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SOCIAL WORK MONTH EDITION

“The Power of Social Work: Pass It On”

By

Jill Manske, ACSW, LISW

Director, Social Work Service
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The Power of Social Work (continued from page 1) 

.  We also stepped up to the plate and took the lead with the seamless transition of injured active duty service members who served in combat in Operations Iraqi Freedom and Enduring Freedom, helping them to access VHA health care services more easily.  And we’re leading the way with implementation of care coordination programs across VHA.

Be proud to be a VA social worker.  Your counterparts in community hospitals long for our degree of independent practice, the respect we receive from interdisciplinary team members and the power we have in making treatment decisions for our patients.  If you attend state chapter meetings of the Society for Social Work Leadership in Health Care, it will quickly become obvious that VA Social Work is leaps and bounds ahead of health care social work practice in the community.  The tools we have alone are enough to make community hospital social workers salivate, never mind the national VA Social Work initiatives and committees and our ability to network with 3800 VA social workers across the country to share ideas and best practices.

Not only am I proud to be a VA social worker, I am also proud of all of you.  Each day, you touch the lives of veterans and help them resolve seemingly insurmountable problems.  They may not always thank you, but I can assure you they are grateful for your help, your dedication and your commitment.  Your supervisors may not also show their appreciation, but they know that without you, health care in the VA would fall short.  As the Association of VA Social Workers logo states, Social Work is the Human Touch in Health Care.  From the bottom of my heart, I thank you for everything you do.  Happy Social Work Month!
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Web Links

National Social Work Services web links

Intranet:  vaww.va.gov/socialwork

Internet: www.va.gov/socialwork
Association of VA Social Workers

Internet:  www.vasocialworkers.org
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A NEW FISHER HOUSE

Michael E. DeBakey VA Medical Center

Houston’s Story

By

Miguel A. Ortega, LCSW

Social Work Practice Manager

Michael E. DeBakey VA Medical Center

Houston, Texas

What is a Fisher House?

A Fisher House is “a home way from home” for families of patients receiving medical care at a military or VA medical center.  They are constructed and donated by the Fisher House Foundation.  Fisher Houses are sometimes compared to Ronald McDonald Houses. The primary purpose is to provide support, respite and lodging for veteran families while visiting the hospital for extended periods of time or veterans receiving long-term care at the hospital or clinics (radiation/chemotherapy, Long Term Care Unit, ICU stays, etc.).  Fisher Houses are located throughout the United States and Europe.  This is the seventh house donated to

VA by the Fisher House Foundation

Why would a VA facility want a Fisher House?  What was Houston’s Need?

Veterans from around the country are referred to the Michael E. DeBakey VA Medical Center for specialized diagnostic care, radiation therapy, surgery and medical treatment such as cardiovascular surgery, ophthalmology and treatment of spinal cord injuries and diseases.  The Michael E. DeBakey VAMC had more than 550,000 outpatient visits and more than 10,000 inpatient admissions in fiscal year 2003.

Veterans and their families are housed in the Michael E. DeBakey VA Medical Center’s 35 room Courtesy Quarters (Hoptel).  Expansions in treatment options, such as a Cancer Center of Excellence, Spinal Cord Injury Center, Open Heart Surgery programs, Long Term Care Units and Palliative Care beds will greatly increase the volume of families seeking temporary lodging.  With the change in Hoptel regulations no longer allowing families to stay if not accompanying a veteran, families visiting hospitalized veterans have limited options for temporary housing.   

(continued on page 3)

Fisher House ( continued from page 2)
Social workers, nurses and physicians report that families of patients in the intensive care units sleep in the waiting areas on chairs or cramped couches.  

How Did Houston accomplish getting a Fisher House?

Mobilizing Community Support

The first step to take was to assess your community and see what resources were available to help a project like this.  Our facility had a strong working relationship with the Texas Medical Center.  Our Director networked with this group to find community leaders interested in championing a fundraising effort specifically focused on a Fisher House for Houston.

