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How does one develop a professional identity, a genuine capacity to do the chosen work, 

gain the needed skills, all while being at ease with changeability and fluidity of roles over time? 

How does one do this in a world that is increasingly defined by insecurity, uncertainty, and 

individualization/ privatization of human experience (Bauman, 2007)? Am I attending university 

to achieve expertise, professionalism, and all that makes a new graduate competitive in the job 

market? Can there be a connection between the pursuits of success in a neoliberal, capitalist 

society, and the desire in my heart to use my hard-won life experience, wisdom, compassion, to 

be helpful? How do I forge these connections, between what’s sought after “out there” and what 

I search after in my own person? How do I practice, as a professional and as a person, in ways 

that fuel, nourish, encourage, and empower me, and help me do the same with the Other, in 

genuine and authentic ways? Is growing the clinical social worker’s compassion, critical 

thinking, and therapeutic skills worth the effort?  

These are big and necessary questions, and they have informed many of my reflections 

on the process of becoming a clinical social worker over the past months of my Master of Social 

Work program. I have thought long and hard about what my education was for, what I could 

take, use, adapt, and how I needed to apply myself to what the program offers. I approached my 

study of Richard Sennett’s (2008) The Craftsman with the intention to draw from this book 

whatever answers I could find to these questions in my mind and heart.  

 

Searching for Landmarks: Finding my way as a clinical social worker 

My reflection on The Craftsman begins with Sennett’s (2008) idea that “craftsmanship 

names an enduring, basic human impulse, the desire to do a job well for its own sake” (p. 9). 

This is such a central value in my life, as a student, as a mother, as a person living in community. 
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I immediately related to Sennett’s (2008) proposal to explore the themes and discourses about the 

pursuit of true craftsmanship. I wrote at the beginning of this course of “my desire and drive to 

become a good clinician for the sake of knowing that I am slowly becoming good at something 

that is useful and improves people’s lives” (Wolska, 2017, p. 2).  This desire, “to do a job well 

for its own sake” (Sennett, 2008, p. 9), has been the most basic drive for me throughout this, as I 

approached this educational journey towards my engagement in the profession through my 

coursework and my practicum placement.  

It is also true that, given the immensity of all that there is to know when starting anew in 

a profession, I have often felt lost in the great big forest of clinical social work. The profession is 

filled with thousands upon thousands of expectations, and so often I have been unable to see the 

forest for all these trees. The skills needed to search out and use landmarks while being lost are 

more practical than trying to memorize the ever-changing forest (or the DSM-5 for that matter).

 Reading Sennett’s (2008) writing often felt to me like being lost, too. So many ideas, 

examples, opportunities to understand and arrive at bigger insights! Clarity seemed just around 

the corner, and yet it would elude me time and time again. I concluded that, just like my re-entry 

into the profession of social work and learning how to be a therapist, reading and studying The 

Craftsman, would be a process of making connections, drawing out themes, and arriving at 

insights by my own devices. And all this is so very much like clinical work itself: as clinicians 

sitting in the therapist’s chair, we hear story upon story of struggles and problems that clients 

bring for us to solve. All we can do is participate in the co-construction of meaning from the 

many narratives shared with us.  

 Sennett’s (2008) intention is to guide the reader towards a great depth and breadth of 

understanding craftsmanship, by showing connections and relationships where he believes they 
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are currently lacking in our Western conceptualization. For this paper, I have chosen to explore 

the following themes, and their importance for my learning: the relationship between thinking 

and action, where learning truly happens (the learning environment), and tacit and explicit 

knowledge. I chose to explore Sennett’s (2008) discussion of these themes and how they apply to 

developing one’s craft as a clinical social worker.  

 

Imperfect Praxis: Relationship between thinking and actions 

It is interesting to note that the notion of praxis is not mentioned at all in Sennett’s (2008) 

work, although the author’s teacher, Hannah Arendt (1958), wrote extensively on the division 

between the contemplative life and the active life. According to Wikipedia, praxis “is the process 

by which a theory, lesson, or skill is enacted, embodied, or realized. Praxis may also refer to the 

act of engaging, applying, exercising, realizing, or practicing ideas” (“Praxis (process)”, n.d.).  

