from and return to, a place we all need in some ways but not 

nec es sar ily always a phys i cal or good place, which I think is per -

haps some thing we put too much empha sis on with home less and

other kids from trou bled or abu sive homes. We want to give them a

good home. But home is a good/bad, happy/sad, per ma nent/imper -

ma nent place that is real in its mul ti ple mean ings, and

sur round ings, an inner loca tion to be in and out of at times. A place

we have to be will ing to be in and with kids rather than being pre oc -

cu pied with find ing for the future homes that often do not exist for

them or us for that mat ter. So, in this con text, home is more a place

we carry with us than a place we go or return to. Fur ther, no mat ter

how hard we try, we can not really, as the famous line from Thomas

Wolfe goes, “return home again.” “Why would I want to?” is not an

uncom mon thought among youth try ing to escape to other places,

and an even more tell ing and real is tic com ment among youth who

have been abused at home. 

I think I had a sense of this when we tried to cre ate a homey feel

for the kids with the “weath ered barn wood,” I wrote about last

month. Even then in the early days of my career, I sensed that

“home” was filled for them, as it was for me, with mixed emo tions.

When I wrote a chap ter a few years ago titled The Quest to Know:

One Man’s Inquiry into Why He’s Home, and said that I, like oth ers,

“felt at home in child and youth care almost from the first day,” I

did n’t mean I was in a house some place. I meant that I was in a

phys i cal, emo tional, and psy cho log i cal place that felt as if it was the 

way being home should be because it was real to me in all its dark -

ness, hap pi ness, and sense of pur pose. I was sur rounded by oth ers

in which my inner sense of home, includ ing the emo tions that went

with it, could find a way to express itself and be use ful in my
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inter ac tions. When other work ers said over the years that they found 

a home in youth work, my sense was that they meant some thing

sim i lar.

“Home” in this con text is as much about help ing young peo ple

expe ri ence and under stand the mean ing of what home is for them, a 

mean ing that allows them to be enmeshed with work ers in their

expe ri ence of home and to learn from it. Or, as Mike Baizerman

wrote and spoke with me years ago, develop places where work ers

don’t build trust like car pen ters build houses but rather by being

with youth in the world in a way that dis closes trust as being fun da -

men tal to being together as per sons.

Home for many youth is not where the heart is but rather where

the bro ken heart is. The hood, the street, and the gang are home.

Not the church, tem ple, mosque or school where many of them do

not feel they belong. Home is a messy place of mixed val ues, secu ri -

ties, and inse cu ri ties. But it is home, as safe or unsafe as it might

be. Our job is to cre ate with them a dif fer ent sense of home. A home 

that is some what depend able and pre dict able as Henry Maier

argued and at the same time a home where noth ing is ordi nary as

Adrian Ward has writ ten, also a home where the rhythms are con -

sis tent with each child’s readi ness and capac ity to be there, as Vera

Fahlberg wrote about.

To do this of course we have to feel at home in our work and

under stand our own sense of home and what it means so that we

can be open to the pos si bil ity of youth find ing and feel ing at home

with us in these places. As I look back at my writ ing over the years,

place, and home are always some where within a few pages. Like the 

youth work ers who write sketches with me of their expe ri ences, I

cannot see myself with or with out the kids out side of place or home. 

If we are not there, we are always try ing to find it. Fur ther, it is as if

get ting there is more impor tant than the arrival. In our work, ques -

tion ing these expe ri ences leads to a deeper under stand ing of their

mean ing. 

As with many things I often find it help ful to express my ideas

and feel ings about life, and child and youth care in a poem, such as

this poem about my sense of home as a youth as I see it in hind -

sight:
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Home

I have never wanted 

a home per se 

Home is here

outdoors in traffic

where I breathe 

in the cool fresh air

and the morning sun

washes over my face

like a warm wash cloth

Rilke’s home

without lamp 

or table or chair

a route peddled

all day long where

light enters

the pupils, lingers

and escapes

Voices muffled

in the hum of engines;

crows silent 

as I walk beneath them

William Carlos William’s

Pastoral of properly

weathered places

houses close together 

on lawns

German, Jewish, Italian,

Arab, Spanish, Black, White

families concentrated

inside still… 

as I move past
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I have always felt more at home out doors than indoors where, as

a run ner, I find com fort in the inter play between motion and still -

ness (exis ten tial hum), and this poem helps me under stand why. In

some ways I think this also opens me to under stand ing kids who

live on the streets. Although their worlds are quite dif fer ent, there is

per haps a sim i lar antic i pa tion about find ing self there out side the

ster ile, or some times ugly, sti fling, con fines of home. All youth want 

at times I think to find them selves out side their homes. 

Poets and read ers of poetry might rec og nize the ref er ence to

Rilke’s pow er ful The Pan ther poem above, which is based on his

obser va tions of a caged pan ther. In reflec tion as a boy I think at

times I tried to escape my cage. Rilke also gave writ ers some of the

best advice ever in his Let ters to the Young Poet when he encour -

aged them to lis ten to their inner voice. 

The fol low ing poem by Wil liam Carlos Wil liams, which I referred

to in the poem above, helps me when I try to under stand why I felt

at home in youth work:

Pastoral 

When I was younger

it was plain to me

I must make something of myself

Older now

I walk back streets

admiring the houses 

of the very poor

roof out of line with sides

the yards cluttered

with old chicken wire, ashes

furniture gone wrong

the fences and outhouses

built of barrel staves

and parts of boxes, all,

as if I am fortunate,

smeared a bluish green

that properly weathered
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pleases me the best

of all colors

No one

will believe this

of vast import to the nation 

Some read ers will note that I have shared these poems before.

Often I go back to these places of vast impor tance to the nation and

self, places like the pavil ion in the park above Lake Mich i gan that I

often run past. When I was a child we made lan yard brace lets there

on rainy days (Def: Pavil ion: a tem po rary shel ter; the exter nal ear). 

I return to my old neigh bor hood, see how run down it has

become, and hear the sounds of the streets and houses on which I

ped dled papers early in the morn ing while I wish for some thing

better for the res i dents.

I still love the first breath of fresh air when I step out side in the

morn ing and hear the birds chirp ing the way I did when I grew up in 

that neigh bor hood and ped dled news pa pers. I have a cabin on a

lake (I am here now) because in part it reminds me of how we went

“up north” when I was a boy, and how I hated it when the vaca tion

was over and I had to wait until the next sum mer. Now I have a

place up north I can return to almost when ever I want. Most kids I

worked with did not. I want to bring them here. 

In sum mary, home, like all places, is a phe nom e non that calls

out as being impor tant to under stand in our work, and my life. To

know our selves and our work is to know the place in which we find

our selves with youth and in our own unfold ing youth.
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October 2008

Poems and rhizomes

Last month in this col umn I ended an explo ra tion of the mean ing

of place with two poems and a brief expla na tion of why I like to

reflect on child and youth care, express myself, and find mean ing in

poems. The move ment, jux ta po si tion of time, and sense of mean ing 

between the lines of poems helps sat isfy my curi os ity about the

work.

Recently, I read more about rhi zomes in an arti cle in the jour nal

Qual i ta tive Inquiry (QI) June 2008 issue: 'The Nar ra tive Con struc tion

of the Self: Self hood as Rhizomatic Story'. I had been rein tro duced

just a few weeks ear lier to the rhi zome by Hans Skott-Myhre in his

writ ing on youth as a cre ative force, and here it was again. In

Skott-Myhre’s book, Youth and Sub cul ture as Cre ative Force, I saw

youth unfold ing as unique devel op ing beings in cre ative and mul ti -

ple forms with out restraints of ste reo types and devel op ment stages. 

The Bel gium authors in QI (Sirmign, Devlieger and Loots) defined

rhi zome (a phe nom e non found in the work of French phi los o phers

Deleuze and Guattari) as: an under ground root sys tem, a dynamic

open, decen tral ized sys tem that branches out to all sides unpre dict -

ably and hor i zon tally.

Accord ing to the QI authors rhizomatic self-sto ries have mul ti ple

entry points and con stantly change. We define our selves in the con -

texts of cer tain time or sit u a tion in con ver sa tions and inter views.

This res o nates for me with the way I jux ta pose prose poems or

sketches in writ ing my self story, a work in prog ress shown in reflex -

ive time that moves for ward and back. In my youth work classes, we 

do some thing sim i lar when we share moments (short vignettes or

prose poems) from our youth. We ques tion and think about how

these moments are met a phors for our sto ries at a par tic u lar point at 

time, and that the story might take a dif fer ent shape if we entered it

in a dif fer ent moment. This helps us have empa thy because it gives

us a better under stand ing of how sto ries change.

Poetic/rhizomatic think ing also res o nates with my notion of

youth work as a mod ern dance that is impro vised to the mul ti ple
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rhythms and unpre dict able direc tions and mean ings of the

work—an exis ten tial hum or jazz per haps. Often as we move

through a day with youth we find our selves in unscripted moments

that require our abil ity to impro vise to the con di tions and sounds we 

face and hear. Themes from the research, the ory, and prac tice are

under cur rents that take off in dif fer ent direc tions dur ing the dance.

This is not to sug gest that youth work does n’t require plan ning

(cho reo graph ing) and inter ac tions, pro grams and inter ven tions

geared to youths’ unique devel op men tal needs and strengths, but

rather that much of the time as a pro cess of self(s) in action it is

help ful to under stand and think of the work this way.

The unpredictable nature of poetic, rhizomatic thinking also

supports the notion that relational child and youth care practice is a 

way of being in the world with youth that is best defined in

prepositions and verbs, such as act, do, with, of, in, be etc. rather

than absolutes, nouns, acronyms, and slogans that ultimately

become stereotypes for relationships and devel op ment.

Once we name (label) some thing there is a ten dency to fit youth

into the name, or for it to be a fixed way of think ing, and this

increases the dan ger of mak ing youth subjectums rather than

subjectus, as Skott-Myhre writes. Nam ing of course is unavoid able,

but we have to be care ful or we risk adopt ing a lin ear per spec tive

fixed in time and space that inad ver tently or per haps inten tion ally

leaves or assumes youth and rela tion ships with no indi vid ual

agency of their own. They become the objects of our polit i cal,

social, eco nomic, and emo tional good/bad inten tions. 

In poetic and rhizomatic think ing together with youth, work ers

enter and change their sto ries in the pres ent in spaces and places

as they work in time that moves for ward and back where events

take on mean ing in their occur rence and their reflec tion on them.

They are not fixed on nam ing the work, but on being in it with youth

with out fear ing its com plex ity and ran dom ness.

Devel op ment can prog ress in pre dict able and unpre dict able

direc tions with their inter ac tions fit ting more with youth’s capac ity

and readi ness in the lived expe ri ence.

In the fol low ing poem I reflect on youth, my own and oth ers, in

what might be called “reflex ive rhizomatic” time. Some of the frag -

ments have been pre sented in dif fer ent ver sions before in this
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col umn: 

Of Youth (4 Fragments)

George Oppen wrote in the beginning of Boy’s Room: 

A friend saw the rooms

Of Keats and Shelley

At the Lake, and saw ‘they were just

Boys’ rooms and was moved… 

1. 

After reading Camus

with the sun

setting below the western trees

to Copland’s Fanfare for the Common Man

and falling asleep 

to Appalachian Springs

Their words return in 

a crane’s haunting call

echoing across 

the still surface 

of the waters “up north”

2. 

Back in the city

a father walks away from 

his teenage daughter 

who is sitting behind 

him at a picnic table hand 

slid up the side of her face

he does not turn back

resolute in the 

spring dance of drift
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his steps quicken

3.

“Nobody wants it

on their garage door” 

“but it’s art” 

“that’s questionable” 

I don’t care what you think

this is our court

the hip-hopster tells 

the judges and neighbors 

sitting in review of 

the new impression (ists) 

working in the new outdoor salons

on traffic signs

brick walls and park benches 

still reaching like Cezanne 

for a mountain

and leaving behind 

patches of light and dark

on urban landscapes 

4. 

“…go to the zoo and look 

at an animal for days weeks if

you have to until 

you can see it…,”

Sculptor Rodin told the poet Rilke 

Before my appearance 

What did the conductor 
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see from the roof ? 

the seamstress 

in the corner of her eye 

the girl behind the wheel? 

the boy over the handle bars? 

the young woman who

smiled coquettishly? 

the man with an eye 

on the target? 

“Travailler, travailler, travailler!” 

Rodin shouted

and Rilke looked until

he heard the silence

of the panther’s eyelids closing 

In this form of rhizomatic, poetic, frag men ta tion I see myself in

youth work in reflex ive thought. My quest to know self, the work,

and the other is deep ened in the pro cess of writ ing and think ing. I

move from a haunt ing reoc cur ring reflec tion on my youth, to youth

in soci ety and back again. I long for youth and won der about what

life was like before my youth existed while explor ing youth’s exis -

tence in my com mu nity. Evoked between the lines are many

ques tions, images, and ideas about being in youth work. My thirst

and curi os ity (empa thy) is quenched for a moment before I move on 

to the next story or poem that is writ ten when being and doing are

once again together and apart in my prac tice. This too is child and

youth care work. 
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November 2008

Noise
“Whereever we are, what ever we hear is mostly noise. When

we ignore it, it disturbs us. When we listen to it, we find it

fascinating…” (Composer, John Cage) 

Recently, when I read this quote in an arti cle, ‘Sound and the

every day in qual i ta tive research‘, Qual i ta tive Inquiry, (Hall,

Lashua and Coffey, 2008), I was reminded of the time I met con tem -

po rary com poser John Cage sev eral years ago in Mil wau kee.

Suzanne had invited me along to a lec ture he gave to her art

class at the uni ver sity. After wards, he took us on a walk ing tour

around the cam pus. Every few steps he would stop and encour age

us to lis ten to some thing: jackhammers, birds, motors, human calls, 

and sirens. You could tell by the look on his face that he was truly

inspired by what he heard. His man ner isms, enthu si asm and humor 

were con ta gious. If we lis tened, he said, we would hear a concert.

I tried to immerse myself the way he did in these sounds. Later,

in reflec tion, I saw many con nec tions with my work with youth at a

res i den tial treat ment cen ter. Noise, along with more pleas ant

sounds, was part of the con cert of every day life we expe ri enced

together. Shouts, screams, clang ing pots and pans, loud radios, and 

slam ming doors were mixed more pleas ant sounds: cries of hap pi -

ness and dis cov ery, quiet con ver sa tions, and the gen tle breaths of

boys finally fall ing asleep at night.

Today, con tem po rary musi cians like David Byrne, for mer lead

singer for Talk ing Heads, show us how to hear and appre ci ate these

every day sounds. Read ing the arti cle in QI, how ever, took me back

to what I had learned from Cage and some of my pre vi ous reflec -

tions in this col umn on space, place, wait ing, motion, and the

rhizomatic, poetic think ing I talked about last month. Noise was/is

part of the reflex ive, rela tional expe ri ence we have with youth, a

phe nom e non or theme in the nexus of our daily prac tice that twists

and turns through what we do together.
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You could say noise is part of the exis ten tial hum: the rum -

ble/jum ble of daily liv ing, bore dom, and wait ing we try to escape. As 

Cage said, if we ignore noise, it often “dis turbs” and unset tles us.

Even if not con sciously heard, it is there shap ing and influ enc ing us

and the way we move, act, and live. We try to get rid of noise

because it inter feres and/or stirs some thing in us we don’t want to

deal with. When it gets out of hand, it drives us nuts. It’s so loud we

can’t hear our selves think. So we try to quiet things down. And this

often needs to be done, so we can cre ate an envi ron ment for relat -

ing, inter act ing, and devel op ing. “Quiet down!” we shout, per haps

not rec og niz ing the noise we are cre at ing.

But maybe we go too far some times in try ing to get rid of noise.

Maybe we should fol low the advice of Cage and the research ers in

QI, and acknowl edge and develop a fas ci na tion for noise as a cen -

tral part of the lived expe ri ence of youth work? Maybe we should get 

to know noise a lit tle better by ask ing what does it tell us, and how

does it influ ence our inter ac tions? What is this thing that sub tly and 

not so sub tly is help ing move us for ward or back in our inter ac -

tions? How does noise con trib ute to the mix of sounds in our work,

and what are its ben e fits and deter rents? Then, as the QI authors,

sug gest, inte grate noise into our plan ning, descrip tions, activ ity,

inter pre ta tions, and com mu ni ca tions with youth so we can learn

more from prac tice.

In my youth work class we are mov ing into a sec tion on activ i -

ties. The stu dents are read ing one of Karen VanderVen’s (1999)

clas sic arti cles, ‘You are what you do and become what you’ve

done’… I’m going to tell them noise is part of what we do and who

we are, and see what they say. I’ll sug gest that a good activ ity is to

go with youth on a walk ing tour and cre ate a con cert by stop ping to

hear the sounds around them, and dis cuss together how these

sounds influ ence the way they live, learn, play and work together.

Per haps, they can also use it as an oppor tu nity to intro duce the

youth to com pos ers like Cage and Byrne, two “rap pers” of a dif fer -

ent sort and time.

As I’m fin ish ing writ ing this in a cof fee shop, which is con nected 

to the local own ers’ sup ply house, I hear music, cof fee roast ers, and 

peo ple com ing in and out on their way to work. There is some thing

about being sur rounded by this noise that makes me feel alive in

the world, and inspired to write about it. Teen ag ers come in for a
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lit tle meet ing before they go off to the School for the Arts. Com mu -

nity mem bers get their morn ing fix, and say hello. As I write, I am in 

the traf fic of human life, noise a con scious and uncon scious part of

what I am try ing to say. The cof fee bean roaster and BB King,

“who’d a thunk” this would be a good com bi na tion?
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January 2009

Images of Thought
“Certain things lie beyond my scope. I shall never understand

the harder problems of philosophy. Rome is the limit of my

traveling. As I drop asleep at night it strikes me that I shall

never see savages in Tahiti spearing fish by the light of a

blazing cresset …” I lose myself in and try to grasp Virginia

Woolf in the Harcourt Brace Jovanovich 1959 edition of The

Waves, p. 186 as I search again for the meaning of this scene:

(1970) 

I take six boys from the treatment center where I work camping in

the Door Peninsula about 140 miles north of Milwaukee. It’s near

midnight. We’re sleeping in the tent. I’m half awake. Daniel, one of

the boys, gets up, pulls on his swim shorts, and leaves the tent. I

put on my swim shorts and follow out of sight. A year ago I would

have tried to stop him. He would have run away. Now he is starting

to change. It’s a warm August evening. Once he reaches the bluffs,

he stands a moment and looks out across the water. 

(2008) 

I stop writing and reread what Gilles Deleuze, who produced works

of philosophy, literature, film, and fine art, said about “image of

thought.” According to the interpreter Deleuze, “exposed pictures”

amidst the repetition, difference, plateaus, and multiplicity in the

connections he saw in his ways of doing philosophy (The Deleuze

Connections by John Rajchman, 2000, p. 33). 

I duck behind a tall clump of grass and watch as he races back

and forth across the sand, stop ping now and then to charge up and

down a dune then glid ing again along the shore until he col lapses

at the waters edge. 

“I do not know what the spirit of a phi los o pher could more wish

to be than a good dancer. For the dance is his ideal, also his art,

finally also the only kind of piety he knows, his divine spirit," I think

of Dan iel, then my father danc ing in the moon light, and remem ber a 
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quote I can not find from Nietz sche and use it in the ado les cent

devel op ment class I teach to describe the impor tance of pres ence,

his tory, cul ture, and rhythm in inter ac tions with youth. 

Caught up in the mood, I race down the dune hol ler ing at the top 

of my lungs. He stands and faces me. At the last moment I veer off

and dive face first into the water. We play and splash each other for

a while. “Let’s see how far we can swim,” he says, and we swim out

a ways, heads turned up toward the sky and down into the water the 

light and dark con nected to the move ment of our head and arms

and legs, then return and sit on the beach with our chins on our

knees and the moon run ning across the water to our feet.

“Do you think I’ll be fucked up like my ol’ man?” Dan iel asks with 

his voice shiv er ing.

I hes i tate and with my voice also shiv er ing, say, “No.”

In his anal y sis of Camus’ The Stranger, Sartre said the choice the

great nov el ists like Camus make is to rely on images rather than

argu ments because of their belief in the futil ity of all explan a tory prin -

ci ples. Instead they rely on the power of words that appeal to the

senses. Of his own work Sartre said, “The only way to learn is to

ques tion.” 
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February 2009

Breaking the tiles

I use the pick axe to break away the dried and cracked, old floor

tiles. The other vol un teers, Pub lic Allies, and youth, use paint

scrap ers to get the pieces the pick axe can’t break loose. Some

sweep and pick up the pieces and put them in large plas tic bags to

throw in the trash.

We are in the base ment of Urban Under ground for a day of ser -

vice to cel e brate Mar tin Luther King’s birth day. Urban Under ground

engages urban youth in civic minded pro jects. Like most youth pro -

grams they need more funds. We are fix ing the place up. I’m in the

“thick of it” on the tile removal crew, oth ers are paint ing upstairs.

Dust cov ers our gog gles and clothes. It is messy busi ness, but

fun work ing together. I have the easy part. The tiles that respond to

the pick axe loosen much eas ier than the ones stuck to the floor that 

I leave behind for them to scrape. It’s a good devel op men tal activ ity: 

I can see my prog ress as I work side by side with them. This nasty

look ing instru ment does good work, I chuckle to myself.

“Hey, let me use that for a moment,” a young man says, catch ing 

on.

I smile, hand him the pick axe, get down on my knees. He hands

me his scraper. I work on tile in a door way, stamped down by years

of foot traf fic. “This is really stuck.”

“Tell me about it,” the young woman work ing next to me says.

More vol un teers arrive. Too many hands for the task now, but

some how we fig ure it out, and make rel a tively “short shrift” of a big

job. The floor is ready to be recov ered with fresh tiles or car -

pet—“new ground” for youth and staff to walk on as they go to

var i ous activ i ties.

It feels good to be doing child and youth care again. On days like 

this I really miss it. I wipe the dust off my face and clothes, put on

my coat, and say good bye to the tile crew. A young man bumps fists 

with me, the lat est way of con nect ing and part ing and say ing “cool.”
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Upstairs sev eral vol un teers are paint ing. I can barely pass

through the hall ways. I make it with out get ting paint on my clothes,

just a drop on the shoes. I chat for a moment with direc tor of Pub lic

Allies, our part ner, who spon sored the day of ser vice. Pub lic Allies

is sort of an urban Peace Corp that pro vides a year of ser vice for

young peo ple tak ing a break from their edu ca tion to get some “real

life” expe ri ence. I praise her for the good job she did in orga niz ing

the event.

“You really went to town with that pick axe” she jokes.

“Yup, I’m the man,” I joke back.

“You jumped right in.”

“I learned that in child and youth care,” I say and step out side

into the cold win ter sun shine. I grew up in this lower mid dle class

neigh bor hood. It still has prob lems. Peo ple are even poorer now.

Many of the good jobs have left town, but it is much more inte -

grated. An elderly Afri can Amer i can man tips his hat to me. I smile

back.

Every one in the com mu nity seems cheer ful. Tomor row we inau -

gu rate our first Afri can Amer i can pres i dent, Barack Obama.

Accord ing to the news, he is putt ing in his own day of ser vice at a

youth serv ing orga ni za tion in Wash ing ton DC to honor the man who 

was so instru men tal in get ting him and us to this point.