Additional resources that were helpful were sought out.  Our city has the Houston Endowment and the Greater Houston Community Foundation.  Both are in the business of bringing benefactors together with community efforts needing benefactors.  We did an Internet search on the local University of Houston web page and found several programs which taught community fundraising.  Calls were made and support was offered in the form of students who could work on projects for us.

Bringing Our Community Together

Every Voluntary Service Organization who was known to us and who had assisted us was contacted.  Letters were sent soliciting their support and then face-to-face meetings were held to explain what a Fisher House could do for our veterans and their families.  Staff members from every corner of the organization were brought in to be a part of the effort.

How did it work for Houston?

Mobilizing Community Support – The following groups provided letters of support for the application process and remain actively involved:

· American Red Cross - Greater Houston Area Chapter

· The Texas Medical Center

· The American Legion - Department of Texas

· Jefferson County Veterans Service Office, Jefferson County, Texas
· Disabled American Veterans - Department of Texas

· Brazoria County Veterans Service Officer, Brazoria County, Texas

· San Jacinto County Veterans Service Officer, San Jacinto County, Texas
Additionally, our congressional delegates also offered letters of support for our initial application.

United States Senate

· The Honorable Kay Bailey Hutchison

United States House of Representatives

· The Honorable John Culberson

· The Honorable Kevin Brady

· The Honorable Ken Bentsen (retired 2002)

· The Honorable Gene Green

· The Honorable Sheila Jackson Lee

· The Honorable Max Sandlin
Community – TMC / VA

A group was formed to help raise the needed funds.  Funds raised were directed to the Greater Houston Community Foundation as a special donation for the Fisher House Foundation in support of the Michael E. DeBakey VAMC’s Fisher House project.  Long-term operation of the facilities will be the responsibility of the Michael E. DeBakey VAMC and the Veteran Service Organizations involved in the planning of this project. The fund raising campaign leaders committed to raising $1.1 million dollars towards the construction of a Fisher House at the Michael E. DeBakey VAMC and accomplished this in three

Community Fundraising Group

President George H.W. Bush


Committee Honorary Chair


Former Commander in Chief


Former Lieutenant J.G., U.S. Naval
Reserve

Richard E. Wainerdi, P.E., Ph.D.


Committee Chair




Texas Medical Center



Chief Operating Officer



Former Lieutenant, U.S. Air Force

Michael E. DeBakey, M.D.


Baylor College of Medicine


Chancellor Emeritus



Retired Colonel, U.S. Army (MC)




Kevin Lilly




Avalon Advisors, L.P.



Partner





Former Captain U.S. Army (Cavalry)



Ben F. Love




JPMorgan Chase Bank



Retired Chairman and Chief Executive Officer

Former Captain, U.S. Army Air Corps



R. Drayton McLane, Jr.



McLane Group





Chairman



 

Friend of Veterans

(continued on page 4)

Fisher House ( continued from page 3)
Quentin Mease

Texas Medical Center Board Member

Former Captain, U.S. Air Force

David L. Nelson

Houston Endowment

Vice President, Secretary & Asst. Treasurer

President, Chief Executive Officer &

Former Captain, U.S. Marine Corps

Robert (Bob) S. Stott

Texas Medical Center

Executive Vice President

Former Corporal, U.S. Marine Corps

Kathryn S. Stream, Ph.D.

Texas Medical Center

Senior Vice President

Wife of Veteran

David Underwood

Wachovia Securities

Senior Vice President

Former Captain, U.S. Army Reserves

Mr. Wallace S. Wilson

Texas Medical Center Board Member

Former Captain, U.S. Air Force

Milestones:

On June 25, 2002, the Michael E. DeBakey VAMC submitted an application to the South Central VA Health Care Network to be considered by VA Central Office as a future site for a Fisher House. A needs assessment estimated a 21 – 22 room facility would meet the expected need.

On November 21, 2002, the Secretary for Veterans Affairs announced that the Michael E. DeBakey VAMC was one of five VA’s recommended to receive a Fisher House. 