Sennett (2008) states that “every good craftsman conducts a dialogue between concrete 

practices and thinking; the dialogue evolves into sustaining habits, and these habits establish a 

rhythm between problem solving and problem finding” (p. 9). Dialogue between practice and 

thinking is an important landmark on my developmental path towards being a social work 

clinician. If I can find my way, through the jungle of expectations, trendy techniques and 

modalities, towards the messy and imperfect process of praxis, I will find my way towards social 

work ethics, towards whatever techniques and skills I may need to hone at any given time, and 

towards collaborating with clients, colleagues, and supervisors.  

As an apprentice family therapist, I am continually drawn to reflect on practice 

experiences, and to keep searching for ways to incorporate what I study, read and reflect, into 

practice, and vice versa. I am encouraged by Sennett’s (2008) invitation to focus “on objective 
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standards, on the thing in itself” as I grow into my new profession (p. 9). I believe that practice 

and theory need to continually co-construct each other in my clinical social work. At the same 

time, I have observed that I also partake in the tendency to feel inadequate and wrong when 

offered constructive feedback. 

Sennett (2008) suggests that, in Western civilization, opportunities to reflect, integrate 

that reflection, and engage in any on-going analysis about my practice are often viewed as 

luxuries; it seems that this is certainly true for social workers out on the front-lines of the 

profession. Gibson (2014) states that “making mistakes and feeling inadequate or not ‘good 

enough’ are inevitable human experiences, yet they are not always tolerated by society, by social 

work organizations or even by social workers themselves” (p. 418). Without opportunities to 

integrate, reflect, and learn from mistakes, it’s no wonder we hide behind expertism to protect 

ourselves from being judged as failures. 

To a newly trained therapist, the notion that I must always be perfect and make no 

mistakes is a daunting proposition. As a professional I disagree with this position, and I am 

committed to finding and practicing empowering ways to learn. This includes welcoming 

negative feedback into my data set as valuable information. I am reminded of an idea we were 

introduced to at the start of the Master of Social Work program, when Vikki Reynolds presented 

about messy inquiry (V. Reynolds, personal communication, September 2016). In a paper of the 

topic of what she calls the solidarity approach, Reynolds (2014) explains how she engaged in 

“messy inquiry” for her research: 

I engaged with Adele Clark’s postmodern response to Grounded Theory, which she calls 
Situational Analysis (2005). Clark resists analysis that delivers the truth of situations, and 
employs messy mapping to make space for outliers, complexity and divergent voices. 
Messy Mapping invites the person doing the inquiry to show up, not disappear, in the 
decision making process of deciding what will be attended to, what resonates and what is 
of use. From this lovely mess of responses a more ordered or understandable story of the 
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experience can be told. Messy inquiry allows for attending to what is of interest and what 
resonates. (p. 137). 

Reynolds’ (2014) approach to searching for answers to questions and curiosity works for 

me precisely because it allows the space and freedom to reflect on experiences that might be 

otherwise categorized as mistakes, and integrate those experiences into my ideas and practice.  

Messy inquiry into my work as a clinical social worker gives space to the many complex 

experiences of clients, in organizations, with supervisors, or as a supervisor myself. In messy 

inquiry, I am not required to disappear into modalities and techniques. The integration of my 

learning, the development of theoretical understandings, and all the intersections between who I 

am as a person, as a social worker, and as a therapist, must also all be part of this messy praxis.  

Freire (2000) defines praxis as “reflection and action upon the world in order to transform 

it” (p. 51). I believe that, deep down, true craftsmanship in social work is intended to lead to such 

transformation; our ethical obligation involves a commitment to the pursuit of social justice 

(CASW, 2005). The dialogue between my thinking and my practice does not necessarily need to 

be perfect to instigate change. The social work practitioner who engages in messy inquiry into 

her imperfect practice and in dialogue with the knowledge and research of others with the 

intention to work towards social justice, is applying herself towards transformative action in the 

world. (See Appendix A for a Practice Example.) 