The last time I felt this way about the coun try was in 1968 when

Bobby Ken nedy ran for pres i dent. He had a sim i lar sense of human -

ity and com pas sion. I was at sum mer camp in the Army Reserves

when I heard of his death. Like many col lege stu dents, I had joined

the reserves to avoid the war I opposed. I cried and felt empty when

I heard the news.

Later that year I went to work in a res i den tial treat ment cen ter

because I wanted to do some thing mean ing ful. My col leagues and I

were going to change the world for youth, includ ing this neigh bor -

hood. We did n’t think, how ever, we would ever find another leader

with as much com pas sion as Mar tin Luther King or Bobby Ken nedy. 

Those days seemed gone. Now, maybe they are back. Nor man

Powell the sec ond Afri can Amer i can Pres i dent of our national child

and youth care asso ci a tion seems to think so. He is going with his

boys and wife to the inau gu ra tion. I talked to him on the phone a

few days ago. We liked the pos si bil i ties. Barack and Michelle
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Obama did youth and com mu nity work in Chi cago when they were

youn ger. Both were involved with Pub lic Allies.

Nor man and I, along with mil lions of oth ers, did what we could

to help him get elected. For a moment, it feels good again to be

from the US. Many of us kept our yard signs up long after the elec -

tion. Much work for youth and the coun try yet to be done. I’m try ing

not to get my hopes up too high. Next week I will ask my new uni -

ver sity stu dents what they did on their day of ser vice. If they are like 

the stu dents last semes ter they’ll want to change this new world

and be excited about the pos si bil i ties in con nec tions. We marched,

orga nized, and ral lied. They vol un teer and use the internet.

This morn ing as I write this at a cof fee shop in the Riverwest

Neigh bor hood, black, brown, and white youth and adults min gle

with cof fee before school and work. Next week end many of these

peo ple will attend a poetry mar a thon to sup port the inde pend ent

com mu nity book store, Wood land Pat tern, down the street. Small

local busi nesses are sup port ing the event. Art ists and poets are

devot ing their time. A youth read ing kicks off the event first thing in

the morn ing. Maybe the winds of change are pick ing up. I’d like to

think so. 
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March 2009

The closing: Alinsky revisited

In 1976, the place I loved to work closed. It was a publically funded

res i den tial treat ment cen ter for emo tion ally dis turbed boys owned 

by the Lutheran Church. The board of direc tors had decided the

church was los ing its influ ence. Orig i nally they had planned to

close grad u ally. Their first step would be to replace the cur rent

super vi sors, my col league and I, with a teacher who was a mem ber

of the church. The next step would be to raise pri vate funds. This

would free them of pub lic funds and allow them to preach more of

the Lutheran doc trine.

The child and youth care work ers and I did not like this. Together 

with our social work and edu ca tion col leagues we had built the pro -

gram into one of the fin est inter dis ci plin ary team work pro grams in

Wis con sin. We were proud that we served chil dren and fam i lies

from diverse back grounds with many dif fer ent belief sys tems.

I had moved up the ranks with them and was named their super -

vi sor along with another man who had mentored me in my early

days. My replace ment was noth ing per sonal I was told by the exec u -

tive direc tor who had been assigned to pass on the news from the

board. I was an excel lent child and youth care worker and super vi -

sor accord ing to my eval u a tions, but, I was not reli gious, which

meant Lutheran. While it was true that I was not Lutheran and did

not want to be (I had aban doned all orga nized reli gion early in my

life), I did not like the insin u a tion that I was not spir i tual. Recently I

had read to the youth from Khalil Gibran’s The Prophet, and spoke

again about Mar tin Luther King and how impor tant it was to find

some thing out side your self to believe in. This, how ever, was not the 

reli gion, or sense of spir i tu al ity, the board of Pas tors was look ing for 

from me and my col leagues who had their own sense of open

minded, human i tar ian spir i tu al ity. “Human ism” was not an

accepted form of reli gion to the pas tors; it was the enemy to reli -

gion.

The work ers felt betrayed. They wanted to keep their super vi sors. 

I was moved. “Why don’t you make one of the Lutheran child and
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youth care work ers super vi sor of the edu ca tion or social work

depart ment?” they asked the board. The work ers knew, of course,

that the board really did not look on us as qual i fied pro fes sion als

the way they did the teach ers and social work ers even though the

teach ers and social work ers saw us as equal in our inter dis ci plin ary

team work. We had insisted on mutual respect, and ahead of our

times per haps, it was gladly given by our col leagues in social work

and edu ca tion with whom we had really become true team mem -

bers, mak ing and imple ment ing deci sions together. It was the

church that was behind the times, not them, many of whom were

also des tined to unem ploy ment because of their lack of

“Lutheran-ness.”

The work ers explored the option of union iz ing. The board did not

like this. They already felt they had lost too much con trol over the

work ers. The union was sur prised to hear that the work ers were not

inter ested pri mar ily in orga niz ing for pay and ben e fits. They wanted

to orga nize over the right and prin ci ple to have one of their own as a 

super vi sor and not to be con trolled by a board that seemed insen si -

tive to the power and impor tance of child and youth care.

Upon hear ing this news, the board threat ened to close the cen ter 

and open a new one imme di ately that served just Lutheran youth

and hired only Lutheran employ ees. They would go totally pri vate

free of any restric tions con nected with pub lic fund ing. I got the

news that this was indeed what they would do, and that the agency

would close in 30 days, the day after I returned from a the first

national pro fes sional child and youth care con fer ence in Aus tin,

Texas. We were angry and sad at the loss of the place where we had 

worked so hard together, but we really did n’t have time to grieve

because we had to find places for the kids.

The work ers decided to try one last trick. They pro tested in the

city square with a cof fin and the grim-reaper (one of the work ers

dressed in cos tume). The mes sage was the Lutheran Church kills a

good pro gram for kids, and leaves them home less. Need less to say

this rad i cal, some what mis guided, approach did not change many

minds on the board of Lutheran Pas tors, but you have to admit it

was gutsy, and a sign of how strongly the work ers felt about what

was hap pen ing to them and the kids. Even though I was not the

orga nizer of the pro test, I was proud to be their super vi sor and col -

league. As a mid dle man ager, I had tried to use a more dip lo matic
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approach with the board. Using what I had learned as a child and

youth care worker, I tried to lis ten to, and hear what they had to say, 

and then pro pose an alter na tive. As part of our two pronged strat -

egy, this was equally unsuc cess ful. 

Even tu ally we found place ments for all the kids and a hand ful of

work ers came with me and a group of the youth to another treat ment

cen ter where we occu pied a vacant unit, and con tin ued to work as a

team. Soon after ward I went on to found the Youth Work Learn ing

Cen ter where I still work at the Uni ver sity of Wis con sin Mil wau kee. 

***

I was reminded of the expe ri ence of this clos ing just recently

when our cen ter along with sev eral part ners ran a two day com mu -

nity orga niz ing con fer ence based on the life and times of Saul

Alinsky. A for mer high school class mate of mine, San ford Horwitt

who wrote an Alinsky biog ra phy, Let Them Call me Rebel, spoke at

the event which was par tic u larly sig nif i cant and timely because

Alinsky was a major influ ence on Barak and Michelle Obama and

oth ers such as Hil lary Clinton and Cesar Chavez.

At he begin ning of the event Sandy held up Obama’s hand book

for cam paign vol un teers and said it was pure Alinsky from a com -

mu nity orga niz ing per spec tive. “I’ve been part of sev eral polit i cal

cam paigns over the years, but clearly this was the best grass roots,

cam paign ever,” Horwitt said, and went on to describe Obama’s

suc cess in apply ing what he had learned from Alinsky, and oth ers

versed in the use of con tem po rary tech nol ogy.

The infor ma tive and col or ful pre sen ta tion by Horwitt, which was

filled with sto ries about how Alinsky got things done for the work ing 

man and women, made many of us in the audi ence remem ber and

rethink our com mu nity work. Alinsky’s work in the places such as

back yards of South Chi cago, then later within the civil rights move -

ments were and are clas sic exam ples of how to cre ate change

through com mu nity orga ni za tion. 

One story Horwitt told stuck with me. It was about a meet ing

between Alinsky and Studs Terkle, the great US his to rian of the

com mon man. One day, as the true story goes, the two met for the

first time on a Chi cago bus stop:

“You live around here?” asks Alinsky, a big, rather impos ing

man.
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“Yeah, right over there in that build ing,” replies Studs, out go ing,

friendly always.

“That run down build ing over there?”

“Yeah that run down build ing.”

“It’s really run down.”

“You’re tell ing me. It’s a wreck, rats, rodents, leaky plumb ing,

and ter ri ble heat.”

“You pay rent?” Alinsky asks.

“Of course I pay my rent.”

“For that run down build ing?”

“Yes, I don’t like it but I’m an hon est man.”

“Ever think about not pay ing rent?”

“What are you nuts? I’d get kicked out!”

Alinsky pauses then says, “Are the other peo ple in the build ing

as dis ap pointed as you with the con di tion of the build ing?”

“Yes, of course, any one would be, it’s a dump.”

Alinsky pauses again, per haps with his hand on his chin, “Ever

think about if nobody in the build ing paid rent.”

“What kind of silly idea … hmm” Studs pauses, con tem plates. 

After tell ing the story, Horwitt said that it cap tured the essence

of the Alinsky strat egy. It begins with rela tion ships and agi ta tion.

You have to meet face to face and stir some thing up in peo ple that

they feel pas sion ate about. Then you have to con nect peo ple who

share that pas sion, in this case the rent ers per haps. And then it

takes col lec tive action, focused on a spe cific issue, “Get ting the

place fixed up,” that has a rea son able chance of get ting a good

result.

By the end of the two day con fer ence, Horwitt and the other

speak ers had many young folks and com mu nity lead ers stirred up

to take action on some thing they felt pas sion ate about that had a

pos si bil ity of a good result. I thought about all the efforts many of

us made over the last 40 years to gain rec og ni tion for the field of

child and youth care work. Almost all of our suc cesses met the cri -

te ria set by Alinsky. A group, some times a hand ful of us, agi tated

(spoke out) for some thing, rolled up our sleeves, and focused on

220



get ting a result, usu ally on a local level, such as rais ing licens ing

stan dards for child and youth care work, cre at ing a step sys tem in

an agency that would allow work ers to advance and receive pay

increases, insist ing on work ers super vis ing work ers, or in our case

devel op ing an edu ca tion and research cen ter. Some times, how ever,

we also worked together on a much larger scale, such as the early

efforts to form a North Amer i can pro fes sional asso ci a tion in the

1970s and the cur rent effort among many peo ple and orga ni za tions

in the US and Can ada to cre ate a national cer tif i ca tion pro ject. 

And one by one these efforts per haps more than any thing else

helped advance our cause, which still has a long way to go, but can

find hope in the way the Obama cam paign showed how engag ing

peo ple in small pro jects on a local and national level can lead to big 

change.

In a con ver sa tion with Sandy after wards, I said I had another rea -

son why Obama won. 

“Why,” he asked.

“Because he plays bas ket ball,” I replied. “It’s all about tim ing,

team work, posi tion ing, being nim ble, and know ing when to change

the tempo. Just like child and youth care work.”

He laughed, per haps remem ber ing when we played bas ket ball in 

high school. 

***

For me, in hind sight, the clos ing in the 1970s turned out to be a

pain ful but pos i tive and impor tant event. Had it not closed, I might

still be there, which would be okay because some times I still miss

the work, but I have been happy with the way my work has gone

since then. I was able to take those eight won der ful years with

youth and use it as a source of my learn ing and grow ing over the

next 32 years. Shortly after it closed I fin ished my PhD and founded

the cen ter where I often draw on those early years in my writ ing,

research, and teach ing. I have also tried to use what I learned from

my col leagues about activ ism, and stand ing up for some thing you

believe in! “It’s your time to step up,” I said to my stu dents in class

after the Alinsky lec ture.

A few days ago I read an arti cle about how impor tant the Civil ian 

Con ser va tion Corp was dur ing the Great Depres sion. It put young
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men and women to work on pro jects that they could be proud of and 

gave them hope. This has been a dream of mine for some time. In

the past when I men tioned it at com mu nity meet ings, it rarely got

much sup port from peo ple with polit i cal power. Peo ple who worked

with youth always thought it was a great idea, but not the pol i ti -

cians. They knew most youth did n’t vote. Maybe the time has come

to res ur rect this idea for youth in Mil wau kee and the US? Let’s see,

who can we agi tate? 
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April 2009

Something is amiss

It’s Sat ur day after noon in the “com mu nity” cof fee shop. The place

is crowded. I am writ ing and using the free Wi Fi. A group of three

kids, around 8 or 9 in age, are near the water cooler next to the

coun ter with the accou tre ments for cof fee and bagels. This is not

unusual. Often chil dren come here with their par ents. These kids,

how ever, are unsu per vised. They have been run ning in between the

tables and fill ing their cups of water with sugar. 

Some thing else is amiss. Over by the door three big ger kids, all

hooded, maybe 11 or 12 in age are try ing and fail ing to look incon -

spic u ous. One of the big kids saun ters over to the water cooler,

while another cir cles around on the other side of the room, and the

third stands by the door. A glass of water is spilled behind my back

where the three lit tle kids are sit ting. A young woman comes out

with a mop and treats it as if it was an acci dent.

“Sorry,” one boy says, sound ing a lit tle too polite.

“Don’t worry, it’s only water.”

The other lit tle boys smirk. The big ger youth qui etly step back to

the door, wait.

“There’s another spill over here.” I point to a spot by the water

cooler.

The big boys begin to cir cle again and meet at the water cooler.

The lit tle boys move to the rear of the cof fee shop. When the big

boys step back toward the door, they come for ward to the water

cooler again. This rou tine is repeated 2 or 3 times, each time the

lim its tested. Even tu ally all of the youth end up by the water cooler,

act ing like legit i mate cus tom ers just fix ing up their drinks.

The lit tlest one begins to pro voke the big gest one by say ing

some thing I can’t under stand. He’s in the big kids face, as they say.

His cour age is admi ra ble, but he is about to get the “you know

what” kicked out of him. The young woman comes over and tries to

calm things down with a cool head, but you can tell she is uneasy. I
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store my com puter, walk over, and in a firm, still friendly voice say,

“What’s up, guys?”

“Noth ing,” one of the boys says sheep ishly, as if to “put me on.”

Just then the lit tle one lunges for the big ger one. For tu nately I

can stop him sim ply by putt ing my arm out and firmly push ing him

back. He does a few “your mamas” and then begins to shout how

these big ger kids were pick ing on them in the park across the

street. I am reminded imme di ately of my days in res i den tial treat -

ment.

Mean while another man has got ten up and says, “Let’s take this

out side and talk.” 

“Good idea,” I say.

“I’m not going out side with them,” one of the qui eter lit tle boys

says.

One of the big ger kids punches air.

“I’ll take these three out side” the man says, select ing a good

strat egy to dif fuse the sit u a tion.

“I’ll stay here and talk to these three.”

The leader of the big group “disses” (stares) down the lit tle rivals.

The other man, cool and col lected, keeps mov ing them with body 

lan guage out the front door. I won der if he is a youth worker. He has 

good tech nique, and tim ing. The big ger kids give him a lit tle heat,

but he does n’t over re act and man ages to get the three of them to go 

out side with him. 

For a moment the lit tle ones break away and start shout ing at

them in the hall way inside the front door. Stay between the two

groups I remind myself. I bring them back in and have them sit with

me by the coun ter that looks out onto the street. 

“Where are you boys from?”

“Chi cago.”

“What hap pened?”

“They started beat ing on us in the park.”

“Why?”

“Because he said some thing.” He looks at the lit tlest mem ber of

the group. 

224



“You have to stop pro vok ing them or you’re going to get hurt.”

“So, I can hurt him too!” Once again I can not help but admire

him for stand ing up for him self; yet at the same time feel sad that at 

such a young age he has become so aggres sive. Mean while the

older boys have got ten on their bikes and are headed back to the

park.

“Where are your par ents?” I ask.

“They're com ing to get us…There they are,” one boy points at a

dishev eled rather young and over weight woman, and an equally

dishev eled thin man, per haps a few years older. High on some thing

per haps, they look very dis in ter ested as the young boys run out side

and they walk off together.

The other man comes back in and we chat for a while. He is not

a youth worker, just a stu dent who felt he should have stepped in.

“They need some super vi sion,” I say.

“Yeah, lots of super vi sion,” he says.

I thank him and say, “I wish more peo ple were like you.”

“It’s the only way we were going to solve this prob lem. It’s every -

one’s respon si bil ity.”

I agree and sit back down to write this story for my col umn, sad -

dened by the con di tion of the boys’ par ents, and the lives they must

live. I am also reminded of the impor tance of prox im ity (a tech nique 

intro duced years ago by Fritz Redl and David Wineman for work ing

with aggres sive youth). I am glad I was in the cof fee shop with

another man who “got it.” Just as I am hope ful that Pres i dent

Obama gets it about edu ca tion and care for kids. This could have

been a much “big ger fiasco,” as we used to say when we “came

down” together after a shift. In hind sight, I prob a bly should have

stepped in ear lier. I’m get ting a lit tle rusty. 

225



May 2009

Careless to caring: Still a
long way to go

In 1983, as an eager child and youth care worker who had just

received his PhD and founded a uni ver sity edu ca tion and research 

cen ter with other work ers in our pro fes sional asso ci a tion, I wrote a

book titled Care less to Car ing for Trou bled Youth. My prem ise was

that turn over and lack of sup port for prac ti tio ners was a major prob -

lem in the child and youth care field. I argued that unless we could

find a way to recruit and keep com pe tent work ers in the field the

sys tem would con tinue to fail many chil dren and fam i lies. Much of

my work was based on the pos i tive expe ri ence I had had for sev eral

years as a child and youth care worker in a res i den tial treat ment

cen ter for trou bled boys. Based on my expe ri ence and many other

good pro grams I had learned about, I tried to show what could be

done.

I used case exam ples to describe what hap pens to chil dren and

fam i lies that come into pro grams, bureaus and depart ments with

high turn over, incom pe tence, and imper ma nence. I also showed

how many well intended and com mit ted pro fes sion als entered the

field only to be dis cour aged by the lack of sup port and incen tives

they received to stay and develop as pro fes sion als. Along with this, I 

pro vided sev eral exam ples of what hap pens when chil dren and

youth are for tu nate to be in pro grams with com pe tent, expe ri enced

child and youth care pro fes sion als, and argued that it was cost and

treat ment effec tive to invest in the train ing, super vi sion, sal a ries,

and over all devel op ment of a child and youth care staff.

A few years ago mem bers of the Acad emy of Child and Youth

Care Pro fes sion als in the US and Can ada wrote and pub lished a

posi tion paper. We argued that in order to move for ward in ser vices

for chil dren and youth it was more impor tant than ever to recruit,

develop, super vise, and edu cate youth work ers and to pay them a

decent sal ary. Over the years stud ies in child and youth care and

other human ser vice fields have shown that edu ca tion, super vi sion,
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career oppor tu ni ties, decent staff ing pat terns and work ing hours,

team deci sion-mak ing and ade quate pay con trib ute to orga ni za -

tional com mit ment, job sat is fac tion, and pro duc tiv ity. The Acad emy 

said it was time to imple ment these prac tices on a broader scale.

In their edi to rial, 'Tell ing our Story', in last month’s CYC-Online

Brian Gannon and Thom Garfat asked us to tell our sto ries with the

kind of sen si tiv ity, insight, and accu racy that goes into writ ing sto -

ries for the media that ring true with the expe ri ence of child and

youth care as a coun ter to the “sensationalized” and “out of con -

text” polar ized or sen ti men tal writ ing that has taken over much of

the air ways and print. Tell sto ries in other words that ring true with

the expe ri ence.

When I started in the field, in the late 1960s it was clear to many

of us that this is what we had to do. We had to tell our story, gen er -

ate new knowl edge, and get the word out about what we did. Our

energy was focused on devel op ing a pro fes sion with its own edu ca -

tion pro grams and knowl edge base. Most of us, as I recall, liked our

work and the places where we worked. We were at home in child

and youth care and wanted to stay. So we edu cated our selves, per -

formed at the high est level we could, and fought for higher wages

and ben e fits.

In our efforts to show the value of child and youth care we told

our real sto ries with pride. We tried to build our field by show ing

how com plex and impor tant the work was. Child and youth care in

our sto ries was an imper fect sci ence filled with moments of mis -

takes, dis cov er ies, fun, strug gles, pain, joy, and gut wrench ing

moments that made us laugh and cry. Many of us vol un teered our

time after long shifts to form our asso ci a tions. Our motto was “ask

not what your coun try can do for you but what you can do for your

coun try.” No one was going to pro vide us with the things we wanted 

unless we could show and artic u late why we needed it. And we did

this.

I was and am proud to be part of a long his tory of work ers who

were pas sion ate about their work and spoke out about it. We “got

on our soap boxes,” as Karen VanderVen often says in her

CYC-Online mag a zine col umn. We learned from the pio neers who

had gone before us and from our mis takes and suc cesses. We made 

prog ress in devel op ing a rich lit er a ture, gen er at ing new knowl edge,

and orga niz ing our selves into a pro fes sion with stan dards of
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prac tice.

Some times, when I read com ments from work ers on CYC-Net

who seem stuck in a bad place and are wait ing to be rec og nized

and/or for things to change, I won der why you would work in that

place, or why do you bother to stay in this field? “Time for you to

move on,” I say to myself. On the other hand I have empa thy for

work ers who like and are com mit ted to their work and are try ing to

change for the better orga ni za tions, com mu ni ties and coun tries

where they work. I can relate to their strug gle. I get excited about

the poten tial for sig nif i cant change they bring to the field with their

soul ful insight.

It is more impor tant than ever today that we tell the story my col -

leagues and I tried to tell with a fresh set of expe ri ences, eyes, and

ears. We have to learn from the past and add new insights that ring

true with con tem po rary chal lenges. For tu nately we have many new

ways to get the word out such as CYC-Net. There is greater poten tial 

than ever to be heard. The chal lenge, how ever, is the same. We have 

to show how our work pos i tively impacts the youth and fam i lies we

care about. And we have to do it with the real ism that comes from

being pro fes sion als com mit ted to cre at ing change.

As I write this, I recall that it was a year ago in May that sev eral

of us from the US and Can ada, who have been part of the effort to

get the word out and pro fes sion al ize the field for sev eral years, met

in New Mex ico. The sto ries many of the par tic i pants shared before,

dur ing, and since then (on CYC-Net and else where) are the kind of

sto ries that need to be told. So are the sto ries of so many new

voices that have “shown up” in recent years. We still have a long

way to go. I also find that excit ing.

I am reminded again of this sec tion from doc tor/poet Wil liam

Carlos Wil liam's poem, Pas to ral which he wrote later in his life at a

time when he found him self at home among the poor.

the fences and outhouses

built of barrel staves

and parts of boxes, all,

as if I am fortunate,

smeared a bluish green

that properly weathered
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pleases me the best

of all colors 

No one

will believe this

of vast import to the nation

No one will know, of course, unless we tell them… and this morn -

ing, while I write again in the cof fee shop, sun shin ing through the

win dow, jazz and rap play ing in the back ground, peo ple com ing and 

going, peace ful, the sleepy youth fin ish their cof fee and bagels, and

slowly head off to the School for the Arts while the com mu nity

wakes around them. 
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June 2009

The “divine” child and youth
care “milieu”

A few weeks ago I vis ited with a woman I had not seen in over 42

years. When I first met her, she was in her early twen ties and

had recently left the con vent. The life of a nun was not for her. She

wanted to explore life and do good out in the world. It was the

spring of 1967. She was about to grad u ate with a degree in phi los o -

phy and psy chol ogy. She was gor geous. I passed her on a stair case,

instantly knew she was spe cial, and boldly told her I loved her. I had 

had “a few.” She bought my humor and pres ence, if not my line. For

a few weeks, we went out, took walks and had sev eral long talks. I

was impressed by her deep sense of con vic tion, the thought she

had given to her future, and her will ing ness to take risks.