On July 14, 2003 the Michael E. DeBakey VAMC invited Fisher House Executive Director, Dave Coker and VACO Fisher House Liaison & Social Work Service Director, Jill Manske for a site visit.  They met with staff, veterans groups, support organizations and the community fundraising group.

On September 9, 2003 Mr. Coker returned to Houston with the Fisher House Foundation’s Director of Construction and their Chief Architect to gather more information regarding the proposed building site.

 

On October 22, 2003 the Fisher House Foundation’s Board of Trustees voted to offer the Department of Veterans Affairs a Fisher House for 2004 (this is referred to as a “proffer”).
On November 19, 2003 the Secretary for Veterans Affairs (Anthony Principi) accepted the proffer from the Fisher House Foundation.

On December 9, 2003 the Fundraising Committee presented Ken Fisher with a check made out to the Fisher House Foundation for over $1 million dollars.
At that same gathering the Fisher House Foundation presented our Director and the Fundraising Committee with drawings of the planned Fisher House.  

The groundbreaking is scheduled for January 16th, 2004.  It is hoped that the house will be dedicated and opened by the end of 2004.

What Can We Expect Our Fisher House to Be Like?

·     The house will be designed to match its surroundings.

·      The House will have a landscaped entry way and 
       courtyard for outdoor recreation and enjoyment.

·     Sleeping rooms will each have two double beds and a  

      private bath.



· The facility will also contain a communal kitchen with private locked cupboards for each family, built in range, refrigerator, freezer and pantry area. 

· A living room, dining room, playroom and a manager’s office will be included.

· The furnishings will make the building fully operational and give it a home-like feel.

Where are we Today?

We are in the process of planning for our January 16th dedication ceremony.  We will be honored by the presence of the Secretary of Veterans Affairs and former President George H. W. Bush.  They will join our Director, other leaders and Mr. Ken Fisher to “break ground.”  We are very proud of having been selected and of the response of our local community.  If anyone has questions about any of the information, please contact Miguel Ortega at the number or e-mail listed below.

Written by

Miguel A. Ortega, LCSW

Social Work Practice Manager

Michael E. DeBakey 

VA Medical Center

Miguel.Ortega@med.va.gov
Next Edition
We welcome articles from anyone who wishes to 
address health care issues within the Department of

Veterans Affairs.  While social workers are our primary

target group, contributors can be from any discipline.

SYNERGY is an excellent tool for communicating

information and ideas with hundreds of your peers.

Articles for the next edition of SYNERGY should be
transmitted via MS Exchange by July 31, 2004 to

Rocco P. Bagala, LICSW at Rocco.Bagala@med.va.gov  

or faxed to him at  (206) 764-2514.
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Congratulations
to

Kristin Day, LCSW
on her recent selection of the VA Social Worker of the year for 2003. This award will be presented at the Uniformed Services Social Work Conference in Washington D.C. on April  27, 2004.

Kristin is the Chief, Social Work Services at the Gulf Coast Health Care System- Biloxi Division. 
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ODE TO THE BRONX VA SOCIAL WORKERS

Barbara J. Davidson, CSW

In Celebration of  Social Work Month

3/11/04

March is our favorite time of the year

When we pat our own backs and send up a cheer,

Undaunted by challenge, not known as shirkers,

We’re the intrepid family of  Bronx Social Workers!

We come in all sizes, all ages, all sexes,

All races, religions, diversity don’t perplex us.

And no matter how many of us stay in the game,

No two of us work at a job that’s the same.

In-patient, outpatient, medicine, psych,

No two job descriptions are ever alike.

When something goes wrong and the team really blew it,

What they usually say is “let Social Work do it.”

We support and we listen, we all avoid preaching 

And when we can’t help it, we record it as “teaching.”

We check on their meds to be sure of compliance

We labor to foster a therapeutic alliance.

We nag about exercise, diet, safe sex,

Hep C, HIV, you could end up as wrecks.

Drugs, booze and smoking make us all shiver,

Hey fella, do you know what’s become of your liver?

Spinal Chord injured who have it so rough,

The Wheel Chair Games showed us that they’re really tough.