If I remain patiently engaged in the process, I will continue to learn. Sennett (2007) 

writes that “resistance and ambiguity can be instructive experiences; to work well, every 

craftsman has to learn from these experiences rather than fighting them” (p. 10) and “the 

obsession with getting things perfectly right may deform the work itself” (p. 11). As I practice 

my skills, I must be willing to take risks and to collaborate with clients in the discovery of what 
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is needed for transformative change to take place. Holding back on this will prevent progress.  

Sennett (2008) also writes that “the good craftsman avoids perfectionism that can degrade 

into a self-conscious demonstration” (p. 262). I interpret this to mean that pursuing perfection 

can result in excessive attention to one’s own self, when the intention of a social worker needs to 

lead towards transformative action outside of one’s self: “only someone who accepts that he or 

she is likely to fall short of perfection is likely to develop realistic judgement about life” 

(Sennett, 2008, p. 104). A realistic judgement of life, and particularly in the complex and 

difficult human situations where social workers operate, is a crucial element of craftsmanship. 

The Learning Environment: The Brave Workshop  

I learned two things early on in my program: this Master of Social Work degree program 

is only the beginning of development and refinement of clinical social work skills, and it takes a 

lot of courage to not be the expert. Both were a surprising but welcome lessons for me: I came to 

this program believing that I ought to become advanced through its brief duration, and the 

pressure to work towards being an expert was overwhelming at first. Alas, to begin my learning 

as a diligent apprentice, I needed to leave those notions behind. As Sennett (2008) suggests, the 

“craftsman must be patient, eschewing quick fixes” (p. 51).  

Reading books and hearing lectures about practice skills and modalities elicits a form of 

intellectual learning are useful in some ways, but do not lead to the necessary integration of what 

one knows in theory and what has been experienced through practice. Sennett (2008) argues that 

“skill is trained practice; modern technology is abused when it deprives its users precisely of the 

repetitive, concrete, hands-on training. When the head and the hand are separated, the result is 

mental impairment” (p. 52). My interpretation of this advice as it applies to gaining 
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craftsmanship in social work theory and practice is that, to be skillful as a clinical social worker, 

a community organizer, or a social activist, I must commit to bravely practicing what skills and 

theories I might have, making honest mistakes, and not hiding from the discomfort of not 

knowing.  

I have experienced this process of exploring and integrating head-knowledge with 

practice and collaboration as an intern at the Calgary Family Therapy Center. Like any new 

apprentice, I entered the practicum setting with a great deal of excitement and apprehension, in 

awe of the masters at work, and intimidated and afraid of my own inaptitude. I discovered very 

quickly that the process of learning skills in family therapy requires courage. And, being a 

beginner surrounded by world-renowned clinicians is not easy on one’s self-image. Sennett’s 

(2008) ideas about the workshop and its role in knowledge transfer are very helpful in my 

reflections on just what happened in my process at the CFTC.  

Sennett (2008) describes the workshop as “a productive space in which people deal face-

to-face with issues of authority” (Sennett, 2008, p. 54). I found this a brilliant description of one 

of the key issues or processes that can make or break the learning/teaching experience. As 

Sennett (2008) himself agrees, this definition of a workshop is “austere”, and at the same time it 

implies the significance that relationships play in transferring knowledge and skills (p. 54).  

Sennett (2008) states that “the skill of the master can earn him or her the right to command, and 

learning from and absorbing those skills can dignify the apprentice or journeyman’s obedience”; 

“in craftsmanship there must be a superior who sets standards and who trains” (p. 54).  

How the hierarchical and silent arrangement between master and apprentice leads to the 

transfer of knowledge or the absorption of skills is not straightforward. Sennett (2008) states that, 
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in the workshop “the apprentice’s presentation focused on imitation: learning as copying” (p. 

58), but copying does not suffice, particularly since “the masters set an absolute standard, one 

that often proves impossible to reproduce” (p. 80). So, how have I learned through my time at the 

Calgary Family Therapy Centre? 