That sum mer she moved to Wash ing ton DC to look for work and

even tu ally found it in the youth divi sion of the police depart ment,

one of only 13 women on the force of 3,000. I vis ited her before I

went off to be trained for the war in Viet nam. Drafted, I had joined

the Army Reserves with the hope of avoid ing active duty in the jun -

gle. Dur ing basic train ing we cor re sponded. I went for another visit

after my train ing. Then our friend ship (for the time being as it turns

out) ended. Let’s just say I had a lit tle matur ing to do.

That spring, I met Suzanne, my part ner all these years. She

showed me what it meant to have a call ing as an art ist, and shortly

after that I found my way in child and youth care. One night recently 

I was think ing again about the woman I last saw in D.C. and how

she had influ enced me with her thought ful, free spir ited sense of

con vic tion. I won dered how her life had gone. So I “Googled” her

name and to my sur prise found her nearby just north of Chi cago.

Within an hour I got a note back say ing what a nice sur prise it was

to hear from me and invit ing me to visit. She seemed to have for got -

ten or for given some of my she nan i gans.

I drove down from Mil wau kee a cou ple weeks later on a sunny

spring day. From the first moment it seemed as if no time had
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passed. We had lunch and told our sto ries. Her story was truly

remark able. She had got ten a degree in law, helped pros e cute orga -

nized crime in New York and went on to be a very suc cess ful

cor po rate law yer (as we ate I could not keep from smil ing with

admi ra tion at the thought that this rather petite woman had taken

on such risky chal lenges). I always knew she would be suc cess ful,

she was and is very smart, hard work ing and ded i cated. And like

many women she had bal anced her career with a mar riage and a

son. A dozen or so years ago, she had also gone back to school to

get a mas ters in social work and became a Jung ian ther a pist. She

had come full cir cle, from human ser vices, to cor po rate law, and

back to human ser vices, all of which, of course, depend on hav ing

good peo ple skills.

Our con ver sa tion con tin ued on the shore of Lake Mich i gan

where for more than 30 years she had been walk ing while 60 miles

north I had been run ning. We both agreed it was not a coin ci dence

that we had come together at this point in our lives to dis cuss how

we had evolved. We dis cov ered many sim i lar i ties (we both had just

one child, sons about the same age) and dif fer ences in the courses

we had cho sen. I was so happy to see her again and rem i nisce.

Later that after noon we shared pho tos of our fam i lies. Before the

visit ended she gave me a cou ple of books to read. She had

expressed inter est in my books and I ask her to share some of her

influ ences. One of those books was The Divine Milieu by Pierre

Teilhard de Chardin (Pierre Teilhard or Teilhard as he is often

referred to).

When I got home, I dove into the book because I wanted to know

more about what had shaped her think ing back when she chose to

leave the con vent and met me. Read ing the book was one insight

after another of the kind that one has about some one in hind sight.

For those who do not know (I did n’t until she gave me the book),

Teilhard was a Jesuit, thinker, sci en tist (geol o gist and pale on tol o -

gist who helped dis cover Peking Man) and phi los o pher. He called

him self a phenomenologist and chal lenged some of the tra di tions of 

the Cath o lic Church in an attempt to bring the inner world of faith

together with con scious man’s actions in the outer sci en tific world

and the uni verse (faith and rea son). His writ ing spoke to me the way 

a book that one reads and does n’t com pletely under stand, but

wants to, speaks, espe cially his notions of evolv ing con scious ness
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and detach ment/attach ment through action (Please excuse this

vast over sim pli fi ca tion of a very com plex, deep think ing man of

faith). 

I am not a reli gious per son. I have not gone to church in a long

time. But I do con sider myself spir i tual. The fur ther into the book I

read, the more I thought about the notion of milieu in res i den tial

care, or at least milieu as it was taught to me by many of the pio -

neers in the field. Like many of my co-work ers and col leagues in the 

pro fes sion, I learned that the milieu was a place where every thing

we did for youth served a devel op men tal and ther a peu tic pur pose

and was inter con nected in the macro and micro sys tems in which

we worked. If we planned our inter ac tions and activ i ties with this in

mind there was tre men dous poten tial in each daily liv ing expe ri -

ence. Noth ing was too small to con sider; each inter ac tion and

activ ity had enor mous poten tial. Books and tech niques includ ing

Con trols from Within, Life Space Inter view, A Guide for Child Care

Work ers, The Pro fes sional House parent, The Other Twenty Three

Hours and later The Ecol ogy of Human Devel op men tal, Group Care

for Chil dren and Youth and Being in Child Care: A Jour ney into Self

showed us how to do this.

We also took the kids to church if they wanted to go and shared

our indi vid ual feel ings of spir i tu al ity with them. As a boy I had

learned that God was love and Jesus was our earthly role model. As

a young man in search of words and ideas to define my spir i tu al ity I

was influ enced by Erik Erikson’s Gan dhi’s Truth, which I read after

Child hood in Soci ety, and books like Siddhartha by Herman Hesse.

Dur ing devo tions in the treat ment cen ter I read from Khalil Gibran’s

The Prophet. I read Thomas Mer ton, curi ous about how a man who

had lived a wild young life became a deep think ing monk. Later I

was influ enced by the street wise, schol arly mus ings of Mike

Baizerman who intro duced me to Mar tin Buber (phi los o phy of dia -

logue and reli gious exis ten tial ism) and oth ers who brought their

spir i tu al ity to their work.

Back then my co-work ers and I tried to intro duce some of this

think ing through our actions and speak ing into the lives of the

youth. We felt spir i tu al ity was as much in nature, the songs of John

Lennon and Bob Dylan, and the writ ings of Gibran and many oth ers, 

as it was in the reli gious dogma that some of them had or had not

been exposed to.
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All along, how ever, we more or less kept this part of the work

com part men tal ized from the work of devel op ment in the daily envi -

ron ment. It was as if there was this spir i tual side of the work that

most of us acknowl edged but rarely stra te gi cally inte grated into our 

case and/or treat ment plans. It was out there, taken for granted as

some thing to include as long as we were open-minded about the

mul ti ple and com plex ways youth expe ri enced and expressed their

spir i tu al ity.

Read ing The Divine Milieu and reflect ing on these expe ri ences

got me think ing again about how per haps the time has arrived when 

we can/should freely and know ingly make spir i tu al ity, in the broad -

est sense, a stra te gic part of our writ ing and activ ity and case plans

for youth. Many undoubt edly have and will con tinue to do this. But

maybe as a field we should make a greater effort (evolv ing con -

scious ness) to inte grate spir i tual teach ings with sci ence and

expe ri ence into our inter ac tions dur ing rela tional prac tice. Rob ert

Coles has done this beau ti fully in The Spir i tual Life of Chil dren, I am

told. Maybe more of us should weave this part of self, other,

“otherliness,” and the world into the daily dance in the milieu. Rec -

og nize how it shapes youth in their search for mean ing and iden tity

as we plan and are enmeshed in our activ ity and rela tion ships

together. It would fit in nicely in the pro gres sion of think ing and

action pres ent in the pow er ful new book Stand ing on the Prec i pice:

Inquiry into the Cre ative Poten tial of Child and Youth Care Work

(2008) that speaks to the mul ti ple ways youth develop and make

mean ing in the postmodern world.

In past col umns of Moments with Youth, I have writ ten about

phe nom ena such as wait ing, antic i pat ing, motion, still ness, tran si -

tions, lunch and death/beauty. After recon nect ing with my friend, I

am curi ous again about the spir i tual nature of these expe ri ences. I

see it as part of these moments just as rela tion ship, pres ence and

devel op ment care are. Our meet ing also reminded me of how impor -

tant our time less encoun ters with youth can be, and the way these

moments become parts of their sto ries as they grow, develop, and

evolve.

When, eager to know why she had trusted and spent time with

me many years ago, I asked my friend why she gave me Teilhard to

read, she said, “One of the con se quences is that I am an opti mist.

He was my intel lec tual hero because he intro duced me to evolv ing
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con scious ness but I think he tried too hard to be Cath o lic. In an

e-mail I wrote that it seemed we were both what Walt Whit man

called, “Itin er ant glad ness scat ter ers.” I pre fer Leon ard Cohen’s

“Our lady by the har bor; Jesus was a sailor when he walked on

water”, Zen Bud dha, Jew ish, Mus lim, Chris tian spir i tu al ity and par -

al lel uni verse, chaos, orthogenesis, and sci en tific think ing to any

form of orga nized reli gion. In other words, I pre fer the open-ended

quest to the walls and con stric tions of one faith or another. “Jesus

was a sailor when he walked on water,” Leon ard Cohen sings.

We plan to con tinue our con ver sa tion about synchronicity and

many other phe nom ena. Hav ing taken up paint ing and pho tog ra -

phy, she is eager to meet Suzanne, and vice versa. Given Suzanne’s

ideas about the uni verse, work, death, and life that should be inter -

est ing. 
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July 2009

Detachment/Attachment

Lately I have been read ing Gilles Deleuze, the French phi los o pher 

who pro duced works of phi los o phy, lit er a ture and fine art.

Although much of his com plex think ing is beyond my grasp, it

seems to res o nate with the inter dis ci plin ary, mixed genre way I have 

come to see child and youth care. He wanted his ideas to be played

with. So I read and reread pas sages from his work and try to make

con nec tions with my own work.

Ear lier in this col umn I wrote about how Deleuze saw new con -

nec tions in rep e ti tion, dif fer ences, and mul ti plic ity in his images of

thought much the way the chaos sci en tist sees pat terns that

emerge from ran dom ness. Deleuze notion of rhi zomes also rings

true with child and youth care as an evolv ing nexus of themes, prac -

tices, and ideas.

I got turned on to Deleuze when I read a paper by a child and

youth care grad u ate stu dent at Brock Uni ver sity. Not sur pris ing the

stu dents’ advi sors Hans and Kathy Skott-Myhre often ref er ence

Deleuze in their writ ing about rad i cal youth work and eth ics.

Deleuze also comes up in con ver sa tions I have with a phi los o phy

grad u ate stu dent who rents a room in my house. He loaned me his

copy of The Deleuze Con nec tions and Crit i cal and Clin i cal, a book of

Deleuze’s essays on lit er a ture.

I find much inspi ra tion in the thought ful way my col leagues and

young schol ars are intro duc ing ideas from phi los o phy, lit er a ture,

film and art into their attempts to under stand and shed light on

child and youth care and human nature in gen eral. They are not will -

ing to accept sim ple expla na tions of com plex phe nom ena. 

Recently, for instance, I recon nected via e-mail with Janet

Newbury, who first inspired me with a the sis she wrote for a child

and youth care mas ters at the Uni ver sity of Vic to ria. It was an inter -

view/story based account of how rel a tives dealt with fam ily loss

sev eral years after a ship wreck, and sub se quently one of the most

alive and rel e vant child and youth care texts I have read. A pas sage
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in her work about numb ness led me to explore in more detail Milan

Kundera’s notion of death/beauty in an ear lier Moments with Youth

col umn.

Her work today is tak ing her in the direc tion of social activ ism,

the rela tion ship between mean ing and met a phor, and many other

places. She is chal leng ing out come focused, often cul tur ally insen -

si tive prac tices and pol i cies set forth by funders, pub lish ers,

prac ti tio ners, and pol i ti cians who try to define and do child and

youth care accord ing to sim ple evi dence and asset based cri te ria.

She is also try ing, like many young schol ars, to under stand the work 

as a rela tional, con text bound and cul tural pro cess of inter ac tion

with mul ti ple pos si bil i ties and com plex i ties.

In these con texts one of the themes I have been curi ous about

for a while is detach ment. It is a theme in Deleuze’s work, as it is in

many of the phi los o phers, fic tion writ ers, poets, and film mak ers I

have referred to pre vi ously in this col umn. They all seem to sug gest

that if we detach our selves in some way from our sub ject(s) and his -

to ries it opens us to new oppor tu ni ties, insights and con nec tions. 

I inter pret this as mean ing if we under stand our story, the social,

cul tural, and polit i cal sys tems in which we live, and do not let it

inter fere in our open-minded pres ence and inter ac tions with chil -

dren, youth, par ents, co-work ers and oth ers, this opens the door to

cre ate new ways of con nect ing in daily inter ac tions. We do our per -

sonal home work, and then get enmeshed in an expe ri ence with self

aware ness at the edge of our con scious ness and let the action take

us where it will, our prior expe ri ences and per spec tives fuel ing our

curi os ity as we search for new dis cov er ies about self and other. 

In an essay in Crit i cal and Clin i cal on Beckett’s Film, Deleuze

com ments on how Beckett’s work was an attempt to free self from

per cep tion by other. In child and youth care we might imag ine that,

like a cam era, our goal is to be open to youth free of per cep tions

other than the one cre ated by the angle at which we observe. “To

be” in this con text is to be seen but not per ceived accord ing to any

ste reo type. The observer puts her/him self in the best pos si ble posi -

tion or “prox im ity” to observe.

In my classes I show stu dents a video made by Sadie Benning.

Dur ing her teen years, she vid eo taped scenes from her life. Not only 

did she cre ate a piece of art work, she also pro vided insight into the
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life of a lonely teen strug gling with her sex u al ity. The cam era lis -

tened and saw her with the unbi ased and undi vided atten tion she

wished adults would give her. Thus, in class we prac tice try ing to

look in this way, aware of how our story (mon tage) shapes our view

as we open our minds, eyes, and ears to what she is show ing us and 

say ing.

Another way to think of the rela tion ship between detach ment

and attach ment is if we let in the ran dom ness and unique ness of

our inter ac tions and stop try ing to con trol our exper i ments (inter ac -

tions) and out comes, new pat terns and pos si bil i ties con stantly

emerge. We plan care fully in advance, as the child and youth care

lit er a ture clearly shows, accord ing to youths’ devel op men tal capac -

ity and readi ness to con nect and par tic i pate in activ i ties, but our

work is not rig idly bound by mod els or scripts. Instead, when ever

pos si ble, in the impro vised dance of youth work we learn as much

as we can about self, other, and the work, then free our selves to

respond to the ever chang ing rhythms of our inter ac tions and expe -

ri ences. Many abstract art ists, poets, and jazz, rap, and rock

musi cians, of course, show us how to do this by draw ing us in with

their detached/attached images and rhythms.

We in a sense free our selves of the psy cho an a lytic anal y sis and

inter pre ta tions of the past. Lives are not boxed in by labels, cat e go -

ries, and num bers. Each par tic i pant in the inter ac tion becomes his

or her own agent in the moment and future. The past gives way to

the new sto ries we cre ate by our actions and inter ac tions. We see

the uses for “symp toms” and shape new, more use ful steps and

actions as we move for ward together in the rat-tat-tat of action,

reflec tion, action, reflec tion.

For me, at this point, this all sums up some thing like this: while

we can never take our selves out of our work and think ing, if we

want to be cre ative and open our selves to new insights and con nec -

tions then we have to under stand how our his to ries and biases get

us to a cer tain point and try to put it in the back ground or at the

edge of our con scious ness as we use it to form new con nec tions

while we do, engage in, think, and write and speak about our work. 

In this regard, I have always been curi ous about and inspired by

work ers who seem ingly are so “into” their work on a daily basis (as I 

would like to think I was). They are con stantly engaged in their

activ ity with the oth ers (chil dren, youth, par ents) leav ing open the
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pos si bil ity for change, learn ing, and growth. Sub se quently their

“attach ment frees” to use a phrase from Henry Maier.

In my case, as I have writ ten many times, this is most likely to

hap pen in my reflex ive and inter ac tive work when I am in motion, or 

out of my head and into my body. I can lis ten, be cre ative, and enjoy 

an expe ri ence when I leave the past behind and am fully engaged

with oth ers, the work, and the world around me. I am in a sense lost

in the activ ity, open and avail able to expe ri ence and show my expe -

ri ence, and this seems to con nect. 

When I simul ta neously do child and youth care and/or write

about it, I try, as Deleuze sug gests, to open my self to new expe ri -

ences, images of thought and lives that emerge free of much of the

emo tional and intel lec tual attach ment to what was in favor of what

is in the moment, and then con tinue to move on to a new insight

about a new or old theme. 

Whereas Deleuze might be sug gest ing an eraser of “the I”

replaced with a new “vital ism” for life, my pref er ence is for an “I” or

“me” slightly out of the pic ture: blurred per haps by its ener getic

move ment through a scene with oth ers: the Camus, Vir ginia Woolf,

and Leon ard Cohen I. The “I” intro duced in 20th cen tury Amer i can

lit er a ture by writ ers who placed a self-ques tion ing I in their work

and were fore run ners to many of the more sen si tive young writ ers of 

today; the “I” of youth work ers who get into their work the way Rus -

sian author Turgenev uses a sense of detach ment to get into his

land scapes with his char ac ters in books like Fathers and Sons.

The themes that emerge from this writ ing/think ing, detached

and attached work define child and youth care for me at a point in

time. As I have writ ten often before, pres ence, rhyth mic inter ac tion,

mean ing mak ing, and atmo sphere are four themes that con stantly

show them selves in moments of con nec tion, dis cov ery and empow -

er ment.

Death, loss, and mor tal ity are themes in the work of most, if not

all, writ ers and work ers I admire. Their quest to under stand these

phe nom ena seems to make them more alive. It is always there as

the under cur rent, or exis ten tial hum, such as in the work of Albert

Camus, Vir ginia Woolf, George Oppen, Milan Kundera, Hem ing way,

Ray mond Carver, Mar gue rite Duras, and Sam uel Beckett to name a

few. I am inter ested in what they have to say, the pic tures they
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paint, the way their words move, the spaces in between, and the

pauses their char ac ters inhabit. The way their scenes cap ture the

place in art and life where we are, as Strand wrote about Edward

Hop per’s paint ings, com pelled to stay and leave as we move toward 

still ness. 

For exam ple, the quest was evi dent in Camus’ A Happy Death,

The Stranger, short sto ries, and note books as he reflected on jus tice, 

war, rela tion ships, cul ture and place. Jesuit phenomenologist De

Chardin took his own path to under stand ing evolv ing con scious -

ness and detach ment/attach ment through action as he sep a rated

from some of the tra di tions of the Cath o lic Church. Wim Wenders

showed his jour ney in images on film in mov ies such as Wings of

Desire and Paris Texas. 

Loss was shown in the rhythms of Nick Adams foot steps as he

returned from war in Hem ing way’s Big Two Hearted River and the

cur rents of time run ning over the stones in Maclean’s A River Runs

Through it, which ends, “I am haunted by waters.” It’s in the ten sion 

and energy of Nick’s move ment across and in the land scape and

the water run ning between the fly fish ing broth ers and Maclean’s

reflec tions back on those moments of his youth. In Sam Shepard’s

plays, Fool for Love and The Late Henry Moss, it is at the edge of his

char ac ters con scious ness, pro pel ling the dia logue. It is in Mar gue -

rite Duras’ mir ror as she watches her self age in The Lover; the light

that enters Rilke’s Pan ther’s eyes, and so forth.

All of these writ ers and art ists work(ed) with a sense of detach -

ment. Dis tance draws them closer to their sub jects and makes them 

pres ent. Their quest can be seen, heard, and felt as they look back

on it through the win dow of their par ent’s car. The images in their

work have Wender’s con ti nu ity of move ment as they strive for Ezra

Pound’s fun da men tal accu racy of state ment. Through their spon ta -

ne ous, truth ful frag men ta tion, like Whit man as inter preted by

Deleuze, they become por tray ers and con vey ors of the best of life

and lives in its cur rent land scapes. Or, as Whit man said, “itin er ant

glad ness scat ter ers” spread ing scenes, cases, and sights, each one

a gran ule in a larger evolv ing, yet to be deter mined, whole, painted

like Cezanne by reach ing for a moun tain and leav ing behind

patches of light and dark.

These writ ers/work ers’ eth ics is in their pro cess as they search

for sto ries, words, and images that ring true with the expe ri ence,
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and invite read ers to explore their own expe ri ences with them and

move beyond, each new action, image, or glimpse of the work that

com pels new action at lunch, bed time, run ning, play ing, work ing or

wher ever their rela tional devel op men tal inter ac tions take them as

they try to be with youth and the world, learn ing and grow ing

together.

In my work with youth work ers and trou bled youth I see a sim i lar 

quest in their sto ries. In my classes we tell our sto ries with the

knowl edge that under stand ing our expe ri ences opens us to the

expe ri ence of oth ers. We try to paint our pic tures and images of

thought. This helps us have empa thy for one another. Many of them

have expe ri enced a con sid er able amount of loss and death. I find

their resil ience, vital ity, and altru ism inspir ing. I am amazed by their 

thirst for life as they strug gle to under stand their own mor tal ity and

feel ings of aban don ment. This makes them, us, real, enmeshed in

life sin cere about our quest as we move for ward with out being

weighed down by the past, and thus youth are more likely to join us.

I often find myself today as Deleuze sug gests, try ing to be with,

rather than in and of the world of lunch, kickball, lis ten ing… 

I walk through the tall grass on the banks of the creek, red,

black and brown stones scattered on the sandy floor.

Memories, like stones, are shifted and polished in currents of

time, I tell myself, and keep walking at a steady pace, lost in

the rhythm of my gait, my eyes following a piece of driftwood

moving downstream while I see youth anew …
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August 2009

Fragmentation

In the early 1980s the inter na tional child and youth care con fer -

ence spon sored by the School of Child and Youth Care at the

Uni ver sity of Pitts burgh con cluded with a rec om men da tion that

child and youth care adopt qual i ta tive research as a pri mary method 

for research ing and under stand ing the work. Since then the field

seems to have grown in accep tance as a pro fes sion along with the

growth in accep tance of qual i ta tive research.

Today there are numer ous descrip tive and inter pre tive meth ods

of qual i ta tive research that help us under stand our own expe ri ences 

while we under stand the expe ri ences of oth ers. Many researcher/

prac ti tio ners, includ ing myself, have turned to story and nar ra tive to 

explore and show the work in con texts that res o nate with the way

our inter ac tions occur. 

Much of the move ment in this direc tion coin cides with the

empha sis on mean ing mak ing, or the belief that we all build and

shape our selves in the world through our own nar ra tives that are

con structed with unique cul tural, famil ial and com mu nity expe ri -

ences. To under stand one another we have to under stand our own

story and how it biases our inter ac tions while we lis ten with curi os -

ity about oth ers as we try to speak across the spaces of our

expe ri ences.

The empha sis on nar ra tive and story, one can argue, is also an

out growth of the way most work ers talk about their shifts after work

when they sit down to reflect with one another. They tell sto ries to

give their inter ac tions tone, tex ture, humor, and pic tures that are

required to under stand their inter ac tions.

