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An Inquiry Into Practice Wisdom
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ABSTRACT

- $ovial worli-~ anique among the social sciences in adopting the term.practice-wisdom. Why was the
word wisdom chosen? Why didn’t the terms practice knowledge or practical experience arise in its
stead? This article examines various definitions of practice wisdom that have been previously offered.
Then, turning to the work of Socrates, it examines the nature of wisdom. This leads to considering
that the application of social work values, over that of efficacy of interventions, is what lies at the

| ) heart of practice wisdom.

ractice wisdom has long heid a peculiar status in the One aspect of note in this definition is how practice wis-
field of social work: It is both simultaneously recog-  dom is viewed within the framework of cpistemology: It is
| nized and ignored. It is a term with which every social  placed in 2 10le subordinate to that of empirical analysis.
worker is familiar, and practitioners will readily admit that  Another feature of interest is that there is no distinction
they draw upon it often, Yet it has often remained beneath the  between practice wisdom and practice knowledge {i.e,
natice of the educational and research community, 25 if unde-  knowledpe gained from practice experience). There is no
strving of altention. One example of this lack of notice is the  entry for practice knowledge, and the above definition seems
lact that The Social Work Encyclopedia (Edwards & Hopps, to imply that practice wisdom and practice knowledge are
1995) contains no entry for practice wisdom. one and the same.

FO[}““‘“&% The Social Work Dictionary {Barker, 1999) Searching Social Work Abstracts, I could find only a single
COntains a definition that serves as a useful starting point for  article (Klein & Bloom, 1995} whose major focus concerned
i inquiry 1t is curious to note, however, that the heading is  defining practice wisdom . However, over the past 20 years, 32
enclosed in quotation marks, as if the term were z less than  articles were found that dealt with the topic in a significant

o alid concept and is thus included with reluctance: manner. Of these, 18 roughly conformed to the above defini-
. tion of practice wisdom as being equivalent to knowledge Six

Practice wisdom™ A term often used by social workers related, yet distinct, definitions of practice wisdom arise from

lf’ describe the accumulation of information, assumyp- the remaining 14 articles (Azzarto, 2001; Deroos, 1990;

lfﬂﬂs, ideologies, and judgments that have seemed prac- Dolgoff & Skolnik, 1996; Goldstein, 1990; Gowdy, 19%4; Imre,

iihed by e ;iCa”).f uscf'ul in fuifilling the expectations of the job 1984, 1985; Kayser, 1995; Klein & Bloom, 1995; Raynor, 1984;
«d Famiies. @ ractice wisdom is often equated with “common sense” Scott, 1990; Sheppard, 1995; Tyson, 1994; Zeira & Rosen,
s hiid itnd May or may not be validated when subjected 10 2000} This article seeks to examine and then expand upon
e ) s ;Z:p;irlcal 0T systematic analysis and may or may not be these definitions by exploring what is meant by wisdan in the
L Stent with prevailing theory. {pp. 370-371} term practice wisdom. It is my intention to explore the ethos
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of wisdon as captured by the figure of Socrates {depicted in
the writings of Plato) This wisdom, when appiied to the con-
cept practice wisdom, will hopefully yield some vseful dis-
tinctions between practice knowledge and practice wisdom.

Ironically, for Socrates, wisdom is the ability 10 recognize
his ignorance: “ seemed likely therefore to be wiser than him
{a public figure reputed to be wise) by virtue of a small thing,
this very point, that what I didr’t know I didn’t think I knew
cither” (Plato, nd., 1997 trans, p. 49). By recognizing his
ignorance, Socrates created an internal dialogue that served to
guide his inquiry into matters McAvey (1999) adeptly
describes the nature of this process:

He can divide himself up into two Socrates who are
continually at Joggerheads, one a violent questioner who
seems to know and not know, the other a gentler crea-
ture who seems to be forever in perplexity, but who is
prepared to endure it and the attendant abuse, in the
reasonable belicf that he might be benefited by it (p 21)