The learning environment (workshop) and how it is co-created by leaders and facilitators, 

is as important as the content of the teachings and skills offered. Sennett (2008) writes that 

“servitude through admiration or tradition must be cast off”, allowing for relationship between 

the master and the apprentice (p. 80). The openness of senior clinicians to having their work 

observed and commented on by students through reflective discussions has taught me to value 

openness and dialogue as tools in learning. Sennett (2008) writes, 

masters should be pestered to explain themselves, to dredge out the assemblage of clues 
and moves they have absorbed in silence within – if only they could, and if only they 
would. Much of their very authority derives from seeing what others don’t see, knowing 
what they don’t know; their authority is made manifest in their silence. (p. 78) 

The transfer of knowledge from master to apprentice requires active participation from both 

participants: the apprentice must ask, inquire, comment, and the craftsman must articulate, 

explain, and be open to co-constructing the learning environment. 

Tacit and Explicit Knowledge 

Sennett (2008) writes that mastery cannot be expressed explicitly via language alone: 

“much of the knowledge craftsmen possess is tacit knowledge – people know how to do 

something but they cannot put what they know into words” (p. 94). Bohm (1996) also writes that 

tacit knowledge is unspoken and cannot be described,  

like the knowledge required to ride a bicycle. It is actual knowledge, and it may be 
coherent or not. (…) what we can say explicitly is only a very small part of it. I think we 
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realize that we do almost everything by this sort of tacit knowledge.  (p. 16) 

Tomm et al. (2014) propose that the learning environment at the CFTC is created by 

putting emphasis on “fostering generative WIPs (wellness interpersonal patterns) between 

students and teachers: recurrent learning interactions between educator and learner” (p. 63-64). 

At the CFTC, the learning experience is created intentionally and purposefully to allow students 

the opportunity to participate in re-enactments of the tacit mastery of experienced clinicians 

through observation and imitation. 

According to Sennett (2008) “the apprentice is often expected to absorb the master’s 

lessons by osmosis; the master’s demonstration shows an act successfully performed, and the 

apprentice has to figure out what turned the key in the lock” (p. 181). At the CFTC, experienced 

clinicians expose their work through “explicitly acknowledging (their) interviewing mistakes, 

and by sharing the learning that (they) derived”; additionally, “all the students and staff are 

recognized as full members of the team and collectively support one another in the work we do 

trying to help families” (Tomm et al., 2014, p. 64-65). This approach to opening space for 

learning also leads to a shift in the inherent hierarchy of power between apprentice and 

craftsman, by permitting the learning position to be modelled by the craftsman senior clinician. 

Students can learn from the tacit knowledge of supervisors without being overpowered by the 

authority of an expert. 

Further, Tomm et al. (2014) describe recurrent couplings of training activities do in fact 

“turn the key in the lock” (Sennett, 2008, p. 181). The activities of “lecturing/listening, 

demonstrating/observing, involving/doing, supervising/reflecting (…), and 

searching/researching” (Tomm et al., 2014, p. 63), combined with the “continual effort to enact 

WIPs (wellness interpersonal patterns) to balance this hierarchy with contestability” results in a 
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great deal of freedom for student and teacher: “these continual conversations between students 

and staff are so central to our teaching/learning” (p. 74).  

The relationships in these interpersonal patterns lead to tacit knowledge being transferred 

and absorbed, and craftsmanship emerges when this external process becomes internalized in the 

apprentice. Observing clinicians at work, diving in to imitate/take risks, conversations about 

what is observed and the questions that are generated, and the invitation to participate in co-

constructing the therapeutic experience as a team of collaborators, all creating deeper 

development of the craft.  

Sennett (2008) writes, 

a constant interplay between tacit knowledge and self-conscious awareness, that tacit 
knowledge serving as an anchor, the explicit awareness serving as critique and corrective. 
Craft quality emerges from this higher stage, in judgements made on tacit habits and 
suppositions. (p. 50) 

Through this on-going pattern of interaction or dialogue between tacit and explicit knowledge, a 

kind of container for furthering, deepening, developing new approaches, new ideas, new ways of 

doing things, is established. The tacit knowledge gathered is grounding or stabilizing, and the 

explicit awareness serves as a guide. Perhaps, when this connection and interplay is established, 

that is when the space for improvisation and creativity is created. 

 In our classroom conversation, Dr. Wulff has stated that “Milton Erickson wasn’t doing 

‘Erickson’, Michael White was not doing ‘White’, and Virginia Satir was not doing ‘Satir’” (D. 