As excit ing as this devel op ment is we have to pro ceed with some 

cau tion rec og niz ing that most nar ra tives and sto ries are “made up,”

or fic tional accounts con structed from events the tell ers choose to

include from mem o ries or notes that have become a bit fussy and/or 

illu mi nated with time. All mem o ries have a qual ity of not being

entirely “real” sim ply because we can never remem ber every thing
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and or tell every thing exactly as it occurred, and we choose to

include or leave out parts. Mean ing is made by the occur rence of an 

event and our reflec tion on it. Fur ther more, most mem o ries don’t

come to us in neat sto ries or nar ra tives with clear begin nings, end -

ings, or plots. They come instead in frag ments of thought or images 

jux ta posed with other frag ments, a sort of col lage of mem o ries in

which one mem ory evokes another mem ory, insight, or emo tion.

What we (youth and us) feel is to some degree made up from

many images, emo tions, and expe ri ences, mostly in the pres ent.

Youth are often try ing to tell us what they feel, think, and see from a

flood of expe ri ences that man i fest them selves at that point in time,

just as we might be flooded with mem o ries and expe ri ences of our

own. This is their/our real ity then, not for ever, and not exactly as it

was ever in the past.

If we want to fully under stand, there fore, we have to open to

what they are tell ing us, using our senses as much as our minds.

“What are the images, behav iors, and met a phors they pres ent tell -

ing us?” we ask with our eyes, ears, noses, feel ings, and heads. If

child and youth care is a devel op men tal, expe ri en tial, and exis ten -

tial pro cess of human inter ac tion that occurs in mul ti ple con texts,

then part of the chal lenge is to take it for what it is with out fit ting it

into a story or model or prac tice tech nique. An expres sion of anger

or joy is an expres sion of joy as it is in the pres ent as influ enced per -

haps by mul ti ple feel ings of anger or joy. Sim i larly an insight is an

insight arrived at from many past moments or expe ri ences. These

emo tions and insights are also works in prog ress, chang ing from

one moment to the next with new expe ri ences and dis cov er ies. 

This is why it is so impor tant to lis ten with undi vided atten tion

and to be open and avail able to mir ror back our expe ri ences of them 

while simul ta neously being aware of what oth ers and our sur round -

ings are mir ror ing back of us. The same can be said about us. The

mean ing we make of our inter ac tions does not nec es sar ily come in

a story, or lin ear nar ra tive. To know these moments we have to, as I

wrote last month, detach our selves a bit in our reflec tive work and

get into the expe ri ence of being in child and youth care in the

moment so we can feel, read, and see what is being told from our

unique per spec tives.

This is also why I have moved from tell ing sto ries to writ ing

reflec tive sketches in which I frag ment and jux ta pose my

242



expe ri ences as I explore youth work and my own youth unfold ing

over time, such as in the fol low ing new ver sion of a sketch I have

worked on for some time: 

(1959) 

Russo and I ride the North Shore electric train to the jazz festival in

Chicago. He has a brush haircut; I have a duck’s tail. We’re both

wearing leather jackets. The landscape is a blur, an endless stream

of farms and telephone poles. To pass the time I drum on my knees

while he bums a cigarette. 

(1990) 

“I’m thinking of getting my ear pierced like you,” I say to my son,

Devon, on the Charles Bridge in Prague shortly after the Velvet

Revolution.

“You’ll just look like a mid dle aged guy try ing to be cool,” he

smiles and hands an ear ring back to a young woman sit ting on a

blan ket. 

We leave the bridge and walk past Kafka’s father’s store to a pub in 

Old Town where we are seated with two young Hun gar ian men.

Devon speaks to them in French. One’s a car pen ter, the other a tai lor.

“They know where I can get a Soviet Army coat," Devon says.

“Go ahead, I’ll meet you later on the bridge.” After he leaves, I stay

and have a sand wich then return to the bridge. The night sky is clear,

the water calm. Behind me an old man is play ing the accor dion, his

arms open ing and clos ing the bellows. I look at the cas tle where

Vaclav Havel, the reluc tant pres i dent, a play wright who wrote for the

Thea tre of the Absurd and later as part of a lib er a tion move ment from

a prison cell, lives, and won der if he can find time to write. 

“What are you think ing?” The light is at Devon’s back. He’s wear -

ing the long Soviet coat, his tall sil hou ette, face less, his voice

smooth, like the water that flows under the bridge.

“Noth ing.” 

(1959) 

The reflection I see in the train window on the moving countryside

is the face in my favorite photo of my mother taken before she met

my father. She is smiling coquettishly from beneath the brim of the
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flapper hat. I comb my hair back into my duck’s tail, jut my jaw out,

and take a sideways glance trying to look older. 

(1990) 

“My ageing was very sudden. I saw it spread over my features one by

one, changing the relationship between them, making the eyes larger, 

the expression sadder, the mouth more final, leaving great creases in

the forehead. But instead of being dismayed, I watched the process

with the same interest I might have taken in the reading of a book.

And I knew I was right, that one day it would slow down and take its

normal course.” I read in Harper and Row’s 1985 edition (p.4) of

Marguerite Duras’, The Lover while looking for a way to write my

experiences. 

(1959) 

Slowly the farmland fades into brown-brick buildings, then taller

and taller buildings. From the train station, we walk inland. The city

is like another planet: canyons of skyscrapers that block the sun,

drunks, students, and businessmen all mixed together. We arrive at

the Chicago Stadium early and toss coins with two other boys. Soon 

men in cardigan sweaters and women in evening gowns begin to

arrive. Between us, Russo and I win a buck. By the time we finish,

the stadium is almost full. We mill around, find our seats and wait.

Eventually, the buzz of the crowd gives way to the mellow sound of

Coleman Hawkins’ saxophone followed by JJ Johnson, and Ella

Fitzgerald.

After wards, still high on the music, we walk toward the lake. Out -

side a night club a pic ture of a woman with tas sels on her tits is

framed inside the cut out of a star.

“You boys aren’t six teen much less twenty-one,” the door man says

to Russo. 

Russo starts to argue. I pull him by the arm. On Mich i gan Ave -

nue, he pro claims the Pru den tial build ing the tall est in the world.

We cross the street into Grant Park. A bum hits us for a quar ter. At

the marina, a man with a torn jacket is fish ing. 

“Catch any thing?” Russo asks.

“No, not yet,” the man says. You can see his bro ken teeth when

he talks.

“What you using?” I ask.

244



“Bacon.”

“Bull,” Russo says.

The man reaches in his jacket, pulls out a pack age wrapped in

wax paper, unfolds the paper, and shows us the bacon.

“Never heard of that before,” I say as the man puts the bacon

back in his jacket.

The man looks at me. “Prob a bly a lot of things you never heard

of.”

I turn my back to the lake like I heard Miles Davis does when he

plays. 

“Where you boys been?” 

“At the jazz fes ti val,” I say proudly.

“No kid ding. I used to play jazz.”

“What instru ment?” Russo asks.

“Piano.” 

“Where did you play?” I ask.

“All over.” 

“Why’d you stop?” 

“Lost my tim ing.” 

(1997) 

I stand across the street a moment longer. A light is on upstairs in

my former writing teacher’s house. Boxes can be seen in the window.

The rest of the house is dark, the basement and the first floor, where,

sometimes when I sat across from her at the dining room table and

read my work to her, I could anticipate her response.

I used to make her laugh. It was easy. The slight est innu endo or

hint of humor would set her off, in those days, when she laughed.

She saw things where there was n’t any thing. Always lurk ing, beneath 

the sur face, there was some thing, for her, in a word or scene or

image. Where I saw only the word or scene or image, she saw some -

thing more.

But there was noth ing like now other than the sor row. So I walk to 

the book store on the cor ner where I used to go after a les son and read 

the jacket cover of Camus’ first book, A Happy Death, reads: “For
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here is the young Camus him self, in love with the sea and sun,

enrap tured by women, yet dis dain ful of roman tic love, and already for -

mu lat ing the phi los o phy of action and moral respon si bil ity that

would make him cen tral to the thought of our time…”
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September 2009

What happened to Carlos?

Carlos was a good youth worker. He grew up in the hood, but did

not join the gangs. With more than a touch of machismo and

street smarts he man aged to sur vive and get an edu ca tion. Peo ple

accepted him for his ded i ca tion to the com mu nity and the youth,

who he wanted to help fol low in his foot steps. Early on he sensed

that com mu nity and youth work were inter con nected. And when he

started to work at the youth cen ter where he “grew up” as a boy, he

made sure that he spent as much time engaged out side on the

streets as he did inside with the youth.

Some peo ple did not under stand him. They saw him as hav ing

too much machismo. They thought he was cocky. I saw this as a

man i fes ta tion of his pres ence. This was who he was and it trans -

lated across cul tures. He reminded me of a war vet eran I had

worked with years ago who was tough on the sur face, but had a

warm kind heart that con nected with the kids. Like Carlos he was

often engaged in activ ity with the youth. Both had a sense of dig nity 

and con fi dence. Carlos’ per sona had been honed by a long hard

fight to sur vive and make it. There was noth ing to be hum ble about.

Few youth could escape the clutches of the gangs the way he did

and still remain in the neigh bor hood, try ing to keep other youth

from join ing and pro vid ing a safe haven for those who wanted out.

He was almost an island of gang abate ment unto him self and this I

admired.

This is not to say he was n’t afraid or inse cure some times. Any -

one would be in the sit u a tions he encoun tered almost daily. But he

was a com pe tent youth worker. He rec og nized and man aged (at

times masked) his fear in tough sit u a tions and did not let it get the

best of him.

One night he took my class on a tour. We went to the youth cen -

ter and then walked the streets. This was a good expe ri ence for

many stu dents who had led shel tered lives, and a reminder to oth -

ers who had come from the “hood.” Carlos was in his ele ment. He

talked to the neigh bors. A squad car pulled along side and the
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offi cers said hello to him. At one point he walked up to a parked car

filled with youth who looked like gang mem bers look ing for trou ble

and told them to get home and do their home work. He encour aged

us to pick up trash when we saw it. “I do this every night on the way

home,” he said as he picked up an empty can.

Before we returned to the cen ter we vis ited an elderly woman.

For years she had been hand ing out trash bags to kids and cops

who would stop at her house for a can of pop. She is still one of the

best exam ples of com mu nity orga niz ing I have seen. Her strat e gies

were pro vid ing a safe place for youth and police to gather and keep -

ing the streets clean. When we left she hugged Carlos. You could

tell she was proud of him. “She’s my men tor” he said as we walked

back to get our cars to go home.

Thus, when another com mu nity youth cen ter on the same side of 

town needed a new direc tor, Carlos seemed like a good fit. He knew

the neigh bor hood and was a good youth worker. He would have to

learn how to man age the cen ter but every one felt that, with proper

sup port, he would be an out stand ing leader who could relate to the

work ers, youth and fam i lies.

The sit u a tion Carlos stepped into was not a good one. The pre vi -

ous direc tor, a sup pos edly reformed gang mem ber, turned out not

to have sep a rated from the gangs. Carlos’ job was to “clean” the

place up and revi tal ize it as a place where youth and com mu nity

devel op ment could occur.

Carlos worked hard to make it a suc cess. He did every thing from

youth work to man age ment to clean ing the floors at night. Youth

work ers from the com mu nity often stopped by at the end of the day

to help with clean ing up. Grad u ally he hired his youth work ers and

paid them a decent wage. He tried to cre ate a board of direc tors

with busi ness, polit i cal, and youth work skills that could sup port the 

cen ter and help raise funds. Like many new pro grams he was

caught in a cycle with funders who wanted him to prove him self

before they funded him, while he needed fund ing to prove him self.

Still he man aged to put the pro gram together using the same

inside/out side approach he had devel oped as a youth worker. He

told and encour aged his staff to work as much in the neigh bor hood

as inside the cen ter to develop com mu nity sup port. They reached

out and wel comed youth and their par ents to par tic i pate in their

com mu nity pro grams.
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Carlos filled the cen ter with art work, com put ers, food and many

rec re ational activ i ties. A group of break danc ers from the cen ter per -

formed at events in the com mu nity, includ ing pro fes sional

bas ket ball games. Eng lish classes were con ducted for peo ple

whose pri mary lan guage was not Eng lish and food was served for

chil dren who did not get three square meals at home. 

Dur ing the fall semes ters I took the stu dents for a tour and talk

from Carlos or one of his staff. Some times we would arrive early and 

play games of pool, foot ball or hoops with the youth. One year we

attended a com mu nity-wide meet ing directed at try ing to stop youth 

from paint ing graf fiti art on build ings in the neigh bor hood and,

worse yet, from tag ging build ings with gang signs.

Like most com mu nity youth cen ters the pro gram strug gled to

sur vive in tough times, but it did, and by all accounts it became a

wel come safe haven for kids in a trou bled neigh bor hood. Carlos did

every thing he could to keep the place afloat and, like most expe ri -

enced youth work ers who become inex pe ri enced direc tors, he made 

some good and some not so good man age ment deci sions. But no

one could deny that his pres ence had made a dif fer ence in turn ing a 

cha otic, unpro duc tive, cen ter into a place where rela tion ships and

devel op ment occurred on a daily basis. Quite sim ply, it felt good to

be there and the stu dents rec og nized this in our con ver sa tions dur -

ing and after our vis its.

Last year I decided to con duct a study at his cen ter. Carlos asked 

four of his most com pe tent work ers to par tic i pate. As in my pre vi -

ous stud ies, we wrote and inter preted sketches, sto ries, and poems

based on the work ers’ expe ri ences with youth. This began to reveal

some new themes and new con texts for well known com pe ten cies

and themes such as pres ence and lis ten ing. The work ers had a hard 

time find ing time for the study but we got it roll ing. I was really

enjoy ing lis ten ing to them read their sto ries and poems.

Then one day every thing stopped. The board had asked Carlos to 

resign. No one was sure why. It seemed to hap pen over night. To

this day we still do not know what hap pened other than this: Carlos

had been at a con fer ence at which he was speak ing about the suc -

cess of a pro gram his cen ter par tic i pated in with other cen ters, in

which they sent youth work ers into the schools to help con trol gang 

activ ity and unwanted behav ior. Accord ing to the data, it had been

work ing and it had received atten tion in the news pa pers. When he
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got back the board mem bers called him in and said they wanted a

change, and asked him to resign.

So what did hap pen? No one knows for sure. Was it his style, his

lack of expe ri ence as a man ager, or some thing else? It seemed as if

the cen ter was sur viv ing in dif fi cult times and pro vid ing a rich menu 

of activ i ties and ser vices for mem bers of the com mu nity. Maybe in

his efforts to recruit board mem bers from sig nif i cant posi tions in

the com mu nity he had recruited peo ple who did not under stand

youth work, or him. Maybe he got in their face when he should n’t

have? Maybe they did not under stand how messy youth work can be 

at times? Maybe, like many pol i ti cians and busi ness men they did

not under stand rela tional/devel op men tal youth work, and wanted to 

see more lin ear, eas ily cat e go rized changes that for the most part

do not exist in the com plex lived expe ri ences of youth work? Maybe

they expected more than what was pos si ble with the lim its of avail -

able fund ing and resources? Who knows? One thing was cer tain,

the kids, par ents, and staff liked Carlos, and when he left so did

many of them.

So what is the les son? For me it sug gests we still have a way to

go as a pro fes sion in pre par ing com pe tent youth work ers to be lead -

ers and in edu cat ing our com mu nity mem bers and boards about

youth work as an inter per sonal, inter-sub jec tive, con tex tual pro cess

of inter ac tion that requires time, patience, hard work, and

resources, and that change some times does not show itself imme di -

ately. In our com mu nity we have gone through a phase of hav ing

busi ness men and accoun tants run many of our cen ters. This was

even more disas trous because many of them prom ised results that

could not be deliv ered and com peted rather than coop er ated with

other cen ters. They did not under stand the impor tance of rela tion -

ships, activ i ties and lunch as expe ri ences and mem o ries that

some times take a while to show them selves in human change,

espe cially for chil dren who have not had many of these expe ri ences. 

Carlos rep re sented for me a return to hir ing lead ers who had expe ri -

enced youth work and knew what it took. But per haps Carlos, based 

on his expe ri ence, had too much faith in the pro cess of rela tion -

ships, con nec tions, activ i ties and devel op ment in a world mainly

con cerned with bot tom lines and mea sur able results. How ever, per -

haps times are chang ing, and if they are, do we need to better
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pre pare the new lead ers? This semes ter I plan to talk more with the

stu dents about what it takes to run a cen ter. 
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December 2009

Lessons of youth and activism
from Camus’ The First Man

For the past two months I have been involved in a con ver sa tion

with my friend Kiaras Gharabaghi, a reg u lar con trib u tor to

CYC-Online (check out his col umn) about pol i tics in child and youth 

care. A pas sion ate spokes per son for better pro grams and spaces for 

youth, he ini ti ated the con ver sa tion by more or less won der ing out

loud with me in an e-mail about why mem bers of our field, includ ing 

the two of us, have n’t been more effec tive at pro mot ing good child

and youth care on a broader scale (he said it in more detail and

much better than I can).

In one of my first e-mail responses I wrote: 

Thanks for your thoughts on this topic – really got me

thinking. Some of my musings/ramblings in response are: 

I, of course, agree most with the third point you make. For me

it more or less begins with Foucault’s notion that care of self

is the ethos of civilized society and the belief that the way we

interact with youth and our friends and colleagues is

interconnected with the way we interact with others. To be

political we have to, as Hans Skott-Myhre writes from his post 

Marxist perspective, make ourselves visible, then as Gerry

Fewster says from the interpersonal perspective, bring self to

the moment and be open and available to mirror back our

experience of the other as we work together for change. 

In my own experience I seem to fail in political actions,

debates, exchanges when I move too far away from this and

think change is out there someplace or that some

organization or group or union or collective action can do it

for me. I think this is perhaps the major reason we have not

succeeded yet in our efforts to organize as a profession (or, at 

least not achieved the political change we have hoped for).

We have worked together collectively because we believe in
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the power of collective action and rightfully so, but the part

we have ignored is that it really does begin with the individual 

worker and the way he or she shows and conducts self in the

social, political, developmental, relational world of child and

youth care. 

In this regard, our field has not pro duced a suf fi cient num ber of

lead ers (prac ti tio ners, admin is tra tors, pro fes sors, etc), exam ples,

and gen u ine sto ries of prac tice to draw the atten tion needed for sig -

nif i cant polit i cal, pro fes sional and social change. We have worked

too hard at pull ing along work ers into our polit i cal move ment rather 

than nour ish ing and devel op ing work ers who have the cre ativ ity,

dig nity, intel lect, and self-con fi dence to grab the bull by the horns

and 'umph' needed to sway and move pub lic opin ion, pol i ti cians,

and fund ing. We need more peo ple who are ful filled and con tent in 

CYC (at home), know and accept it is their choice to be here, and

who can show and tell the story of the power of youth work by being 

in it and artic u lat ing what they see, hear, and expe ri ence. 

From early in my career I have felt that the most pow er ful thing a 

worker can do from a prac ti cal and polit i cal point of view is to artic -

u late what he or she sees and expe ri ences on a daily basis.

Knowl edge is power only if it can be shared or put into action.

Unfor tu nately we are still a field in which our voice is not loud

enough and often our story is fil tered through the words of those

who have only a dis tant con nec tion with what we do. There are

many won der ful excep tions but not enough yet. 

We are, of course, polit i cal beings who first and fore most change 

or influ ence polit i cal sys tems through our inter ac tions with oth ers.

We try to use our power in pos i tive ways to get what we believe the

youth and we need to solve the social ills. We lead by exam ple, by

being eth i cal, con cerned, car ing cit i zens in our daily prac tice… 

Shortly after we started this con ver sa tion, I came across a used

copy of Albert Camus The First Man in an inde pend ent book store in

my neigh bor hood, and found it rel e vant to what we had been talk ing 

about. So I began to write down some of my thoughts about the

book, the man, and the way he cre ated polit i cal change, then,

because I was so moved by the story about his youth, it began to

turn into an arti cle. I shared some of my thoughts about Camus with 

Kiaras and he said he enjoyed what I had to say. Since I think it is
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also rel e vant to dis cus sions about lead er ship (recently on CYC-Net)

going on in our field, I thought I would test it out here on CYC-Net

online mag a zine and see if any one is will ing to give me some feed -

back so I could con tinue my dis cus sion with Kiaras more

enlight ened.

***

Albert Camus’ The First Man was published in 1995, thirty-five years

after his death in a car crash in 1960. The manuscript was found in

the car. I recently found a used copy at an independent bookstore in 

my neighborhood in Milwaukee. The novel was based on his

middle-aged reflections on his father’s death in WWI and his poor

childhood in Algeria. As a professor of youth work and creative

writer, I was eager to read it.

The story for the delay in pub li ca tion is well known to Camus

schol ars. As a pre lude to this dis cus sion, it bares retell ing. Accord -

ing to his daugh ter Catherine’s account, (in the Intro duc tion), the

work was kept from the pub lic eye because, her mother, Francine,

thought it would not be well received. At the time of his death,

Camus had alien ated French intel lec tu als, includ ing Sartre, who

favored a French com mu nist regime and an inde pend ent Alge ria

under Arab rule. “For his part,” Catherine wrote, Camus “had con -

demned the Gulag, Sta lin’s tri als, and total i tar i an ism in the belief

that ide ol ogy must serve human ity not the con trary, and that the

ends did not jus tify the means.”

He was also in favor of a fed er ated, multi cul tural Alge ria in

which Arab and Euro pean peo ples would live side by side and be

equally rep re sented. Thus, just a few years after receiv ing the Nobel 

Prize for Lit er a ture, Camus the phi los o pher, jour nal ist, pac i fist,

activ ist, and nov el ist was unpop u lar among many of the intel lec tu -

als in France and else where. He had antag o nized both the left and

the right. At the time of his death he was lonely and under attack

from all sides to destroy the man and his art, Catherine wrote.

Catherine and Jean her twin brother waited sev eral more years

after their mother’s death in 1979 to pub lish the book. Catherine

said she had to “learn how to deal with a work of lit er a ture” while

involved with some of her father’s other works. Then by the 1980s

“voices had emerged that sug gested Camus had not been so wrong

and the old dis putes had died down.” So, afraid that some one else
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might pub lish it first, and con vinced that an auto bio graph i cal

account of their father’s life would be of inter est to his fans and his -

to ri ans, the chil dren decided to share the book with the pub lic.

The orig i nal hand writ ten work had long roll ing sen tences and

para graphs instead of the shorter, con cise sen tences and min i mal

pas sages Camus was noted for. With minor edits, the chil dren

decided to leave the manu script in its raw form because this would

allow read ers to hear their father’s “true voice.” The cover jacket

sug gested it was his most per sonal account. “The result is a mov ing 

jour ney through lost land scapes of youth that also dis closes the

well spring of Camus aes thetic pow ers and moral vision.”

After read ing her intro duc tion and a few pas sages in the book -

store, I took the book home and began to read the rest. Want ing to

know more about how his youth shaped his phi los o phy and life as a 

writer, I read slowly, drawn in by his images, over the next few

weeks while savor ing sev eral of the scenes of his child hood and my

own in which I saw many par al lels.

In Camus there is always more. His ideas and thoughts about

social life, war, cul ture, and world affairs are per haps more rel e vant

than ever today with the con flicts in Africa, the mid dle-east, and US

involve ment. Although I don’t pre tend to be a Camus scholar, I have 

been fas ci nated by his think ing and writ ing since, like many oth ers,

I read The Stranger as a young man. I liked the sim ple, straight for -

ward, min i mal way he pre sented ques tions and moral dilem mas for

the reader to think about in The Stranger, and later in his short sto -

ries. Often when I wrote my own sto ries and essays, I turned to this

work for ideas about work ing with detach ment, devel op ing a sense

of place, let ting work stand by itself, pre sent ing moral dilem mas,

and cre at ing scenes that rang true.