Thus, adopting the spirit and method of Socratic inquiry,
I begin this inquiry by stating that I don’t know what prac-
tice wisdom is. Hence, | will not be stating any conclusions in
this introduction, but rather, raising questions. It is my
intention that this paper serve as a medium to conduct this
inquiry in a public space, and therefore, invite dialoguc
rather than debate To reflect this sense of dialogue, 1 will
often use the personal pronouns I and we Finally, as noted
by McAvoy (1999), a key aspect ta this line of inquiry is that
one’s professing of ignorance is truly sincere; otherwise, the
method simply becomes an artifice to reach a predetermined
conclusion. Of course, the organization needed to write a
paper makes the following cffort more of a recreation of a
ling_of inquiry, rather than the aclual effort undergone
before writing this manuscript. However, my sincerity stili
remains; it is not something, 1 believe, that need be lost
through revisiting the inquiry

Another quality ascribed to Socrates is that he often would
quibble on little things If one begins with the assumption
that one does not knaw, there must be some reference or
starting point in which to begin one’s inquiry. Thus, Socrates
would engage someone at length to secure an agreed-upon
definition of supposedly innocuous terms before proceeding
to the inquiry of main concern Following his example, I will
begin this inquiry by adopting definitions of both knowledge
and inteiligence. Webster’s Dictionary (1989} contains the
following entry under knowledge: “1 acquaintance with facts,
truths, or principles, as from study or Investigation;
3. acquaintance or familiarity gained by sight, experience, or
report;. - 6. that which is or may be knows; information”
From these definitions, | am assuming that knowledge (i e., as
information) is substantive in nature in that it can be
recorded/captured (in z book, memory, ete.) and conse-
quently given/communicated to another {as infarmation) It
is also information that the possessor understands {ie,
acquaintance with, not a meaningless set of data}.

Webster's {1989) defines intelligence as follows: "1 capac.
ity for reasoning, understanding, and for similar formg o
mental activity; aptitude in grasping truths, facts, Meaning
etc” From this definition, I assume that intelligence is ygeq
to grasp information, make it understandable 1o oneself
and thus convert it into knowledge (Inteliigence may be
more than this, but | am taking it as being al least this)
Thus, if intelligence is taken to be the ability to grasp infg;.
mation and make it understandable, then wisdom must be
something different

As practice wisdom is focus of our inquiry, I do not offer
tentative definition for wisdem at this time. Beginning with the
abieve definitions, 1 am instead reacy to begin with a questiop
for us to consider; “Is practice wisdom the same as practice
knowledge?” This seems like a good question to lead our inquiry
into what others have to say concerning practice wisdom

A Debate in Epistemology

As far back as the 1950s, practice wisdom was being
described via its juxtaposition with empirical research
Boehm (1958) commented as follows:

The scientific base of social work consists of Uree types
of knowledge: (a) tested knowledge, (h) hypothetical
knowledge that requires transformation into tested
knowledge, and (c} assumptive knowledge (or “practice
wisdom”) that requires transformation into hypothetical
and thence into tested knowledge. {p 11)

According to this definition, practice wisdom is seen as
equivalent to knowledge {ie, assumptive knowledge)
Practice wisdom is also viewed as a lesser form ol knowledge,
subordinate to the validated claims of empitical 1esearch
Thus, this view of practice wisdom is in alignment with the
definition offered by the current edition of The Social Work
Dictionary

With the advent of postmodernism, however, positivisn
fell under a steady barrage of criticism in the field of socidl
work, and a heated debate on cpistemology has ensued in
our profession. As part of that debate, a number ofautht?rs
began to critique the subordinate role in which practice wiss
dom was placed in relation to empirical research (Heinman
1981; Imre, 1984; Raynor, 1984; Ruckdeschel & Farris
1981). Buoyed up by the movement to validate other wa)’ﬁ'ﬂf
knowing, practice wisdom began Lo receive greater notice
within the research literature, and six new definitions have
arisen. These six new definitions are most clearly explica{cd
by the following authors: DeRoos (1990), Goldstein (1990)
Gowdy (1994), Imre (1985), Klein and Bloom (1995), and
Scott (1990) )

