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SW 790-006: Advanced Topics in Interpersonal Practice -  

Prof. Tom Powell; 

Working with Self-help, Support, and Advocacy Groups 
(including 12-step groups)  

3796 S SWB, 1080 S. Univ. 
Fall 2015 

OH: Tues 4:00-5:00 & by appt.  Ann Arbor, MI 48109-1106 
tpowell@umich.edu 734 763-5930 
  

 Course Description:  
 
The course will examine the services provided by self-help/mutual help groups including 12-step groups. 
Self-help services will be compared and contrasted with those provided by professional help system. The 
benefits (and risks) of self-help groups will be assessed. Special attention will be given to how providers 
and their agencies can coordinate their activities with self-help groups. Consideration will also be given to 
how self-help participation can enhance professional services and vice versa. Ethical issues that arise in 
working with self-help groups is another important course topic. Similarities and differences between 
online and in person groups will be explored. Self-help participation will be examined by age, class, 
color, ethnicity, family structure, gender, race, religion or spirituality, immigrant or refugee status, and 
sexual orientation with a view toward mitigating disparities.   
 
The basic premise of the course is that working with self-help, support, and advocacy groups (including 
12-step mutual aid groups) offers opportunities to social workers and other mental health professionals to 
increase their effectiveness. Many professionals already interact in various ways with self-help and 
mutual help groups and many more could do so if they were familiar with self-help knowledge and 
practices. The course will examine the level of empirical support for a variety of self-help groups. The 
goal is to enhance provider competencies by exploring use best practices for coordinating with self-
help/mutual help groups and fellowships.  
 
 Course Objectives:  
 
After participation students will be better able to: 
 

Provide their clients and their agencies with access to a wide range of self-help, support and 
advocacy groups. 
 
Identify the key properties of a variety of self-help and mutual help groups, including 12-step 
fellowships. 
 
Facilitate client involvement in self-help groups 
 
Work with clients participating in self-help groups to enhance the benefits and reduce the risks 
associated with both professional and self-help services. 

   
Course Design: 

The course will utilize lecture, readings, and visits to off-campus self-help groups. The course will also 
feature presentations by individuals and panels involved with self-help groups.  
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Theme Relation to 
Multiculturalism & 
Diversity: 

Multiculturalism and diversity issues will be presented in relation to the 
various self-help, support, and advocacy groups. Groups, including 12-step 
groups will be examined in terms of their relationship with factors such as 
age, class, color, culture, ethnicity, family structure, gender (including gender 
identity and gender expression) marital status, national origin, race, religion 
or spirituality, sex, and sexual orientation. 
 

Theme Relation to Social 
Justice: 

Self-help and advocacy groups will be examined in relation to their 
contribution to social justice. They will also be examined as possible barriers 
to more socially just arrangements 

Theme Relation to 
Promotion, Prevention, 
Treatment & 
Rehabilitation: 

Self-help, support and advocacy groups will be considered as possible 
resources for the promotion of health and the prevention of problems 
interfering with well-being 

Theme Relation to 
Behavioral and Social 
Science Research: 

Behavioral and social science conceptual frameworks and empirical findings 
will be presented in terms of the effectiveness of self-help and the 
mechanism through which its effects are mediated. 
. 

Relationship to SW Ethics 
and Values: 

This course will examine ethical issues related to how clients are directed 
between self-help and professional resources. It will also examine issues 
related to professional cooperation with self-help groups. 
. 

Intensive Focus on PODS: 

This course integrates PODS content and self-help knowledge by 
investigating how the domain is affected by race/ethnicity, religion, class, 
gender, gender identity, sexual orientation, and disability. 
 

 
Accommodation: If you have a disability (mental or physical) and desire accommodation, please let me 
know right away.  
 
