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Equipping Social Workers to Address Spirituality
in Practice Settings: A Model Curriculum

David R. Hodge

Abstract: While there is growing interest in incorporating clients’ spiritual beliefs
and values into social work practice, several studies have shown that social workers
lack the necessary training to address spiritual issues in a culturally competent
manner. This paper addresses this need by providing an annotated spirituality
training course for use in various settings. Topics or domains covered in the curricu-
lum include ethics and values, research and theory on spirituality, the nation’s spir-
itual demographics, the cultures of major spiritual traditions, value conflicts, spiri-
tual interventions, assessment approaches, and the rights of spiritual believers. A
number of potential assignments are offered, which are designed to promote practi-
tioner self-awareness, respect for spiritual diversity, and an enhanced ability to
assess and operationalize spiritual strengths to ameliorate problems in practice set-
tings.
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their existence. Spiritual belief systems often function as an interpretive

framework for understanding reality, informing individuals of who they are
and how they should live (Maslow, 1968). As Rey (1997) has observed, these spiritu-
ally informed worldviews can affect numerous attitudes and practices of signifi-
cance to social workers. For instance, bereavement, childcare, diet, intergenera-
tional relationships, marriage relations, medical care, military participation, recre-
ation practices, and schooling are all areas in which clients’ spirituality can affect
beliefs and actions.

There is growing realization that for many clients spirituality is fundamental to

Evidence is also building that spirituality is a significant personal strength for
many clients. Several hundred studies on spirituality and religion have been con-
ducted during the past few decades (Koenig, McCullough & Larson, 2001). Reviews
have consistently found a generally positive association between spirituality and a
wide number of salutary characteristics (Ellison & Levin, 1998; Gartner, 1996;
Koenig et al., 2001; Pargament, 1997). For example, various dimensions of spirituality
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have been associated with empowerment (Calhoun-Brown, 1998; Maton & Salem,
1995), female leadership (Robinson, 1996), healing (Maton & Wells, 1995; McRae,
Thompson & Cooper, 1999) and recovery from addiction (Turner, O’Dell & Weaver,
1999), depression (Propst, 1996), divorce (Nathanson, 1995), homelessness
(Lindsey, Kurtz, Jarvis, Williams & Nackerud, 2000; Montgomery, 1994), serious
mental illness (Sullivan, 1997), and sexual assault (Kennedy, Davis & Talyor, 1998).

Research also indicates that many clients wish to incorporate their spiritual
strengths into practice settings (Privette, Quackenbos & Bundrick, 1994). According
to Gallup data reported by Bart (1998), 66% of the public would prefer to see a pro-
fessional counselor with spiritual values and beliefs and 81% wanted to have their
own values and beliefs integrated into the counseling process. Approximately 60%
of the public believe that their faith can be marshaled to address most of the prob-
lems they encounter (Gallup & Castelli, 1989). Furthermore, the salience of spiritu-
ality frequently becomes more prominent during times of personal hardship
(Ferraro & Kelley-Moore, 2000; Pargament, 1997), times when social workers may
be more likely to encounter clients.

As the NASW Code of Ethics (National Association of Social Workers, 1999) stan-
dard 1.05 stipulates, it is important for social workers to increase their understand-
ing regarding the unique characteristics of spiritually-based cultures to be able to
provide culturally competent services to clients. Several surveys have shown, how-
ever, that most social workers have received no training in spirituality during their
graduate education (Bullis, 1996; Canda & Furman, 1999; Derezotes, 1995; Furman
& Chandy, 1994; Furman, Benson, Grimwood & Franz, unpublished manuscript;
Sheridan & Amato-von Hemert, 1999). For instance, Canda and Furman’s (1999)
stratified random sample of the National Association of Social Work (NASW) mem-
bers (N=2,069) found that 73% received no content on spirituality during their
social work education and only 17% agreed that social workers possessed the
knowledge to address spiritual issues. While most social workers recognize the
importance of spirituality, the data suggest that many social workers are not ade-
quately equipped to address spirituality in practice settings (Canda & Furman, 1999).

The lack of education implies that widespread training is required in this area.
Accordingly, this paper addresses the need by presenting a spirituality-training cur-
riculum. The aim of the curriculum is to develop an understanding of spiritual
diversity and lay a foundation for acquiring the necessary skills and knowledge to
utilize spirituality in various practice settings in the areas of assessment, planning,
and intervention. Toward this end, the three-fold objective is to develop a deeper
understanding of the empirical and theoretical knowledge base, acquire a greater
understanding of the various spiritual traditions practitioners are likely to
encounter in practice settings, and develop the skills necessary to utilize spirituali-
ty in practice settings to ameliorate problems in a manner consistent with the pro-
fession’s ethical mandates.

