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Six-word Memoirs: A Reflection of Social Work Professional  
Competency and Identity 
 
Brien L. Bolin, Douglas A. Crews, Karen I. Countryman-Roswurm, and Natalie Grant 

     Language is a powerful communication tool 
that holds symbolic meanings, various forms of 
expression, and is a strong indicator of culture. 
Words have the unique quality to transform the 
meaning of communications and interactions with 
others (Sandstrom, Martin, & Fine, 2006). The 
meanings of our interactions can change with a 
single word, by joining words to make sentences, 
or through narrative constructions such as poems 
or memoirs. Sandstrom et al. (2006) wrote “Words 
facilitate our ability to communicate and share 
meanings” (p. 34). In addition, words serve as the 
basis for understanding ourselves in relation to the 
world around us (Vollmer, 2005). Vollmer (2005) 
adds that stories become “self-stories” that com-
municate our past, actions, and thoughts. Stories, 
narratives, memoirs, and poems can thus, com-
municate what we once did, said, saw, heard, 
thought, or felt. The use of language and words is 
central to human communication and is especially 
visible in the profession of social work through its 
code of ethics (NASW, 2008) and competencies 
for social work practice (CSWE, 2008).  
     Social workers have a tradition of using crea-
tive expression. Lenart-Cheng and Walker (2011) 
describe the use of life stories as a creative narra-
tive process and mutual sharing of ideas that can 
aid in both social and political change. Creative 
expressions are used in the helping professions in 
several ways: through narrative therapies (Kelly, 
2011), biblio-therapies (Adams & Pitre, 2000), and 
poetry as a therapeutic process (Furman, Langer, & 
Anderson, 2006). Additionally, Furman et al. 
(2006) call for a social work practice paradigm 
guided by poetry as a means to focus on the pro-
fessional identity and practice. The “six-word 
memoir” is a form of creative expression similar to 
poetry that reveals the passion (Conan, 2008), 

emotions (Miller, 2011), and identity of its au-
thors. Six-word memoirs have been used in edu-
cation, libraries, media, other settings to chal-
lenge writers, students, and patients to creatively 
express their thoughts (Deffner, 2011; Miller, 
2011; Smith & Fershleiser, 2009).   
 

Six Word Memoirs 
     Six-word memoirs have been featured in a 
numerous media sources, classrooms, churches, 
and community events around the world. The 
premise is to use six words to inspire conversa-
tion, communicate an issue, or gather multiple 
memoirs or essays to make a desired impact. The 
origins of six-word memoirs have been attributed 
to Ernest Hemingway who, when challenged as 
an author to tell an entire story in just six words, 
replied “For sale: baby shoes, never 
worn” (Miller, 2011, p. 338).  
     The purpose of the current study is to serve as 
an illustration of the creative possibilities of the 
six-word memoir for social work educators and 
practitioners. This writing experience offers so-
cial work students, educators, and those in prac-
tice a unique opportunity to express their identity. 
Six-word memoirs provide social work educators 
and the practice community with a unique frame-
work for communicating within a short written 
exercise. Six-word essays as a creative exercise 
can empower writers, assist individuals in ex-
pressing what cannot be said, or demonstrate 
one’s values, ethics, and competency (Alford, 
2008; Olsen, 2013). The literature conceptualizes 
professional identity centered on the Council of 
Social Work Education core competencies 
(CSWE, 2008), the National Association of So-
cial Work code of ethics (NASW, 2008), and 
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Mead’s (1962) theory as reflected in participants 
six-word memoirs.  
The Profession of Social Work  
     The Educational Policy and Assessment Stand-
ards (EPAS) specify ten competencies and 41 prac-
tice behaviors that frame the position of social 
work education (CSWE, 2008). The first educa-
tional policy (2.1.1) declares that a social worker, 
“Identify as a professional social worker and con-
duct oneself accordingly” (CSWE, 2008, p. 3). 
This standard is operationalized in the EPAS: 
“Social workers serve as representatives of the 
profession, its mission, and its core values. They 
know the profession’s history. Social workers 
commit themselves to the profession’s enhance-
ment and to their own professional conduct and 
growth” (CSWE, 2008, p. 3).  One focus of social 
work education, as Leslie and Cassano (2003) dis-
cuss, is to build a foundation of professional iden-
tity around the structured CSWE accredited educa-
tion system. Educational policy 2.1.1 (CSWE, 
2008) includes six practice behaviors. These six 
practice behaviors include social work advocacy, 
personal reflection, professional roles, demonstrat-
ing professional demeanor, career-long learning, 
and the use of supervision and consultation. The 
practice behaviors share the language of the 
NASW code of ethics core values (NASW, 2008). 
NASW’s (2008) core values include the broad 
vision of the profession of social work to include 
service, social justice, dignity and worth of the 
person, importance of human relationships, integri-
ty, and competence (p. 5). Expression of these core 
values is an expectation of social work educators, 
students, and professionals. The National Associa-
tion of Social Work’s (NASW, 2008) core values 
in conjunction with the EPAS competencies 
(CSWE, 2008) provide the framework for develop-
ing a social worker’s professional identity. Carpen-
ter and Platt (1997) found that social work values 
change between the time of graduation and profes-
sional practice, becoming stronger around concepts 
of adhering to NASW Code of Ethics (2008), the 
effects of oppression, empowerment, and self-
determinism. Thus, social workers in the profes-
sional milieu of practice continue to take on a 
strong professional identity against the pushes and 