In more recent years, I read his short sto ries in Exile, his arti cles

in Com bat, the news pa per of the resis tance orga ni za tion by the

same name that he was part of, and pas sages from his recently pub -

lished note books, where, at times in the midst of despair, his search 

for mean ing and place seemed com fort ing, and strangely opti mis -

tic, espe cially when in some of his dark est moments he would use

his aes thetic pow ers to find self again on a walk in the coun try side

(“the wellsprings of his phi los o phy).

For instance on a trip later in his life to Italy, he wrote in his
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note book: 

“The day before yesterday, on the Forum – in the part that is

badly ruined (close to the Coliseum), not in that extravagant

flea market of pretentious columns found under Campidoglio

– then on the admirable Palentine Hill where nothing

exhausts the silence, the peace, the world always emerging

and always perfect, I began to rediscover myself.

It is this that the great images of the past serve when nature

can accommodate them extinguish the sound that lies

dormant in them to gather the hearts and forces that will

better serve the present and the future. It is felt on the Via

Appia where even though I arrived at the end of the afternoon, 

I felt it inside me, while I was walking, a heart so full that life

could have left me then. But I knew it would continue, that

there is a force within me that moves forward…” 

– from Albert Camus Notebooks, 1951-1959 (2008, p. 121). 

This search for self, his accep tance of death as part of life and

the final out come and the con trasts and par a doxes evoked from the

dualisms at the cen ter of his phi los o phy makes Camus more alive

for me than many other writ ers and think ers. He comes across as a

“real” (he was not a saint), self ques tion ing com pas sion ate, peace

lov ing man who had acted on and wrote with a cer tain sense of cer -

tainty about his beliefs. Fur ther, like Vaclav Havel, another

writer/activ ist I admire, Camus saw the absur di ties and injus tices in 

the world and yet con tin ued to speak out on behalf of human ity and

peace, and against nihil ism in favor of the human desire to make

mean ing by choice and inter pre ta tion.

Per haps not by coin ci dence, when I found The First Man I was in

an e-mail con ver sa tion with a Cana dian col league about pol i tics in

youth work. We were ques tion ing why we had n’t been more effec -

tive as a pro fes sion in advo cat ing for the care of trou bled chil dren

and youth. Along with many schol ars, stu dents and prac ti tio ners of

youth work, we were con cerned that our efforts had not con vinced

the gen eral pub lic and pol i ti cians in the US and Can ada to pro vide

the resources for the rela tion ship based devel op men tal approach,

the field had argued for to help trou bled youth over come pov erty

and abuse. We had tried to rea son with and appeal to peo ple in
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power with our research, writ ing, teach ing, action, and speak ing.

Yet our coun tries seemed to be ignor ing this evi dence in favor of the 

lat est quick fix, cheaper, ideo log i cally driven approaches that were

doomed to fail ure over the long run.

As Camus argued and tried to show in his life and work, I knew

the way youth work ers went about their work and lives was inter -

con nected with social and polit i cal change. They did not live in

iso la tion from the sys tems in which youth devel oped. If these sys -

tems pro moted bad pol i cies passed down from the top this was in

part their fault. It was their job to make sure the sys tem served them 

and the youth and not vice versa. This being the case I could not

help but won der why on the one hand we could be so cer tain about

the power of good youth work, and on other hand so con fused by

the dis con nect between this and the sys tems of gov er nance in our

coun tries that seemed to allow one inci dent after another of bad

prac tice to be dis guised as some thing pos i tive. Why had we not

been able to prac tice what we preached about chang ing lives and

sys tems in our attempt to mobi lize sup port for better care for youth?

Camus often won dered why his views and the views of his col -

leagues had not been more influ en tial after WWII in mak ing France

a leader in social jus tice and human rights. This self-doubt and

ques tion ing along with his faith in human beings led to the work of

deep ques tion ing that made him the Nobel Prize win ner. In pre sent -

ing his views, as a jour nal ist, activ ist, and nov el ist, in a way that

encour aged read ers to ques tion their own moral ity and actions, he

con trib uted sig nif i cantly to the col lec tive con scious ness among

peo ple seek ing mean ing in truth and human jus tice.

Like wise in his fic tion, Camus drew read ers into his sto ries so

they could make their own choices about right and wrong with the

hope (I believe) that they would know jus tice when they saw it. For

exam ple, in his review of The Stranger in Exis ten tial ism is a Human -

ism Sartre wrote: “The choice the great nov el ists like Camus make

is to rely on images rather than argu ments because of their belief in 

the futil ity or all explan a tory prin ci pals. Instead they rely on the

power of words that appeal to the senses.”

Per haps, it is this “appeal ing to the senses” along with his

search for place and jus tice that attracts me to Camus the most, I

am not sure. I know I am not alone when I say that more than most

writ ers and nov el ists he seemed to be able to cre ate scenes and
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sit u a tions that encour aged read ers to try to resolve the dilem mas he 

pre sented with ques tion ing that led to an open ing of the mind and

senses.

Thus, in addi tion to its rel e vance to cur rent events, The First Man 

inter ested me for at least two rea sons. I wanted to see how Camus

the man and child devel oped as a human ist and activ ist who spoke

out for peace and jus tice and influ enced so many oth ers with his

actions. I was also just sim ply inter ested in his youth and what it

might teach me that I could intro duce to stu dents and inte grate into 

my own study of youth.

The change in style was a pleas ant sur prise, as his daugh ter and 

son thought it might be. Sim i lar to when I read Turgenev’s Fathers

and Sons, Hem ing way’s Nick Adams Sto ries, Mar gue rite Duras, The

Lover, Vir ginia Woolf’s The Waves, or Nor man Maclean’s A River

Runs Through It, I became absorbed in the places and expe ri ences

of youth. Early on it was obvi ous how his aes thetic pow ers were

shaped by his youth and in turn how this helped him reflect back

with new insight. In many of the scenes I saw his youth unfold ing

with a sim i lar long ing, search ing, and ten sion for some thing more

with out say ing it that the authors above exhib ited in their char ac -

ters’ move ments across their land scapes.

The story is based on a mid dle aged man’s Jacques Cormery

return home and reflec tions on how the loss of his father in WWI

when he was a young boy shaped his child hood in Alge ria and his

devel op ment as an adult. Camus in mid dle age found him self ready

to address some of the ques tions of his impov er ished, father less

child hood. He takes us for ward and back in time while explor ing in

his unique way the social, cul tural, famil ial, and moral issues of the

period as he is raised by a stern Span ish grand mother, a pas sive,

illit er ate, almost deaf but lov ing mother, and a vari ety of men

includ ing uncles and even tu ally a school teacher who becomes like

a sur ro gate father and feeds his hun ger for dis cov ery.

Good nov el ists like Camus cre ate images that ring true and con -

nect read ers with their expe ri ences. We are drawn into the story

because we can relate. Although we grew up in very dif fer ent times

and places, his youth in Alge ria reminded me of my youth in Mil -

wau kee, Wis con sin in the 1950s and 1960s. My father, about Camus

age, had also lost his father as a young boy and grew up in pov erty
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with his mother. There were also many scenes that evoked mem o -

ries of the lives of the poor and trou bled boys I knew.

Soon I found myself jux ta pos ing his scenes with sketches I have

been writ ing about my own youth. In youth work as in many human

ser vice fields, we try to know self so we can know the other, and

Camus gave me knew insights into my expe ri ences and the expe ri -

ences of youth I had worked with.

***

So what were the lessons learned so far from The First Man about

how Camus’ youth shaped him as a philosopher and activist?

Perhaps what I already knew or expected: it was his love of youth

and ability to evoke similar feelings in others that played a major

role in the development of his philosophy. As he grew older he

continued to learn from his youth: the good/bad,

confusing/enlightening, sad/happy, lusting/longing,

frightened/brave, searching/experimenting youth that is part of all

of us.

Because his learn ing and expe ri ence of youth was part of him

unfold ing in the pres ent, he was human, vul ner a ble, under stand ing, 

knowl edge able, gen u ine, open to the other, self ques tion ing, and

clearer about what he believed in a way that invited oth ers to join.

Just the way a com pe tent youth worker who simul ta neously inter -

acts with youth and acts to change sys tems.

Camus loved and wanted to know the rich all encom pass ing

youth that informed him through out his life and this made him a

com pas sion ate empa thetic activ ist who “showed” by being inter -

nally and exter nally con sis tent: he walked the talk. It seems to me

the more peo ple like this we have in our field the more likely we are

to achieve our social, devel op men tal and polit i cal goals. It will take

time, but it is the “place” where change occurs.

259



November 2009

Czeslaw Milosz and W.S.
Merwin on being here with
youth

In this col umn I have writ ten at some length about youth and

youth work in reflec tion. There is much we can learn from our

youth and our child and youth care expe ri ences. Espe cially if we are 

pres ent in our reflec tions with self aware ness and an open mind

sim i lar to the way we try to be pres ent in our inter ac tions with

youth. 

In my own reflec tive work, I have been inspired by the work of

phi los o phers, art ists, poets, and writ ers. I find much con flu ence in

their work with the work of lead ers in our field such as Thom Garfat, 

Gerry Fewster, Jack Phelan, Janet Newbury, Karen VanderVen,

Hans Skott-Myhre, Janet White, and many oth ers. Each in their own

way adds to the dis cus sion about the inter play between being in the 

moment and learn ing more from the expe ri ence in reflec tion.

Recently, for exam ple, after vis it ing my son in San Fran cisco, I

browsed through a book of essays Visions of San Fran cisco by poet

Czeslaw Milosz, win ner of the Nobel Prize for Lit er a ture, who

explored the rela tion ships among, self, mean ing, and place. In his

open ing essay, My Inten tion, he wrote: “I am here. Those words con -

tain all that can be said… In any case, my con so la tion lies not so

much in the role I have been called on to play as in the great

mosaic-like whole which is com posed of the frag ments of var i ous

peo ple’s efforts, whether suc cess ful or not. I am here—and every -

one is some ‘here’—and the only thing we can do is try to

com mu ni cate with one another.”

In a book Themes and Sto ries in Youth Work sev eral youth work -

ers and I wrote together ear lier in this decade most of them had

their own way of express ing some thing sim i lar. They were “here,” I

might now sug gest, with youth in the moment in the daily liv ing

envi ron ment try ing to com mu ni cate with one another.
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In another essay, Where I Am, Milosz finds self in a con tem po rary 

soci ety being changed by com merce and tech nol ogy: The human

imag i na tion is spa tial and it is con stantly con struct ing an archi tec -

tonic whole from land scapes remem bered or imag ined; it

pro gresses from what is clos est to what is far thest away, wind ing

lay ers or strands around a sin gle axis, which begins where the feet

hit the ground.”

Thom Garfat wrote a few years ago in one of his edi tor’s notes for 

The Jour nal of Child and Youth Care (now Rela tional Child and Youth

Care Prac tice): “Those foot prints you see around you are on the bor -

der of your own real ity not theirs (youth). Tread gently and with

cau tion but do not be led by your fear. For in the ter ri tory of the chil -

dren’s real ity, just where it bor ders with your own, lies the

oppor tu nity for change: for them and you.” More recently Garfat

wrote in a chap ter in the book, Stand ing on the Prec i pice: Inquiry

into the Cre ative Poten tial of Child and Youth Care Work about the “in 

between,” or the space between self and other. The “here/there/

where” rela tional work and human con nec tions occur.

This monthly col umn is titled Moments with Youth because I

think it is impor tant to remem ber that youth work is pri mar ily a pro -

cess of human inter ac tion in which we share the jour ney. Like many 

oth ers I believe the pres ent and future to advanc ing our knowl edge

base is in our abil ity to learn from youth, each other, and mem bers

of other dis ci plines as we try to describe and ques tion the “what is”

of our exis ten tial, devel op men tal, expe ri en tial inter ac tions with

youth and fam i lies. And to do this we have to be here, there with

youth in the spaces where devel op ment and rela tion ships occur.

I see my arrival at this point as part of my devel op ment as a

youth worker and pro fes sor. Early in my career I was more inter -

ested in writ ing about tech nique. I needed mod els and steps and

acro nyms to orga nize my thoughts. Now that I have the tech niques I 

am more con tent with the chaos of thought, soul search ing, and

ques tion ing that seems to lead to new epiph a nies about the work,

or, as I have often said, the sim plic ity on the other side of com plex -

ity that shows me how to improve the way I lis ten, or move, or have

lunch with youth in moments of con nec tion, dis cov ery and empow -

er ment we share. 

In our child and youth care class we are read ing Jack Phelan’s

chap ter, 'Build ing Devel op men tal Capac i ties' in Stand ing on the
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Prec i pice. In the abstract he describes the chal lenge beau ti fully

when he sug gests, “Many CYC strat e gies are focused on cre at ing

respon si ble behav ior not respon si ble peo ple…”

The pro cess focus rela tional/devel op men tal empha sis seems

even more rel e vant and impor tant today when so many peo ple are

still focused on out come rather than the pro cess ori ented, rela -

tional, and devel op men tal approaches the field is advo cat ing. For

exam ple, a few weeks ago I attended a com mu nity meet ing where

one of the top ics dis cussed was youth involve ment in deci sion mak -

ing. The adults were sug gest ing that they could get a grant if we

involved youth on advi sory com mit tees and in devel op ing civic

engage ment pro jects with spe cific out comes that would improve

the com mu nity. I like the idea of involv ing youth in deci sion mak ing

when it is used to engage youth with us in mak ing deci sions about

what we will do and how we will inter act on a daily basis in pro jects

and activ i ties. 

Too often, how ever, it seems the adults set youth up as deci sion

mak ers to pur sue civic, ther a peu tic, or devel op men tal out comes

with out acknowl edg ing the youth are not nec es sar ily always experts 

on their own expe ri ences. Ado les cence is full of par a dox, soul

search ing, self ques tion ing, and exper i ment ing. Youth are “here” or

“there” to expe ri ence and show self but not nec es sar ily experts on

mak ing deci sions about their future devel op ment or the soci et ies in

which they live. That’s what makes it such a rich period of life, the

not know ing but want ing to know – the curi os ity, exper i men ta tion,

and uncer tain/cer tainty that goes with being young and old. If we

want to know youth and what they are think ing so we can make

deci sions together, then we have to be with them in the nat u ral

envi ron ments and speak across the spaces of our expe ri ences. Their 

agency is in being who they are in the moment not in their abil ity to

be proph ets of their own futures. Their proph ecy in other words is

here with us now if we take the time to see and hear it. 

My opin ion of course is biased by my expe ri ence of youth and

youth work. I shud der to think about how much of an expert I was

on my own youth when I was a youth now that I have seen it in hind -

sight. Like most youth, some times, in moments of epiph any and

insight, I thought I knew every thing, and other times in moments of

con fu sion and noth ing ness, I felt like I knew noth ing. The trou ble I

got into was as valu able a learn ing expe ri ence as the suc cess I had.
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I knew the least of course about the future because I had n’t been

there with the hind sight I now have.

Most of the youth I worked with needed a better under stand ing

of them selves in the pres ent before they could even imag ine them -

selves in a future. This is not to say they did not have dreams of the

way things could be, but rather they first needed to expe ri ence

these dreams with oth ers who sin cerely wanted to know them as

they began to know them selves.

It could be that I am a hope less roman tic trapped in the vision of

the youth and youth work that is still part of me, chang ing and

enrich ing itself in hind sight. This sum mer I heard W.S. read his

poem Youth on the Bill Moyer Pub lic Tele vi sion show. I was so

moved that I went out and bought his book The Shadow of Sirius.

His “youth” is the youth I want to know.

Youth

W.S. Merwin

Through all of youth I was looking for you

without knowing what I was looking for 

or what to call you I think I did not

even know I was looking how would I 

have known you when I saw you as I did

time after time when you appeared to me 

as you did naked offering yourself

entirely at that moment and you let 

me breathe you touch you taste you knowing

no more than I did and only when I 
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began to think of losing you did I 

recognize you when you were already 

part memory part distance remaining 

mine in the ways that I learn to miss you 

from what we cannot hold the stars are made.
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February 2010

Lost places

In my last col umn in Decem ber I wrote about what I had learned

from Albert Camus about youth and activ ism in child and youth

care. Since then I have been think ing more about work that

“appeals to the senses” as Sartre said of Camus’ writ ing, and of

Camus’ incred i ble sense of place. With the aware ness that poets are 

some of our best activ ists, I worked on and revised a few frag ment

poems from my reflec tions on lost places of my youth. So many of

the places have been torn down, aban doned, “templelized,”

white-flighted, com mer cial ized, or gen tri fied. Stay ing in touch with

these feel ings I believe helps me have empa thy for youth who have

never had a home, and/or moved from place to place. It also helps

me fight to save some of the remain ing places. 

Like mil lions of oth ers, I have also been think ing about Haiti, all

the lost peo ple and places. For now, and per haps always, it is

beyond com pre hen sion. 

Friday Night at the Sherman Theater 

They turned it 

into a temple

and beauty salon 

The place where I went

to movies as a boy 

Mr. Mac, the owner, 

white bucks and sport coat 

Looney Tunes 

One eye closed

the other on the screen to get

a feel for Dr Strangelove 
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Landscapes and faces

in gasps of air as lips

and fingers explored 

the Gospel of lust 

Not so different really

***

From the Basement of City Lights Bookstore 

In the basement   stacks 

philosophy and the 

rat tat tat of words 

Sartre’s The Wall

beneath Duras, Camus

Oppen and Miller 

The rhythms of poets

reading aloud 

on San Francisco sidewalks 

deaf again beyond 

North Beach   a refined figure

rises to a dark room

and locked door 

enters the fray  bent over

back to crowd

invisible key in hand

***
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Where the Landfills Used to Be 

As I pass on my bicycle

the faceless inspector

sits in bib overalls in 

in the shadow of a toll both 

watching engine oil, toys

and appliances separated

from ground waters

in irretrievable containers 

of recycled childhoods 

In those days

when God was a farmer

with a straw hat

driving a cloud 

Bears came to 

the dump at night and

the other was 

in this divide

after the sorting

***

Driving Center Street 

Once people found 

a good day’s work here 

on Center Street 

Vibrant with box offices

and pretty girls and boys

strolling together 
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Glad we hadn’t

moved to the suburbs

we came for the night life

from our homes

a few blocks away 

Now vacant companies

and idle workers

on street corners 

wait for songsters

to return from 

ranch houses 

not far enough away 

to be in the country

***

Writing at Alterra

Back North in a

coffee shop 

in Milwaukee 

Dylan, BB King, passing 

students, and mountain 

footsteps quiet the hum 

Like the traffic

in Camus sidewalk café 

the day after

he left the Via Appia 

and found self again

in the spaces in-between

where nothing

exhausted the silence 
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The Quarter 

Unlike any place

I had been in my youth

before the storm

Hurricanes were

the drink of moist magnolia

and booze scented 

nights of jazz 

and garbage scented

aftermath mornings

in Jackson Square 

Preservation hall

they called the place

I heard the wisdom

of generations

built on the high ground 

above the city

that washed away

years later

Once I helped peo ple clean up after a tor nado. Noth ing was

where it was sup posed to be. Homes, fur ni ture, pho tos and appli -

ances were spread and splat tered all over. Trees were down. A boat

was in one of the trees still stand ing. The whole thing was sur real.

Peo ple seemed so lost. Their faces were blank. Then, they dug in

and started clean ing up. I can’t image what it is like when a coun try

has been flat tened. Peo ple who have grown up in coun tries

destroyed by nat u ral disas ters and war can offer some insight, I am

sure. Where does one start other than to relo cate the self and begin

to rebuild with the resil ience of youth?
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March 2010

Thelonious Monk and the jazz
of youth work

The other eve ning look ing for some thing to do out of town, I went

to a lec ture about Thelonious Monk at Indi ana Uni ver sity’s

Black Cul ture Cen ter. David Baker, chair of the Jazz Stud ies depart -

ment gave the lec ture. An expe ri enced jazz musi cian, he had played

with and knew many of the jazz greats. Baker was accom pa nied by

a jazz combo that played a few of Monk’s com po si tions includ ing

Blue Monk, one of my favor ites. The pre sen ta tion was con ducted in

an impro vised con ver sa tion with the leader of the combo, a pia nist,

and the audi ence.

I am not a musi cian or a jazz expert but I do con sider jazz to be

the music of my youth, and my work with youth. No other form of

music seems to res o nate more with the way I hear the rhythms of

those times. Often I have writ ten about how youth work is like a

mod ern dance that is impro vised accord ing to the rhythms of daily

inter ac tions and youth’s devel op men tal readi ness and capac ity to

par tic i pate. In addi tion to being very knowl edge able and skilled, the

most com pe tent work ers seem to have the capac ity to impro vise as

they move in and out of synch with youth’s devel op men tal rhythms

for trust ing and grow ing. 

Like the mas ter youth work ers, Monk was a true orig i nal. He

influ enced a gen er a tion of jazz musi cians with his unpre dict able,

com pletely inno va tive riffs and mel o dies. Accord ing to Baker, you

never knew where Monk was going but you wanted to go along. His

play ing had a sense of antic i pa tion. If you played with Monk, as

Baker did, you knew some thing new and fresh would hap pen and

there fore you tried to keep up, which required a fair amount of tech -

ni cal skill. You wanted to be in the group, in other words, cre at ing

with him, because you knew or sensed some thing would occur that

would make you a better musi cian.

When the combo played Blue Monk, I was imme di ately con -

nected to a famil iar mel ody, and when the work moved away I
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waited too for a new con nec tion. I felt as if I was home away from

home. So it was in youth work as well. There was a cer tain sense of

sound, rhythm and pace in moments of con nec tion, dis cov ery, and

empow er ment that was imbed ded with any num ber of pos i tive asso -

ci a tions with and for the youth. They, of course, remem bered these

moments with their own Blue Monks.

Accord ing to Baker mel ody was the key to Monk’s work, even as

he seemed to move off in a non-melodic direc tion. His com po si tions 

and impro vi sa tions were full of dis so nant har mo nies and angu lar

melodic twists. His approach to play ing piano com bined a strong

per cus sive attack with abrupt, dra matic use of silences and hes i ta -

tions. He was noted for his “hip” style in suits, hats and sun glasses. 

At times, while the other musi cians in the band con tin ued play ing,

he would stop, stand up from the key board and dance for a few

moments before return ing to the piano. When asked why he did

this, Baker replied he liked to dance and wanted to stay busy when

it was n’t his turn to play.

For me Monk’s work shows itself in frag ments and images that

cre ate both a visual and audio com po si tion that sticks. I remem ber

a Monk expe ri ence as I remem bered a Miles Davis expe ri ence when 

he put his head down over his trum pet and turned his back to the

audi ence lost in the music. More than Davis how ever, Monk,

seemed to use move ment the way phi los o pher Foucault did to stim -

u late new thought and action. And when he sat down again he was

ready to go with some thing fresh and new, to take the group off in a

totally unex pected direc tion. You have to see and hear it I guess to

under stand. I assume the child and youth care danc ers out there get 

the gist of what I am say ing and can make com par i sons with their

work, as I do.

