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Until the 1960s the Jewish Community Centers were seen as the embodiment of good group
work practice, but changes within the field and within group work practice and education
contributed fo a decline of the saliency of group work within Centers. This article describes
a project designed to revitalize group work within Centers by facilitating a collaboration
between a school of social work and Centers, raising awareness of the importance of group
work skills among Center professionals, and establishing a curriculum and methodology for

training such professionals in group work.

THE ROOTS OF GROUP WORK IN
JEWISH COMMUNITY CENTERS
(Jccs)

CCs had their genesis in the Young Mens’

Hebrew Associations (YMHAs), first es-
tablished in the middle of the nineteenth
century, to improve the social, moral, and
mental condition of young Jewish men (Kraft,
1967). By the end of the nineteenth century
the YMHASs began to respond to the large
waves of Jewish immigrants. Helping newly
arrived Jews accommodate to life in America
occupied the early JCCs through the first two
decades of the twentieth century. By the
1920s, the strengths of the JCCs lay in their
continued ability to change priorities as new
needs emerged (Kosansky, 1978). Among
these new needs were economic and social
problems generated by the Depression of the
1930s, the rise of Nazism, and the Second
World War, which caysed a serious challenge
to the democratic way of life.

From the 1930s to the 1960s, the teaching
of democratic values and practices assumed a
central priority for JCCs. Through group
experiences members could learn to function
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democratically and prepare for civic respon-
sibilities. Group work became the basic train-
ing recommended for professionals in or seek-
ing to enter the field and was recognized as
the core discipline of JCCs (Pine, 1993).

The mid-1930s to the late 1950s were the
golden years inthe relationshipbetween JCCs
and social work. As Solender (1955) indi-
cates,

Group work training enables workers to apply
to the Center program social work knowledge
about individual growth, group experience,
and community life. Together with the group
worker’s specialized skill in working with
people in groups this “know-how” is one of the
Center’s particular attributes. While the Cen-
ter utilizes such other important fields as
physical education and preschool education,
social group work is its central area of compe-
tence.

The JCCs were seen as the embodiment of
good social group work practice; they were at
the leading edge with quality programming
and uncompromising professionalism
(Reisman, 1972). They were ideal field place-
ments for social group work students, and the
academic connection gave status to the agen-
cies. »
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THE DECLINE OF GROUP WORK
WITHIN JCCs

The decline of group work started in the early

1960s. Four major forces reflecting changes

within the JCC field and group work educa-
tion and practice contributed to this decline:

1. increasedroleof other disciplinesin JCCs

2. greateremphasis on Jewish programming
in JCCs

3. shiftin group work practice from settings
serving individuals with normal develop-
mental needs to those dealing with indi-
vidual problems in social functioning

4. decline in group work educationin gradu-
ate schools of social work

The widespread growth of JCC facilities with
expanded programs in health and physical
education, early childhood education, the arts,
and camping called for professionals spe-
cially educated in these areas. No longer was
group work the core discipline.

The Janowsky report commissioned by the
Jewish Welfare Board in 1945 and published
in 1948 recommended a greater emphasis on
Jewish programming. Withgrowing concern
about Jewish identity and continuity and in-
creased support for the State of Israel, the
goal of JCCs became clearly defined as pro-
viding service to the entire Jewish commu-
nity and making Jewish knowledge and un-
derstanding an integral part of the Center
program.

Berger (1981, p. 37) comments on the
Janowsky report and its future influence:
“The final recommendation definitely pointed
in a Jewish direction. ... But it would take two
more decades, the advent of the 1967 War in
Israel, before this emphasis became pro-
nounced in every facet of its staff, operation,
and influence.”

Some manifestations of the increased em-
phasis on Jewish programming were Shlichim
programs in which Israeli professionals were
employed by JCCs for a two- or three-year
period, an increased number of trips and
missions to Israel for staff, board, and mem-
bers, and the creation of a new staff position

of Jewish education specialists. The number
of such specialists has risen from 18 in 1990
to 68 in 1996, including one full-time scholar-
in-residence.