The curriculum can be adapted to a number of different settings, including agency-
based workshops, short-term seminars, graduate level courses, small groups, or even
self-study. This is accomplished by adjusting the amount of material addressed in
various contexts, such as classroom settings, small groups outside of class, and
homework assignments. Since curriculum material consists of a number of articles/
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book chapters designed to address specific topics, contextual alterations can be
made to tailor the material by incorporating additional pertinent readings. While
compiling the material is more work than merely assigning textbooks, the reading
packet serves as a type of textbook itself and can be continually updated by adding
new articles as the knowledge base grows over time (Patterson, Hayworth, Turner
Christie & Raskin, 2000).

As implied above, this paper provides an annotated overview of the curriculum
material. There are 10 major domains or topics that might be considered in designing
a spirituality curriculum: 1) ethics and values, 2) a review of the empirical research
on spirituality, 3) theoretical explanations for spiritual strengths, 4) spiritual demo-
graphics of the nation, 5) an overview of the nation's major spiritual traditions, 6)
value conflicts, 7) spiritually-based interventions, 8) assessment and operationaliza-
tion of spiritual strengths, 9) rights of spiritual believers, and 10) assignment sugges-
tions. The material below is presented in a manner that highlights connections
between readings and emphasizes pertinent themes that can be amplified upon in
discussion or through personal reflection. The major topics are reviewed in the
sequence in which they would be presented in a seminar, workshop, or course.
Small-scale mini-assignments to enhance learning, which might take the form of
class discussion topics or reflective take-home papers, are suggested for most
domains. In a section at the end of the paper, suggestions for major assignments
that help to integrate the material are provided.

The material presented below is also designed to be consistent with the
Foundation Curriculum Content requirements specified in the Educational Policy
and Accreditation Standards (EPAS) issued by the Council on Social Work
Education (CSWE) (2001: 1V). More specifically, the suggested domains and assign-
ments have been created to foster learning in the content areas listed in the EPAS as
they intersect spirituality; namely, values and ethics, research, human behavior and
the social environment, diversity, populations-at-risk and social and economic jus-
tice, social work practice, and to a lesser extent, social welfare policy and services.

ETHICS AND VALUES

An appropriate place to begin a presentation on spirituality is with the profession’s
code of ethics (National Association of Social Workers, 1999). As the EPAS stan-
dards IV and A (Council on Social Work Education, 2001) state, education should
provide students with the opportunity to integrate the NASW Code of Ethics into
their practice with, and service to, clients. Three areas of particular significance are
the standards related to client self-determination, religion, and professional com-
petence. It is important to note that social workers are to respect the spiritual
autonomy of clients (1.02). Practitioners must be careful not to impose or other-
wise coerce clients into accepting their values. Richards, Rector, and Tjeltveit
(1999) provide a concise overview of the intersect between values and spirituality
in the clinical setting, along with helpful suggestions for safeguarding clients’
rights in the area of autonomy. As supplemental reading to raise awareness con-
cerning value differences, Jafari (1993) offers an Islamic view that helps to illustrate
how the values associated with the Enlightenment-based Western counseling
project may differ from the values associated with some faith-based perspectives.
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The NASW Code of Ethics (National Association of Social Workers, 1999) lists
four standards that explicitly address religion (1.05c, 2.01b, 4.02, and 6.04d), the
vehicle through which most, although not all, clients express their spirituality
(Gallup & Lindsay, 1999; Pargament, 1999). Furthermore, since religious believers
comprise distinct cultural groups based on the norms of their faith traditions
(Fellin, 2000; Talbot, 2000), there are at least two standards that implicitly address
religion (1.05a, 1.05b). These standards can be reviewed and their implications
regarding how social workers should interact with religious peoples examined.

Social workers are also mandated to offer services only within their area of pro-
fessional competency (1.04). Practitioners do not function in the role of a pastor or
spiritual director/mentor (O’Rourke, 1997). While it is generally appropriate for
social workers to attempt to tap into clients’ spiritual strengths to assist them in
solving their problems, it is essentially outside practitioners’ area of competence
to address issues related to clients’ spiritual well-being. Put simply, social workers
should focus on helping clients overcome the obstacles they face rather than offer-
ing advice on clients’ spiritual state, beliefs, practices, or behaviors. Social workers
who envision themselves as working with spiritual issues on a regular basis should
consider forming collaborations with local clergy drawn from the most prominent
local faith traditions (Weaver, Koenig & Larson, 1997).