In my child and youth care classes at the uni ver sity, we spend

time dis cuss ing rhyth mic inter ac tion as a phe nom e non that forges

human con nec tion. To dem on strate we line up and pass through

like mod ern danc ers. We also play catch, and some times we play

drums or move to gui tar music. A while ago I sat in a drum cir cle

with youth in a group home, and tried to rep li cate this on table tops

in class. Three on three bas ket ball evokes for me a sense of impro -

vised rhyth mic inter ac tion. So does pad dling a canoe or stir ring a

pot together. We read youth work arti cles on rhyth mic inter ac tion

and sto ries of days when work ers strug gle and search for har mony.
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Two years ago I gave a speech at the Uni ver sity of Vic to ria. While I

tried to read a poem describ ing the cen tral themes in com pe tent

youth work (hum bly like Leon ard Cohen) grad u ate stu dents danced

to the rhythms of Afri can drums played by another grad u ate stu -

dent. Next time I will try to bring a lit tle Monk into the dis cus sion.

I could not help but think through out the eve ning that I was

learn ing postmodern youth work through another form. Monk made

mean ing from his music the way youth made mean ing from their

expe ri ences. He moved, played, and per formed accord ing to what

he heard inside and saw out side. As an Afri can Amer i can musi cian

and poor child and man, Monk had a very dif fi cult life. For tu nately

he was resil ient and found his pas sion and stayed with it besides

being denied access to many of the ven ues and acco lades that

other musi cians received. A gen er ous man, he made some thing

unique of him self, and shared it with oth ers.

At one point Baker said chil dren had their own jazz rhythms

within them and it was impor tant not to sup press these instincts.

He shared the exam ple of how the daugh ter of one of the mem bers

of the combo had shared a riff with him before the lec ture. He

wanted her to dem on strate for the audi ence but she was a lit tle shy, 

the tim ing was off. A good, car ing youth worker of sorts, he went

with the flow and transitioned to the next topic, not want ing to

embar rass or force her into some thing when she was n’t ready. 

A dis cus sion at the end of the lec ture debated whether or not

Monk’s music, or any jazz for that mat ter, could be under stood out -

side the cul tural con texts from which it evolved. The schol ars in the

room seemed to agree that it could not. While I was not capa ble of

debat ing this point, nor did I want to, I was cer tain that no mat ter

who owned the music, it was the way I heard my youth and work

with youth. When I said this to the audi ence, it was pleas ant to see

that sev eral youn ger stu dents nod ded their heads in agree ment. By

coin ci dence, early in the day I had run into a young man who

worked for us in Mil wau kee ten or more years ear lier in our tran si -

tion liv ing pro gram for teens. I had lost track of him until then. He

had become at teacher in the Black Cul tural Cen ter. Talk about

chance encoun ters, con nec tions, tim ing, tran si tion, in-synch-ness,

and har mo nies. You have to be there to make it hap pen, right?
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April 2010

Seen through the eyes of a
child: the El Salto
discussions

Often in this col umn I have referred to writ ers, film mak ers, think -

ers, and art ists who worked with a sense of detach ment, mixed

gen res, and/or frag mented their work in an effort to por tray what

they saw or heard in a way that rang true. They tried to show what is 

as they saw it and let it stand for itself. This, I argued was good

advice for those of us who researched, talked, and wrote about child 

and youth care, espe cially if we were con cerned with cap tur ing the

essence of our expe ri ences in a way that would open our work to

the inter pre ta tions and ques tion ing of oth ers. As schol ars and prac -

ti tio ners, our chal lenge, I argued, is to show rather than tell what we 

expe ri ence. If we could do this, oth ers would be more likely to inter -

act with and use our work in their own efforts to improve their

prac tice and advance knowl edge. Let the work stand for itself, in

other words, so oth ers can expe ri ence once again their moments

with youth. 

Per haps it is not sur pris ing that many of the think ers, art ists, and 

writ ers I referred to also tried to look at their work through the eyes

of their child. Film maker Wim Wenders for exam ple spoke about

how images were more truth ful when seen through the eyes of a

child, and poet Mark Strand wrote about how look ing at an Edward

Hop per paint ing reminded him of how he saw Can ada as a boy from 

the back seat of his par ents car. The images Strand saw were mov -

ing and still, he felt com pelled to stay and leave. There is some thing 

very appeal ing I find about this notion of see ing with the eyes of our 

child and know ing that this is what some of the most sophis ti cated

art ists and think ers of our time tried to do. It was as if after they had 

mas tered their craft, they were try ing to free their minds of clut ter

and open them selves to the world once again with the inno cence

and clar ity of their child. 
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A few weeks ago I was for tu nate to spend sev eral days with my

good friend and col league Gerry Fewster, author of Being in Child

Care: A Jour ney into Self, and many other excel lent works about

being pres ent, open and avail able with chil dren and youth. Last year 

I also had the oppor tu nity to read his lat est manu script on rela tion -

ships between adults and chil dren which is slated to come out in a

few weeks. Per haps no one in our field has done more to show us

how to use our self aware ness and tech niques such as breath ing to

open our selves to the expe ri ences of oth ers. As I sat across from

him talk ing, jok ing, and explor ing where our field has come and is

going, I could not help but smile at how this man with so much wis -

dom still basi cally sees our work with the child like inno cence that

comes from know ing some thing when one sees it and say ing so. If

you talk to Gerry for any length of time you can not help but be

flooded with images from your child hood. This is his gift to us. 

It seems to me that per haps in our matu rity as a field we might

be advanc ing toward this point. As we attempt to free our selves

from the jar gon and for mal schol ar ship that comes with the devel -

op ment of a field into a pro fes sion, in our sto ries and writ ing we are

try ing to get back to that sense of clar ity and inno cence that comes

with being able to see some thing for what it is through the eyes of

our child, and sub se quently reveal ing the sim plic ity on the other

side of com plex ity. I’m not sure, but it is nice to think so. Cer tainly

many of the sto ries pre sented on CYC-Net have this qual ity. It is

easy to tell which writ ers are try ing to speak to us in this way

because these are the ones that evoke some thing from our expe ri -

ence and youth in a new light. 

In a few weeks, I am head ing to a sec ond retreat in New Mex ico

with a group of child and youth care col leagues from Can ada and

the US. At the first retreat in 2008, which was reported on two years

ago in this col umn, we dis cussed rela tional child and youth care,

and lead er ship in the field. Our goal was to hold two days of open

ended dis cus sion in con ver sa tional style in a pleas ant atmo sphere

about these top ics and see where it took us. The results, which

more than met our expec ta tions, included a num ber of papers and

ongo ing con ver sa tions which we held online. 

At the time we jok ingly called the dis cus sions the talk smart

insti tute. Par tic i pants included peo ple with many years expe ri ence

doing, teach ing, writ ing and think ing about child and youth care.
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We sim ply wanted to set aside some time to talk with each other

about top ics we saw as cru cial to advanc ing the field and our work.

Most of us had attended many child and youth care con fer ences

where we felt the best part was the oppor tu nity to con nect with

each other after and in-between work shops, and often left wish ing

we had more time to spend together. So we cre ated this time, were

rewarded accord ingly, and decided to do it again. 

The El Salto Discussions are designed to serve as a spring

board for new discoveries in child and youth care practice. Held 

at a retreat center on the side of El Salto Mountain in Northern

New Mexico, experienced members of the field explore

important questions related to the future of care work.

Products include papers, ongoing conversations, projects,

collaborations, and actions to support further professional

development on behalf of children, youth and families. Energy

for the discussions is defined by the Spanish word “salto,”

which conveys the idea of “jumping” or “leaping” into the

future with our ideas, concepts, and visions. 

Participants include practitioners, professors, instructors,

supervisors, and others with considerable experience in child

and youth care. Everyone comes at their own expense, an

investment that most of us find well worth making. 

This year we will be review ing our pre vi ous dis cus sions of rela tional 

and devel op men tal care, and explor ing top ics such as open access

to child and youth care edu ca tion and writ ing, cer tif i ca tion of work -

ers, and accred i ta tion of edu ca tion pro grams. I am going to try to

pre pare myself by get ting back in touch with my child (I camped as

a boy a few miles away in the moun tains) so that I can offer some -

thing pure, orig i nal, and famil iar to the dis cus sions. In the future I

will pres ent some of what I learned here so oth ers can join in if they

wish. 

A few days ago while I was pre par ing to write this col umn I spent 

some time talk ing to a 3 year-old Viet nam ese girl who had come to

live with her par ents in the US. She was receiv ing radi a tion treat -

ment after hav ing major sur gery for brain can cer. She was the first

Viet nam ese child in the US to have brain can cer, her father had told 
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me. The tumor was the size of his fist. Given what she had been

through, I was amazed at how cheer ful and ener getic she was. We

were sit ting by the win dow and look ing out at the rain. She was very 

talk ative but dif fi cult to under stand. The sur gery and her bilin gual

upbring ing had made it dif fi cult for her to find the words she

needed to describe what she felt and saw. But this did n’t keep her

from try ing. Her talk was almost non stop and even though I did not

under stand most of what she was say ing, she seemed per fectly

clear about it. At one point she said “snow” and pointed to the win -

dow.

“Rain,” I said back.

“Snow,” she said again.

I knew it was too warm to snow, but looked again and saw some

of the rain drops shine in the sun light that had bro ken through the

clouds.

“See, snow,” she said.

“Yes,” I said smil ing.

Then, never hav ing doubted that she had been right all along,

she said, “Bye sweetie,” and ran off toward her dad. 

Today, before I sub mit ted this col umn, I read to her from a Pooh

book. As I turned the pages we pointed at pic tures of ani mals, trees, 

and rivers and named them. I admired again the cer tainty with

which she labelled the objects the way she saw them. My spir its

lifted, I knew I had just wit nessed resil ience in its most beau ti ful

and pri mal form.
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May 2010

Pictures of praxis
It was a clear, spring day. Natalie had taken the rest of the
group outside the treatment center to play. Maria, one of the
girls was still in her room. She did not want to join the group.
Kent, another worker, talked to Maria for a few moments… She 
got up from her chair. Together they went outside and joined
the activity… 

'What Do Pictures Want?: the Lives and Loves of Images' is the 
title of a book by professor of art history and literature W.J.T.
Mitchell, a scholar of images and their meanings. Recently I
heard him speak. During the lecture he talked about how one
way to look at images is with a fresh set of eyes, as philosopher
Foucault had suggested. The viewer attempts to cast off
preconceived notions, based on early interpretations or
meanings, and instead looks at the picture for what it evokes.
Or, said another way, the viewer tries see it for what it is for
him or her with an open mind. 

Last month I wrote on this same theme from another per spec tive. 

I referred to how many art ists, phi los o phers and writ ers tried to

see the world through the eyes of their child. This in part allowed

them to look once again with inno cence of a child. This was not to

sug gest that they could really attain this state again, but rather to

say it was help ful to try. All of this reminds me of some thing I

learned early in my child and youth care career: our sub jec -

tive/objec tive obser va tions of youth and what they do should be as

free of ste reo types as we can make them. We were to report what

we saw and felt, free of biases, aca demic jar gon, and/or behav ioral

ste reo types. This of course is also good advice for the reflec tive

researcher, search ing for mean ing and under stand ing in the

images, pic tures, and inter pre ta tions of his or her reflec tions. In

good lit er a ture it is akin to the notion of mak ing our work ring true. 

Take the sit u a tion at the begin ning for exam ple. The chal lenge is 
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to paint this pic ture with words the way it was, and then talk about

it or inter pret it for what it is in the con text of that moment for that

youth and adult. While we can never be free of our biases and his to -

ries, we can try to see it as inno cently as we can before we “load” it

up with anal y ses based on the ory and pro fes sional inter pre ta tions. 

Recently after reread ing for my youth work class, Jennifer

White’s (2008) chap ter, 'Know ing, Doing and Being in Con text: A

Praxis-Ori ented Approach to Child and Youth Care', in Stand ing on

the Prec i pice: Inquiry into the Cre ative Poten tial of Child and Youth

Care Prac tice, I thought how rel e vant this was to prac ti tio ners and

research ers who wanted to show praxis, as White sug gests, as a

way of know ing, doing, and being grounded in respon si ble, eth i cal,

self aware, and account able pro cess of action and inter ac tion. If we

want to know praxis, then we should try to show it as it is. Accord -

ing to Mitch ell, at least the way I heard what he said, there are no

mod els, boxes, or steps to fit this way of look ing and under stand ing

into because each pic ture, image, sketch stands for itself.

Dur ing a lengthy class room dis cus sion about touch we com -

pared the White chap ter to an arti cle titled A Moral Praxis of Child

and Youth Care (Magnuson, Baizerman and Singer, 2001) in which

the authors speak about youth as an ends rather than the means as

tem po ral agents of change. We inter preted this as mean ing that our 

work was really about val u ing and being in and with youth. To do

this we had to take each inci dent of touch on its own mer its and not 

attempt to apply or make rules that reg u lated touch. Our chal lenge

was to first see a spe cific sit u a tion as it was as a way of know ing,

doing, and being, and then let in some of our biases and the the o -

ries we had learned. These things are never sep a rated of course but

the chal lenge is first to try to see the sit u a tion as it was expe ri -

enced, or show the pic ture: “the youth got up from the chair and

joined the activ ity.” Or, “as the worker walked along he gently put

his hand on her shoul der, removed it, and said I am glad you

decided to come along,” in all its details with sen si tiv ity to the

mean ings that worker and youth make of it as an every day event

(Phelan, 2008; Ward, 2004) with youth.

So my answer to the ques tion What do pic tures want? in child

and youth care is they want to be them selves and we should try to

accom mo date them while try ing to learn from and share our
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expe ri ences. Show ing our pic tures in their nat u ral state is at the

heart of the devel op ment of our praxis. 
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June 2010

El Salto reflections
The El Salto Discussions are designed to serve as a spring
board for new discoveries in child and youth care practice. Held 
at a retreat center on the side of El Salto Mountain in Northern 
New Mexico, experienced members of the field explore
important questions related to the future of care work. Products 
include papers, ongoing conversations, projects, collaborations,
and actions to support further professional development on
behalf of children, youth and families. Energy for the
discussions is defined by the Spanish word “salto,” which
conveys the idea of “jumping” or “leaping” into the future with 
our ideas, concepts, and visions. Participants include
professors, practitioners, and others with considerable
experience in child and youth care. Everyone comes at their
own expense, an investment that most of us find well worth
making. 

This is the def i ni tion that guided the dis cus sions of 14 expe ri -

enced mem bers of our field on 4/30-5/2 2010. Many of the peo ple 

in atten dance are famil iar to CYC-Online read ers: Karen VanderVen,

Jack Phelan, Carol Stu art, Frank and Vicki Eckles, Hec tor Sapien,

Doug Magnuson, Quinn Wilder, Andrew Schnei der Munoz, Hans

and Kathy Skott-Myhre, Janet Wakefield, and me. As prom ised in an 

ear lier col umn, fol low ing are my reflec tions on the event.

Kiaras and Hans dis cuss ing mod ern ism, crit i cal the ory and

postmodernism after the main dis cus sion had com pleted and oth -

ers had left the retreat room to go shop ping or the hot springs near

the Rio Grand Gorge. Lis ten ing in with my poet’s ear try ing to cap -

ture what they were say ing while flooded with doz ens of images

that helped me see youth work in a new light. Ear lier all of us sit ting 

on four couches in a square with the Sangre de Cristo moun tains in

the back ground try ing to “leap for ward” with words in a dis cus sion

that took on a won der ful, non stop life of its own, egos to the side in 

favor of a crit i cal dis course that was at once both agree able and
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con fron ta tional in the best sense of the two words. Quan tum phys -

ics as much of the dis cus sion as art, music, postmodernism,

mod ern ism, pol i tics, and care; new enlight ened ways of think ing

about how to teach the work and to think about lunch, bas ket ball,

and rela tional work and how it is replac ing level and puni tive sys -

tems of child and youth care we all know to be so harm ful.

Dreams sup ported with pro posed actions for a new vir tual and

real uni ver sity that would give youth work ers around the globe

access to the tre men dous human resources in the room and

beyond. A con sen sus that we had to reach out across and work with 

all groups that worked with youth. A long dis cus sion intro duced by

Jack of how to ease the end less ten sions between prac tice and the -

ory, and the role of intent and other fac tors in mov ing beyond as we

con tinue to be and become as a field: accred i ta tion of edu ca tion

pro grams and cer tif i ca tion of work ers seen as major steps for the

field and our future; doz ens of exam ples of how it all works. A real is -

tic con ver sa tion that took into account the strug gles we faced,

mis takes we made, and the suc cesses we had had, all evolv ing in

the inter change that showed the matu rity of mem bers of a field who 

did not need to mar ket or pro mote itself with out acknowl edg ing

where we had been, good and bad as we search for a moral praxis.

Youth work ers relat ing: din ner together at Mex i can Res tau rants,

a wine and cheese at the Vandeboom Fine Art Gal lery, and an eve -

ning hosted by Mark and Suzanne at the straw bale house and

Hogan stu dio. Peo ple walk ing up the road together con tin u ing the

con ver sa tion from break fast in the lit tle vil lage, Arroyo Seco, just

down the side of the moun tain from the retreat cen ter; pairs and tri -

ads of peo ple, rhyth mi cally engaged in these con ver sa tions and

lat ter at night in gui tar, har monic play and blues sing ing on those

same couches where a dif fer ent kind of music took over, all

together, con nect ing, dis cov er ing and empow er ing in their play and

seri ous talk. It turned out to be a three day event that was just what

it was meant to be, at least for me and accord ing to responses from

oth ers, for them as well. Three days of relat ing, chal leng ing, rethink -

ing, and stok ing our fires.
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July 2010

Remembering first days at
Ranch Ehrlo

Oh my God

Oh my God

Oh my God 

These were the words of Lis Hansen a woman in a work shop I was

con duct ing at Ranch Ehrlo in Regina Can ada. I had asked the 100 or 

so par tic i pants to think of their first day on the job and draw or write 

it out in a nar ra tive or poem. The pur pose was to explore how our

expe ri ences helped shape our impres sions and us.

By learn ing from these moments we can also open our selves to

the expe ri ences of youth. For exam ple, remem ber ing our first day on 

the job can help us under stand what must it be like for youth on

their first day? We can never have their expe ri ences but if we learn

from and value our expe ri ences, it can make us curi ous and open to

a deeper under stand ing of what it is like for them. If they have been

bounced around, aban doned, rejected and abused, what is the story 

they bring to our cen ters and how must it feel when they walk in the 

first time? Do they won der will I be safe here, will peo ple like me,

what will I be expected to do, will I be kicked out again? Does it feel

famil iar and wel com ing or cold and dis tant? Is this a place where

even tu ally I will feel at home or want to run away?

When I send stu dents out to explore youth serv ing orga ni za tions

they can usu ally tell pretty quickly the good places from the bad

places. In good places they feel wel comed. The sights, sounds and

smells invite them to stay. It seems famil iar or like home in some

way. And it prob a bly feels the same for staff and youth.

Ranch Ehrlo is a good place that has years of expe ri ence learn -

ing how to care for youth and staff. I felt wel comed there and

assume most of the staff and youth do as well, espe cially with time.

The admin is tra tion cares for its staff with the expec ta tion that they
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will care for youth by con stantly learn ing how to do it better and by

being infi nitely curi ous about the youth and the sto ries they bring

with them. The homes and set tings they have cre ated are beau ti ful

and cared for as well. 

The lead er ship gets it. They have moved up through the ranks

and under stand what it is like. They attend the trainings. The mes -

sage is: We value what you are doing and still remem ber what a joy

and strug gle it can be. 

Most peo ple have mem o ries of their first days on the job. If they

strug gle and go through the day with expe ri enced work ers they

aspire to be like, their mem o ries and pic tures (see pre vi ous

Moments with Youth) of these dif fi cult expe ri ences are met with the

pos si bil ity of better days to come, and undoubt edly it is the same

for youth. These places have a sense of pos si bil ity for growth in the

pres ent and future. My first day was cha otic. I had too many youth

to work with and too lit tle expe ri ence. None the less, I felt almost

imme di ately that I belonged there. And for tu nately it was a good

agency in a period of tran si tion to a better time when I would learn

from sev eral men tors and youth.

Many of us who strug gled early on as youth work ers had a feel -

ing that despite what we were going through, we were “at home”.

Some thing in our guts, souls, or hearts told us that no mat ter how

dif fi cult and gut wrench ing it would be this is where we wanted to

be and would stay. We admired our col leagues for their com mit -

ment. “You either throw your self into it body and soul, or for get it,” a 

youth worker once wrote. This com mit ment and sense of per sonal

per ma nence and desire to keep learn ing with youth made us good

youth work ers. 

Places that cre ate this sense of “being home” and pro vide men -

tors who have grown with the orga ni za tion, are good places. They

pro vide a sense of hope and well being for staff and in so doing pro -

vide the same for youth. Prior to my pre sen ta tion each day at Ranch 

Ehrlo the admin is tra tors shared the results of a recent agency-wide

com mit tee’s study of ben e fits. Youth care work ers would receive

raises and increased vaca tion time. The deci sions had been made

together, from the ground up. I men tioned how com par a tively what

they had achieved in the way of ben e fits and pay far exceeded any -

thing I was aware of in the US.
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In writ ing about places in Can ada he called “gen u ine”, Henry

Maier shared sto ries he had learned from his vis its. In his book on

devel op men tal care, he also wrote about the impor tance of care for

care givers. Ranch Ehrlo has cre ated a gen u ine place that cares for

staff and youth. Youth care work ers and admin is tra tors walk the

talk. On my vis its to the homes, I saw many fine exam ples of work -

ers and youth engaged in devel op men tal activ ity. They were, as

Karen VanderVen wrote, becom ing what they did. The TV was off

(yeah) and they were play ing out side or hav ing group meet ings to

fore shadow what was about to hap pen. As Vera Fahlberg had writ -

ten, there was a rhythm to the rit u als and rou tines of daily liv ing.

Struc ture was pres ent in rela tion ships, not in tons of rules and reg u -

la tions. Pro cess super seded out come. The pan try was open. After a

game of floor hockey one group was off to swim ming while the

night before, at another loca tion, foot ball and skate boards were the

activ ity. Work ers were engaged in youth with youth. Oh my God,

how good it is here, I thought, and left with a greater sense of pos si -

bil ity.
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August 2010

Modern parenting

The other day, in the cof fee shop where I write early in the morn -

ing, includ ing this col umn, I watched a father and his son,

per haps six or seven years old, have break fast. They come almost

every morn ing and sit across from each other, usu ally silent as they

wake into the day. It is as if they are doing the same thing I am

doing, hav ing pri vate moments in pub lic, the rum ble in the back -

ground in some way qui et ing the exis ten tial hum and con nect ing

them to com mu nity. 

Some times a friend of the fathers stops and talks while the son

nib bles qui etly on his muf fin, or reads his book, his curi ous eyes

look ing over the pages. I can’t help but won der what is going on in

his mind. Or, imag ine what I might have been think ing at that age:

prob a bly our fam ily vaca tion up north or what I would do when I

could go to school and other places by myself, or drive a car.

It also reminds me of the days when I had “morn ing duty” with

my son, and watched him through the years grow from a talk ative

boy into a quiet, often grumpy ado les cent. Suzanne painted late into 

the night and liked to sleep in the morn ing then be avail able when

he walked home for lunch and after school while I was still at work. 