pulls of their environment.    
     Social worker practice settings often include 
agencies that are not traditionally regarded as 
providing social services. Settings such as 
healthcare, corrections, military, education, or-
ganizations, or other institutional settings present 
conditions that may challenge the professional 
identity and ethics of a social worker. Manning 
(1997) writes, “Today social workers face the 
challenges of the most complex ethical dilemmas 
in the history of the profession” (p.223). Integrity 
fills the gap between professional identity and 
ethics. The center of this complex interaction for 
the social worker is self. The Council on Social 
Work Education’s Educational Policy and Ac-
creditation Standards (2008), along with ethical 
guidelines of the social work profession (NASW, 
2008), produce conditions that challenge even the 
most resolute social worker’s professional identi-
ty.  
Social Worker’s Professional Identity 
     Over the last 100 years, roles of social workers 
have evolved to meet the needs of the ever-
changing society. Pioneers of social work have 
presented frameworks for developing a profes-
sional identity. Mary Richmond’s presentation at 
the National Conference of Charities and Correc-
tions on The need for training schools in applied 
philanthropy (1897), Lucile Brown’s (1942) 
presentation comparing social work with other 
professions, and Ernest Greenwood’s (1957) arti-
cle describing social work as a profession have 
been seminal works in helping social work define 
itself as a profession (Johnson, Schwartz, & Tate, 
1996). The profession is continually defining its 
educational competencies (CSWE, 2008), ethics 
(NASW, 2008), and professional roles and re-
sponsibilities in response to the changing environ-
ment of social work and education (Hugman, 
2001; Johnson et al., 1996). In the current study, 
six-word memoirs will provide a professional and 
educational glimpse into the depth and breadth of 
social work’s identity. According to Sandstrom et 
al. (2006), individuals have the ability to com-
municate and use language to have coordinated 
actions and interactions through its use. As social 
workers develop a sense of professional identity 

29 

Professional Development: The International Journal of Continuing Social Work Education 



 