Nursing Home patients need advance directives,

For those without families, we work as detectives.

On the surgical unit and medicine too,

The work is a challenge with so much to do,

For just as the vet gets wheeled on to your floor,

You’re told that tomorrow he’ll be sent out the door.

The inpatient psych ward is closed for admission

Unless you can pass the doc’s inquisition;

“I’m depressed, suicidal, and homicidal too,”

Will secure him a bed for a day or too.

And just in case you’re unable to guess,

He’s stoned out on drugs and also homeless!

He’ll get food, some meds and a nice hot shower,

And will settle for a suite in Donald Trump’s Tower.

The demands that we get from the entitled vet

Can at times make us laugh or else cause us to fret:

“I need taxi cab fare to get to Hoboken,

“Have it ready in an hour, and I ain’t jokin’!”

(Continued on page 6)
Ode to The Bronx VA Social Workers  (continued from page 5)
“When you go downstairs can you buy me some candy?

“I’m not that diabetic, then how about some brandy?”

“Up on the ward there is nothing to do,

“Order me Viagra, so I won’t feel so blue.”

“The nicotine gum is really a joke,

“What I want you to find me is something to smoke!”

“I’ve been waiting in this clinic with no explanation,

“So get me some lunch or I’ll die of starvation.”

“You’re my social worker, these forms need completing”

(This before any polite words of greeting)

“I need a psychosocial, and a medical assessment

“Half fare transit card, last will and testament.

“Food stamp forms are too many pages,

 “Can you get SSI to increase my wages?

“Oh yes, and this college loan needs to be waived,

“And they must not be told ‘bout the money I’ve saved.

“I hate to do housework, it makes me perspire.

“A nice home attendant is what I require,

“Improve my life style, indeed, it makes sense,

“So get me a maid at the VA’s expense!

“And social worker:  since I have your attention,

“What have you done for my service connection?”

“Conscious use of self?”—forget all that hype.

What we have learned to do best here is … TYPE!

In the old days we schlepped to the ninth floor to sign,

Today it’s computerized, we log-in on line;

In the old days you could fudge a few minutes or so,

But don’t try that today, the computer will know!

With a keyboard and mouse we’re as busy as bees,

Without leaving our hands, fingers fly over keys:

Appointments, encounters, reminders and more

The key to success is your patient’s “last four.”

Progress notes, templates, no time to be wasting, 

Change a few words if you’re cutting and pasting.

It’s really a breeze, just hit all them keys,

But you might lose your work if you happen to sneeze!

If veterans stay home cause it’s snowing or raining,

You can kill your free time with some On Line Training!

Disruptive Behavior can be lots of fun,

Sexual Harassment? You can learn how it’s done.

Fire and safety, compliance and more,

Hazardous materials so RACE for the door,

Such gripping topics are never a bore!

And if these don’t provide unstinting pleasures,

How about fun with performance measures?

 Another year passes, it’s again time to shelve

That hot burning issue, the “elusive twelve.”

Eleven’s a number when you’re shooting dice,

If it comes after seven, it can be pretty nice;

And while it’s a grade-number worthy of mention,

It’s the popular twelve that gets all the attention:

Twelve hours on the clock, twelve months in a year,

Twelve days of Christmas, a time of good cheer;

Twelve holy apostles, twelve lords a leaping,

“Twelve O’clock High,” a movie worth keeping.

Twelve makes a dozen, Twelve Steps in AA,

Twelve notes make a scale giving music to play.

Nothing comes in elevens… except some of us,

And we really don’t mean to create such a fuss,

Jill Manske we’re waiting, been years now, it seems,

Just pump up that number and fulfill all our dreams.

We labor at our posts, and always deliver,

But the grade seems to fade,

Do you think we’re chopped liver?

The bottom-most line affecting our purses

Is we’re not valued highly as doctors and nurses.

The reason is clear to me and to you,

No one understands what it is that we do!

Each social work spot has its own expertise,

Each has special knowledge that transcends our degrees!

Hey vet, let us tell you, your realtor I am not,

Nor your secretary or mother, though we love you a lot.