Like Piaget, I stud ied child hood and ado les cence in part through 

watch ing him and the mood swings and intel lec tual and phys i cal

changes he went through and what he did or did not want to talk

about at break fast. Oh how happy I was when I no lon ger had to

help him ties his shoes, find his mit tens and get ready to go to

school in the cold; now of course some times I miss those days,

although our con ver sa tions now seem much deeper and richer than

the grunts he exchanged with me as an ado les cent when half awake 

he strug gled to get his rap idly chang ing mind and body off to

school where the world was unfold ing with his peers. I am once

again rea son ably smart and wise to him; whereas then my stat ure

seemed to have dwin dled as he devel oped his abstract/hypo thet i -

cal/deduc tive rea son ing pow ers in the world that was open ing wider 

and wider than our increas ingly smaller and bor ing neigh bor hood.
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This boy seems com par a tively quiet for his age although I am

aware each child has a dif fer ent tem per a ment. His book and imag i -

na tion keep him busy. I was sort of that way as a boy. My mother

fed me in the morn ing with food, sto ries she made up to get me to

eat oat meal, and words of wis dom. I would lis ten and then make up

my own sto ries in my head. My father was usu ally off to work at the

com pany before I got up. He was a loyal com pany employee: his

great est fear per haps los ing his job. My mother, an early fem i nist

(flap per) ahead of her time, worked except when my brother and I

were school age boys, and then she would get us off to school

before she drove to the grade school where she was the prin ci pal’s

sec re tary who, as most of the stu dents knew, ran the place. Despite

her small stat ure, no one messed with my mother. She too had

worked through the depres sion and knew what it meant to take edu -

ca tion seri ously. Stu dents who fooled around could be sit ting on the 

bench in the office where she would give them a lec ture about the

impor tance of their learn ing. Most did not return to that seat in the

office. From her I got a sense of per sis tence and car ing dis ci pline

that helped me as a youth worker. I also got a big sup ply of energy. 

In the cof fee shop sev eral other men, child less per haps, often

con gre gate near the water cooler and accou tre ments, take out cups

of cof fee in their hands, dis cuss ing the econ omy before they rush

off to work dur ing the cur rent reces sion. You can sense their anx i -

ety. At other tables women often sit lon ger dis cuss ing the

chal lenges at their busi ness and/or in the non profit com mu nity. 

Whether these changes have been good or bad for child rear ing

in gen eral is of course a topic of much debate. In many ways I do

wish the US had pol i cies that would give women and men more

time off to raise their kids dur ing the for ma tive years. This would go

a long way in pre vent ing prob lems in the future, unless of course

chil dren, like many chil dren in our com mu nity, had par ents who

were not able to raise them. Giv ing them more time to be home with 

their kids would be disas trous with out pro vid ing equal atten tion and 

sup port for the par ents. 

I can not under stand why we don’t have higher stan dards and/or

expec ta tions for hav ing and rais ing chil dren in our coun try. We reg -

u late, set stan dards, and have higher expec ta tions for far less

impor tant activ i ties. Any one, despite their readi ness or capac ity to

sup port another being it seems can have a kid. This of course is
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another very con tro ver sial topic. I am not sure what the ulti mate

solu tion is other than more and more edu ca tion, less pov erty,

higher expec ta tions, mak ing child rear ing a pri or ity, invest ment in

sup port ser vices, and qual i fied child and youth care work ers.

A few days ago while driv ing some where I heard a story about a

young teen age cou ple with two chil dren liv ing with the girl’s mother 

and her broth ers in a small house in Bal ti more. The father had been

unable to get a job and she was preg nant again. Dur ing the inter -

view they empha sized that unlike the vast major ity of peo ple with

kids in their neigh bor hood at least they were try ing to stay together.

For how long I won dered, and what will hap pen to those kids? There 

is always hope, but the prog no sis based on sta tis tics is not good. 

But that day, as on other days, with many unan swered ques tions 

about how and who should par ent, whether it is better today or in

the past, I enjoyed watch ing this boy and his father. In reflec tion,

there is some thing good about it, the way they are together in their

silence in the world around them as they move into the day. He

seems like a good dad, a man con cerned enough to make sure his

son has break fast before he goes off to school, a man who wants his 

son to grow up as a respon si ble and ful filled youth. I wish the youth

whom I had worked with had had fathers like this. After they left, I

reflected on them, my child hood, and my expe ri ence as a par ent,

and wrote a poem. 

Muffin eaten while his dad 

talks to another man 

a boy fidgets makes faces

daydreams and waits 

The father in work clothes

delays momentarily the duty 

bestowed on him to get

“the kid” off to school 

In the background clustered 

around the water cooler

other men in suits and ties

tell jokes sheltered

from the rains of recession 
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Having survived the depression

my father left for the company

before the rest of us got up 

And my mother, a working 

woman and flapper ahead of her time 

after making and serving breakfast

to her boys, soon followed 

Now the women often leave

before the men both longing 

to linger in the daydreams 

they once had 

When morning opened 

to possibility in the sounds 

that circled around them.
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September 2010

Where are the borders?

There is a trail in the Sangre de Cristo Moun tains Suzanne calls

Bea ver Trail because of the bea ver dams in the stream that runs

beside the trail, one of many dirt access roads open to the pub lic.

Often she and her dog Bear hike there. Bear enjoys the mix of water

and hills, and so does she. It gives them a feel ing of inde pend ence

and free dom felt nowhere else: being in nature together with only

their selves to rely on. It is “their place,” that I feel for tu nate to be

invited to visit with them on occa sion. There are few, if any places,

more beau ti ful and peace ful. In the half light of the can yon, time

seems to fade away in the clear moun tain air. In the warm, majes tic

sur round ings self seems less and less sig nif i cant as we use our

bod ies to climb the road, our minds free to look about in the easy,

yet rig or ous climb, our breath ing heavy then light at times, and our

mus cles warm with the ache of a good days work. 

Lately though, the feel ing on the trail has been chang ing. It

started a cou ple years ago when Bear was attacked by a pit bull

owned by a group of youth and adults camp ing near the stream.

With out think ing Suzanne imme di ately jumped in and tried to pull

the pit bull away by its hind legs, while I kicked at it’s head, hop ing

to break the jaw lock it had on Bear’s throat. For tu nately, Bear, an

Aus sie Shep herd had a thick coat of hair, but had the own ers not

called the dog off, I’m not sure we could have saved Bear. 

Suzanne was livid that her beloved Bear was put in dan ger. You

would think the own ers would be apol o getic. The mid dle aged men

and women, how ever, seemed obsti nate as if we had invaded their

ter ri tory. “You should keep your dog on a leash,” they said to us

even though their dog had run one hun dred or more yards to attack

Bear, who would never hurt a flea, or stray from Suzanne toward

strang ers. 

We let them know what we thought. “You don’t belong here,”

they said. It was their way of say ing “whites” did n’t belong in the

South west even though Suzanne had prob a bly lived in the area lon -

ger than some of them. This made us both more angry and
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fright ened. The diver sity is one fac tor that attracted us to the area.

And for the most part every one, His pan ics, Lati nos, Pueb los, art ists, 

whites and oth ers, gets along.

We walked away with Bear and took out the cell phone to call

911. Then some of the youth from the group appeared on the scene

very apol o get i cally. This was either very sin cere, which it seemed, or 

they were con cerned that if the police came it would dis rupt the

activ ity going on at the camp site. They prom ised to tie up the dog,

acknowl edg ing that it never should have been untied. I felt com fort -

able with them and we spoke for a while about our con cerns. They

were han dling it in a much more mature man ner than their elders.

So we cancelled the call, and went on our way. 

With out want ing to jump to con clu sions, in hind sight it seemed

to us that some thing ille gal was going on, per haps a drug deal. We

had noticed how the camp sites were becom ing more lit tered with

bro ken beer bot tles and other trash. Peo ple who used the sites

seemed to be there less and less with the respect for the expe ri ence 

of being in nature. As we con tin ued up the trail with Bear seemed to 

feel no less the wear for the encoun ter that had “freaked” us out. On 

the way down we came upon some rang ers and told them about

what we had expe ri enced. They said they would check it out, and

thanked us. Every one, or a least every law abid ing per son, wants to

keep that trail safe.

We had encoun tered some thing sim i lar a year or so ear lier when

we hiked over a ridge on a trail fur ther south in New Mex ico. Off in

the dis tance we could see a group of motor bikes and hot-rods

parked next to a group of men in a small vil lage. Clearly, some thing

was going down. So we scam pered away not want ing to be seen.

Meth traf fick ers are not known to be friendly. Whether or not our

assess ment was accu rate was not the issue, we dis cussed after -

wards, as much as the sense of fear that drug traf fick ing has begun

to impose in an area, where as a boy I first found a free dom unlike

any other as I rode horses into the moun tains. And Suzanne has

found a sense of free dom in later life she never felt before, or at

least since she was a small child play ing on a farm in Cen tral Wis -

con sin. When she moved out here full time, she had spent her time

in the city, and was ready to get back to the earth and, as a painter,

the incred i ble land scapes and col ors of the South west.

Then, this sum mer, two youth were shot and killed at the foot of
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Bea ver trail, and in a strange way, this lessened the amount of what

seemed to be gang activ ity going on in the camp sites. After that,

either the rang ers and police began to take the dan ger more seri -

ously, and/or the gang mem bers found a new place with less

atten tion that had now been focused on the trail. Not want ing to

have her free dom restricted, Suzanne (and Bear) con tin ued to hike

there, much to my worry. To show me that it was safe, she took me

there for a hike on my visit a few weeks ago although she admit ted

that she had gone there less often than in the past. Two crosses

with plas tic flow ers, as is the His panic tra di tion in the area, marked

the spot where they were killed. The rea sons had yet to be released.

Sense less, yes; guns involved, of course. Young peo ple are shoot ing 

each other at unprec e dented rates. 

On our hike, I could not help but think about what it all meant.

How not only the bor ders between our coun try and Mex ico were an

issue, but the bor ders of youth were also being oblit er ated by vio -

lence, drugs, and guns in many parts of the coun try. Deal ers were

going after the good kids in Mil wau kee, I had been told by a youth

worker a few years ear lier, because they are not on the police’s

radar screens like the gang kids. Easy to think why don’t they just

resist until some one says, “Hand out these drugs at your next party, 

and if you don’t I know where your sis ter is.”

Three youth I knew had been killed over the years by guns, one I

felt close to. This too seemed so sense less, each inci dent the result

of a gun’s pres ence, when in times past they might have sim ply

“rum bled.” With out the gun, per haps only a bloody nose, rather

than a dead body.

At the same time, crime con tin ues to decrease in our coun try, at

least accord ing to the sta tis tics. There is less crime of sev eral types, 

unless you live in a cer tain place, or are a mem ber of a cer tain cul -

ture or race. Then you are at much more risk as a mem ber of a

group where vio lence is a way of life: a neigh bor hood, a skin color,

or coun try road, or moun tain side where a cul ture of vio lence per me -

ates almost every part of your youth, and you attempt to grow up in

a sur real world of weapon, pow er ful drugs, and adults who can use

and manip u late youth to stoke their wealth. In these worlds there

are no bor ders of youth. The rights to pas sage and safe turfs are

wiped out with false prom ises of mate rial gain and threats too pow -

er ful to ignore if you want to pro tect your self or your fam ily. 
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I do not know what the answer is. If I could have my way I would

cre ate mean ing ful jobs, make hand guns ille gal, and legal ize most

drugs with the aware ness that alco hol, a legal drug is linked to

more vio lence than any other drug, whether it’s fam ily fights, mur -

ders, or car crashes. Better yet, I would find a way to cre ate

oppor tu ni ties to live lives that did not need drugs, unre al is tic, of

course, but worth dream ing about? 

In the mean time, I can not help but won der again, where is the

voice of our pro fes sion in the broader dis cus sions about how youth

is being vio lated and sto len in unthink able ways? Cer tainly, this is

not new. Youth have been exploited through out his tory in fac to ries,

homes, and on farms. Crim i nals have used them for their pur poses,

and some, gen er ally not most, youth have been will ing to go along

with prom ises of easy money and a new sense of power. Maybe it

begins to hit us more when it begins to intrude in the spaces where

we least expect it; the moun tain trails and streams where we go to

be free, or to regain for a moment a child hood mem ory accom pa -

nied by the free dom of play.

On the trail that day I won dered if my con cern about this crim i -

nal inva sion of a space so spe cial to Suzanne and Bear was an

exam ple that I had become less sen si tive to the shoot ing of youth in 

inner city Mil wau kee. Was it expected there and not here? I hope

not. It should not be expected any where. Like many oth ers I feel

rather help less about this. Maybe writ ing this col umn is one way to

do some thing. I’d like to think so. 
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October 2010

In the spaces between

Last night I heard play wright, film maker and story writer Sam

Shepard read in Taos New Mex ico. I have always liked his work.

In his char ac ter’s dia log and actions he has this incred i ble abil ity to 

cre ate a sense that some thing is sit ting at the edge of their con -

scious ness that they can not grasp. It is there in the spaces between 

the words pull ing them for ward and influ enc ing the way they are

behav ing. In mov ies like Paris Texas, the play Fool for Love and many 

of his short sto ries, the reader/viewer is cap ti vated by try ing to fig -

ure it out. What’s going on that’s not being said? We want to know

even if the char ac ters don’t. Some thing is mak ing them behave this

way. What is it? The ten sion for the char ac ters can be almost

unbear able at times it seems. And then in other sto ries or char ac ter

sketches he uses a sim i lar tech nique to make us laugh. There is a

sad yet uplift ing qual ity to his humor because some how he is able

to see and show it in the con text of a human con di tion that res o -

nates with what we have expe ri enced. 

Most of his work is about char ac ter, not story per se. He devel ops 

his char ac ters and what they do in a way that inter ests us. We can

see and relate to peo ple in his sketches and doing this we learn

some thing about them and us. His char ac ters and dia log feel real

because, although they are not “Xerox cop ies,” they are based on

peo ple he knew, includ ing him self, and his expe ri ences, many of

which occurred in his youth. Sim i larly the scenes he cre ates in his

sketches draw us in. There is a sense of place we can relate to or

want to know.

So it is some times in youth work. Much of youth work occurs in

those spaces between the words, the pauses and times when we are 

com mu ni cat ing with actions rather than words. We are in these

moments with youth, our own and oth ers. Often, how ever, in writ ing 

or talk ing about the work we tend to steer away from this very

impor tant part of the work. We want to prove or make it better or

show how it works, rather than describe how it is as we see it, and

learn from what it is while we let our actions together take us where
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it will. This is not to min i mize the fears and anx i eties many youth

have about the known and unknown. These feel ings are real for

them, and as work ers we should as best as we can, help them

under stand and learn from these feel ings. 

What I am sug gest ing is that some times it is better just to let it

go, not to try to seek an answer or make it better and instead just to

be in these moments to see where they take a youth and us. Know -

ing when and when not to do this of course is another one of the

mas ter com pe ten cies in our work, but there is some thing to be stud -

ied and learned from here. How do we as work ers as char ac ters

with youth learn to let the sit u a tion evolve to a point of dis cov ery?

How do we allow our selves to be between the words lis ten ing and

hear ing “that some thing” just at the edge?

Most of Sam Shepard’s char ac ters are trou bled. They are deal ing 

with loss, addic tion, and many other prob lems that we can relate to. 

Life is not per fect in a Shepard sketch, play, or film. When asked

about how he is able to cap ture the essence of their expe ri ence, he

says it’s “all in the music.” There is a rhythm that car ries the

moments, actions, and words in a way that makes us curi ous about

what hap pened or is hap pen ing. The ten sion is pal pa ble and

unbear able. We want to stay and leave; look at and away. We should 

lis ten more for the music in our work, get to know the spaces

between. Maybe some thing will appear at the edge, just beyond our

reach and com pel us to stay there for a moment lon ger. Maybe we

will hear some thing we have n’t heard? 
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December 2010

Post Program Identity

A man and a woman are talk ing at a party. She sips her drink,

asks, “What do you do?”

“Work with youth.”

“That’s won der ful, must be hard work?”

“Yes, it's chal leng ing but I really enjoy it.”

“So where do you work?”

“On the street, in the house, the park, school, a hike…”

“Do you work for an agency or orga ni za tion of some kind?” 

“Yes, a group home.”

“What’s the approach? I’m a social work stu dent and it would be

inter est ing.” The worker smiles, says, “We try to show up every day.

And we encour age the youth to do the same thing.”

“That’s it?”

“Pretty much. We try to be pres ent, open and avail able to lis ten

and under stand. We also try to be ener get i cally engaged.”

“You need a degree for that?”

“Well it helps if you are curi ous and eager to learn about self and 

other. But the learn ing never stops really.”

“So any body who is curi ous and wants to learn can do it?”

“No not really, that’s just a good place to start. You have to like

youth, enjoy being in the thick of it, and try to under stand your own

story.”

“That helps you know what it is like for them right?”

“No, it helps you know what it was like for you and should make

you curi ous about their expe ri ence.”

“Are there spe cific out comes you are expected to achieve?”

“Every day.”

“Like what?”
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“Eat lunch, solve a prob lem, spend a quiet moment together, fix

a flat tire, read to one another, share a feel ing, and help oth ers com -

plete a task?”

“You’re play ing with me,” she says as if she just caught on that

maybe he was pull ing her leg. 

“No, not really, those are very impor tant events in the lives of

young peo ple who have not had an oppor tu nity to be with car ing

adults ...”

“Can you make a liv ing at that?”

“It’s dif fi cult, but it’s a good life.”

Unlike the worker above, I some times I think we still focus too

much on pro gram and our pro fes sion in defin ing our selves. We

iden tify our selves by the pro gram we work in and as child and youth 

care work ers, or what ever our title is, often in com par i son to other

pro grams and pro fes sions. While this is an impor tant part of our

devel op ment, maybe we are ready to move ahead to a new way of

iden ti fy ing our selves: by artic u lat ing what we actu ally do. 

In con ver sa tions with the pub lic and intro duc tions dur ing work -

shops or meet ings, work ers often speak of the pro gram they work at 

or the pro gram they used with kids. It is as if their iden tity is tied

more to the pro gram rather than the work they do. Henry Maier,

noted child and youth care teacher and author, used to ask peo ple

to intro duce them selves by say ing some thing they did with chil dren 

and youth. He, like other wise lead ers, did not want us to get

caught-up, or boxed-in, in our pro fes sion al ism and pro grams. Our

work was to grow, learn and develop with chil dren and youth. He

pre ferred that we spend more time on devel op ing a rich menu of

activ i ties geared to the devel op men tal readi ness and capac ity of

youth to par tic i pate, and that we did this care, sen si tiv ity, depend -

abil ity and pre dict abil ity, and rhyth mic inter ac tion. Space, place,

time and engage ment all came before pro gram in his world of gen u -

ine prac tice. He had lit tle patience for peo ple who boasted about

their pro grams but could not say much about what they did in their

daily inter ac tions. Karen VanderVen has chal lenged us for years to

stay focused on activ ity and not use the step or level or other

mechan i cal sys tems that keep us from get ting engaged in the mul ti -

tude of activ i ties avail able to us. 

I found this all reaf firm ing. As a young man I had felt from my
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first day as a child and youth care worker that what I did was impor -

tant: sweep ing floors, play ing kickball, break ing up fights, hikes,

paint ing, lunch, and read ing to each other were all an impor tant

part of what I did with chil dren and youth. Where else can you play

and get paid for it, we used to joke, even after a tough day.

This was good, hard work. It was n’t for every body but for those

who saw what could be done it was the best work around. Later of

course from read ing Henry and many oth ers and attend ing con fer -

ences I learned how sophis ti cated it was and how the rela tion ship

between the ory and prac tice could play out every day in every inter -

ac tion if I knew how to see it. I used to like to say my job was to

relate with youth and to try to weave as much care, learn ing and

coun sel ing as pos si ble into every daily inter ac tion. 

These thoughts came to me when I was read ing a chap ter on

Vaclav Havel in a book titled Post National Iden tity. Havel was the

man who led the Vel vet Rev o lu tion from his prison cell. Together

with many col leagues who kept get ting the word out through the

under ground, insist ing on free speech, the Czechs even tu ally

expelled the Soviet Union from their coun try. A tank is turned on its

side in Wenceslas Square as a sym bol of non vio lent resis tance. I

was there with my son and brother-in-law shortly after the rev o lu -

tion. A few days later we went to pound chips from the Berlin Wall. 

Maybe if we focus on defin ing the uni ver sal nature of our car ing

inter ac tions in daily inter ac tions we could over power the mech a nis -

tic, quick fix, out come and evi dence focus approaches that have for

the most part attempted to under mine the impor tance of care work. 
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February 2011

Poetics and the Language 
of Youth Work
This column is another in a series of columns in which I have
written about writing and morality in child and youth care. I
was moved to write it in a recent discussion about meaning
making, reflective research, and a phenomenological approach
to our work.

For many fic tion writ ers, poetry is the tru est way to por tray an

image or express a feel ing. For exam ple, prize win ning nov el ist

Roberto Bolano con sid ered poetry the high est form of expres sion.

He wrote poems when he was not work ing on his nov els. Even

though it was very dif fi cult, he could say some thing in a few words

than he could not say in the lon ger nar ra tive form. 

Some poems are writ ten spon ta ne ously like jazz. In gen eral a

poet works a poem until he or she feels it is just right or rings true.

It can take days, months or years before it looks and sounds right.

The author writes a first draft and returns (even to the ones writ ten

spon ta ne ously) to it many times to try to cap ture the essence (hear

it deep) of what he or she wants to say, or the pic ture the poem is

intended to por tray. The reader reads the sit u a tion in the moment as 

part of the larger whole, or their world view as shaped by their expe -

ri ence.

Sim i lar to the way I wrote in Octo ber in this col umn (In the

Spaces Between) about Sam Shepard, play wright and poet of dia log

in his own right, in most poems the spaces between the words are

as impor tant as the words. The poet attempts to invite the reader

into the poem to con tem plate and relate the images related to the

read er's own expe ri ence. The hope is that it will ring true for the

reader as well, and this will make them curi ous enough to engage in 

a per sonal dia log or dis course with the work. Or to say, “Yes, that’s
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the way it is. I never thought of it that way, but that is the way I

expe ri ence it. I under stand. Or I want to under stand more.”

The move ment of words and the rhythm of a poem are cru cial to

its suc cess. The tempo has to be con sis tent with the mood the

writer wants to con vey oth er wise the poem does not read true. So is

the abil ity to see a sit u a tion for what it is to the writer. When Ger -

man poet Rilke lost his way, sculp tor Rodin told him to go to the zoo 

and look at the ani mals until he could see them. Rilke went and

looked at a pan ther for days then wrote this poem which I have pre -

sented in this col umn in the past (trans lated by poet Rob ert Bly):

The Panther

From seeing the bars, his seeing is so exhausted that it no longer

holds anything anymore.

To him the world is bars, a hundred thousand bars, and behind the

bars, nothing.

The lithe swinging of that rhythmical easy stride which circles

down to the tiniest hub is like a dance of energy around a point in

which a great will stands stunned and numb. 

Only at times the curtains of the pupil rise without a sound ... then 

a shape enters, slips through the tightened silence of the shoulders,

reaches the heart, and dies.

In this poem, which is about a pan ther not youth work, Rilke cap -

tures the expe ri ence of the caged pan ther in a few words. When I

read it I am over whelmed by its clar ity and power. I can almost feel

what the pan ther must have been feel ing. I am unable to go to the

zoo and not think of it. When I first read it, I com pared it to the expe -

ri ence I had with trou bled youth who lived caged in their com mu nity 

and how we had to cre ate expe ri ences and activ i ties that would

make the light shine from their eyes in our activ i ties and inter ac -

tions.
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The line “Prop erly weath ered places” in Wil liam Carlos Wil liam’s 

poem Pas to ral res o nated almost imme di ately with my call ing to

escape the Amer i can pas to ral and work with youth in urban com -

mu ni ties. Wil liams, a med i cal doc tor, was express ing how he felt

more com fort able in places with a his tory of aging and pov erty. His

work por trays both the strug gle and beauty of these places and the

peo ple in them.