 

they must conform to codes of conduct and be so-
cialized into the profession. As social workers de-
velop their identity and professional roles they 
become a stronger presence in their communities. 
One explanation of professional development is 
aided by George Herbert Mead’s theory of the de-
velopment of self (Mead, 1962).  
Professional Role Development 
     In conceptualizing professional role develop-
ment of social workers, George Herbert Mead’s 
(1962) theory on self-development is embraced in 
the current study to provide a metaphor for profes-
sional development. A central concept within 
Mead’s (1962) theory is the description of the 
“generalized other” as it represents the individual’s 
embracing of cultural norms and values as a point 
of reference in evaluating behaviors and ourselves. 
The acquisition of the "generalized other" develops 
as a person begins to internalize and practice the 
common expectations that others (in this case other 
professional social workers) have about the per-
son’s thoughts and actions within a specific socie-
tal context. This serves to help the person (the de-
veloping social worker) clarify his or her relation-
ship to the generalized other (the professional so-
cial worker) as a representative of the shared social 
system. These interactions allow the individual to 
understand societal perceptions of one's self. 
     Three stages of self-development are conceptu-
alized as related to the professional role develop-
ment process: preparatory, play, and game. The 
“Preparatory” stage is a stage of imitations by the 
individual (Sandstrom et al., 2006). Mead (1962) 
suggested that early in the professional role devel-
opment process, young social workers lack a de-
veloped sense of self and have difficulty distin-
guishing their own roles from the roles of others. 
At this point the young social workers begin to 
imitate more seasoned social workers or immediate 
others but only occasionally (Sandstrom et al., 
2006). 
     Next, Mead (1962) describes the “Play” stage 
where the social worker individual begins to act 
out different roles. It is in this stage that the indi-
vidual begins to develop a sense of self by con-
ceiving the self as a third person acting out a spe-
cific role. The individual enters the “Play” stage in 

which role taking occurs (Sandstrom et al., 2006). 
In the “Preparatory” stage, roles are modeled after 
significant others such as social work educators, 
field instructors, supervisors, etc. It is during the 
“Play” stage that individuals begin to develop as 
social workers. They begin acquiring and devel-
oping the language necessary to have the vocabu-
lary of the profession whereby they will have a 
community of others using ideas expressed 
through a similar vocabulary that have shared 
meaning (Sandstrom et al., 2006). Students in 
social work education learn to use the profes-
sion’s significant symbols, such as its language, 
themes, code of ethics, value system, and compe-
tency-based language as they are socialized into 
the profession.  
     Through further social experience, individuals 
enter what Mead (1962) labels the “Game” stage, 
where social workers begin the simultaneous 
playing of many roles. This stage involves the 
development of the generalized other (Sandstrom 
et al., 2006). This stage requires greater cognitive 
abilities of the individual. In this final stage the 
"generalized other" is formed:  

After you become skillful in taking the role of 
specific others, you are faced with a growing 
number of situations where you must respond 
to the expectations and perspectives of sever-
al people simultaneously. Games differ from 
play because they have an organized body of 
rules, or regulated procedures, toward which 
individuals must orient their actions and inter-
actions (Sandstrom et al., 2006, p. 34).  

The “Game” stage requires the ability of the indi-
vidual to define the behaviors and formulate 
group expectations. As the individual grows, the 
"generalized other" grows also. Mead's (1962) 
developmental model of the self suggests that 
individuals acquire the ability to take on the per-
spectives of others. In Mead’s (1962) view, these 
older players have acquired the crucial capacity to 
take the role of several others and to combine 
these roles into a consistent symbolic perspective. 
They can take the role of the generalized other. 
The generalized other refers to the perspective 
and expectations of a network of others, or of the 
community as a whole (Sandstrom et al., 2006). 
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This requires the internalization of the ideals of the 
profession by the individual.  
     The literature review conceptualized the six-
word memoir as a creative process to express ide-
as, feelings, or identity. The researchers in the cur-
rent study are adapting the concept of six-word 
memoirs to frame social workers development of 
professional identity. The six-word memoirs are 
used in the current research to identify partici-
pants’ competencies, values, and ethics as related 
to their professional development as a social work-
er.  
 