To help assimilate this material, course participants might consider what type of
practitioner responses would engender a practice atmosphere that promotes cre-
ating a safe place in which spirituality can be explored in a non-judgmental man-
ner. At some point in the curriculum, ethical dilemmas could be analyzed in light
of the ethical standards discussed above (Council on Social Work Education, 2001:
1V, A). For instance, given that Islam affirms sexuality within the context of hetero-
sexual marriage (Halstead & Lewicka, 1998; Islamic Society of North America,
1999), the challenges that a gay therapist might face with a Muslim client wrestling
with her sexual orientation might be explored.

REVIEW OF THE EMPIRICAL RESEARCH

As implied above, research on spirituality is increasing at a dramatic rate, with
hundreds of studies on the topic now in existence (Koenig et al., 2001). The results
of these studies have been remarkably consistent across populations regardless of
age, ethnicity, gender, national origin, race, religious affiliation, and study design
(Ellison & Levin, 1998; McFadden & Levin, 1996). Reviews consistently report a
generally positive association between devout faith and a wide number of salutary
characteristics (Ellison & Levin, 1998; Gartner, 1996; Koenig et al., 2001;
Pargament, 1997).

The following articles provide a window on this growing body of empirical
knowledge. After reading these five articles, students may be surprised at the
breadth of available research. Interested individuals should be informed that
research exists on most populations and issues of interest to social workers.

Green, Fullilove, and Fullilove (1998) offer a good entry point into the research
with their qualitative study that describes stories of spiritual awakenings among
participants of 12-step programs. The narrative format affords students the oppor-
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tunity to encounter an experiential, phenomenological element that often gets
lost in research. Worthington, Kurusu, McCullough, and Sandage (1996) present a
thorough 10-year review of research that relates to practice concerns, such as stud-
ies on the relationship between spirituality and mental health, the role of values in
therapy, and effective interventions. In Maton and Wells’ (1995) review, the poten-
tial of religion to foster well-being through the pathways of prevention, healing,
and empowerment is examined.

This content area also includes two studies that highlight the salience of spiritu-
ality with specific populations of interest to social workers. Donahue and Benson’s
(1995) study illustrates the significance of religion as a protective factor with ado-
lescents, with religion often exhibiting a stronger influence than gender, single
parent status, and other variables widely thought to be significant predictors of
attitudes and behaviors. Kennedy, Davis, and Talyor’s (1998) study documents the
role of spirituality in facilitating recovery from sexual assault among a sample
comprised largely of inner city minority women.

Since this section is oriented towards empiricism, it may be difficult to provide
an assignment to help foster learning in this topic area. Accordingly, this may be
an appropriate time to integrate into the course one of the major assignments dis-
cussed later in this paper. Alternatively, when the course is being taught in a
CSWE-accredited educational institution and/or students have an understanding
of research methodology, students might critique some of the existing research,
explore, and summarize the existing research in a given area (e.g., the relationship
between spirituality and depression), relying on good reviews such as Koenig,
McCullough, and Larson’s (Koenig et al., 2001), or conduct a literature search to
explore the intersection between spirituality and a given population, such as
African-Americans or the elderly.

THEORETICAL EXPLANATIONS

As the CSWE’s educational standards (Council on Social Work Education, 2001: IV,
D) imply, it is important for students to be exposed to empirically-based theories
that explain the relationships between humans and their environments with an
emphasis on the relationships that maintain and promote health and well-being.
As interest in researching the effects of spirituality has grown, a number of theo-
ries have been proposed to explain the underlying mechanisms. While the pre-
ceding domain helps students understand the nature of spiritual assets, theory
can assist course participants in their comprehension of the pathways involved. In
other words, theory provides an explanation for how spirituality fosters positive
outcomes.

Ellison and Levin (1998) provide a smooth transition from overviewing the
research to discussing theoretical explanations for the association between reli-
gion and health. Seven possible explanatory mechanisms are reviewed, which
may account for salutary outcomes, including the provision of social resources,
promotion of positive self-perceptions, and provision of specific coping resources.
Jacobs (1992) explores the underlying mechanisms between mental health and rit-
ual, a key spiritual practice inherent in essentially all faith traditions. Finally, bor-
rowing from attachment theory, Kirkpatrick (1995) suggests that God functions as
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an attachment figure. Since attachment is theorized to be a malleable construct
that can change over time, the negative effects of insecure childhood attachment
can be compensated for by developing a secure attachment with a divine other.

For enhanced learning, students can reflect upon the various theoretical mech-
anisms as they intersect their own lives, or the lives of other significant individuals
they know. Which theoretical explanations best explain the spiritual strengths they
observe in their own lives? The lives of others? Do other theoretical pathways exist
that provide a better theoretical explanation for the operation of spiritual
strengths? If students had to construct their own theoretical model to describe the
relationship between spirituality and well-being, what might it look like?