In addition, JCCs have increasingly
adopted the corporate approach to the cre-
ation of new categories of professionals, such
as development director and director of mar-
keting,

Beginning in the 1950s, attention shifted
from group work in traditional group service
agencies to group work in specialized set-
tings, such as hospitals, psychiatric facilities,
andinstitutions serving individuals with prob-
lems. The developmental model of group
work in which members come to traditional
group service agencies for activities provid-
ing social enrichment and to utilize agency
resources was deemphasized (Rhudy, 1981).

In 1969 changes in curriculum policy by
the Council on Social Work Education led
social work schools to embrace generic edu-
cation and move from teaching specializa-
tions in casework, group work, and commu-
nity organization. A 1991 survey of social
work graduate schools revealed that graduate
education had practically eliminated group
work as a specialized area of study (Birnbaum
and Auerbach, 1994):

Most schools offer group work only as an
elective, and few students graduate with a
course in this subject. Additionally, students
in foundation courses learn little about group
work theory and have limited or no group field
work experience in which to develop practice
skills (p. 325).

As aresult, the bond between social work and
JCCs weakened, and group work was no
longer a primary concern for Center practice.
With some exceptions, standards for student
placements deteriorated, and Centers lost their
position as a prime training and field work
resource for graduate social work students.
These trends are reflected in the decline in
the number of JCC staff withan MSW degree.
In 1955, 58 percent of professionals in JCCs
were MSWs, most with a specialization in
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group work (Reisman, 1992), in contrast to
only 9.7 percent in 1996.

Figure 1 graphically illustrates the decline
from 1982 to 1996 in the percentage of JCC
staff with a professional degree. More than
70 percent of current Center professionals do
not have more than an undergraduate educa-
tion.

WHY RETURN TO GROUP WORK
NOow?

Despite the successful programs of JCCs and
the presence of knowledgeable specialists on
staff, many Center professionals may lack a
vital ingredient—the understanding of indi-
vidual and group behavior principles (Dubin,
1980). The fact remains that groups are used
for all Center populations, and Center goals
are accomplished through group activity.
Group services help strengthen the Jewish
family, for example, through family life edu-
cation and couple groups for families expect-
ing their first child: “Parenting skills for
Jewish families help them become more ef-
fective parents and develop Jewish life
styles...with special attention given to the
blended family and the single parent” (JWB
Agenda for Action, 1990). Groups for inter-
married couples provide opportunitiesto ques-
tion, clarify, and seek support and guidance
in anonjudgmental atmosphere (JWB Agenda
for Action, 1990). Centers provide group
services to populations with special needs,
such as children and teens with learning
disabilities and their families. Groups for

acculturation of Russian teens, adults, and
elderly immigrants are prevalent. Teen de-
partments rely on groups to provide leader-
ship training, conduct intergenerational pro-
grams, and stimulate interest in Israel expe-
riences. Theelderly are served largely through
discussion, activity, intergenerational, and
social action groups.

The Center is unique for its inclusion of
members in group decision-making and lead-
ership roles:

Centers have continuously cherished the prin-
ciple that members have a stake in what is
being done, how it is being done, and why it is
being done, and that the decisions goveming
these activities require the members’ input
and the Center’s respect for this input. We
have in our Centers a simple equation which
states that people plus other people want to
come together to share among themselves and
with still others, to listen and to act and from
such interrelations come respect, interest and
understanding (Kosansky, 1978, p. 307).

A major reason why group work should re-
turn to JCCs is that its methodology focuses
on the growth and development of members
and the relationships between them. As
Dubin (1993) writes, “Simply, we need group
work now to bring us back to individualiza-
tion, relationship between staff worker and
member, and to struggle against the natural
tendencies toward producing numbers and
activities rather than relationships that im-
pact on growth and development.”

Figure 1. Percentage of JCC Professionals with MSWs and other masters 1982-1996. (Courtesy of Edward

Kagen, Director of Research, JCCA.)
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A gap exists between the proliferation of
group services within JCCs and the prepara-
tion of staff to work with groups. Staff from
disciplines other than social work usually
receive no training at the undergraduate and
graduate levels in group work. With the
decline in group work education, even Center
professionals with a degree in social work
may not receive such training (Birnbaum and
Auerbach, 1994). In addition, in-service
training in JCCs rarely incorporates group
work content. Staff institutes offered by the
JCC Association (JCCA) have dealt largely
with Jewish concerns, board-staff relation-
ships, immigrants, and Israel and peripher-
ally with group work per se. Contributing to
the problem is the avoidance of discussion
about group work within the Jewish commu-
nal service field. Table 1 reveals the decline
from 1972 to 1996 in the number of articles
dealing with group work.

