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quite consonant with those of the founding president of the
University of Chicago, William Rainey Harper. Harper
believed that knowledge generated in the research university
must be communicated to the broader society and, as a result,
the university is “in every sense am institution of public
service” (Bulmer, 1988, p.22).

Abbott’s vision for locating a professional social work school
in a research university was not originally supported by her
activist colleagues. When the idea for the establishment of the
School of Social Service Administration in the University of
Chicago was originally proposed, Jane Addams and other
women of Hull House were skeptical of the value of an
affiliation with the University of Chicago. They were
concerned that universities were out of touch with the real
world and would have no place for the field work component
of social work education Furthermore, they were concerned
with the elitism of the academic world where research findings
were merely presented to other privileged members of society
— other researchers and scholars — instead of being fed back as
well to members of the community who had part101pated in the
research. Abbott responded that

A university is no longer a cloistered institution; it is -
part of our national life.  Preparation for public
service...is surely an obligation of a university in the
modern world. (Edith and Grace Abbott Papers,
University of Chicago Special Collections, Box 3,
Folder 13)

Abbott’s persuasive powers, her capacity to convince her
contemporarics of the significance of a university connection is

10

documented in a letter to her sisier Grace announcing the
approval of the University of Chicago Board of Trustees to
establish the School of Social Service Administration in the
University. In the last line of the letter, she reassures her sister
that all has the approval and endorsement of “Miss Addams”

‘(Edith and Grace Abbott Papers, [5;13]).

Summary

Early social work academics at the University of Chicago had a
profound and enduring impact on the development of the ficld
by advocating a systematic approach to social work that placed
research and knowledge development at the center of the
helping enterprise. Their focus on the development of a
specific knowledge base for social work enabled them to
distinguish themselves from unprofessional helpers as well as
from their disciplinary colleagues in sociology. They were
very clear that the relation between research and practice was
synergistic, that it was possible, indeed preferable, to conduct
research as a part of practice. For them, social work research
was an activity that was located at the nexus of research and
practice, and the location of this activity served to distinguish
social work from related fields and disciplines. They outlined a
“geientific”  educational curriculum that has profoundly
influenced what we teach today and insisted that the proper
context for this work was the research university, as it was
developing at that time. Thus, the ideas of Edith Abbott and
Sophonisba Breckinridge about the nature and location of
social work research and education laid a foundation for the
vigorous development of leading schools of social work at top-
tier research universities like the University of Chicago and
Hebrew University.

11




desirability of reducing hierarchical relations between
researcher and research subject by engaging social work
service users in the research process as well as the idea that the
purposes of scientific research are more important than the
method (Marsh, 1994).

Designing a “scientific education”

Fundamental to Abbott’s definition of social work was a well-
conceptualized training program where research and practice
were well-integrated. At the time, Abbott noted that many
agencies wanted social workers trained in narrowly conceived
approaches to casework or felt that personal attributes of
“charm and poise” were enough. She was adamant that the
education focus on knowledge and skill so that the graduates
would not be: :

.. .mere technicians — not even clever technicians — but
men and women with scientific professional education
- men and women “with the love of knowledge and the
use of the tools of learning”, with a scholar’s discipline,
and tolerance, and breadth of view, courage to know the
truth, and the inquiring mind from which research is
born. (“Are there Underlying Principles. . .” 1930, p.
20, [A3;8])

She believed the integration of research and practice would
prevent the production of “headless machines” in two ways:
by limiting the number of “practitioners” with too narrow a
view of the problem because they lack a “scientific” education,
and “researchers” with too narrow a view because they lack
practical experience (Marsh, 1983).

Abbott’s view of “scientific education” looked remarkably
similar to the curriculum elements and requirements we have
today. The included: 1) social treatment, 2) public welfare
administration, 3) social research and statistics, 4) economics
and politics, 5) the history of social experimentation (by which
she meant the implementation of new social welfare programs
which could be evaluated) and 5) field work (“Arc There
Underlying Principles Basic to Professional Education in
Social Work?” pp.4-7, [A3;8]). Abbott’s broad, academic view
of social work education was pioneering in the field for its
simultaneous emphasis on practice, research and social welfare
policy. She believed other social work educators were too
narrowly focused on education for helping the individual. She
quoted Mary Richmond on this point when she said most social
workers would “help Mr. and Mrs. Jones out of the ditch”, but
they were less likely to be interested in understanding how to
“get rid of the ditch” (“Research in the Program of Social
Worker and Agency”, p.9, [5;3]).