DEMOGRAPHICS AND OVERVIEW OF MAJOR SPIRITUAL TRADITIONS
IN THE NATION

While diversity is a fundamental tenet of social work education (Council on Social
Work Education, 2001: IV, B), in practice, individuals tend to form social networks
based upon shared norms and values (Scheepers & Van Der Slik, 1998). Because
people tend to enter into relationships, watch media, and read news reports that
validate their own understanding of reality, individuals may not have an accurate
understanding of the nation’s spiritual demographics. Alternatively, individuals
may only be dimly aware of other faith traditions and their own unique world-
views.

To counter misperceptions, it is important to provide students with a description
of the most numerically prominent faith traditions in the United States. Since
clients are most likely to come from these traditions, it is critical that social work-
ers have some comprehension of the nation’s largest faith groups and their ani-
mating value systems. Since, to some extent, most of the research and theory is
based upon these populations, it helps to have some level of understanding of the
nation’s spiritual demographics in order to integrate the former content areas.

Gallup and Castelli’s (1989) text, especially chapter 4, provides a comprehensive
overview of the major denominations and faith-based groups in the country,
including Evangelicals, Catholics, Mormons, Jews, and “nones.” Also examined are
the distinctive profiles of African Americans, Hispanics, teenagers, and Baby
Boomers. While the material is somewhat dated, religious demographics remain
relatively stable over time (Gallup & Castelli, 1989) as more recent data confirm
(Hutchison, 1999).

For further reflection, individuals may wish to delineate the major faith groups
in the nation, then map out the number of close friends in each group, paying
attention to their level of orthodoxy or commitment to the historic mainstream
tenets of their faith tradition. Of particular note is the degree of homogeneity vs.
the degree of diversity. If one’s social network is largely comprised of, for example,
members of liberal denominations, nominal adherents, and “nones,” it is impor-
tant to reflect upon how this may affect interaction with groups, such as
Evangelicals, who tend to have a different value system. Similarly, if one’s social
network primarily consists of devout Mormons, reflection upon the possible diffi-
culties involved with working with more liberal groups is called for.
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OVERVIEW OF MAJOR SPIRITUAL TRADITIONS

As an extension of the above material, this content area provides more specific
information about major spiritual traditions that social workers are likely to
encounter. Articles in this domain can introduce readers to the unique beliefs,
practices, values, and assets associated with the specific spiritual tradition under
discussion. By providing students with a basic understanding of the value system
that guides adherents, social workers are better equipped to provide services that
are culturally competent as stipulated by the code of ethics (1.05).

The following is a core list of common spiritual traditions that cover the majori-
ty of clients with whom social workers are likely to encounter in practice settings
(Gallup & Castelli, 1989; Hutchison, 1999). Depending on such factors as time
restraints and, perhaps, more importantly, the spiritual demographics of the area
in which the course is taught, it may be appropriate to add material that address-
es such traditions as Mormonism (Ulrich, Richards & Bergin, 2000), Islam
(Daneshpour, 1998), Judaism (Zedek, 1998), Pentecostalism (Dobbins, 2000),
Hinduism (Juthani, 1998), Buddhism (Scotton, 1998), Native American spirituality
(Trujillo, 2000), and/or other traditions. In short, the content in this domain
should be tailored to equip course participants with understanding the faith-
based cultures they are most likely to encounter in practice settings.

Evangelical Christians are the nation’s largest spiritual minority (Hutchison,
1999). DiBlasio (1988) provides an introduction to this population and discusses
some of the implications of an Evangelical worldview for therapy. Catholics com-
prise the second largest spiritual tradition and the nation’s largest denomination.
Shafranske (2000) provides an overview of this tradition, highlighting issues of
importance to practitioners. McCullough, Weaver, Larson, and Aay (2000) provide
a review of mainline Protestants, which includes an overview of their history, fun-
damental beliefs and practices, views on social and moral issues, and suggestions
for practice. A brief introduction to Eastern faiths is offered by Ryan (1993), who
reviews Hinduism, Buddhism, Confucianism, and Taoism in the context of death
and dying work.

As mentioned above, this list should be adapted to reflect the client populations
which course participants are likely to encounter in practice settings. It is critical,
however, that the writings in this domain reflect an unbiased, empathetic tone that
communicates respect for the culture in question. Authors whose value systems
are derived from the dominant secular culture, or whose value systems are other-
wise incongruent with the group being discussed, can misrepresent faith-based
cultures when value conflicts occur between the writer’s value system and the
population the author is addressing (Ginsberg, 1999; Wambach & Van Soest, 1997).
When writers encounter values that differ from their own, they may attempt to
counter the group’s beliefs or depict them as deficits, problems, or concerns
instead of conveying a strengths-based depiction that genders an empathetic
understanding.