We believe that the lack of attention to
group work may be part of what Bubis (1994)
refers to as a process of deprofessionalization
in Jewish communal services. Symptoms
include the lack of agreed-on standards for
practice and continuing education require-
ments.

This article describes a project designed to
strengthen professional standards by (1) fa-
cilitating a collaboration between a school of
social work and the JCC field, (2) raising
awareness of the importance of group work
skills among JCC professionals, (3) develop-
ing a planning process to identify training
needs, and (4) establishing content and meth-
odology for training Center professionals in
group work.

ORIGINS OF THE EFFORT TO
STRENGTHEN GROUP WORK IN JCCs

Several forces have combined to revive an
interest in group work in JCCs today. One is
the establishment of the Association for the
Advancement of Social Work with Groups
(AASWG), an international grassroots orga-
nization, today consisting of 1,500 members
and 14 chapters. The organization promotes
group work practice, education, and research.

It conducts annual symposia and publishes a
newsletter, conference proceedings, and
monographs. A number of Center workers
are members. In 1985, a linkage between
AASWG and the JCCA was initiated, result-
ing in a panel presentation at the 9th Annual
Symposium on Social Work with Groups in
Boston that dealt with the past and present
status of group work in JCCs.

Another force is the creation of the Beate
and Henry Voremberg Chair in Social Group
Work at the Wurzweiler School of Social
Work in 1989. One purpose of the Chair is to
advance group work in JCCs. A third factor
is the interest of key organizations in the JCC
field: The Association of Jewish Center
Professionals (AJCP), the JCCA, and a group
of agencies in the Northeast region.

An ad hoc committee was formed in 1991
to assess current interest in group work with
representation from AASWG, AJCP, JCCA,
the Wurzweiler School for Social Work, and
executives from five agencies. It established
these three guidelines:

1. For group work to be relevant to JCCs, it
must be related to the present environ-
ment, rather than its past history in JCCs.

2. Although group work is historically iden-
tified with social work, it is a generic
method that is connected to the work of all
JCC disciplines.

3. Efforts to revive group work should be
based on staff experiences in working
with groups, thus strengthening their ex-
isting skills in this area.

The committee planned ademonstration train-
ing program, Strengthening Your Group Work
Skills, at the 1991 AJCP Annual Conference,
which attracted 50 professionals of various
Center disciplines. It included a presentation
on what group work is, practice examples to
illustrate the use of group work skills, and
discussion on how these skills relate to the
participants’ own practice. Participants were
highly enthusiastic, noting that they gained a
greater awareness of the group work skills
they were currently using, Those with formal
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Table 1. Joumal of Jewish Communal Service Articles Relating to Group Work, 1972—1996

Average Number per Year on

Average Number of
Articles Per Year
1972-1989 40 (100%)
1990-1996 40  (100%)

group work training felt the experience helped
refresh their skills.

Development of a Committee to Strengthen
Group Work in JCCs

The success of the seminar provided the im-
petus to form a permanent committee spon-
sored by AJCP, the Wurzweiler School of
Social Work, and the JCCA.

Fifteen individuals were selected with a
balance between executive and line staff and
representation from the various JCC disci-
plines. The committee was co-chaired by the
Voremberg chairholder and a representative
of the JCCA. Its formulated purpose was to
provide in-service training for professional
staff of all disciplines that would focus on the
present use of group process in their work and
enhancing this use in the future. Finding
ways in which staff could educate lay leader-
ship about the importance and use of group
process was seen as a byproduct of the train-
ing.

The committee struggled with several is-
sues as it deliberated about how to organize
the groupwork training. Forinstance, should
the training be specialized, focusing on par-
ticular disciplines, or should it be generic and
team-related? Should the training be short
term with single sessions, offered to anumber
of agencies or long term concentrating on a
few agencies?