Methods 
Participants 
     Of the 79 participants responding to the survey 
and writing a six-word memoir,  57% held the 
Bachelor of Social Work degree, 39% held the 
Master of Social Work degree, and the other 4% 
held degrees in other areas of study. The vast ma-
jority of the participants were female, 90% (n = 
71). Eighty (n = 63) percent of the sample report-
ed their race as Caucasian, nine percent (n = 7) 
African American, four percent (n = 3) Hispanic, 
and remaining participants reported one or more 
races. The mean number of years of social service 
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experience reported by the participants was 8.2 
years, with a standard deviation of 10.4 years, and 
a range of 0-42 years. Eighty-two percent (n = 65) 
of the participants reported an area of specialty. 
The top areas of reported practice by participants 
were children’s services (17.6%, n = 13), schools/
education (17.6%, n = 13), family services (14.9%, 
n = 11), addictions (12.2%, n = 9), and mental 
health (8%, n = 6). 
Data Collection Instrument 
     The study made use of an original survey con-
taining 20 items. Both closed- and open-ended 
items on the survey inquired about social work 
professional identity. Thirteen original items were 
created to provide material on students and practic-
ing professional’s self-reported competencies in 
social work (CSWE, 2008). The survey contained 
several closed-ended items to gather information 
on demographic characteristics of the sample. Sev-
eral of these items inquired about participant’s 
social work education, their years of social service 
experience, and their areas of social service experi-
ence. The survey included an additional section for 
participants to write six-word memoirs. Partici-
pants were asked to respond to the statement “The 
School of Social Work would like you to write a 
six-word memoir about what it means to be a so-
cial worker.” 
Procedures 
     This exploratory study utilized a purposive 
sampling method to recruit social work students 
and professionals. Subjects were in attendance at a 
professional social work conference and recruited 
through a booth in the exhibit area hosted by the 
study’s authors. This sample included 82 complet-
ed surveys, and 79 of the participants completed a 
six-word memoir. Each participant, who voluntari-
ly consented to participate, was asked to sign a 
consent letter and submit it along with the com-
pleted survey. This study received human subjects’ 
approval from the authors’ Institutional Review 
Board.  
     Each participant was asked to complete a twen-
ty-question survey that included demographics 
along with the writing of a six-word memoir that 
described the meaning of social work from their 
perspective. Several participants chose to write the 
memoir on a separate piece of paper. They were 

reminded to submit the survey and memoir to-
gether. When the participants returned the mem-
oir and survey they were offered a copy of the 
letter of consent. The consent letter contained 
information on their participation, consent, con-
tact information on the study’s purposes and pro-
posed use of information gathered for the study.   
     Total time used by participants to complete the 
survey and six-word memoir was between 15 and 
30 minutes. However, several participants choose 
to take the survey with them and return it later in 
the day, to allow time to compose their six-word 
memoir. Once the survey and the memoir were 
completed the respondents submitted it to one of 
the investigators.  
Design and Data Analysis 
     Since little is known about the relationship 
between six-word memoirs and professional iden-
tity, ethics, and perceptions of competency, de-
scriptive statistics were chosen as a means to pro-
vide initial, exploratory data. The data were cod-
ed by each of the investigators and compared, 
then recoded after review by all investigators to 
increase the validity of interpretation of the con-
tent of the six-word memoirs. 
     This exploratory study utilized qualitative 
analysis to describe the participants’ characteris-
tics, values, competencies, and the six-word 
memoirs. The study categorized participants’ six-
word memoirs using an online program designed 
to make word clouds. The Wordle application 
(Feinberg, 2009) was used as an initial qualitative 
online research tool to determine word counts. 
McNaught and Lam (2010) describe the use of 
Wordle as a technique to assist in qualitative data 
analysis. The Wordle analysis assisted the re-
searchers in quickly determining what words in 
the six-word memoirs occurred most frequently. 
The word counts assisted the researchers in deter-
mining the validity of  categorization of the mem-
oirs. Figure one represents a Wordle of the six-
word memoirs written by participants.   
     Qualitative Analysis of the Memoirs. The six
-word memoirs were coded first by two of the 
investigators. This first coding produced labeling 
of themes within the memoirs. Next, all investiga-
tors met and discussed the initial coding and cate-
gories. Three primary categories of memoirs 
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profession. The analysis provides evidence that 
the participants’ experiences or maturity in the 
profession provided memoirs that defined social 
work on a continuum from the personal 
(internally-focused) to professional (externally-
focused) to an integrated (personal- and profes-
sional-focused) professional social work identity. 
Figure two represents the conceptualization of the 
three categories of the six-word memoirs.  
 