For instance, one article on the Pentecostal experience seems to suggest that
beliefs central to this faith group, such as believing that Jesus performed miracles
or believing in the necessity of a spiritual re-birth, are either incorrect or problems
(Belcher & Cascio, 2001). While Enlightenment-based secular discourse commonly
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discounts the reality of the supernatural realm, applying this framework as an
interpretive lens to minority faith groups facilitates misunderstanding in the same
manner that applying a white lens facilitates misunderstanding of, for example,
African-Americans. In short, the articles selected for this content area should
reflect the same sensitivity to faith-based groups that is extended to other groups
commonly discussed in social work forums.

To enhance learning, course participants might select one of the commonly
encountered faith groups whose value system differs substantially from their own
and attempt to envision life through that particular worldview. As part of this
process, individuals might visit a house of worship and/or obtain and read a vari-
ety of literature from a spiritual tradition that differs from their own, noting their
personal reactions to these experiences.

The aim is to move toward spiritual competency by 1) developing an empathic
understanding of a spiritually different worldview and 2) developing an awareness
of one’s personal spiritual worldview and associated biases (Sue, Arredondo &
McDavis, 1992). More specifically, using Evangelical Christians as a possible client
population whose worldview differs from the students’ own, one might reflect
upon the lens or worldview through which Evangelicals are viewed, attempt to dis-
cern how the biases associated with their worldview affects their understanding of
Evangelicals, consider how to set aside their worldview and associated biases and
see reality through the worldview used by Evangelicals, and finally, come to the
point of appreciating reality as seen through an Evangelical worldview (Wambach
& Van Soest, 1997).

VALUE CONFLICTS

Content on spiritual diversity flows naturally into a discussion on value conflicts
that arise between subordinate and dominant spiritual worldviews. As implied
above, conflict often occurs between the value system advocated by the dominant
secular culture and the value systems of spiritual believers. As the CSWE educa-
tional standards (CSWE, 2001: IV, C) suggests, it is important for curriculum con-
tent to address issues of social justice and oppression. In order to work effectively
with people of faith, it necessary to understand the bias they encounter in the
dominant secular culture.

One of the more influential models for understanding value conflicts is Hunter’s
(1991) epistemological theory. This model posits that contemporary society is
characterized by impulses towards two worldviews referred to by Hunter as ortho-
dox and progressive. Orthodox believers derive their value system from transcen-
dent authority, such as the Bible, the Koran, or the Dharma, while progressives
individually construct their own value systems within the parameters proscribed
by the current Enlightenment derived, secular ethos.

Two sections from Hunter’s 1991 text provide a succinct introduction to this
framework, the prologue “Stories from the front” (pp. 3-29) and “New lines of con-
flict: The argument in brief” (pp. 42-51). As implied above, the secular
Enlightenment-based worldview referred to by Hunter as progressive dominates
the centers of social power, particularly the reality defining the knowledge sector
(e.g., media, academia, government bureaucracy, helping professions, etc.).
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As mentioned above, it is important to develop an empathetic understanding of
the bias that the difference in worldviews between people of faith and progressives
often engenders toward orthodox believers (Roberts, 1999). It may be helpful to
recognize that the dominant progressive worldview often marginalizes or other-
wise de-legitimizes devout faith in such influential knowledge sector forms as tel-
evision (Skill & Robinson, 1994; Skill, Robinson, Lyons & Larson, 1994), popular
periodicals (Perkins, 1984), high school (Sewall, 1995; Vitz, 1986; 1998) and college
level textbooks (Glenn, 1997; Lehr & Spilka, 1989), including social work texts
(Cnaan, 1999; Hodge, Baughman & Cummings, 2002). Stockton (1994) illustrates
how the clash in value systems can lead to Muslims being depicted in an unfavor-
able light in media, a forum that shapes general perceptions about populations
(Hunter & Schaecher, 1995; Tower, 2000).

As one of the professions that comprise the knowledge sector, Hunter (1991)
observes that a progressive worldview also pervades social work. One illustration
of the salience of the progressive worldview in the profession is provided by the
fact that some 60% to 70% of social workers reject the notion of a personal God in
favor of non-theistic understandings of transcendent reality (Sheridan, Bullis,
Adcock, Berlin & Miller, 1992; Sheridan, Wilmer & Atcheson, 1994). In contrast, at
least 66% of the general population believe in a personal God (Canda & Furman,
1999; Gallup & Castelli, 1989). Furman, Perry, and Goldale’s (1996) study demon-
strates the effects that the difference in value systems can have on the willingness
of some theistic clients to receive services from social workers who hold substan-
tially different worldviews in tandem with little knowledge of spiritual diversity.