Wulff, personal communication, Fall 2016). I have interpreted this to mean that these masters of 

therapy were not enacting their specific approach and craftsmanship as an advanced technique; 

these therapists (and many others whose successful work and theories are now living in therapy 

textbooks) were engaged in a process of their own individualized experimentation. By applying 
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their individual ways to use the self, to experiment with what they learned from other disciplines, 

use imaginative and creative talents and processes, these craftsmen and women practiced their 

craft and later recorded some version of that work for others to imitate and innovate with. 

Honing the Craft 

The master’s craft is passed on through demonstration, teaching, modelling, guidance, 

and metaphor, from the craftsman to the apprentice. In that transfer, the craft changes, through 

the individual experience of each learner. At first, the apprentice must imitate the craftsman and 

do almost exactly as shown, and it seems that craftsmanship is about following something 

outside one’s self.  In fact, the craft is being increasingly internalized and modified through the 

relationships between thinking and practice/praxis, the learning environment and its structure, 

and through the relationship between tacit and explicit knowledge. The work of the emerging 

crafts(wo)man is to attend to and engage in the brave and messy project of becoming. 
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Appendix A: Practice Example 

In my practicum at the CFTC, I am currently working as a family therapist with a family 

of 7: Mother, Daughter (age 19), Son (age 15), Son (age 14), Son (age 12), and the Daughter’s 

two children, boy (age 2) and girl (age 7 months). The family had come to Calgary from Ontario 

last summer to escape from Father (and ex-husband) of the family, due to extensive history of 

violence, physical, emotional, sexual, and financial abuse. The Mother was referred to CFTC for 

support with her three boys, all of whom were having trouble with school attendance, marijuana 

use, and some involvement with the police. The Daughter is also involved with Child Protective 

Services. She was deemed unable to parent and her children were now in protective custody. The 

Mother in this family had recently applied for guardianship of the grandchildren. This will result 

in the Mother having 6 dependents, without an income to support the family. The children are all 

acting in emotionally abusive and disrespectful towards the Mother, which makes it very difficult 

for her to have any parenting control or role. The Mother feels very disempowered, in her 

personal and family life, and has been unable to establish structure in her family. 

This Mother has experienced profound abuse in her adult life, married at a really young 

age, having had 5 children (one Son remained with the Father in Ontario when the family 

moved), and being fully dependent on the abusive ex-husband. It seems that currently the 

children, including the eldest Daughter, have taken the place of their Father in playing out the 

emotional abuse against her, through constant criticisms, yelling, pressuring, and control. The 

traditional conceptualization of this case would have led to the assumption that the Mother was 

incompetent as a parent, not taking charge of the situation, that she needed to be stronger, more 

powerful, more “Alpha” with the children.  
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Upon reflection and taking some time to integrate broader perspectives on this situation, 

including anti-oppressive practices in social work, I looked for resources that could support this 

Mother in her parenting role, without the demanding and demeaning disregard for her own 

experience of disempowerment. In my studies, I came across the work of Jakob (2013) in Non-

violent Resistance. Jakob (2013) discusses the effects of trauma on parents’ ability to be parents 

and how to assist these parents with violent, abusive, and controlling children, particularly as the 

children get older. Jakob (2013) writes about the ways in which experiences of trauma in the 

parent’s life lead to situations where the children’s behaviours trigger anxiety and a whole series 

of post-traumatic responses in parents, making parenting according to our conventional 

approaches extremely difficulty.  

Professionals, such as myself, contribute to the difficulty these parents experience, with 

our demanding tones and expectations around what these parents ought and ought not to do, 

inadvertently enacting the oppressive forces that created trauma in these parents’ lives to begin 

with (Jakob, 2013). Jakob (2013) has developed approaches to working with these “multi-

stressed” families through the work of Omer (2001). I, as a social worker committed to 

transformative praxis, am learning these ideas and practices, and how to implement them in my 

work with this family. Without an on-going commitment to educating, reflecting on, reviewing, 

discussing, and integrating head-knowledge, feedback, and awareness, my ability to contribute to 

the clients would be severely diminished. 
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