A “scientific education” in a research university

The particular character of the research university as it was
developing in the early 20™ century — its values and principles
— both influenced and supported Edith Abbott’s definition of
the social work field. The values of early research universities
in the U.S., including the University of Chicago, emphasized
freedom of inquiry, scholarly honesty, civility in discourse,
trust in rationality, dissemination of knowledge and public
engagement (Pelikan, 1992). Abbott was deeply committed to
these values, particularly the latter value of advancing the
University’s responsibility to improve society. Her views were




students from taking courses at SSA, saying, “The greatest
damage done to the City of Chicago was not the product of
corrupt politicians or criminals but of women reformers”
(Bulmer, 1984, p. 68 following Rauschenbush). Further, he
encouraged students to adopt the stance of a value-neutral,
objective scientist. Perhaps in part to disparage the work of the
- 8SA women as well as to distinguish sociology from social
work, Parks told a group of students interested in race relations
that “the world was full of crusaders and that the student role
was to be that of the calm, detached scientist who investigates
race relationships with the same objectivity with which the
zoologist dissects the potato bug.” (Bulmer, p. 76, quoting
Park).

Abbott, for her part, was disparaging of what she viewed as the
pseudo-objective, pseudo-scientific approach of male
sociologists. Her view was that it was possible, and indeed
preferable, to conduct a systematic analysis while engaged in
social work practice. She describes other social scientists as:

. very timid. They are afraid that we cannot be
scientific because we are trying to find a remedy for the
evils with which society Has to deal, but if it is
unscientific to do this, to follow diagnosis by curative
treatment, then we are quite willing to be called by
some other name. (Are There Underlying Principles. .
.21930, p.18, [A3;8])

Deegan (1988) notes that ultimately this antagonism between
the male sociologists and women reformers led to a
redefinition of the boundaries of sociology. Women reformers,
rather than being rewritten out of the history of the field, were

redefined into the distinct profession of social work. She notes
further this shared history of sociology and social work in the
settlement movement has been largely forgotien. Most
historical accounts fail to document that, at Chicago, the
emerging profession of social work sought legitimacy while
staying true to its reformist origins, while the discipline of
sociology sought legitimacy by repudiating this aspect of its
history.

For their part, the SSA women were very clear about the
distinction between SSA and the other social sciences, and the
role of research and knowledge development was central to this
distinction. As a means of competing with the other social
sciences, they claimed a particular jurisdiction for social work
— a jurisdiction that saw research and knowledge development
as an integral part of practice. According to Edith Abbott:

Our field is a clearly defined one falling within the
social science territory. Tt is social treatment with the
object of providing social well-being. And social
treatment, in its widest sense ... includes social
research with the special object of developing social
policies, for these in turn develop social treatment.
(“Are There Underlying Principles. . .?” 1930, p.18,
[A3:8])

To a great extent, the vision of Abbott and Breckinridge
anticipated the types of translational and intervention research
that characterize the work of many social work researchers
today. It further anticipated feminist analyses of philosophy,
science and social work (Krantz, 1988). Specifically, many
feminists stress the synergy between research and practice, the




welfare, but that could be of great value in advancing its
capacity. Their frequent use of the word “scientific” clearly
referred to science as a means for rationalizing and
systematizing a set of activities. Abbott was fond of quoting
Armnold Toynbee whose connotation for science was similar
when he stated, “To make benevolence scientific is the great
problem of the present day” (“The University and Social
Welfare”, 1930, [5:4]). Abbott echoes this usage and
connotation when she states, “Our public charitable institutions
have been left to the policy of drift, chance and fate, instead of
being placed under scientific management” (“The University
and Social Welfare”, 1930, pp. 6-7 [5;4]).