I am not your loan officer, nor loan shark as well,

Not parole officer either, or couldn’t you tell?

Handicapped parking? You walked in on two legs,

Loan you some money?  Hey, you know the regs!

A speeding ticket? You were late for this session?

And you are requesting my divine intercession?

I’m not a travel agent, what put that in your head?

And I can’t do your homework, or tuck you into bed.

Jury duty summons?  Don’t feel abused,

I can’t even get my own self excused.

So what do we do, you may wonder aloud?

We help you go grow, to succeed and feel proud,

We help you go home, convalesce in your bed,

We steer you on course when at times you’re misled,

We help clean up your act, dump the booze and the drugs,

A successful anniversary elicits our hugs;

Positive feedback, reinforce and support,

Help you review the procedures you were taught.

Yes, we do fill out forms, seek entitlements for you,

Advocate for your needs, won’t let others ignore you.

We meet with your family, we help them to see

The challenge you face with your disability.

For  conditions not curable, what we try to do

Is teach that they’re treatable, with a positive view.

We learn of the trauma you had to sustain,

How you bore it for years, afraid to complain,

We hold the silence, we don’t shy from your tears,

Attempt to help vanquish your unceasing fears.

And sometimes we struggle to keep us from crying,

To hold the hand of someone who is dying.

Most of us serving at the Bronx VA

Have been here for more years than we care to say.

We complain and we fuss, but year after year,

The bottom line is we choose to be here.

Some take second jobs to help with expenses

(Continued on page 7)
Ode to The Bronx VA Social Workers  (continued from page 6)
But this is the place that enlivens our senses.

The gratifications come when least expected,

A compliment saying how much you’re respected.

A Valentine’s card, one fine piece of fruit, 

One perfect rose, a hug or salute.

“I’ve come back to show you how well I have done,

“Thanks to your efforts, my life has begun.

“I’ll never forget your words of inspiration

“They help me avoid all kinds of temptation.

“I’ve paid off my debts, I’m now on my own,

“I really appreciate how much I have grown.

“At one time I put my family through hell,

“They asked me to thank you for them as well.

“You made the difference amidst all that strife

“Helped me improve the quality of my life!”

To touch people’s lives, how privileged are we.

Very few vocations permit that to be;

The fluttery feeling that wells up inside

By making a difference, a great source of pride.

Some intuition with a great deal of skill,

Resourcefulness, humor, an unwavering will,

Empathy, smarts and patience are key,

Embellished with enduring humanity.

No use complaining, for when the day is through,

We have to admit … that we love what we do!  




*     *     *

A special thank you goes to Bronx VA social workers;  Helen Bradley, Lagrane Brooks, Charmaine McPherson and Jeanne Saporito whose great ideas inspired and enriched this poem.
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Things to Look Forward to in the next Edition!!!!
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DoD/ VHA Operation Iraqi Freedom/ Operation Enduring Freedom MTF Facility Liaisons
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A look at how Social Work Month was celebrated bySocial Workers at VA Medical Centers throughout the VA
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Kristin Day, LCSW- 2003 VA Social Worker of the    Year presented by USSW
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New recognitions and ward recipients
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Happy Social Work

Month
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Once again it’s Social Work Month, a time for all social workers to celebrate our wonderful profession and a time for managers to show appreciation to social workers for the hard work you do with veteran patients.  The NASW theme this year, “The Power of Social Work:  Pass It On”, is very fitting for VA Social Work.  A key role that we play is advocating for our patients.  We use our power as VA social workers, members of interdisciplinary treatment teams, to empower our patients and their families.  Not only do we help patients and families understand the VA system, we also educate them about their benefits, their rights and how to navigate the system to assure their health care and psychosocial needs are met.


During the past year, we have also empowered ourselves.  We launched a new Senior Social Worker position description to allow social workers practicing at an advanced level to be compensated accordingly.  Together with the Association of VA Social Workers, we persevered to win passage of legislation converting social workers to Hybrid Title 38, a move that is going to provide much more flexibility with hiring and paying social workers.  
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