One definition that has been offered describes practice Wi
dom as tacit knowledge (Imze, 1985; Scott, 1960). Drawing
upon the work of Michae! Polanyi, [mre {1985) cxplorcd [.he
role of tacit knowledge in social work, by contrasting it with
empirical knowledge. She described knowledge as follows:
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Knowledge can be seen to contain focal, or explicit con-
sent, of which the knower is cleatly aware, and sub-
sidiary, or tacit, content which is being uscduo.give
colierence and meaning to the focus which is the center
of attention (p. 139}

Although she never directly defines practice wisdom,
jmie clearly implies that tacit knowledge is practice wis-
dom: “Thereis aneed for - a perspective which would not
disparape either the kind of knowledge often meant by
ractice wisdom or that which can be known through
cmpirical technigues” (p. 137). Thus, with this definition,
practice wisdom is still equivelent to knowledge; however,
1 is a little more than simply conscious knowledge gained
from practice experience And yet, on the fringes of he
description of tacit knowledge is the hint that it involves
not only knowledge, but also its application Imre uses the
example of a piano player to illustrate the concept of tacit
tnowledge; while playing, he is not concentrating on all the
wechnical components of making music: “What his hands
are doing is one of the tacit components of meaningful
piano playing™ (p 139},

Scott (1990) also used the term tacit knowledge to
describe practice wisdom: “The tacit form of praclice
knowledge, o1 what social workers traditionally have called
practice wisdom " (p. 565). Again, this defines practice
wisdom as knowledge, either a subsidiary of or equivalent
to practice knowledge. The focus of her article is a call to
extract testable propositions from practice wisdom
However, on the fringes of her argument is also a view of
practice wisdom as something more than just a product
{ie, knowledge) She refers to practice wisdam as a pro-
cess of induction, and hence, a process that generates
knowledge: “However, practice wisdom is better under-
stood as a process of incipient induction” (p 564). Thus,
with these two authers, new territory is staked out for
practice wisdom at opposite ends of the spectrum: as the
generation of knowledge and as the application of knowl-
edge. The commionality, however, is that they both hint
toward practice wisdom involving a process, rather than
just being knowledge.

DeRoos (1990) and Gowdy (1994) started from the point
of practice wisdom being tacit knowledge, yet each then
moved to directly emphasize tacit knowing rather than
knowledge, and hence, each desciibed practice wisdom
More s a process than a product {i ¢, knowledge). DeRoos
Writes the following:

Qur knowing is ordinarily tacit, implicit in our
pulterns of action and in our feel for the stuff with
which we are dealing [t seems right to say that our
knowing is in our actions

In social work practice, the basis for this kind of
knnwleégcnb%e. effective action is sometimes called
Practice wisdom " (p. 282)
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DeRaos went on to describe practice wisdom as being com-
pased of two components: knowing-in-action and reflecting-
in-action. Both these elements of practice wisdom reflect an
effort at problem solving: “If knowing-in-action refe:s to owm
practice habits, reflecting-in-action refers to our ability to
recognize the uniqueness of each situation and to adjust ows
problem-solving accordingly” (p 284). Thus DeRoos defined
practice wisdom as simultaneously having knowledge and
applying it lo solve the problem at hand: “Practice wisdom is
realized when the social worker, operating through the prac-
tice model, is able to discern what is commeon and unique in
a practice situation and to adequately 1esolve problems for
which there is no preexisting solution” (p 285} Hence, here
we have a clear distinction between practice knowledge and
practice wisdom: Practice wisdom involves the application of
practice knowledge

And yet, is the application of knowledge considered wis-
dom? Or is it considered intelligence? Thinking of an ordi-
nary example, if someone is given a math test in school to
determine their knowledge of the subject, a high score is com-
monly interpreted as a mark of intelligence, not wisdom
Also, the ‘process of applying knowledge would seem to fit
with the definition of intelligence we adopted earlier—that of
grasping information. 1f one understands information, and
thus has knowledge, one shouid be able to demonstiate that
understanding by applying one's knowledge. DeRoos himself
seemed to be of this mindset, using a quote referring to intel-
ligence—"‘Intelligent’ cannot be defined in terms of ‘intellec-
tual’ or ‘knowing how'” {(Ryle, 1949; quoted in Schon, 1983;
quoted in DeRoos, 1990, p. 281)—to introduce his section
fabeled “Practice Wisdom”