Class Participation 
 

Thoughtful and insightful participation is preferable to frequent contributions that merely restate 
presented facts, are not on topic, or make unsubstantiated claims. The best contributions are those 
that are relevant to the question at hand. They often build on or respond to the observations of 
others, make links to prior classes, or draw on materials and lessons from other courses. Debates 
and disagreements can be powerful opportunities for learning. (Source unknown)  

 
SOURCE MATERIALS 

 
All required readings are available online. In Canvas, click on Discussions. 
 
http://www.nami.org/ 
http://www.dbsalliance.org/site/PageServer?pagename=home 
Sites of local interest   
http://campusmindworks.org/ 
http://mitalk.org/ 
http://hr.umich.edu/mhealthy/programs/mental_emotional/understandingu/ 
The above three are U-M sites 
http://www2.med.umich.edu/psychiatry/umdc/resourcesupport.cfm (needs updating, UM Depression Ctr)   

http://www2.med.umich.edu/psychiatry/umdc/resourcesupport.cfm
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http://www2.med.umich.edu/psychiatry/umdc/resourceall.cfm  (also needs updating) 
http://mi.nami.org/ (NAMI, Michigan) 
http://namiwc.org/ (NAMI, Washtenaw County) 
http://www.namiwc.org/support/local-meetings-and-support-groups/support-groups/ 

 
 
ASSIGNMENTS 
 
Assignment 1    Canvas/Discussions 
 
Reply to two Discussions by the second week and three for the third week. Select a Discussion reading(s) 
and post your reply by Monday noon before the class in which it is scheduled. Review other students’ 
replies and comment (reply to a message) on one of them before Tuesday 5:00 p.m. Deadlines are based 
on the need to review each other's replies before class. Five points per forum, total 25 points. Select 
your Discussion click on the file, read the document, click on Reply and paste your reply..  
 
After reading all the messages, select one and click on “Reply,” and make a brief comment on this other 
person’s reply. The goal is to learn from the replies of other students. 
 
The critique should be approximately 150 words or more if you wish.   
 
The reading critique should include:  
 
a) A major idea(s) in the article and;  
 
b) How these ideas can be applied to your practice. It is of essential to answer the "so what" 
question. How will these ideas make you a better practitioner? Refer to the questions after each 
reading for some hints about the major ideas and how they might be applied in your practice. 
The reply should discuss your unique impression of the reading, though of course you may refer to other 
students' replies. You should expect to contribute to the class discussion about the reading even when it 
comes up after the assigned date.  
 
Thoughtful and timely replies, and a reply to another student’s reply, will merit full credit. Late replies 
receive no credit. Timing is critical because reading and commenting on the articles means you are 
prepared for class. Thus plan ahead and work ahead if you like so you will get full credit (you can reply 
ahead if you can't be in class a particular day).  Keep a copy of your initial replies (not your secondary 
replies to another student) as I will ask you for them at the end of the course. 
 
 
Assignment 2 ---Course paper: 
 
After a preliminary literature review and before attending a self-help meeting(s), formulate a question 
about self-help that can be explored in a 2100– 3000 word paper (3.5 – 6.0 single spaced pages, more if 
you wish)  
 
Arrange to attend a self-help meeting alone arriving early and staying late to engage members in 
conversations related to your question/topic. (Exception: attendance not required for those who have 
attended numerous self-help meetings.) 
 
Some examples of topics that could be addressed in the paper might include newcomer anxiety, key 
helping mechanisms, views about professionals by self-help leaders, the nature of self-help networks, 
opinions about religious/spiritual issues, sensitivity to multicultural issues, and so on. 
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• Describe the type and location of the meeting. 
• Observe participant demographics such as age, gender, socio-economic status, ethnicity, race, 

sexual orientation, gender identity, religious affiliation, etc. 
• Discuss the “culture and feel” of the meeting (e.g., friendly, formal, disorganized, business-like, 

intellectual, literature oriented, PODS sensitive, etc.). 
• Report how you felt about being there and the others that were there? 
• Most importantly discuss the question/topic you used to structure your paper and guide 

your literature search. The question/topic should be reflected in the title of your paper. Be 
sure to include a section on how you will use this information in your practice, i.e. practice 
implications. *See Appendix for additional ideas about visiting self-help groups. 