It was recognized that JCC staff within
each discipline tend to identify with their own
specialty, rather than with the agency as a
whole. This suggested the need for encourag-
ing teamwork among the staff and led to the
decision to connect all the disciplines to-
gether within a Center by concentrating on

Group Work, Jewish Centers,

Average Number per Year

and Social Work on Group Work Issues
8 (20%) 32 (8%)
3 (1.5%) 1.7 (3.8%)

common skills in working with groups. The
decision to offer extended rather than short-
term training was based on a desire to have a
greater impact and to be able to test the
effectiveness of the training,

Two agencies were targeted for training
each year over a two-year period, using the
following criteria for selection: (1) commit-
ment to make use of the training, (2) agency
stability, (3) presence of a staff representa-
tive of the different Center disciplines, (4) sup-
port and involvement of the executive direc-
tor, (5) either a city or suburban agency, and
(6) lack of internal resources toprovide group
work training on its own.

The committee identified the following
group work principles around which to de-
velop the content for training;

1. clarification of group purpose and formu-
lation of group goals

promotion of social interaction

support for democratic/Jewish values
management of group conflict
development of member and group re-
sponsibility

6. conscious use of self

b WLN

It was agreed that group planning meetings
and training sessions would serve as a refer-
ence for learning about group process. Train-
ing would largely be experiential, drawing
upon the trainees’ existing knowledge and
experience in working with a variety of groups
and showing how group process is a natural
part of their work. Each agency would ap-
point a training coordinator who would serve
on the committee and be a part of the training
team.
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Planning Process within the Agencies
Selected for Training

Agency-level work started with a telephone
conference between the co-chairs of the com-
mittee, the agency coordinator, and the ex-
ecutive director to clarify the purpose of the
training and review criteria for agency par-
ticipation. Agency planning meetings fol-
lowed with a mixture of key staff from differ-
ent disciplines and included the executive
director. The agenda included groups that
staff work with, satisfactions and dissatisfac-
tions derived from work with groups, rel-
evance of the training principles to agency
groups, additional ideas for training content,
and structure for the training. Plans were
made to conduct five three-hour sessions in
each agency.

The agency planning meetings, in addi-
tion to demonstrating the use of group pro-
cess, built support for the training, helped the
trainers become familiar with staff, and gen-
erated ideas for training content. Team work
among the staff, working with ethnic diver-
sity, the formation of task groups, and roles of
group members were identified as topics to be
included in the training,

TRAINING CONTENT AND
METHODOLOGY

The training staff consisted of the committee
co-chairs and the agency coordinator. Mem-
bers of the committee rotated as observers and
recorders. The agency executives partici-
pated actively, which did not seem to inhibit
staff involvement. Rather, their presence
throughout addedto the prestige of the project.

Each session began with a review of the
training plan and included a mini-lecture on
one or more of the principles stressing their
application to Center groups and experiential
exercises; each ended with an evaluation and
time spent planning for the next session.
Participants helped determine the sequence
of subjects for each session, and they were
involved in the preparation of vignettes of
actual group situations that were used for role
plays and group discussion in each session.

The following vignette about member roles,
for example, was written by a cultural arts
teacher skilled in her field but with no group
work background.

In an ongoing art class, which tends to be quite
social, one member demands an inordinate
amount of attention, asking repetitive ques-
tions and requiring constant reassurance and
approval. She monopolizes the instructor,
leaving less time for the other students who
find her irritating and resent her behavior.

A role play was constructed around this situ-
ation with parts for the students in the class,
the problem student, and the instructor; it
generated a lively discussion of alternative
solutions. The trainees thought the teacher
should speak to the student privately after
class, stressing her strengths and ability to
work more independently.

Staff were encouraged to report on how
they applied what they learned in the training
sessions. At a subsequent training session,
the cultural arts teacher reported the follow-

ing;

Somehow, it had never occurred to me to
address this problem with the hepe of a solu-
tion or at least some improvement. I just kept
putting up with it. Shortly after my workshop
I used my new-found skills and confronted my
student. During our conversation she admit-
ted that her behavior inhibited her success in
many aspects of life. I praised her abilities and
assured her that identifying the problem is
more than half the battle. I urged her to try to
overcome her insecurities, trust her own judg-
ment, and become more independent. The art
class noticed her modified behavior and be-
came more accepting of her.