In cre at ing, writ ing and speak ing about moments in our work,

per haps we should be more like the poet and try to cap ture the

essence of what we want to say while pay ing atten tion to the mood

we care con vey ing with every day words. Poet Ezra Pound referred to 

this as the quest for fun da men tal accu racy of state ment, which he

saw as the sole moral ity of poetry. Much of the lan guage and writ -

ing in our field is for eign to the way an event or con ver sa tion

occurred. It is writ ten some times to impress an imag i nary audi ence

of pro fes sion als, admin is tra tors and aca dem ics. Gen er ally peo ple

like lan guage that is clear and con veys an image of the sit u a tion the 

writer is try ing to con vey.

If we believe that our goal is to under stand rather than prove, we

should have con fi dence that, if we strive for fun da men tal accu racy

of state ment, it will advance our field just as poets have been instru -

men tal advanc ing the social, cul tural, and cre ative devel op ment of

the world. This is not to say that we should write poems in place of

our reports in arti cles and con ver sa tions, but rather that we could

learn from poets and the power of images and words that ring true

and be a lit tle more like them by choos ing with care words that

convey the images, feel ing state, or anal y sis we are try ing to share,

includ ing acknowl edg ment of the dual i ties and absur di ties in our

work. There is some thing very impor tant about a line such as, “He

got up from his chair and joined the activ ity” when pre sented in the

con text of a youth who had avoided involve ment. Or, sim ply, “He

smiled,” for a youth who had been “caged” in a life of despair. Prop -

erly placed in a vignette or case exam ple, phrases like these can be

very pow er ful in inform ing us and the reader or lis tener.
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March 2011

In the Words of Young Poets
This column is another in a series of columns in which I have
written about writing and morality in child and youth care. I
was moved to write it in a recent discussion about meaning
making, reflective research, and a phenomenological approach
to our work. 

Last month I wrote in this col umn about poetics and the lan -

guage of youth work. A few days later, I lis tened to sev eral

young poets read their work at a poetry mar a thon in my home town, 

Mil wau kee.  The mar a thon is held every year at Wood land Pat tern, a

com mu nity sup ported book and lit er ary arts cen ter that serves as a

social action and intel lec tual cen ter in a rel a tively poor neigh bor -

hood. Peo ple from all income lev els and races gather at WP to

sup port and ben e fit from the arts. In addi tion to an excel lent col lec -

tion of poetry, Native Amer i can lit er a ture, and an art gal lery, writ ing

classes for young and old and com mu nity meet ings are held there.

When ever I go to browse or lis ten, I feel at home. Often I go on Sat -

ur day eve nings for read ings from national and inter na tional authors 

I would not be able to hear any where else in our com mu nity. On

Sun days musi cians are invited to play.

I look for ward each year to the annual mar a thon. For one day,

from 10:00 AM until mid night poets read in five min ute blocks.

Sched ules are handed out when you pay so you can decide which

hours to attend. A hand stamp per mits reen try in between gro cery

shop ping and other errands. The poets enlist spon sors to make

dona tions to Wood land Pat tern. I con trib uted to a poet musi cian

friend of mine who long ago decided to live the life of a poet by sup -

port ing him self with a job unload ing ships in the har bor. In addi tion

to being an excel lent fund rais ing event, the mar a thon pro vides a

chance to recon nect with friends dur ing the breaks. The atmo -

sphere in the packed house is elec tric. For a day, we are all poets

and musi cians reminded of the tal ent we have as human beings to

live and be together.
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Usu ally I stay for sev eral hours until I can’t sit or stand any lon -

ger. I always leave amazed at the amount of tal ent in our

com mu nity, each poet with his or her unique way of see ing some -

thing. Some of the per form ers sing instead of read. Social change,

love, loss, peace, and every day events are major themes in many of

the works. 

It is a tra di tion to begin the day with read ings from youth in a

WP writ ers’ work shop. This is my favor ite part of the day. If for no

other rea son than I wit ness youth stand for the first time in front of

an audi ence and expose them selves through their work. They ner -

vously tap their feet and fool around as they wait. Each one tries to

be non cha lant (cool) as he or she approaches/swag gers to the

podium. Then after wards with a big bur den lifted from their shoul -

ders they sit down know ing they “did it.” No mat ter how pol ished or

unpol ished their work, all the read ers receive a round of applause

and appre ci a tion for their effort. Empa thy fills the room; we can all

remem ber how dif fi cult it is to stand in front of an audi ence and

share our per sonal work. Much can be learned about dis clo sure

from poets.

The empha sis this year on love and iden tify struck me. It seemed 

as if each young poet expressed his or her love for some one with

long ing and/or appre ci a tion for that per son who ignited fires in their 

hearts: a par ent, boy friend, or girl friend (real, wished for, or aban -

doned). Sev eral wrote about how they would leave their

neigh bor hood and what they would become. They would not be

trapped or caught up in life on the streets. Using their tal ent and

com mit ment to do better, they would escape.

I should n’t have been sur prised I guess. These are major themes

in ado les cence. Every youth wants to be loved and spe cial. No one

wants to grow up in pov erty and/or as a vic tim of gang life. But

often what we hear in the music and poems of youth is vio lence,

and/or despair. This is what sells. These youth how ever had dreams

of a better world in which they could become some thing with and/or 

for their loved ones. And Wood land Pat tern was a place where they

could express how they truly felt. I admired their cour age. They

were “tough” in a more pow er ful way than they had been taught on

the streets. It took cour age to do what they did. I felt inspired, many

of the words and images still whirl ing in my head as I lis tened to

adult poets that fol lowed.
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Also by coin ci dence a few weeks ago I was given a small book

titled Time and Place by Khalil Coleman, a young youth worker in

our com mu nity www.timeandplacebk.com. Khalil believes we can

learn by ana lyz ing sto ries. He has estab lished a pub lish ing, con sult -

ing, and teach ing busi ness he calls Chang ing Lives Through

Lit er a ture www.changinglives.com.  In Time and Place he tells the

story of two youth B and K who have dreams, like the young poets,

to escape from their lives in the hood. I was drawn to the themes

time and place, which are instru men tal in ado les cent devel op ment

and wanted to learn more. As B and K jour ney back and forth in

time from the hood to school and more afflu ent neigh bor hoods they 

ques tion the moral ity and real ity of what is needed to sur vive on the

streets of their neigh bor hood, and con tem plate change. 

 As I pre pared a review for the news let ter of our State asso ci a tion 

of child and youth care work ers, I was reminded young peo ple today 

are just as con cerned, if not more so, about the need for social

change, as were mem bers of my civil rights gen er a tion. Time and

Place was a call to action in the tra di tion of Camus another activ -

ist/phi los o pher who saw the injus tice and absur dity in life but

main tained his faith in the power of humans to act for change. 

Then of course there were the dem on stra tions in Egypt. What a

mov ing dis play of organic, non vio lent, civil dis obe di ence. Chant ing

Arab “poets” massed in the square to throw out a cor rupt gov ern -

ment. Called to action on social net works and deter mined to stay,

they sup ported each other with chants against the tyr anny that had

kept them sup pressed for so long. It reminded me of the Vel vet Rev -

o lu tion in Czecho slo va kia when the poets and writ ers sym bol i cally

over turned a soviet tank with words. Never before, how ever, has the

power of non vio lent pro test been more widely wit nessed than in the 

events of the last few weeks. Let’s hope it con tin ues as peo ple con -

tinue to pour into the streets try ing to be, as Gan dhi said, “the

change they want to see.”

Let’s also hope the young poets at Wood land Pat tern, B and K,

and all the other young adults long ing for a more civil soci ety were

watch ing this pow er ful exam ple of how change can occur if the will

is there. There is also wis dom in these events for the lead ers of the

pro fes sions of child and youth who want to draw atten tion to the

power of care.

“Love is all we need,” sang John Lennon. “Fool ish opti mism” you 
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say. Maybe, but I am still moved by what I heard at Wood land Pat -

tern, read in Time and Place, and saw in the square. Change, small

and large, is in the power of silence and words heard, read, spo ken,

and remem bered. Poetics is a force in and of itself that has the

power to show and evoke the con tem pla tion that leads to pos i tive

action. In a recent draft of an arti cle we are writ ing together, Kiaras

Gharabaghi (fre quent con trib u tor to CYC-Online) ended his sec tion

of the paper by say ing, “And if you would like to accuse me of being 

hope lessly roman tic with respect to child and youth care prac tice, I

will thank you.” Let’s join him and the young poets on the streets

still in our hearts. 
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April 2011

Drop In
This column is another in a series of columns in which I have
written about writing and morality in child and youth care. I
was moved to write it in a recent discussion about meaning
making, reflective research, and a phenomenological approach
to our work. 

Last week I went with my youth work class to visit a drop in cen -

ter for youth. The drop in cen ter is a col lab o ra tive effort. Sev eral

com mu nity orga ni za tions have pitched in to make it work. It is a

place where hard to reach youth from the com mu nity can “drop in”

for activ i ties, group coun sel ing, tutor ing, video games, and/or just

to hang out and get warm. They can also do their laun dry and take a 

shower if they wish. Many of them spend most of the time on the

streets, or mov ing from one house to another. And the cen ter is a

place where they can feel safe and meet some of their needs.

Word is put out on the streets about it through sev eral sources,

includ ing a street van that drives around at night try ing to con nect

with youth and steer them toward resources. A block from a bus

stop it is easy for youth who do not live nearby to access. Bus tick -

ets are handed out for future vis its. What make the cen ter work are

the staff mem bers and the youth. With a strong mentoring pro gram

devel oped by one of my for mer stu dents, youth soon learn how to

help one another. It is part of the cul ture of the orga ni za tion. When

you attend the drop in cen ter you receive care and help, and learn

how to give care and help to oth ers. 

No drugs or guns are allowed. Youth put their pos ses sions in a

paper bag before they enter, and col lect them when they leave. The

work ers don’t ques tion what’s in the bags. They sus pect there are

some weap ons and drugs. This cre ates a moral dilemma. Like many 

of the staff mem bers I was and am con flicted by this pol icy. The

staff mem bers’ rea son for this pol icy is that if they take these items

away the youth might not return. I am not sure what I would do. The 
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idea that youth walk around on the streets with ille gal weap ons and

drugs really both ers me, even though I am aware they feel guns are

needed for safety where they live and drugs are prev a lent. Too many 

youth are being shot in our city, often over drugs. Add ing more guns 

and drugs to the sit u a tion does n’t seem like a good plan. No mat ter

what their lives were like, I would n’t want them to think I gave them

per mis sion to have these items. I would try to under stand and say

no at the same time. Dur ing my career I have known three youth

who were shot and killed in acci dents with guns. Each time it was

such a waste of a young life.

Youth peer men tors taught our class. These are young peo ple

who are paid to men tor other youth. Most of them have pre vi ous

expe ri ence at the drop in cen ter or the over night shel ter the orga ni -

za tion runs at another loca tion. For this class, about ten youth

men tors, young men and women, were on hand to teach about fif -

teen of us. First, they gave us a tour. A few youth were hang ing out

in the lounge area. Some were work ing on com put ers in the com -

puter area. We saw the show ers, and kitchen. Two youth were

hav ing a snack. A sup port group was under way. Sev eral staff mem -

bers and a stu dent in field place ment were engaged with the youth.

Every one was friendly. 

The meet ing was held in a din ing area. We sat around sev eral

tables; the peer men tors and a staff mem ber to one side and the

stu dents and me to the other side. The staff mem ber was inten tion -

ally silent. He had just come from a sup port group ses sion and

wanted the men tors to run the class. A leader in devel op ing the peer 

men tor pro gram, he was not about to under mine the pro cess. He

was a stu dent in my classes sev eral years ear lier. I jok ingly made a

bet with him before hand that he could not stay silent. He won. The

peer men tors ran the entire event. When they directed a ques tion to

him, he sim ply turned it back to them.

They had rehearsed the ses sion before hand. I was invited to the

rehearsal but could n’t make it. The peer men tors gave me some

heat about this. We intro duced our selves by say ing two true things

about our selves and mak ing one thing up. The group had to guess

what was true. This was a fun exer cise. Some of the youth made up

bizarre sto ries about them selves. Some of these sto ries turned out

to be true.

Then the youth told us a lit tle about the pro gram and what they
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liked, mainly the food and staff mem bers. After this we were asked

to join in sev eral role plays. The youth had cho sen sev eral con flict

sit u a tions that occur at the cen ter. First they showed us the wrong

way to han dle a sit u a tion. Men tors, play ing the roles of youth, chal -

lenged, argued and resisted a men tor play ing the role of a youth

worker. When the worker “screwed up” there was much laugh ter.

Then they asked the stu dents to step in and show how they

would han dle it. In one sit u a tion a youth entered the pro gram under

the influ ence of drugs. In another sit u a tion a young lady was dis res -

pect ing a worker. In each sit u a tion the stu dents tried to be   

pro fes sional. They used pre ven tive and con flict res o lu tion strat e gies 

we had dis cussed and prac ticed in class. You could tell they were

uneasy; they wanted to impress their peers and me. As they fum -

bled for the right thing to say or do, I got a kick out of it, and so did

the youth, who “played them” for all it was worth. One young lady

was par tic u larly good at this. With a gift for street talk and an

aware ness of how touchy the work ers might be about bound aries,

she kept the stu dent off guard. A cou ple stu dents and one peer

men tor in par tic u lar, who showed us how to do it, were effec tive.

They were not try ing to be any thing other than them selves.

In one sit u a tion a youth was pre oc cu pied with a hand held elec -

tronic device. There are so many today. For the most part I don’t

know what they are called or what they do other than pro cess infor -

ma tion and cre ate instant access to friends, games, and any

num ber of desir able and unde sir able links. Let’s just say it was a

cell phone.

The pre oc cu pied youth was sup posed to be in a group activ ity.

Two stu dents tried to con vince him to put the cell phone away and

join the activ ity. He effec tively got them into power strug gles he

knew he would win because they would try to rea son with him, or

do the right thing accord ing to what they had learned in class. At

one point one of the peer men tors, who I know, said, “Mark, you’re

the pro fes sor, why don’t you show them.”

I laughed ner vously. I was on the spot. “Sure,” I said and got up.

They jeered me, jok ingly. Sev eral thoughts race through my head as 

I approached the make shift stage. The crowd waited with antic i pa -

tion to see what I would do. It was as if all I had learned and

expe ri enced in these sit u a tions raced through my head. Then sud -

denly as I approached my head cleared and I sim ply said “give me
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that” and in one swift move took the device out of his hand and put

it in my pocket. “We need you in our activ ity. You can have this back 

when we are done.” Sur prised and caught off guard, the youth

smiled and came along. The oth ers applauded.

There was noth ing pro fes sional about what I did other than I

reacted nat u rally. It could have turned out dif fer ently, but it was the

right thing to do at the time, and it showed that I really wanted him

in the activ ity and was n’t about to get involved in a game of rea son -

ing.

I think the stu dents were sur prised by what I did. I was. After -

wards I felt very good about it. “Too often I think our

pro fes sion al ism gets in the way of doing what our instincts tell us to 

do,” I said as we debriefed in class the fol low ing week. “Maybe they

should have the same thing about the paper bags I thought. “Give

me those drugs and guns. They do you no good in here or out there.

You are safer with out them. We want you with us now, here in the

moment, and later. ” 

We went on to dis cuss the pros and cons of this com ment. We

tried to look at it through the eyes of the youth and our own sto ries.

We also decided to donate some funds from the class bud get for

bus tick ets.
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August 2011

Growing Our Cultural Center

Recently I was read ing about the cul tural cen ter Albert Camus

cre ated with his col leagues in Algiers in the 1930s. It was a

place where Arab, Ital ian, Span ish, and French could gather to learn 

from lit er a ture, music, and theater. Dur ing a period of polit i cal and

social strife, they believed this would advance soci ety and serve as

a pow er ful source for polit i cal dis course, and activ ism. By watch ing

and dis cuss ing a Che khov play, for instance, not only would their

lives be enriched, they would also gain insight for relat ing and act -

ing together to improve social con di tions. 

I often go to an inde pend ent book store and art cen ter in our

com mu nity. It serves as a gath er ing place for peo ple of all classes

and back grounds in a rel a tively poor sec tion of town. On vis its one

is sur rounded by evo ca tive sounds, words, and pic tures of cul ture.

On Sat ur day eve nings they hold poetry read ings. Many of the pre -

sen ta tions are fol lowed by dis cus sions with the per form ers.

Some times peo ple pro vide food, wine, and other good ies. On Sun -

days they have folk, rock, rap, and clas si cal music con certs. The

room where per for mances are held is also an art gal lery.

Read ing Camus reminded me that these cen ters are in and of

them selves places and sources of social and polit i cal change. In our 

com mu nity if the cen ter were to dis ap pear, the neigh bor hood would 

truly be a dif fer ent place. Some thing very impor tant would be lost.

While the impact can not be eas ily mea sured, almost every one of

the reg u lar sup port ers agrees, it pulls us together in way that can -

not be found any where else. The con nec tions and dis course

inspired in our gath er ings can’t be found else where. So, we fight to

pre serve it; we give both our time and our money to a place that

pres ents many sides to issues and life in mul ti ple forms. It is a

place that helps bind together the com mu nity.

This makes me won der, where is the cul tural cen ter for our field? 

Is it here on CYC-Net? Prob a bly more than any where else, yes it is.

There is a wealth of mate rial to be accessed and read here. Our field 

can be seen evolv ing with out bor ders. Com mon prob lems and
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solu tions are shared. Issues are addressed. Some issues are left

unad dressed, but at least they have been raised. Peo ple are tell ing

their sto ries and writ ing their opin ions. How to(s) are pre sented.

New approaches and ways of think ing are intro duced. Pho tos and

art rep re sent our work in action.

Is this enough how ever? Is our cul tural cen ter being suf fi ciently

devel oped with phi los o phy, his tory, music, theater, art, and lit er a -

ture? Have we invited in out side voices, or are we still rather

insu lar? Are the dis cus sions enriched by the insights of peo ple in

other fields who have looked at sim i lar issues from dif fer ent per -

spec tives? Can we see, hear, feel, debate child and youth care in its

mul ti ple forms, places, con texts, and cul tures? Are we open to out -

side crit i cism and dis course?

My answer to all these ques tions is prob a bly not enough. More

pic tures, songs, dances, plays, nov els, sto ries, rit u als, crit i cal think -

ing, and col lec tive action grounded in the real, often open-ended,

mixed genre, rich accounts of our chal leng ing work are needed. We

can be more informed by music, art, phi los o phy, film, and lit er a ture

in our work. 

This will help us show the dual i ties and moral dilem mas that are

often left unsaid or not shown in approaches and mod els not suited

for our non lin ear, out side the box work. A good book, movie, the ory, 

paint ing, or way of think ing is often open ended. The authors, writ -

ers, film mak ers raise ques tions know ing there are many more to be

asked. These are not just good tunes or sto ries, rather thought ful

pieces that show rather than tell. We see their pic tures and images

as real at a point in time, know ing the rest is left to us to make

better choices for our selves and oth ers. Or we just see some thing in 

a dif fer ent light.

As we grow into the future, our cul tural cen ter will need more of

all this to give us the legit i macy of a pro fes sion that is seri ous about 

try ing to know and define itself as a human endeavor full of strug -

gles, chal lenges, and dif fer ences that are part of being human. A

field in which a play, film, paint ing, crit i cal dis course, nar ra tive and

story is not just a met a phor for the work, but our very work with

youth, and the way we show and dis cuss it in its mul ti ple new forms 

along with what we have already learned. 
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October 2011

The Place for Classics

Lately I have been part of two dis cus sions designed to iden tify

clas sics in the field of child and youth care. These dis cus sions I

believe are in part driven by a con cern that we might be mov ing too

far away from our roots, and in part by a con cern that the clas sic

works might be for got ten or ignored as the field con tin ues to

change and grow. 

Peri od i cally, these con ver sa tions crop up. Per haps when we are

feel ing less secure about where we have been and where we are

headed. This desire to get back to our roots is not a bad thing in and 

of itself. Sort of like going back home to ground our selves in some -

thing famil iar I think. Rev er ence and respect for our elders is

essen tial. Their work has been instru men tal in under stand ing and

doing rela tion ships and devel op men tal care.

I am always con flicted dur ing these dis cus sions. First of all, I

know I can never really go back home. My life has changed with

new encoun ters, mem o ries and insights. Every time I go back I have 

mixed emo tions. Fond mem o ries are pic tured dif fer ently in reflec -

tions and I don’t want to give up the new view I have devel oped

since then. There is some thing unset tling about being in a place

that might not have ever been what I imag ined it to be.  There is

also some thing very com fort ing in let ting it be what I remem ber it to 

be.

There is no doubt that I should con tinue to learn from the clas -

sics and inte grate what we learn into my think ing, writ ing, research, 

and prac tice. Like many oth ers I am attached to clas sic works that

shaped my think ing. I worry though that if I empha size this too

much I might miss some of the cur rent cre ative thought. An argu -

ment can be made that some of the lat est work is as rel e vant,

informed, sophis ti cated and enlight ened as the clas sics, and there -

fore deserves as much atten tion as the older work. Not that the

clas sics of old were not as insight ful (you could say they are time -

less), but rather I might miss some thing if I ignore or brush over

pres ent work in favor of the past. 
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Some times I also worry that these calls to keep acknowl edg ing

the clas sics might be more for the sake of the old tim ers who were

so instru men tal in build ing that field and are hold ing on to some

roman tic notion of how sig nif i cant a clas sic might have been for

them. I say this of course as one of those old tim ers, roman tic about 

the past. And with much rev er ence for my men tors, and the read -

ings that shaped my think ing about doing and teach ing child and

youth care. My sense, how ever, is that their think ing changed with

time as well, and they might pre fer not to be iden ti fied pri mar ily

with their ear lier, or a sin gle, work.

Slowly over the years I have also been deeply influ enced by nov -

els, poems, films, paint ings, and think ers from other fields that

pres ent ideas and images that seem true to my expe ri ence and the

sub ject mat ter.  Some of our field’s young stu dent/scholar/prac ti tio -

ners are also writ ing some amaz ing arti cles. I guess what I’m say ing 

is that I have to be cau tious about going back with out acknowl edg -

ing and using the clas sics that are in the works every day. I also

have to con tinue to be open to let ting in out side influ ences.  A clas -

sic is more use ful when it is framed within new writ ings, pic tures,

and dis cus sions that offer new insight with rep e ti tion, dif fer ence,

sim plic ity and mul ti plic ity. Works that show clas sics this way have

poten tial to be new clas sics that advance knowl edge. Per son ally, at

this point in my career, I am par tial to the ones that show rather

than tell and evoke my own new dis cov er ies.

A pic ture is worth a thou sand words.

Note:  I have intentionally not mentioned authors. There are so many 
old and new classics. The ones I pick today could not be the ones I

identified before and others I will identify in the future. Ultimately a

classic is left to the reader to determine. If it moves the reader to be
with youth in relationships and daily developmental activities in new, 

exciting, and effective ways, it is a classic for him or her.
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