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Stepping Out onto New Ice 
  
When a beginning skater first walks on the ice, the experience is one of unsteadiness, 
insecurity, and a profound craving for something to hang on to. Our skater gingerly 
walks out onto the ice, staying very close to the barrier, slowly testing out her balance.  
 
The invitation to identify aspects of learning I want to pursue in this course has prompted 

a lot of reflection about my process of learning in the Master of Social Work degree in general, 

the current growing “edges” I find myself on, and my most pressing developmental needs as a 

clinical social worker and a family therapy student. As I considered aspects of my learning which 

I would like to develop in this course, I began to use the metaphor of a novice skater entering 

onto ice to help conceptualize my experience as a developing clinical social worker. I believe the 

metaphor will be a useful exercise in developing behavioral indicators that will help me measure 

my progress in the class. 

When entering onto ice, the novice skater must manage balance on a very slippery 

surface whilst wearing sharpened metal blades. The points of contact between the balancing 

skater and the slippery surface are very “slim”. At the start of my Master of Social Work degree, 

I felt a lot of pressure to address as many elements of learning as I could possibly imagine. Over 

time, I became more and more aware that perhaps learning how to maneuver on this ice is not at 

all about broadening the base which connects me to my social work practice.  

For one, the base of theoretical practices and approaches changes all the time, and no one 

approach is ever best for every situation and client, and more importantly, stepping onto ice in 

regular shoes might make me feel “safe” but I will not go anywhere. The skills most useful in 

travelling across the ice that is the clinical field of practice are about the ability to move 

gracefully, confidently, and with curiosity through any situation that might arise, without the 

blunt immobility of a wide and safe but static base. 
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Skillfully responding to this pressure to manage one’s shakiness and lack of skills, and to 

cover as much material as possible so that I can at least pretend to be an advancing practitioner, 

has crystalized into a wonderful learning for me in this semester. I have been wobbling on the ice 

a few months now, resisting the urge to toss the slim blades of my new clinical abilities in 

exchange for anything that will help me feel solid, stable, and confident. Some of the time, I 

have stood still, just testing out how I can balance on what skills I do have; with my identity as a 

therapist not yet developed but the need to act the part with clients, exploring different 

therapeutic approaches and stances. At other times, I have only been able to stay on the ice 

because I had found something solid to hang on to.  

Hanging On  
 

In an indoor rink, there is always the safe stable barrier that surrounds the rink.1 The 
skater can stay very close to the barrier for as long as one wants, holding on for dear life. 
Even with the most encouraging trainer, the best helmet and knee pads, letting go of the 
barrier is very frightening. We hang on to the barrier, in whatever form, and thus avoid 
the possibility of appearing awkward, wobbly, shaky on this perfect ice.  
 
For the novice ice skater, hanging on to the barrier around the indoor ice rink is an 

absolute life saver. For the novice clinical social worker, hanging on might look a little different 

but it is much of the same. Whether we “hang on” to ideas that we are already familiar with, 

expectations of what we will get out of the program we are in, someone to blame for pushing us 

or critiquing our inabilities, or we can hang on to the most approved discourse of all: the pursuit 

of expertise.  

                                                
1 This paper addresses class-room learning, so I will use the indoor rink as my location in 

the metaphor.  

 



SOWK 657 Indicator Paper #1  4 

Often it seems that being a student leads to feeling stunned and profoundly inept. Kaiser 

et al. (2012) write, 

According to Kegan (1994), adult learning involves more than the acquisition of skills, 
mastery of a field’s body of knowledge, and behavior that meets professional standards. 
It also involves the evolution of new and more complex forms of awareness for 
organizing experiences; that is organizing experiences; that is, an advancement in a 
person’s level of cognitive development. (p. 225) 

There is a lot going on in the process of developing professional skills, to say the least. 

The sense of discouragement with one’s novice state, sometimes referred to as “feeling de-

skilled” (Tomm, personal communication, October 2016), is a fitting response for the adult 

beginner ice-skater, who, despite being a competent adult in other areas of life, is as shaky and 

uncertain on the ice as the five-year old wobbling around the rink.  

 

Letting Go  

Anyone can tell that hanging on to the ice rink barrier is not conducive to learning the 
skating skills and confidence we are looking for. At some point, we must be brave, chance 
looking awkward and falling on our behinds, and let go of the wall. No matter how 
amazing our trainer or expensive our skates, the learning doesn’t truly begin until we let 
go of our security and begin to trust our own stability. 
 
I think this is particularly poignant given the reality of this being the last clinical 

applications course in my Master Degree of Social Work before graduation: I must let go and 

take to the ice with the skills I have, open to continuous learning, exploring different approaches 

as the needs arise, inviting evaluation, analysis, and guidance from experienced clinicians and 

“trainers”.  

What does a novice skater, or a novice clinical social worker, need in this new endeavor? 

In addition to the willingness to stay on the ice, on those slim points of contact, and the capacity 

to tolerate the discomfort of disequilibrium, I believe the novice skater and the novice clinical 
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social worker both need empowerment to let go. This is the very first aspect of learning that I 

would like to develop further, and truly embody in my developing practice as a clinical social 

worker. 

What will empower me to take the chance, release hold of the fears and concerns I have 

about my skills and lack thereof, and try gliding on the learning I have? My answer is that for me 

at least, developing conceptual skills that will help me take on an empowering stance towards my 

social work practice as a “work in progress” would be a very important take-away and a means 

to a continual letting go.  