Findings and Discussion 
     The findings from the six-word memoirs were 
categorized according to the emerging themes of 
the qualitative data. These themes/categories pro-
vided the structure for analysis and presentation 
of findings and discussion. The categories were 
identified as: personal, external, and integrated 
expressions of social work.   
Personalized Social Work Identity  
     Thirteen (16.5%) of the participants’ memoirs 
were categorized as personalized social work 
identity. These six-word memoirs reflected a 

emerged in the current study. These were catego-
rized as: a personal identity category, a profes-
sional identity category, and an integrated catego-
ry that encapsulated social work into both their 
personal and professional identity. These initial 
categories provided the researchers an opportuni-
ty to expand and provide additional defining cri-
teria for the memoirs. Categories that were devel-
oped illuminated how social workers, at varying 
stages of their professional identity and compe-
tency development, defined social work.  
     After the three categories were established, the 
investigators individually read through all of the 
six-word memoirs and determined to which cate-
gory the memoirs belonged. The initial inter-rater 
reliability on this was 89%. Memoirs that did not 
receive initial consensus of categories were dis-
cussed among the researchers until consensus was 
achieved.  
     The memoirs provide a creative narrative for 
participants to express social work experiences, 
concepts, competencies, values, and ethics of the 
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more personal focus of the social work profession. 
The researchers describe these memoirs as internal, 
self-focused, containing personal characteristics, 
and focused on personal gains. Examples of these 
personalized memoirs are: “The chance to make a 

difference” or “Building your strengths, strength-
ens my spirit” or “I help others to help them-
selves.” Overall, this category of participants’ 
memoirs had the lowest overall self-reported feel-
ings of being competent at a mean of 45.1 out of a 
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ment,” “It is a way of life,” and finally “Love, jus-
tice, peace, mercy, hope Always!” The integrated 
category of participants had the highest overall self
-reported feelings of being competent at a mean of 
48.3 out of a possible 56.  
     This category clearly reflects Mead’s conceptu-
alization of self-development in the “Game” stage 
(1962). Participants’ whose six-word memoirs 
reflected the integrated category appeared to em-
brace their roles as part of the greater social work 
culture and community with words, concepts, lan-
guage, and vocabulary around global concerns, 
ethics, and values of the profession. These mem-
oirs reflected the social work profession as greater 
than the individual or the role of being a social 
worker.  Finally, for the authors of the paper, this 
category of memoirs reflects the acquisition of a 
“generalized other” for social workers.  
Wordle Analysis 
     Content analyses of the six-word memoirs were 
analyzed using descriptive methods.  The Wordle 
application provided researchers with an additional 
tool to determine words counts and assist with cat-
egorization. These words were: empowerment (n = 
20), helping (n = 15), change (n = 14), caring (n = 
13), empathy, (n = 11), advocacy (n = 9), and com-
passion (n = 9). The word counts indicated social 
work students’ and professionals’ identified with 
social work as an empowering and change-oriented 
profession. Carpenter and Platt (1997) found simi-
lar themes of care, and compassion, respect for 
humanity, and empowerment in their work. Over-
all, the themes identified through the use of the 
Wordle analysis showed that many of the partici-
pants wrote six-word memoirs that were external 
or integrated. Words such as helping, compassion, 
caring, and empathy illustrated external profes-
sional self, while the use of words such as empow-
erment, advocacy, and change illustrated a more 
integrated professional self.  
     Further, these words reflected the social work-
ers’ professional identity with advocacy, and work-
ing with various levels of the system, such as com-
munities (n = 7), families (n = 5), groups (n = 3), 
and people in general (n = 8). Words such as pro-
fessional (n = 4), serving (n = 4), strength (n = 4), 
diversity (n = 2), and ethics (n = 2) did not fre-
quently occur in the six-word memoirs. While 