Research integrated with practice

From the beginning, Abbott and Breckinridge insisted on the
integration of research and practice. They eschewed the
unidirectional transfer of theories and evidence to practice — or
the model of “social worker as consumer of knowledge” as we
sometimes describe it today. Rather, Abbott and Breckinridge

pointed to the important synergy between research and practice

and contended that each activity required the other. Their view
was that researchers without the insights that come with
practice have no basis for understanding the causes of social
problems or contemplating possible remedies. They were
concerned that researchers operating outside the practice realm
would produce arid findings irrelevant to practice. Abbott
concluded:

If social work is to go on, it can only develop
scientifically with the help of well-trained social
workers ... all the investigating techniques in the world

will produce nothing but mechanical results ... the
investigator (will be) a headless machine. (“Research
in the Program of Social Worker and Agency”, 1931, p.
2,[5;14])

Thus, for Abbott, the quality and relevance of research
improved when it was integral to practice and conducted by
“well-trained” social workers.

Social work true to reformist origins

Within the context of the University of Chicago, early social
workers also had to distinguish themselves from the developing
discipline of sociology. In the Progressive Era, before World
War I, social reform efforts — often centered in settlement
houses — were quite popular and engaged a mixture of activists,
clergy and academics. Academics Breckinridge and Abbott
were very active in the settlement house movement, living at
Hull House (from 1908 to 1920) and working closely with
activist Jane Addams. They were part of a network of social
reformers, many of whom referred to themselves as “applied
sociologists”. At this point in time, social work was not
strongly differentiated from the discipline of sociology.
Academic sociology also was a young discipline, and adherents
were eager to find ways to establish legitimacy. Ultimately,
they did so by rejecting their reformist beginnings and seeking
legitimacy by emulating the natural sciences and adopting a
rhetoric of scientific objectivity. -

Robert Park, a member of the University of Chicago Sociology
Department, was strident in his anti-reformist rhetoric and
openly antagonistic toward the SSA women. He discouraged




going through a period of rapid industrialization and
urbanization, and social work activity was either voluntary
philanthropic activity carried out mostly by middle-class
women or was part of an emerging political patronage system
where providing assistance was connected to garnering a vote.
By the second half of the 20% century, however, social work in
the U.S. was a much more professionalized activity, organized
into a mixture of both public and private nonprofit social
service organizations cutting across diverse domains of health,
mental health, child and family welfare, youth development
and job training.

Claiming professional jurisdiction

Modern analyses of professions rely on systems or institutional
theories that highlight the process by which professions emerge
and develop in relation to other professions (Abbott, 1988).
These theories focus on the fact that professions exist in an
organizational field where they are constantly in competition
for domains of activity where they can control the work and

exert professional expertise. In this struggle for professional -

jurisdiction, the knowledge base of a particular profession
becomes, according to Abbott, the “currency of competition”.
Professionals use their knowledge base to move into new areas
and to make claims of effectiveness and efficiency. Marsh
(2000) points to the development and application of single-case

- research methodologies in social work as an example of the use

of new knowledge to claim greater accountability and more
effective contributions as “practitioner-researchers™ (see also
Reid, 1994). It is important to note the knowledge base of a
profession 1s typically maintained at a level of abstraction that
is logically consistent but disaggregated so that it is more

relevant to theorizing, rescarching and developing new
knowledge than to resolving practice problems. These ideas
related to the emergence and development of professions
provide a robust framework for analyzing the successful
development of schools of social work in research universities.

Research and knowledge development: A primary
professional task

A fundamental dilemma for social workers during the
emergence of the profession was to distinguish themselves
from other professional and non-professional helpers — from
the work of the clergy on one hand, and political workers on
the other. During the founding years of the School, the
provision of charity, or social work, was carried out under the
purview of the church or of untrained political appointees who
were often given control of public welfare agencies. The
founding mothers of SSA, Edith Abbott and Sophonisba
Breckinridge, were concerned about the unsystematic and
unscientific provision of social assistance by these groups.
Their articulation of a more systematic approach to social work
placed research and knowledge development at the center of
the professionalization enterprise. Further, they were quite
specific about the synergistic relation between research and
practice.

Both Abbott and Breckinridge were academically-oriented,
having received advanced degrees from the University of
Chicago (Abbott, a PhD. in political economy and
Breckinridge, a law degree). They recognized the scientific
method as a way of knowing that could not only bring
legitimacy to this young field of social work and social
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