 
Indicator #1: Understanding the Empowering Ethical Stance  

Development of analytical and conceptual skills needed to adopt an empowering stance 

towards anyone or anything will require first and foremost that I gain a clear understanding of 

what the terms “empowering stance” mean. This is the first indicator of progress in this aspect of 

learning: I will engage in an intellectual exploration of these concepts in the context of social 

work, and I will be able to articulate my understanding of what it means to operate from an 

empowering and anti-oppressive stance. 

One of the learning objectives in the Course Syllabus (Wulff, 2016) states that during this 

course students will “advance their current analytical, conceptual, and practice skills to actively 

promote empowering and anti-oppressive practices” (p. 1). Dr. Karl Tomm introduces a 

conceptualization of different ethical stances that therapist can adopt towards their clients 

(Tomm, 2016). Tomm (2016) defines ethical postures as “varying constellations of emotions, 

values, and beliefs about therapy that support certain types of therapist choices” (p. 2). In his 

lecture on ethical stances therapists have historically taken towards working with clients, Tomm 

(2016) includes the following: manipulative stance, confrontational stance, succorant stance, and 
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empowering stance (p. 5). According to Tomm (2016), each identified posture falls somewhere 

between “two basic dimensions of variation in our intentions while making decisions: closing 

space for problems or pathology versus opening space for solutions or wellness; - influencing 

clients in non-conscious versus conscious domains of their functioning” (p. 3).  

Without going into a great deal more detail, it is important to mention that Tomm (2016) 

locates the empowering stance in the domain of opening space for solutions and wellness and the 

conscious domain of functioning (p. 5). Tomm (2016) also foresees that the effects on the clients 

of the therapist’s empowering ethical posture will move the client towards “liberation with 

autonomy” (p. 7).  I believe this ethical stance best aligns with my social work values, and in 

particular value #1, which states that “social workers respect the unique worth and inherent 

dignity of all people and uphold human rights” (CASW, 2005). It is impossible to respect worth 

and dignity without respecting autonomy. 

A behavioral indicator I will use to signify development in my understanding of what 

defines an empowered ethical stance and will involve on-going reflection, during our discussion 

and readings for the class, on several questions posed by Dr. Tomm (2016) in his presentation on 

the development of ethical stances: 

When and how do you reflect upon the values and ethics that you enact (…)? To what 
extent do you remain aware of your own posture and patterns of professional decision-
making (…)? How much feedback and/or collaboration with clients and/or colleagues do 
you need to maintain adequate awareness? (p. 24). 
 
 

Pushing Away and Forward 

At some point, we must be brave, chance looking awkward, falling on our behinds, and 
we must let go of the wall. We must use whatever skating skills we have, and gingerly 
push away and forward, step by step. There may not be anything or anyone to grab onto 
for support. We are certainly not able to hold anyone else up, yet. But slowly, we become 
just a little less wobbly. We begin to propel ourselves across the ice. We might even have 
moments when we can look up and glide.  
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Indicator #2: Adopting an Empowering Stance towards My Learning 

Being submerged in social work practice discourse as a helper, my immediate thought 

was that I must, first and foremost, advance my skills to develop empowering practice with the 

people I work with. A further reflection on this concept of empowerment, has lead me to 

consider it in a slightly different way. Lysack (2005) writes, 

the social worker is responsible for assuming a relational stance that invites others to 
develop their own “voice”, to reclaim power, and to enhance their ability to exercise 
agency in their own lives and relationship. Rather than conceptualize “empowerment” as 
a commodity passed from one person to another, it is more helpful to think of 
empowerment as a process that emerges from within the interactions, reciprocity, and 
responsive mutuality of the social worker and another person within a co-constructed 
relationship. (p. 34) 
 
My experience of being a student suggests that perhaps to be able to participate in 

empowering other people as a “process that emerges from within interactions” (Lysack, 2005), I 

must first adopt an internal empowering stance. To be able to elicit movement towards 

“liberation with autonomy” (Tomm, 2016) in individuals, communities, or organizations, I need 

to be able to somehow embody and locate this movement towards “liberation with autonomy” 

within my own self and in my relationships.  

This reflection lead me to the question, how do I learn to promote an empowering 

practice towards my own development? Often, I have been unable to adopt this stance towards 

clients because discouragement regarding my lack of skills, and the feeling of being 

overwhelmed by the challenges in developing the skills I need, all lead to fears, hesitation, and 

the very uncomfortable experience of “disequilibrium” (Kaiser et al, 2012, p. 227), also 

described as a feeling of being “deskilled” (Tomm, personal communication, October 2016). 

Any positive development in my learning throughout the course needs to lead towards an 

observable capacity to conceptualize clinical social work, through discussions, questions and 
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further writing, as a movement towards “liberation with autonomy” (Tomm, 2016, p. 7). I 

believe this needs to occur within my own understanding and attitude towards my own learning: 

“liberation with autonomy” (Tomm, 2016) from the fears of failure, inner pressures to prove my 

advancement or expertise, through own means, however awkward or wobbly.  

Perhaps the most useful behavioral indicator for this learning would be the movement 

towards using authentically generous, tentative, and curious language when I speak about the 

difficulties and mistakes I might experience, not unlike the tentative steps a novice skater might 

take. Even a novice skater, shaky and uncertain, must eventually learn to propel him or herself 

without the use of ice rink walls or trainers.  

And so, I let go of the safe supports of revising, editing, re-writing, and push this 
assignment out into the arena. 
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