To enhance understanding in this area, course participants might consider
which worldview they orient towards (i.e., orthodox or progressive) and how that
particular orientation might affect their ability to work with clients from the alter-
native worldview in a culturally competent manner. A feminist, for example, might
consider how her affirmation of the egalitarian gender roles might effect her abil-
ity to provider services to a Hindu couple that affirms complementary gender
roles. Or to cite another example, an Evangelical Christian might reflect upon how
her worldview might effect her ability to provide services to a sexually active gay
man wrestling with the intersection between his spirituality and sexual behavior.

Material from the NASW Code of Ethics (NASW, 1999) might also be incorporat-
ed into assignments. Given that the Code of Ethics indicates that social workers
should actively work to prevent and eliminate religious discrimination (standard
6.04d), individuals might deliberate upon the experiences of spiritual believers
who encounter life in a culture that often ignores, devalues, and even ridicules
their most cherished beliefs and values. Individuals might consider what actions
they might take, both personally and systemically, on behalf of Evangelical
Christians, traditional Catholics, Muslims, and people of faith from other tradi-
tions who often encounter bias in the dominant secular culture.

SPIRITUALLY-BASED INTERVENTIONS

Spiritually competent practice is predicated upon acquiring the ability to develop
intervention strategies that are appropriate, relevant, and sensitive to the client’s
spiritual worldview (Sue et al., 1992). As the CSWE educational standards (Council
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on Social Work Education, 2001: 1V, F) imply, practice should focus on the clients’
spiritual strengths, capabilities, and resources.

Although it is important to consider interventions within the context of the spe-
cific spiritual tradition of the client, there are some interventions that have been
empirically validated with a number of traditions. Perhaps the most widely used
spiritual intervention is prayer. McCullough and Larson (1999) provide a helpful
overview of prayer, including information about its frequency, various manifesta-
tions, associations with well-being, and its function as a resource for practitioners.

Incorporating spiritual beliefs into traditional cognitive/behavioral modalities is
also a widely used intervention. Studies suggest that a spiritually modified form of
cognitive/behavioral therapy is at least as effective as traditional forms of therapy
in a number of areas, including depression among Christians (Hawkins, Tan &
Turk, 1999; Johnson, Devries, Ridley, Pettorini & Peterson, 1994; Johnson & Ridley,
1992; Propst, 1996), perfectionism among Mormons (Richards, Owen & Stein,
1993), and anxiety disorders (Azhar, Varma & Dharap, 1994), bereavement (Azhar
& Varma, 1995a), and depression (Azhar & Varma, 1995b) among Muslims. Propst
(1996) provides a good introduction to this approach.

A significant body of research also testifies to the importance of spirituality as a
mechanism for coping (Pargament, 1997). Pargament, individually (Pargament,
1996) and in association with Brant (Pargament & Brant, 1998), overviews some of
the more salient features of spiritual coping. Options for reframing difficulties as
opportunities for spiritual growth are presented along with spiritual beliefs that
may facilitate healthy spiritual coping.

Spiritual resources can also be tapped into to facilitate forgiveness, which is a
major component of most major faith traditions (McCullough, Paragament &
Thoresen, 2000). DiBlasio (1998) gives a helpful account of the use of decision-
based forgiveness in therapeutic contexts.

To promote further assimilation of the above material, individuals might con-
sider selecting one or more interventions and one or more of the spiritual tradi-
tions listed above. Course participants could reflect upon how the intervention(s)
could be tailored to assist a client from a particular tradition. In other words, how
might the intervention be customized to achieve therapeutic goals by tapping into
a client’s spiritual value system? To use Muslims as an example, students might
consider the tenets that might be drawn from the Koran and those integrated into
traditional cognitive interventions to assist a client who is wrestling with depres-
sion.

ASSESSING AND OPERATIONALIZING SPIRITUAL STRENGTHS

A number of frameworks have been developed to assess and operationalize
clients’ spiritual strengths. One of the more common approaches is taking a spiri-
tual history (Boyd, 1998; Bullis, 1996; Canda & Furman, 1999; Dombeck & Karl,
1987; O’Rourke, 1997; Peck, 1993; Rizzuto, 1996; Tan, 1996). This process is analo-
gous to taking a family history except the format is tailored to elicit the significant
spiritual events that have occurred over the course of a client’s life. For further
specificity, Boyd’s (1998) model might be presented.
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While spiritual histories offer a verbal format for spiritual assessment, Hodge’s
(2002) spiritual life map provides a pictorial delineation of a client’s spiritual jour-
ney. In their most basic form, clients use drawing pencils to map out their spiritu-
al life history on a large piece of paper. Significant events, in the form of pictures,
words, symbols, or other entities that resonate with the client’s experiences are
depicted on a path, a roadway, or a single line that represents the client’s spiritual
sojourn, typically from birth to the afterlife.