• Paper = 60 points due before fourth class, October 27 
 
Submit Course Paper in Canvas 
 
I would be happy to schedule an appointment to discuss the paper.  You do not need to have a firm topic 
for a conference to be helpful. A conference can help you clarify your interest, settle on a topic, create an 
outline, develop a literature search strategy, etc. If office hours don’t work, give me some times that will 
work. See appendix for additional tips on this paper 
 
Assignment 3 --Handout (outline or summary) based on Course Paper  
 
Using your paper as the base, prepare a one sheet, two page max outline as a handout for class members. 
I can make photocopies for the class 
Due before presentation 15 points. 
 
 
Papers should contain references from print journals even if they are accessed electronically. A first-rate 
paper must build on the best available ideas and data (references) related to the topic. By carefully 
choosing the most informative references you can take advantage of the work that has already been done. 
All paper topics (no matter how unique the topic) have relevant references. See me if you’re having 
trouble identifying relevant references. 
 
Preference should be given to references that are peer reviewed, evidence-based, and current. Where 
available choose high impact, high-quality journals. You should strive to build the paper on informative, 
comprehensive, insightful references. Systematic reviews of the literature reviews or meta-analyses will 
often be most useful.  
 
The answer to what is a sufficient number of references will vary depending on their comprehensiveness 
and the nature of the paper. However, fewer than four or five should raise a question about whether the 
topic has been adequately covered, but again remember quality is more important than quantity. When 
you refer to an article in print even if you access it electronically, you need only cite the print source, i.e, 
the original source. Most print articles are peer reviewed; Internet content that is not peer reviewed should 
be even more carefully evaluated.  
 
Grading Rubric for papers 
 
Paper builds on best available literature 20 points 
Quality of analysis and discussion, 20 points 
Implications for practice (what you learned and how you will use it) 20 points 
       Total = 60 
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The paper is due in Assignments, October 27 before class  
 
 
Five Discussions 25 
Course paper 60 
Class handout 15 
Total 100 

 
Final Grade          
 
100 A+  95-99 A  
90-94 A-  87 - 89 B+  
83-86 B  80-82 B-  
77-79 C+  73-76 C  
70-72 C- 63-69 D  
60-62 D- ≤ 59        E 

 
From the Student Guide 
 

Grades in Academic Courses 
Letter grades from "A" through "E" are given for class performance. "A" grades are given for 
exceptional individual performance and mastery of the material. The use of "A+", "A", and "A- " 
distinguish the degree of superiority. "B" grades are given to students who demonstrate mastery 
of the material. "B+" is used for students who perform just above the mastery level but not in an 
exceptional manner. "B- " is used for students just below the mastery level. "C" grades are given 
when mastery of the material is minimal. A "C - " is the lowest grade which carries credit. "D" 
grades indicate deficiency and carry no credit. "E" grades indicate failure and carry no credit. 

 
The fine print is for problems that I hope won’t arise. But just in case, here are the rules: If you miss 
more than one session (30 minutes or more late or leaving early counts as a missed session), the grade 
will be lowered five points for each session beyond one that is not made up. Even when the miss is for 
completely legitimate reasons, missing more than one session simply means you've had only part of the 
course. To make up a session find out from other students what was covered and develop a make-up plan 
to be submitted via email for my approval. The plan should focus on the topic of the missed session, and 
should involve three or more hours of effort.  
 
In fairness to other students, papers cannot be rewritten for a higher grade except when the initial grade 
is the equivalent of C- or below. In that case the paper can be rewritten and the grade will be the average 
of the first and second paper. I am, of course, available to meet with you to explain my comments on your 
paper and to suggest ways to strengthen your work.  
 
If you would like me to reconsider your grade, please submit in writing your evaluation of the paper and 
your reasons for the request before asking for an appointment. Please refer to any conference about the 
paper and the understanding we had about the goals and the content of the paper.  

 
Preliminary Schedule of Topics, Readings, and Assignments 

 
9-29 
 

Conceptions of self-help, mutual help, support groups 
Epidemiology of self-help. 
The effectiveness of self-help 
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The mechanisms of self-help 
A.A. panel  
 
Review of syllabus and assignments 
 

10-6 
 

NAMI Presentation: Bob Nassauer, Spencer Walz, Alison Paine  
 

Discussion of readings 
 

1) Powell & Kurtz, in press, Self-help/mutual-help groups for people with mental 
health and addiction problems, Encyclopedia of Mental Health (2nd ed), Howard 
Friedman (ed), Elsevier 
Why should someone consider participating in a self-help group? How do they work, 
or what makes them effective? What can you do to help clients connect with self-help 
groups.  
 