However, as before, on the fringes of this description of
practice wisdom, there seems to be a hint at something more
In describing the process of reflecting-in-action, DeRoos
spoke about recognizing the limitations of one's knowledge:

However, our knowledge is tentative Lacking omni-
science, we do not know i the available knowledge
applies We simply assume it does. We do not know if
the available knowledge is true We assume it is Thus,
however knowledgeable we may assumc we are, every
act we perform is a trial with the possibility of an error
in outcome. {p 283)

DeRoos saw the above as a step in the problem-solving pro-
cess; but he adopted a broad definition of problem solving. As
he stated in his conclusion,

Al the heart of this process of developing practice wis-
dom is a process that is more basic than formalized
mathods of learning and problem solving: if is 2 process
of discovery and action related to one’s living effectively
in the world {pp 285)

Thus, according Lo DeRoos, in addition to applying knowl-
edge, practice wisdom involves 1ecognizing the limitations of
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one’s knewledge. In addition, he offered a vaguely defined
notion of "living effectively” As our inquiry proceeds, I hope
that it will flesh out more fully this notion offered by Deroos.

Gowdy (1994) extended this concept of reflecting-in-
action by describing it as being dependent upen two ele-
ments: bodily lnowledge and participating consciousness.
Gowdy saw bodily knowledge as equivalent to knowing-in-
action, which in furn was described previously as relating to
the application of tacit knowledge. Even more directly than
Deroos (1990}, Gowdy (1994) stated knowing-in-action as a
form of intelligence: “Knowing-in-action holds that intelli-
gence resides within the act of using one’s body and mind
together lo meet some challenging or changing aspect of the
environment”(p. 364} Hence, if application of knowledge is a
form of intelligence, as it seems reasonable to assume, wis-
dom must have a different role if it is to be more than mere
intelligence or knowledge, a role we have not yet identified

Gowdy views participating consciousness as something
quite different than the application of knowledge:

Participating consciousness recognizes that the universe
and afl that is in it is alive and interrelated and that peo-
ple come to know their world through full immersion,
participation, and identification with the world
lexcerpt from The Little Prince]. . This excerpt paints a
vivid picture of participating consciousness: Coming to
know as unique any aspect of the wortd is a process in
which the heart, as much as the actions of the mind,
participates {p 365)

As with DeRoos (1990), there is talk of recognition as a part
of practice wisdom For Gowdy (1994), it is recognition of
interconnection in the universe. In addition, she affered the
idea that one’s heart has a role in the use of practice wisdom
As with DeRoos’ (1990) offering of “living effectively,” how-
ever, Gowdy (1994} did not elaborate upon the ecxact nature
or role of the heat in practice wisdom. Thus, as a concept, it
is left vague. Clairity in this area is still needed

As hinted at earlier by Scott (1990}, there is also the possi-
bility of practice wisdom involving the generation of knowl-
edge. This is the avenue that Klein and Bloom (1995) chose to
exploie They developed a model in which practice wisdom
serves as a bridge between scientific/empirical knowledge and
practice knowledge They described two types of output that
this interaction yields: “translation of vaiue-driven practice
experience into communicable terms” {p. 862) and “transla-
tion of scientific findings into practice principles” (p 802).
Thus, Klein and Bloom also viewed practice wisdom as a pro-
cess (that yields knowledge) rather than something equiva-
lent 1o practice knowledge: “The result of this transaction is
tentative, often unarticulated knowledge " {p 799)

Yet once again, [ think we need clarification between what is
intelligence and what is wisdom Eatlier, we defined “intelii-
gence” as the ability to convert information inte knowledge
{(i.c understandable information) In addition, it would seem
that knowledge application and knowledge generation are

inextricably linked. The application of knowledge createg expe-
rience, which is in turn converted into new knowledge Thusy
seemns jogicat that the same quality—intelligence—guides bolf
the acts of knowledge application and knowledge generatioy