Spiritual genograms offer another method for accessing the spiritual dimension
of existence (Bullis, 1990; Dunn & Dawes, 1999; Frame, 2000; Hodge, 2001; Rey,
1997; Roberts, 1999). As is the case with traditional genograms, spiritual
genograms focus on the intergenerational aspects of spirituality. Hodge (2001)
provides a good example of this assessment method while highlighting interven-
tions that may be particularly suited to this approach.

While spiritual genograms highlight spiritual strengths over time, spiritual
ecomaps emphasize spiritual strengths in space (Hodge, 2000). Put differently,
while spiritual genograms focus on intergenerational strengths, spiritual ecomaps
accent strengths that exist in the current environment. Hodge (2000) provides an
introduction to this diagrammatic instrument.

These assessment approaches provide social workers with a set of tools that
emphasize different aspects of clients’ spirituality and, correspondingly, lend
themselves to the operationalization of different spiritual strengths. Assessments
conducted with spiritual genograms, for instance, may reveal spiritual assets in a
client’s family system that other methods might fail to uncover.

To promote a better understanding of these assessment approaches, course par-
ticipants might list the strengths and limitations of each method. Areas to consid-
er include ease of client involvement, client preference, ability to tap particular
strengths, and smoothness of transition to particular interventions. For example,
spiritual genograms may be particularly appropriate with clients where the
extended family plays a significant role in clients’ lives, while spiritual eco-maps
may be better suited to clients who wish to focus on their immediate presenting
problem. Similarly, spiritual histories may be ideal for verbally oriented clients,
while more artistic or less verbal clients may find lifemaps a better choice.

RIGHTS OF SPIRITUAL BELIEVERS

When addressing spirituality, issues related to the free expression of religion arise
with some degree of frequency. To use Hunter’s (1991) terminology, orthodox
believers may encounter discrimination in forums in which progressives domi-
nate. For instance, school social workers may have to address situations in which
students are sanctioned for wearing spiritually-based attire or sharing their spiri-
tual beliefs in class settings. Consequently, it is important for social workers to have
some knowledge of the rights that spiritual believers possess in public forums.

The updated version of former President Clinton’s (1995) memorandum on reli-
gious expression in the public schools provides a helpful summary of the free
expression rights of believers (Riley, 1998). Also helpful is Esbeck’s (1998) review of
Supreme Court decisions bearing on First Amendment freedoms. In addition to
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the First Amendment of the United States Constitution, the United Nations
(1948/1998) Universal Declaration of Human Rights is also an original source that
contains material that directly relates to individuals’ religious rights.

To promote further understanding of this material, students might summarize
the rights that spiritual believers have. Alternatively, course participants could take
a scenario of relevance to social work, such as a student in school or an employee
at work, and list the rights that people of faith enjoy in these settings. Students
might explore how a social worker might advocate for a client who has been
denied religious rights or is facing some type of religious discrimination. For exam-
ple, individuals might examine the steps that a school social worker might take on
behalf of a devout Muslim student whose paper on Islam is rejected out-of-hand
solely due to its spiritual content.

In addition, in keeping with the CSWE educational standards (CSWE, 2001: IV, E),
students might analyze social welfare policy and services in light of the religious
rights believers possess. For instance, individuals might explore ways in which
public policy conflicts with the rights of spiritual believers. The Unlevel Playing
Field (White House, 2001), an examination of faith-based barriers that exist in fed-
eral social service programs, might be used as a starting point.

ASSIGNMENT SUGGESTIONS

In addition to the domain-related mini-assignments discussed above, a number of
major assignments can also be incorporated into the curriculum. These projects
provide opportunities for course participants to develop a deeper, more personal
understanding of many of the themes presented above in a manner that is con-
gruent with CSWE educational standards (Council on Social Work Education,
2001: 1V). Although any number of assignments could be proposed, the three dis-
cussed below may be particularly helpful.

Spiritual Autobiography

Spiritual autobiographies can be helpful tools for fostering student awareness of
their own unique spiritual history. Writing a spiritual autobiography can assist
individuals to understand their spiritual values and how these values have
informed their lives. Individuals can chronicle their own relationship with the
transcendent, including parental influences, spiritual awakenings, key turning
points, specific spiritual strengths, how their spirituality has helped them to cope
with trials, and how their spirituality has functioned as a protective factor in their
lives.