2) Crabtree, J. W., Haslam, S. A., Postmes, T., & Haslam, C. (2010). Mental health 
support groups, stigma, and self-esteem: Positive and negative implications of group 
identification. Journal of Social Issues, 66(3), 553-569. doi:10.1111/j.1540-
4560.2010.01662.x 
How do self-help groups overcome stigma? What is the rationale for joining a 
stigmatized group? 
 

 
10-13 
 

 
Children of Hoarders (Elizabeth Nelson) 

 
3) Plan to visit self-help group 

Describe your field of practice interest. 
Identify the self-help or support groups relevant to this field of practice. 
Select the one(s) you plan to visit 
Discuss the question that will organize your visit and that will be the theme of  
your paper 

 
4) White, W. L. (2014). Slaying the dragon: The history of addiction treatment and 
recovery in America (2nd ed.). Bloomington, IL: Chestnut Health Systems/Lighthouse 
Institute.  pp. 190-91, 199-212 (not the entire document) 
What are common misconceptions of AA? Did you have any misconceptions? 
 
5) Bolger, N., Zuckerman, A., & Kessler, R. C. (2000). Invisible support and 
adjustment to stress. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 79(6), 953-961. 
doi:10.1037/0022-3514.79.6.953  
Why is invisible help so valuable? What invisible helping opportunities exist in self-
help groups?  
 

10-20 No Class 
10-27  

Student presentations 
Paper due    
 

11-3 No class 
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11-10 
 

 
Student presentations 
Review and wrap-up 
 

 
Appendix 
The instructions are for an AA/NA visit.  However, insofar as it is feasible you should follow similar 
or parallel procedures for other self-help group such as NAMI (National Alliance on Mental 
Illness), DBSA (Depression Bipolar Support Alliance), Recovery International, Schizophrenics 
Anonymous, physical illness, or social identity groups. 

 
For the AA/NA option, attend one or more meetings. (If you are an experienced meeting goer, you 
needn't attend meetings and we should discuss a more advanced assignment) The meeting must be an 
“open” meeting (open meetings generally have a speaker and everyone is welcome, closed meetings are 
for those who identify as addicts/alcoholics ONLY). Meetings generally last about an hour. Two meetings 
of different groups or the same group would be better but it may not be possible given your time 
constraints. 
 
You must attend the meeting alone so that you can experience some of the same uneasiness a client may 
experience when a treatment program or court mandates attendance.  
 
Before going to the meeting, access: 
http://www.bma-wellness.com/papers/First_AA_Meeting.html  
Read the following: 
Introduction 
Types of AA meetings 
Rituals and Readings (what goes on in a meeting) 
The problem of Fear 
 
Now find Narcotics Anonymous and/or Alcoholics Anonymous websites and locate area meetings. Find 
an OPEN meeting and attend. http://www.hvai.org/ 
 
Arrive early, browse the literature, start a conversation with someone. Members are generally very 
helpful to newcomers. After the meeting, talk to at least two people about your questions and what 
you want to learn. Ask them what they think is the most important thing for you to learn.  
 
Do not take notes in the meeting and respect the anonymity of the members (no real names in assignment 
as well). Do tell members that you are there as a student. 
Be aware that every meeting has its own “culture” and comment on the culture of this particular meeting. 
Take care to be respectful of others in their own environment. 
 
Your paper should incorporate references that enable you to build on what is known about A.A., 
NA, and other self-help groups.  
 
Discuss how you will use this research (your visit and reading of the literature) in your social work 
practice. You may want to discuss how you will facilitate involvement in a group or integrate your 
client's self-help experience with professional services. This may require some discussion of the 
effective ingredients of self-help involvement. Please see me for additional ideas that might suit your 
interests. 

http://www.hvai.org/