possible 56. This category closely resembles 
Mead’s (1962) conceptualization of self-
development in the “Preparatory” stage. Thus, for 
personalized social work identity, the six-word 
memoirs symbolized an emerging social worker 
developing their professional self.  
External Social Work Self 
     Thirty-one (39.2%) of the participants’ memoirs 
were categorized as reflecting an external profes-
sional social worker. These memoirs reflected a 
more external focus for the social work profession. 
The researchers defined these as skill-based, action
-oriented, outwardly/externally focused. Examples 
of these professional memoirs are: “Positive 
changes inspire future growth” or “Strong ability 
to impact others positively” or “Faithfully caring 
for and serving others.” This category of partici-
pants’ memoirs compared with the overall self-
reported feelings of being competent had a mean 
of 48.1 out of a possible 56.  
     This category closely resembles Mead’s (1962) 
conceptualization of self-development in the 
“Play” stage. As described earlier the individual in 
this stage is beginning role taking of the social 
work profession. This could be students who are in 
practicum modeling their conceptualization of their 
social work self after their practicum instructors or 
professors in the classrooms. During this stage the 
young social workers begin to “grow” as profes-
sionals, where they acquire and develop vocabu-
lary and the culture of the profession. This catego-
ry of participants has clearly embraced roles guid-
ed by the CSWE EPAS (2008) competencies and 
the NASW (2008) code of ethics. The external 
social work self actively reflects a perceived social 
worker through the six-word memoir. 
Integrated Social Work Self 
     Thirty-five (44.3%) of the participants wrote 
memoirs the researchers classified as an integra-
tion of personal and professional. These were iden-
tified in the qualitative analysis as personal and 
professional actualization and autonomy, having a 
framework for living shaped by paradigms and 
ideologies of social work, and those who have ful-
ly adapted social work values and competencies 
into their personal and professional lifestyles. Ex-
amples of integrated memoirs are: “Positive 
change proactive justice, advocacy empower-



 

 

state, “…the act of listening is seen as a symbol 
of reciprocity…” (p. 146).  For example, a prac-
ticing social worker could be given the task of 
debriefing at the end of a stressful situation to 
help facilitate the process. A supervisor could 
provide the opportunity for workers involved in 
an incident to provide six words to describe the 
incident. This would help with the debriefing. 
Additionally, six-word memoirs can be used in 
the workplace as icebreakers, team-building, and 
meeting activities where social workers might be 
asked to describe an element of their workplace, 
work experiences, or decision making on a partic-
ular work issue, and the essays can provide a lead 
for discussion and insight for the individual, 
group, or supervising professional. Thus, an un-
derstanding of how to meet the challenges of 
training competent social workers and sustaining 
excellence in graduate social work education is 
one of the potential benefits of this research.  
     Cultural implications also exist with the crea-
tion of six-word memoirs. This is a technique 
already used in some intercultural communication 
education and professional environments. This 
activity can be utilized with a culture focus as 
well. In higher education and in social work pro-
fessional settings, the need for improved dialogue 
on diversity exists. Creative activities often have 
the ability to allow people to openly communicate 
thoughts and feelings regarding diversity issues 
from an abstract perspective.   
     The study is a creative expression that uses 
participant voices to illuminate social work edu-
cation and practice. This offers an opportunity for 
educators to implement creative ideas into re-
search that involves participants in a process of 
creatively expressing themselves. Further, the six-
word memoirs could be used for advocacy and 
activism, as Lenart-Cheng and Walker (2011) 
discuss the life stories as political activism by 
stating, “…the act of sharing a life story is sup-
posed to make people conscious of their responsi-
bility to participate” (p. 146). 
     Social work’s professional identity and profes-
sional development is a continual process. Under-
standing a social worker’s professional develop-
mental level (personal, external or integrated) is 
crucial in furthering professional growth. Social 
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word association is a powerful element of commu-
nication and understanding of the profession of 
social work, the Wordle analysis revealed that the 
majority of the participants reflected knowledge 
and understanding of the role of a professional 
social worker.  
 