Since this exercise is designed to foster increased self-awareness regarding one’s
personal spiritual journey, it may be particularly advisable to undertake this proj-
ect early in the course. Spirituality can be defined in a broad manner so that all
individuals can discuss how their views regarding transcendent reality have
informed their lives (Canda & Furman, 1999). For individuals interested in a
model, the Confessions by African spirituality writer Augustine (354-430/1991),
widely considered to be the first autobiographical work in recorded human history
(Clark, 1993), can be used.
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Religious Countertransference

As course participants develop awareness of their own spiritual values, it is impor-
tant to consider how those values may interact with the spiritual values of clients.
In some situations, value systems may interact in a manner that inhibits the pro-
vision of client-centered services. The effectiveness of service provision may be
particularly imperiled when individuals hold negative sentiment toward other
spiritual traditions (Genia, 2000; Larson, Sherrill & Lyons, 1994).

Approximately one-third of social workers report ambivalent-to-negative feel-
ings towards their religious background, which is primarily Christianity (Canda &
Furman, 1999; Furman, Canda & Benson, 2001; Sheridan et al., 1992). For instance,
44% of Virginia-based clinical practitioners (N=108) no longer participate in their
childhood religious tradition, with the shift occurring primarily away from
Christianity to none or “other” (Sheridan et al., 1992).

As Genia (2000) observes, individuals who have failed to work through these neg-
ative feelings may encounter religious countertransference biases when working
with individuals from their former spiritual traditions. Internal pressures from
unresolved personal needs can drive interactions with devout clients from the
Christian faith tradition and perhaps other traditions that affirm similar values
(Black, Jeffreys & Hartley, 1993). Interactions with committed Christians may result
in social workers acting out their unresolved negative feelings toward their past
traditions with their present clients (Gartner, Harmatz, Hohmann, Larson &
Gartner, 1990).

Accordingly, course participants might write a paper exploring their ability to
work with clients from other spiritual traditions. Particular attention should focus
on examining negative sentiments towards one’s former childhood spiritual tradi-
tion and how unresolved issues might affect service provision. Thought could also
go into deciding what emotional signals might indicate the necessity of a referral
to another practitioner.

This paper might be written later in the course, perhaps as a useful complement
to the “values conflicts” content area. Since this domain directly addresses the
issue of conflicting worldviews, course participants are already thinking about
macro level, epistemologically-based conflicts. As a supplemental assignment,
this paper can assist individuals explore micro-level conflicts that may affect their
ability to work with clients from differing spiritual traditions.

Spiritual Assessment Reflection Papers

Course participants might also benefit from writing a number of reflection papers
on the spiritual assessment process. In conjunction with the “Assessing and
Operationalizing Spiritual Strengths” topic area, course participants might form
dyads and take turns conducting spiritual assessments. One individual could pres-
ent with a particular problem, while the other conducts an assessment with the
aim of eliciting spiritual strengths that might be operationalized to help ameliorate
the presenting problem. After completion, the roles could be reversed.

Depending on time constraints, this process could be undertaken for each of the
four assessment approaches profiled above. In other words, each course partici-
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pant would play the part of a practitioner conducting four assessments, using a
spiritual history, a spiritual lifemap, a spiritual genogram, and a spiritual ecomap.
Concurrently, each individual would also serve as a client, experiencing each
assessment approach from the vantage point of a social service consumer.

After completing an assessment, each person in the dyad might write a paper
reflecting on his or her experiences. Attention should be directed towards regard-
ing the extent to which spiritual strengths were identified and harnessed to
address the presenting problem and how both members of the dyad experienced
the process. Particular attention should focus on practices that promote or hinder
a spirit of openness and acceptance in the clinical dialogue and alternative prac-
tices that might better achieve these goals.

After completing the reflection papers, the dyad members might exchange
papers and discuss ways in which the individual who role-played the clinician
might improve his or her ability to conduct a spiritual assessment. Points of con-
gruence, in which both participants shared similar perceptions, should be noted
as well as areas in which perceptions differed. The individual who functioned as
the client should note the strengths of the person conducting the assessment and
offer suggestions for building upon those strengths to improve his or her ability as
a clinician. Finally, as is the case with all group exercises, issues of student privacy,
comfort level, and group dynamics should be considered before engaging in the
above exercise.

CONCLUSIONS

Most social workers seem interested in learning more about spirituality
(Derezotes, 1995). Given that the majority of social workers appear to address spir-
ituality in practice settings without proper training (Canda & Furman, 1999;
Furman et al., unpublished manuscript), it is critical that resources be developed
that can be used to equip practitioners to work with spirituality in an ethically con-
sistent manner. While individuals interested in engaging spiritual issues on a reg-
ular basis should be encouraged to develop an extensive knowledge base con-
cerning the major spiritual traditions they are likely to encounter in practice set-
tings, the curriculum content presented in this paper provides a basic foundation
on which to build. In short, the material presented in this paper lays the ground-
work for spiritually competent practice.
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