
 
 

 

Profiles in Social Work 

Episode  20 – Lorie Shekter-Wolfson 

 

Intro - Hi, I’m Charmaine Williams, Associate Professor and Associate Dean, 

Academic, for the University of Toronto, Factor-Inwentash Faculty of Social Work. 

Welcome to Profiles in Social Work. This podcast series is produced by our Faculty and 

Alumni Association. In 2014 the Factor-Inwentash Faculty of Social Work is celebrating 

100 years of contributing to Social Work Practice and Education. You can find out more 

about us by visiting us online at www.socialwork.utoronto.ca  We’re glad you could join 

us today.  The series Profiles in Social Work highlights how social workers are making a 

positive difference in our communities by presenting stories of how social work 

graduates are using their degrees.  We hope you will enjoy this series.  Especially if you 

are thinking about a career in social work or interested in hearing about what social 

workers do.   

 

Profile - Lorie Shekter-Wolfson 

My name is Lorie Shekter-Wolfson and I graduated from the University of Toronto, 

Factor-Inwentash Faculty of Social Work in 1975. 

I always enjoyed working with people. I also had a mother who graduated from the 

Faculty in 1941 and so I grew up with someone who was a social worker, a woman 

ahead of her time, and I heard a lot about what she was doing and was impressed with 

what she was doing and I was inspired. So that’s what led me to the Faculty. 

I remember thinking when I first entered ‘why was I here?’ A lot of the skill set that I 

thought I was going to learn I figured I already knew with my undergraduate. I had 

worked with children in summer camps. A lot of it was intuitive and I kept asking ‘what 

else am I going to learn? What’s going to make this a different experience for me?’ Very 

soon afterwards I really started learning a lot more than I had given myself, or the 

Faculty quite frankly, credit for. And I think the thing that was most inspiring was the 

whole issue of social systems and how you look at organizations and how different parts 

of the system impact who they are, what they do and that you can’t look at things in a 

linear way. That was the thing that probably has been most influential in how I view 

even issues today. The other thing was the opportunity to work closely with students, 

and we spent our two years most of the time from our placements to our theory to our 
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research with the same group of students, I found that really inspiring because you get 

to know those students and I got to know the faculty, one person in particular who 

stayed with us for those two years and I was very much influenced by him.  

I’d always been involved and very interested in health. It was something that I always 

wanted to do. Did a very brief stint in Children’s Aid but really was involved in my 

placement in mental health and I had worked as a student in a general hospital and I 

was fortunate enough fairly soon after I graduated to get a job at Canada’s largest 

teaching hospital in Toronto working at that time in two very diverse areas, general 

medicine and in psychiatry, and I went from being a clinician to being a researcher in 

eating disorders, I published several books, specialized in family and marital therapy 

and then ended up becoming the director of what was then the largest department of 

social work in Canada, seventy-five social workers.  

The skill set that had brought me to that position continued to be in my favour. The other 

thing that I think social workers are excellent at and need to keep their skills going are 

the networking skills. And those skills are really what helped me get from one position to 

another; I ended up getting offered positions, in our health ministry here in Canada and 

doing other private consulting in healthcare. I can’t think of a job today that doesn’t 

require strong communication skills, strong team based skills, problem solving, conflict 

resolution. All of these are important skill sets that as a social worker on a team with 

people from different professions you are forced to very quickly learn how to do well. 

And at the time when I first started out, I don’t think teams worked as well as what they 

are today. People going into the field today, have a much better sense of how to work in 

teams because they were brought up in their junior schools, unlike what we were, where 

most of our work was individually based and we were given marks for being individuals 

not for being members of a team. Social workers are trained to look at systems, to look 

at issues not just from a linear cause and effect way, but at looking at how aspects of 

the system are impacted and how they are impacted by what you do. Even though your 

point of intervention may not be all aspects of that, for example an adult who is having 

trouble has an impact on their family, has an impact on their work, has an impact on 

their financial issues. As a social worker I may not be necessarily working with that adult 

in all those aspects, but I am very aware that one change in one part of that system is 

going to impact a lot of the others. These are skill sets that you can translate to any kind 

of problem; and in fact it has really moved into business and into engineering and 

architecture. I am finding that they are working in a similar way and when I listen to 

them talk you could close your eyes and you could hear social work theory. Knowing 

how to work with people, how to approach people, knowing where, number one rule 



 
 

 

where the client is at, knowing where they are starting. Again I think that’s a skill set that 

is strong in social work theory.  