Yet, although not reflected in their model, in their defiy;.
tion of practice wisdom, Klein and Bloom seck to caplug
more than just knowledge generation: “Practice wisdon j;
defined as a personal and value-driven system of knowledg
[generation] that emerges out of the transaction between the
phenomenological experience of the client situation and 1y,
use of scientific information” (p. 799). Thus, Klein and Blooy
seek to strongly underscore the role of values within practice
wisdom, best captured by the following quote:

Central to this system of knowledge is a set of
principles that incorporates values of the worker and
the professional and serves as rules to translate empirical
knowledge, prior experiences, and other forms of
knowing into present professionat actions. {p. 801)

This talk of values may take us into the same territory to
which Gowdy (i1994) referred when she talked about the
heart being involved in practice wisdom, and to which
DeRoos (1990) referred by his term “living effectively” R is
also noteworthy that talk of values and the heart take us a step
away from considerations simply of epistemology

The final article to be examined in our inquiry is one by
Goldstein (1990), in which he advocated for a grealer recog-
nition of the role that the humanities piay in social work
Goldstein refeired to practice wisdem in terms of compe-
tency. If we take competency to mean the ability to do some-
thing well, it fits weil with our current line of inquiry inlo
practice wisdom as a process. By referring to it ag a compt-
tency, it takes an action-oriented verb (ie., process) and conr
verts it to a noun—which is how practice wisdom i
ordinarily used Hence, if we now consider practice wisdom
to mean the ability to do something well, the question then
becomes, “What is the something?” Goldstein describes prac
tice wisdom as an “accretion of knowledge, insights, sleill, and
values” {p. 41}

It is interesting to nate that Goldstein (1990) also med
tioned the role of values, along with a numiber of other thing®
This quote, T think, serves to highlight one of the challeng®
involved in defining practice wisdom—separating out the
many items that are often attiibuted to it (as a result of the
term currently being loosely used), which are not 2 mark of
wisdom but 1ather intelligence, or something else And s o
yet, we are still left with the question, “What is the reln'llﬂﬂ'
ship of wisdom to intelligence and practice lcnowledge!”

It must be said again that, except for Klein and Bloom {1991%
none of the above authors set out to define practice wisdom
the main focus of their article. Their main focus was 10 q”esum}
the dominance of positivism by seeking to legitimize a fo;mf’.
knowing different than empirical findings Practice wisdom “":
defined as a step toward achieving this goal Thus, rather that
reflecting 1eseasch efforts 1o define elements of wisdo
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< wisdom has been sucked into the whirlwind of debate
15 arisen i social work over epistemmology and used as a
randard for those advocating alternative ways of know-
Klein and Bloom frame practice wisdom within this
jebate However, there has also been talk of values, the heart,

4 living effectively. Consequently, what appears to have been
iﬁ: Jected (ironically, while also being hinted at) is the proposi-
ﬂ.Lg that practice wisdom transcends the reaim of epistemology
:f?;;clucie questions of axiology. Socrates (as depicted in the
writings of Plato) spoke of values, the he;'u t, and living eff'ec-
(jvely when inquiring into .the nature of \.vzsdom Examma'tlon
of his method then, seems like an appropriate venue to contintie
suringquiry Although there is & wealth of philosophical thought
1o be derived from Socrates, one Socratlic scholar (McAvay,
1999) speaks specifically to the relationship between wisdom

and epistemology.
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socrates: Wisdom Through
professing lgnorance

Sgerates Jeft no writings of his philosephy. In maodern jar-
“#6h, lie was solely a practitioner, not an acadernic. He would
sation himself in the agora (marketplace) and engage anyone
iie met in a dialogue regarding whatever concerned them His
reputation a5 a philosopher grew, culminating with the oracle
at Delphi proclaiming that Socrates was the wisest man in all
of Greeee McAvoy (1999) relates that this proclamation puz-
7led Socrates, as he consistently professed his ignerance on
such matters as virtue, wisdom, and care of the soul. His
interpretasion of this proclamation led him to the following
conclusion: If he was wise it was because "what [ didn't know
1 didn't think I knew either {Platg, n.d., 1997 trans , p. 49} " So
what then was the source of Socrates’ wisdom? One aspect, it
seems, 15 recognizing the limitations of one's knowledge