Group Work Practice Principles

Group Purpose and Goals

The session on Group Purpose and Goals
stressed the value of the agency, worker, and
members being in agreement about the aims
of the group and how a lack of understanding
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can affect group functioning.

Staff recognized how often the groups
with which they work lack clear goals. One
common error is selecting individuals for
committees before the group purpose is made
clear. The following experience of a Health
and Physical Education committee was pre-
sented as an example of this problem.

The committee consisted of a vocal group of
people, each with a separate special interest.
One cared only about the pool, one the basket-
ball league, one the weight room equipment,
etc. Each joined to promote or complain about
the area he or she cared about. There was no
common interest that held them together, and
meetings jumped from one issue to another.
Each person felt his or her needs weren’t being
met. Some felt frustrated and dropped out.
The committee chair, an excellent, committed
person, did his very best to bring people to-
gether, but the lack of a common purpose
made that impossible.

Discussion ofthe above situation clarified the
group purpose as enhancing the health and
physical education program for the Center
and all of its members. Once the common
purpose is clarified by the chairperson, the
members should be involved in developing
goals to accomplish it.

Social Interaction

Social interaction content emphasizes how
“contact among persons results ina modifica-
tion of the attitudes and behavior of the
participants” (Northen, 1988). A climate of
peer support encourages group members to
try out new ideas and behaviors. The role of
the worker is to facilitate communication
among members while conveying respect for
different points of view.

A vignette of a “Mommy and Me,” parent
education group helped illustrate the worker’s
role.

In a discussion on disciplining young chil-
dren, a parent advocated physical punishment.
Some members seemed neutral to the idea,

whereas others objected to hitting a child. The
worker agreed with those who objected and
was critical of the parent.

Discussion of social interaction principles
helped staff realize their role is not to be
judgmental, or to take sides, but, as in this
case, toencourage all group members to share
ideas and experiences with discipline and to
raise issues about child rearing for group
consideration.

Democratic/Jewish Values

The training in this session dealt with the
humanistic and democratic value base of so-
cial group work that stresses the interdepen-
dence of human beings and their responsibil-
ity toward one another, the dignity and worth
of all individuals, and respect for different
points of view.

Connections were drawn between social
group work values and Jewish values of plu-
ralism—exposing people to diverse points of
view and embracing Jews of different per-
spectives (Dubin, 1991). The training pro-
moted the idea of the group worker embrac-
ing and espousing these values as a way of
shaping group norms (Kolodney, 1993).

Considerable discussion occurred about
what to do when group members express
values that differ with the worker’s personal
and professional values. Should the worker
intervene? What should he or she say to the
group? What about the worker’s feelings of
being rejected? Such issues and concerns
were explored as dilemmas the worker faces.
Certain principles were established. When
members express strong prejudices, the worker
should intervene. Otherwise, silence may be
interpreted as agreement. Various options
were identified for the worker’s response.
One is to bring the issue out in the open for
discussion, another is to ask whether differ-
ent points of view exist in the group, and a
third is to raise questions about how such
attitudes contradict democratic/Jewish val-
ues. In an open discussion it may sometimes
be appropriate for the worker to express his or
her values.
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Teamwork among the Staff

The staff was viewed as a group, with team-
work being essential for group functioning.
Principles for effective teamwork, such as an
understanding of the mission and goals of the
Center, primary identification with the goals
of the Center rather than with the goals of
one’s department, open and honest commu-
nication, cooperation between staff, and re-
spect for individual difference, were delin-
eated.

Insmall groups staff discussed what mean-
ing these principles have in their work and
what obstacles interfere with the achieve-
ment of teamwork. Ideastoimprove commu-
nication between staff were frequently identi-
fied:

» sharing of information about what is hap-
pening within departments, particularly
committee activities

¢ regularly held staff meetings

* use of staff meetings for problem solving

Sentiment was expressed that cooperation
and respect for differences are likely when
staff are aware of one another’s activities and
concerns. Group members recognized that
teamwork among the staff can contribute to
creating a sense of community within the
Center.