Implications for Social Work 
     This study begins a dialogue on social work 
identity, ethics, and competency in the form of six-
word memoirs. The development of this type of 
project brings about an opportunity to understand 
the stories of social work from participants. The 
language that is chosen explains how an individual 
views their profession, or themselves within the 
profession. The six-word memoir can be a tech-
nique for a class activity, an evaluative tool, a 
method to encourage clients to express ideas, or a 
means of reflection for social work students and 
professionals. Beginning with a brainstorming ses-
sion or free write, this activity increases critical 
thinking of not only word choice but descriptions 
of the profession they are invested in. For educa-
tion, the implications are varied and powerful for 
classroom learning about students, their writing 
development, and their critical thinking. Video can 
also be utilized in the six-word memoir context in 
terms of creating videos that gather multiple mem-
oirs on a particular subject to send a desired mes-
sage. 
     In the practice setting, six-word memoirs could 
be used to help clients express ideas in a creative 
way that is also figurative. The symbols and mean-
ings that are drawn from language choices can 
provide an excellent platform for discussion, feel-
ings, and understanding how people make meaning 
of their situation or experiences. Brainstorming 
with clients has long been a method of beginning 
to work through problems. This type of activity not 
only has the potential to create a higher level of 
engagement with clients but also supports social 
workers using ethical decision making. Writing out 
feelings, problems, resources, etc. with clients 
helps in the assessment process and treatment plan-
ning. 
     Six-word memoirs could provide a professional 
self-check or activity associated with professional 
development. Lenart-Cheng and Walker (2011) 
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andria, VA: Author Retrieved from http://
www.cswe.org/File.aspx?id=13780 

Deffner, E. (2012). What I Believe About 
Health...in Just 6 WORDS. Vibrant Life, 28(4), 6
-7. 

Feinberg, J. (2009). Wordle [Web application]. 
Retrieved from http://www.wordle.net/ 

Furman, R., Langer, C. L., & Anderson, D.K. 
(2006). The poet/practitioner: A paradigm for 
the profession. Journal of Sociology & Social 
Welfare. 33(3), 29-50. 

Greenwood, E. (1957). Attributes of a profession. 
Social Work, 2(3), 45-55.  

Hugman, R. (2001). Post-welfare social work? 
Reconsidering post-modernism, post-Fordism 
and social work education. Social Work Educa-
tion, 20(3), 322-333. 

Johnson, L., Schwartz, C., & Tate, D. (1996). So-
cial welfare: A response to human need (4th 
ed.). Boston, MA: Allyn and Bacon. 

Kelly, P. (2011). Narrative therapies and social 
work treatment. In F. Turner (Ed.), Social Work 
Treatment: Interlocking Theoretical Approaches 
(5th ed.). New York, NY: Oxford University 
Press.  

Lenart-Cheng, H., & Walker, D. (2011). Recent 
trends in using life stories for social and political 
activism. Biography, 33(1), 141-179. 

Leslie, D., & Cassano, R. (2003). The working 
definition of social work practice: Does it work? 
Research on Social Work Practice, 13(3), 366-
375.  