However, according to McAvoy {1999), it is more than
simply that:

But we shouid turn to Socrates and to what he is
secking, which he says is wisdom ... He, like mast of his
contemporaries, considered it absurd 1o think we couid
ever know the total number of stars or grains of sand,
but we think we are wiser in being able to approximate.
Indeed, the danger is greater for us, for we tend to be
more doubtful about the limits of our knowiedge, than
the extent of our ignorance. {p 18)

_ From this description, it appears that recognizing the lim-
s of one's linowledge {i e, what one knows and does not
k"?‘v‘v’) and recognizing one’s ignorance may be two different
things 1 philosophy, this view siems from the propositios
l.hﬁi while one may know fact, theories, observations, et
L_“t‘fa. one can never know Truth; that is, knowledge cannot
t2pture Truth, only approximale it McAvoy goes on to state,
fOWning in a swamp of information, we struggle for more
idly glounded genuine knowledge, while ignorant of the

5ol
\\’i H n :
sdom 1o cope with what we have” {p 19). So, from this
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view, wisdom is the ability to cope with having incomplete
knowledge. What does this coping look like? For McAvoy, it is
the state of mind that arises through the interaction created
between recognizing one’s knowledge and its Hmitations, and
recognizing one’s ignorance As quoted in part earlier,

[t]his condition of aporia is one Socrates regularly
creates and exisis in, referring to it as a situation where
he cannot agree with himself He can divide himself up
into two Socrates who are continually at loggerheads,
one a violent questioner who seems to know and not
know Irecognizing one’s knowledge and its limitations),
the other a gentler creature who seems to be forever in
perplexity {recognizing one’s ignorance], but who is
prepared to endure it and the attendant abuse, in the
reasonabie belief that he might be benefited by it. (p. 21)

The important dynamic is how these two elements interact.
A stance of just recognizing one's knowledge leads one down
the 1oad of hubiis A stance of just recognizing one’s igno-
rance leads one to inaction Thus, as MsAvoy notes, “Socrates
is concerned to chart 2 middle course between hubris and ser-
vility, for wisdomn requires it.... [I]gnorance unrecognized
represents the greatest limitation to wisdom, for it prevents
one from desiring it” {p. 18).

Thus, the recognition of one’s ignorance does not speak to
incapacity, but rather the opposite: “It is the bite or sting that
wakes us from our complacency, arouses us to excellence, to
learn and discover and inquire” (p. 19}, Wisdom, as the inter-
action between knowledge and ignorance, forces one to
respect the process of one's search for answers. Consequently,
this view of wisdom has much to offer in 1egard to our efforts
to define practice wisdom:

Socrates, in seeking clarity and definition, refuses to
allow us to ignore the fimits [of knowledgel, to dispense
with the need for wisdom with knowledge. We have
tended to divorce ethics fromr epistenology [my cmphasis)
and lost track of the sense that knowledge is virtue, or
that  recognition of ignorance can transform it
[knowledge}, and generate wisdom in itself, freeing us
from unknown, uarecognized shackles, and making us
more just and sound-minded. (p 19)

As just noted, wisdom is the ability to cope with having
incomplete knowledge How does one cope? By respecting the
process of one’s search for and application of answers This
respect arises out of ethics, or values, that guide oae’s search.
Socrates used the values of honesty and sincerity to guide his
search into the meaning of virtue, wisdom, and care of the
soul. Social workers seek answers in a search to resobve clients’
problems, and will engage clients in a dialogue to do so And
social work has a well-defined value base in which to guide
social workers in this dialogue. Thus, et us now turn to our
inquiry back to asking how wisdom (i e, practice wisdom)
operates within social work
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What is Practice Wisdom?