Conscious Use of Self

The conscious use of self concept resonated
throughout the training. It enhanced learn-
ing by helping staff be more aware of their
feelings and actions and the effect of their
behavior on others. “Tuning in” (Shulman,
1992) to self and to the needs of others was
applied to other principles, such as working
with conflict, developing teamwork, and pro-
moting democratic/Jewish values.

Before the session on the conscious use of
self, participants were asked to prepare a
written vignette of a group session that illus-
trated this concept. They also received a
handout on the subject (Wilson and Ryland,
1949).

The following vignette is an example:

A “committee” consisting of three members of
the Center’s large Immigrant Services Depart-
ment angrily came to the worker to protest
what they viewed as the agency’s misuse of
fund by providing cultural programs/concerts
and poetry readings, rather than using these
funds to provide translators to help the mem-
bers with their basic needs and entitlements.
The worker acknowledged their concem for
more translators, but also explained the limi-
tation of the grant, which was specifically for
the cultural enrichment of immigrants. She
discussed various options for obtaining addi-
tional translators, specifically using volun-
teers, such as family, neighbors, etc., which
they refused to consider, continuing to blame
the worker. The worker then suggested as a
next step that they meet with administration.
Although a meeting was scheduled, the “com-
mittee” did not attend. Some volunteers were
later recruited by members of the “commit-
tee.” Further, the protestors attended most of
the subsequent cultural events.

Group discussion showed that the worker had
acted consciously by acknowledging the mem-
bers’ legitimate concerns, explaining the con-
ditions of the grant, and trying to find a
common solution. An opposite response
would have the worker becoming defensive of
the policy and angry at the members’ out-
bursts.

An Assistant Director of a teen depart-
ment wrote in an evaluation of the training
program how the conscious use of self has
influenced her practice:

When [ was first told about the Committee to
Strengthen Group Work, I honestly didn’t
know what I could possibly gain from it.
Halfway through the first session 1 realized
that I couldn’t have been more wrong. For
example, when we began speaking of the con-
scious use of self in group work, I began to see
the same strategies I use during Teen Council
meetings to not let my prejudices judge or
taint how I run my groups, was what I was
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leaming about. This helped me a great deal
because although I have been using these
practices, by becoming conscious of them, it

made me more effective.

At the conclusion of the first year’s training
program, closing exercises took place at the
Wurzweiler School of Social Work with lay
representatives of each of the agencies, the
leadership of Wurzweiler, and representa-
tives of the three sponsoring agencies. A
certificate of completion of the Group Work
Skills Seminar was presented to each partici-
pant.

IMPACT AND FUTURE OF THE
PROJECT

Although this has been a limited effort in
terms of the number of Centers served, it has
sparked interest and enthusiasm in the field.
The involvement and response of the partici-
pants in each of the four Centers were posi-
tive. Their verbal and written evaluations
indicate some carryover in their subsequent
work, helping staff as a whole deal with
agency situations and sensitizing individual
staff members in their own practice. For
example, the director of a nursery school
wrote,

Following the training sessions, [ began to
examine the causes for the failure of the Nurs-
ery Parents Association and worked at re-
forming the group by enabling them to rede-
fine their mission. The probability existed
that the group’s purpose was no longer satisfy-
ing to its members. Over the years the needs
of the group had changed while its goals had
not.

Through articles and presentations at profes-
sional conferences by members of the Com-
mittee to Strengthen Group Work in JCCs,
the JCC field has been alerted to the value of
incorporating group work and putting it back
on the agenda as a valuable training module.
The project has demonstrated the value of
group work skills for all Center professionals
within the context and reality of Centers

today. It hasbegun to help raise standards for
group work practice in Centers by identifying
generic skills and demonstrating application
to a variety of Center groups.

Plans for the future include the develop-
ment of a Handbook on Group Work for All
Center Professionals that reflects the training
program. Another aimis toencourage schools
of social work with an interest in group work
to reach out to their local JCCs, establishing
a program relevant to their community.

CONCLUSION

The project indicates that the need for group
work in JCCs exists, not necessarily as the
core discipline of JCC work, but as a key
element and skill in the artillery of all JCC
professionals. It can rehumanize and
strengthen the quality of service and perme-
ate all aspects of Center work, affecting direct
work with groups, supervision, special ser-
vices, and work with lay leadership and com-
munity groups.
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