Manning, S. S. (1997). The social worker as a mor-
al citizen: Ethics in action. Social Work, 42(3), 
223-230. 

McNaught, C., & Lam, P. (2010). Using Wordle as 
a supplementary research tool. The Qualitative 
Report, 15(3), 630-642. 

Mead, G. (1962). Mind, self, and society from the 
standpoint of a social behaviorist. Chicago, Ill., 
University of Chicago Press.  

Miller, R. (2011). I came, I saw, I researched: Stu-
dents reflect on library life in six-word memoirs. 
College & Research Libraries News, 72(6), 338-
356. 

National Association of Social Workers. (2008). 
NASW Code of Ethics. Washington, DC: Author. 
Retrieved from http://www.socialworkers.org/

work’s competencies and ethics are part of profes-
sional development, and six-word memoirs are a 
useful tool for measuring one’s growth. As Car-
penter and Platt (1997) point out, “. . . professional 
identity may be conceptualized as an outcome of 
person-environment fit: A good fit enhances the fit 
between personal and professional values” (p. 
348).  This point captures the integrated nature of 
the “generalized other” as the social worker’s pro-
fessional identity reaches its highest level of devel-
opment. 
     The use of the six-word memoir has much po-
tential for social work education and practice. Six-
word memoirs can be used inspire, communicate, 
and gather information for varied outcomes. Hem-
ingway’s vision of this creative expression to tell 
an entire story in just six words is true. Words are 
powerful, and when people are asked to construct 
meaningful messages in only six words, a variety 
of processes go into action. These memoirs have 
the potential to evoke humor, imagery, emotions of 
all kinds, and most of all opportunities to learn 
about people around us and their experiences. The 
purpose of the current study was to serve as an 
illustration of the creative possibilities of the six-
word memoir for social work educators and practi-
tioners. In the writing of the six word memoirs, 
social work students, educators, and those in prac-
tice were able to express their professional identity 
and provide a beginning discussion of the use of 
this activity for understanding participants as well 
as using a creative and expressive data gathering 
method.  
 

References 
Adams, S., & Pitre, N. L. (2000). Who uses biblio-

therapy and why? Canadian Journal of Psychia-
try, 45(7), 645-649.  

Alford, H. (2008). The six-word memoir. Publish-
ers Weekly, 255(6), 74. 

Brown, E. L. (1942). Social work as a profession. 
New York, NY: Russell Sage Foundation.  

Carpenter, M. C., & Platt, S. (1997). Professional 
identity for clinical social workers: Impact of 
changes in health care delivery systems. Clinical 
Social Work Journal, 25(3), 337-350. 

Council on Social Work Education. (2008). Educa-
tional policy and accreditation standards. Alex-



 

 
38 

pubs/code/code.asp 
National Public Radio. (2008, February 7). Six-

Word Memoirs: Life Stories Distilled [Web log 
post]. Retrieved from http://www.npr.org/
blogs/talk/2008/02/a_life_in_six_words_1.html 

Olsen, J. (2013, April 10). Clarity through brevi-
ty: Integrating six-word memoirs.  Retrieved 
from http://www.edutopia.org/blog/clarity-
brevity-6-word-memoirs-jonathan-olsen 

Richmond, M.E. (1897). The need for training 
schools in applied philanthropy. Proceedings 
from the National Conference of Charities and 
Corrections. Retrieved from http://
quod.lib.umich.edu/n/ncosw/
ach8650.1897.001/210?
page=root;size=100;view=image 

Sandstrom, K., Martin, D., & Fine, G. (2006). 
Symbols Selves and Social Reality: A Symbolic 
Interactionist Approach to Social Psychology 
and Sociology (2nd ed.). Los Angeles, CA: 
Roxbury Publishing Company.  

Vollmer, F. (2005). The narrative self. Journal 
for the Theory of Social behavior. 35(2), 189-
205.  

Six Word Memoirs 