As mentioned earlier, Deroos {1990) acknowledged that
practice wisdom touches upon recognizing the limits of one’s
knowledge. This would appear to be the first half of the equa-
tion leading to a Socratic dialogue, the other half being the
recognition of one’s ignorance. Two of the articles examined
carlier {Goldstein, 1990; Iein & Bloom, 1995) touched upon
the link between social work values and practice wisdom.
Above, values were seen as guiding this dialogue Is there a
similar dialogue at work within practice wisdom that leads to
social work values and ethics arising out of practice?

A study by DolgofT and Skolnik (1996) examining ethical
decision making among social workers speaks loudly to the
dynamic of value application arising from practice wisdom
Given an open-ended survey containing six ethical-dilemma
vignetles, 147 social wotkers were asked in whal manner
they would resolve each {multiple sources for their decisian
were encouraged and accepled). For the purpose of the sur-
vey, the traditional definition of practice wisdom was cho-
sen—knowledge gained from personal experience as well as
experiences of supervisors and colleagues. For every single
vignetle, practice wisdom was cited the most often as the
basis for their ethical decision making, receiving an aggre-
gale response rate of 0% . The next closest response—refer-
ring to the Cede of Ethtics of the National Association of Social
Workers [NASW], (1996)—only received an aggregate
response rate of 38%

Not only does this study serve to reinforce this idea that
practice wisdom deals with the application of values, but it
also helps to distinguish between wisdom and the inteilectual
application of values (i e, referring to the NASW Code of
£thics) Intellectual application, as stated earlier, is oriented
teward problem solving, In.this instance, the ethical difemma
is viewed as a problem or crisis; knowledge is sought (NASW
Code of Ethics) and applied to the problem to achieve a solu-
tion. Wisdom, by comparison, speaks toward 1especting the
process, with values used as a guide to achieve this; this iy
more reflective of a carctaking style of ethics, as noted by
Abramson (1996} Conscquently, through maintaining a dia-
logue geared toward respecting the process, competency in
application of values arises Wisdom itsell'is the state of mind
crexted by this dislogue, through the interaction between rec-
ognizing one’s knowledge (and its limitations) and recogniz-
ing one’s ignorance.

We now have come Lo a clearer understanding of the inter-
face between practice wisdom and social work values Enough
5o that our inquiry at last seems to offer us a definition for
practice wisdom:

practice wisdom Competency in the application of
social work values and guidelines 1o the helping process
in which the social worker and client engage

I'his competency arises from a Socratic dialoguc between the
warker and cent, created by the social worlker's recognition

of both her or his own and client’s knowledge (and limits)
interacting with the social warker’s recognition of her o, his
own ignorance

How would I now reply if someone were to ask me, “Wha js
practice wisdom?” I would answer, “I don't know” Then
would begin a dialogue with the person, sceking agreed-upoy
reference/starting points with which to begin the inguiry. By
for the moment, let us take off the hat of a philosopher and pus
on that of a social scientist. If we were to choose the above def.
inition of practice wisdom, we could then see how it plays ont
in a couple of typical dynamics at work in the helping process

First, let’s look at how this definition of practice wisdom
might lead to the successful applicatior of self-determination
Allowing clients the freedom to choose thelr own path is not
normally a difficuit value for a social worker to respec
However, it may become difficult when the client’s choice runs
contrary to what the social worker believes is the best course of
action. The client may consequently be viewed as uncoopera-
tive. This can be a knotty problem for a social worker—the
dilemma between autonomy versus beneficence. Autonomy
taken too far can lead to professional neglect, whereas forays
into beneficence can lead one into paternalisin {as many exam-
ples in our history, especially early history, have taught us). This
struggle, however, stems from the proposition that the social
worker “knows” the best course of action.