I got approached to apply to a community college, one of the largest, to be the Dean of 

community services and health sciences. And that is a fifty-two million dollar part of the 

community college so it’s not a small piece of the pie. I am the Dean of nursing, 

because I have the baccalaureate nursing program reporting to me, practical nursing, all 

kinds of oral health programs, all kinds of health and wellness programs, health 

information management which is your health records, an array of community service 

programs including child and youth, community worker, social service and then a very 

large early childhood development program. That was my first part of my job. But I didn’t 

leave it at that because again social work theory taught me how can we make things 

better and very soon on, and based on my background I felt that we needed to start 

looking at the curriculum and starting to expose our students to other professions and 

truly building that team based approach to healthcare and as an educator I probably 

was in a position, a better position than any other position I had ever had, whether I was 

working in the government or even as an administrator in hospitals, to start influencing 

change. Bottom line as a result of all of that, and a six year history in developing a 

vision, bringing my advocacy skills, which again is a huge skill set that social workers 

can bring, and politicking the government I was able to get enough dollars with other 

people’s help to build a whole new campus focused on health sciences. And so not only 

am I a Dean today but I’m also Assistant Vice President of this huge project. And if you 

think about it, a social worker is leading a project in architecture, is leading a project in 

interior design, is leading a project in changing curriculum of health professions. People 

are asking ‘what did you know about architecture? I didn’t know anything about 

architecture. I’m not an architect. But I know how to approach and how to work with a 

team, how to bring about change, and how to make things happen. Again social work 

101. 

I’m co-leading this project and my focus is on what’s gonna happen in the building. So 

that includes the design, the change management both academic and non-academic 

systems because we’re not just renovating a building, we’re creating a new campus. All 

the non-academic areas such as student services, the learning commons etc. are also 

coming to it. First of all they’ve gotten to know that when I speak I mean it. I don’t look at 

them in a hierarchal way. I work with them as partners in this project. So it’s not just the 

architects, the design team, the engineers, but also all the players that are helping to 

make this project as successful as I know it will be. So the director of learning 

commons, the director and leader of the student services area, facilities, security, 



 
 

 

people that have historically never been involved in a project from day one, IT of course. 

You can’t move without IT; key players in what’s going to be a successful project.  

So right from the start I brought them in on day one and I’ve never said that I know 

more. I remember early on when I worked with a family, my very first case as a student, 

and meeting with a single mother in a housing project here, lower socio-economic 

status, husband was not providing any financial support, and personally not a situation 

that I was familiar with. I go in and see this family, the son was having huge problems in 

school, was having huge behavioural problems, and the mother was beside herself, and 

she starts talking and I was trying to be empathic as I had thought I’d been taught in 

school. And I’m sure the professor didn’t mean the way that I had picked it up. And I 

said ‘I know how you feel’. I will never forget when she stopped dead in her tracks and 

started raking me over the coals because there’s no way that as a young MSW student I 

had any idea what it was like. And I think that was one of the best lessons I ever learned 

and I’ve applied that to this current situation. I don’t know what it’s like for their student 

services. I don’t run it. I know I’m a user of it. My students are users of it, so I ask them 

to tell me what they think they’re gonna need. I do have a vision in mind, and it is asking 

them to think differently, but I start with where they’re at and listen to what they are 

saying. So the processes, not necessarily the content, but the process that I have 

learned from social work theory, I apply every day in my current project. 

I’m very proud to be able to influence outcomes and how things are going to happen 

and have happened, whether it was that patient in that room, developing new models of 

group work and family therapy with adult patients of eating disorders, it was always 

being able to see things happen. Having a vision, getting it made and happening and 

having it actually done. You can’t feel better than that. And this particular project has 

been an eight year journey since the moment I started in this position. Where do you get 

that kind of excitement? I am receiving from the community colleges system of Ontario 

the exemplary service award. My speech is going to mention that I’m a social worker 

and I continue to say that no matter where I go. 

Being a social worker means that you truly have a good understanding of people, that 

you have a good understanding of how things work and why they don’t, and having a 

good understanding of when and how to intervene. Very often you see people’s timing, 

or the way they respond to people, you know they’re going to get into trouble. Whatever 

encounter I have, especially the more difficult ones, I know when I’m going to be 

successful because I know when I was successful with families. I know when I’m not 

going to be successful with families because I know when I got trapped when I was 

working with difficult families. So I have that ability to be able to step back and look at 



 
 

 

that a little bit more objectively because of my background. I am a skilled clinician. I’m 

proud of it. I don’t practice it on a day to day basis, but I use that skill set all the time. It’s 

a tremendous skill set to have.  

Social work is a tremendous strength and I am very proud to say I am one. 

 

Outro - This is Charmaine Williams from the University of Toronto Factor-Inwentash 

Faculty of Social Work. Thank you for listening to our podcast. In 2014 our school is 

celebrating 100 years of social work research, teaching and community service. For 

more information about the faculty and our programs we invite you to visit our website at 

www.socialwork.utoronto.ca  
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