But if the social worker is able to maintain a recognition of
her or his own ignorance within the dialogue cstablished with
the client, then the social worker’s belief does not become expert
knowledge, or Truth; it simply remains knowledge, tentative
and open to scrutiny This does not mean that the social worker
simply accepts the client’s view of what is best—that would be
ignorance operating alone (and lead to professional neglect)
Along with not knowing, there is the desire lo know. This wil
lead the social worker to continnallyexplore'with the clientwhy
the chosers action is believed to be best. Maintaining ignotance
lends sincerity to this explosation, until mutual understandiag
is reached, at which point their line of dialogue is able to move
forward Adding another layer of complexity, we can examine
the situation in which the client’s involvement is involuntary. In
this instance, the social worker’s knowledge plays a strong role
in communicating to the client what are the particular require-
ments of the relationship Beyond this, however, the dynarmic of
practice wisdom already outlined still applies

Not only values, but also successful application of guide:
lines that attend to the process arise from practice wisdom as
well For exampie, a common maxim in social work is “sta -
ing where the client is " As with the application of values, this
is not an intellectual problem to be solved, it is somethi{ig
that requires respect for process So how does practice Wis-
dom help to achieve “starting where the client is?” First, §h€
social worker recognizes her or his knowledge and its limits
Also of great importance is the recognition that the client ks
valuable knowledge, as well as limits Finally, thete is the
1ecognition of ignorance by the social worker {If the client
achieves this as well, the process goes even motre smoothly )
This recognition of ignoiance forces the social worker to seck
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, starting/reference point at which to begin a dialogue with
he client Thus, agiced-upon definitions of the problem
pecorne essential, and as a result of the effort to achieve this,
e social worker is able to “start where the client is”

And as stated above, as one continues this dialogue with
the client, this recognition of one’s ignorance causes a
respect for the process, helping one to apply social work val-
ges e g, self-determination, empowerment, respect for dig-
sity and worth, etc.). In addition, maintaining a recognition
of one’s ignorance forces one to stay with the client and not
move ahead in the inquiry alone (ie, “This is what 1 have
concluded needs to be done, but the client doesn’t see it, or
agree’) However, it must be remembered that practice wis-
gom is not the recognition of ignerance alone. This stance
results in the social worker adopting only the client’s knowl-
edge of the situation, and thus limits the client’s movemnent
loward a problem solution. The social worker’s knowledge
serves to move the process along toward a problem solution,
while also combining with a recognition of ignorance lo
create a dialogue with the client Hence, the helping process
is characterized by practice wisdom.

Conclusion

An effective knowledge base is fundamental to any profes-
sion However, in the social sciences especially, our knowledge
remains far from absolute. As social workers, we operate in an
environment {ull of unaccounted and unexplained variables.
Farlier, McAvoy {1999) drew upon the metaphor of a swamp
to illustrate being in an environment requiring one to cope
with incomplete information. It is interesting to note that
Gowdy (1994} draws upon the same metaphor, describing
daily practice as a "swampy lowland"™:

Shall the practitioner stay on the high, hard ground
where he can practice rigorously, as he understands
rigar, but where he is constrained to deal with problems
of little eonsequence? Or shall he descend to the swamp
where he can engage in the most important and chal-
lenging problems if he is willing to forsake technical
rigas? {p 362)

Of all the social sciences, social workers have been the most
ready to descend into the swamp. Perhaps this serves to
explain why our profession has developed such a strong value
base. It is our vatue base that, out of necessity, guides us under
such uncertain conditions
 Porknowledge is power, whether it be grounded in cmpir-
ical findings, other ways of knowing, or hard-carned experi-
tace Beyond questions of effectiveness at problem solving is
I‘UW We as social workers wield that power in the helping rela-
tonship To do so in a just, sound, and compassionate man-
er requires wisdon. Qur value base reflects such wisdom 1
“ould argue that to competently apply these values—put
i!lem into practice within an ongoing relationship—is what
3t the heart of true practice wisdom

Dybicz | An Inguiry inta Practice Wisdom

Practice wisdom can and should be nurtuzed within the
educational enviranment. As a form of caretaking ethics, it
finds a ready home in any ethics class. Thus, time in an ethics
class would be well spent in stimulating an appreciation for
the role of ignorance when attempting to cope with incom-
plete knowledge Recognizing one’s ignorance while wiclding
knowledge is certainly an important lesson for any practi-
tionet The alteynative risks that the student never sees the
need to achieve this particular form of wisdom.
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