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A profession that impacts millions of 
people on a daily basis, but for which there 
is not really a clear public understanding, 
is social work. What exactly is social work, 
and what is it that social workers do?

“I’m fond of saying we’re everywhere 
and we’re invisible,” said Kathleen Tunney, 
associate professor and chair of the depart-
ment of social work at Southern Illinois 
University Edwardsville. “We’re in cor-
rectional facilities for adults and juveniles, 
we’re in hospitals, we’re in hospice, we’re 
in schools, we’re in mental health and sub-
stance abuse agencies and we’re in nursing 
homes. The role of a social worker has 
often been seen as, ‘Oh you’re the people 
who hand out money and take people’s 
children away.’ But child welfare is only 
one small slice of what social workers do.” 

A native of Cadillac, Mich., Tunney 
obtained her bachelor’s degree in social 
services at Ferris State University in 
Michigan, her master’s degree in social 
work from Western Michigan University 
and her doctorate from the University of 
Illinois at Chicago. She began her career as 
a volunteer worker at a crisis intervention 
center.

“Some of the paid workers that I worked 
with told me I had a knack for this and 
I should do it,” she said. “I decided to 
let their belief in me drive some career 
choices, which is something very similar 
to what social workers do. Oftentimes we 
see things in clients and vulnerable people 
that they don’t see in themselves. So I’m a 
living example of how that principle actu-
ally worked.” 

One of the courses she teaches at SIUE is 
human behavior theory. But what is it that 
makes people sometimes act extremely 
good and sometimes extremely bad? “It is 
a dance between the person and the envi-
ronment,” Tunney explained. “The most 
recent research on resilience and human 
behavior suggests that people have the 
capacity to grow and change given the 
right physical environment and emotional 
environment. I think the best available 
evidence suggests that how we are is about 
half heredity and about half environment.”

As someone working in the arena of 
mental health, she has seen an increasing 
number of people being diagnosed with 
conditions like autism. Is there a reason to 

believe that more people are developing 
it, or is it because we are getting better at 
diagnosing? 

“The answer is yes, to both. Learning 
disorders and learning disabilities are not 
my area of specialization, but what I can 
say is it is another example of the person 
and environment construct,” Tunney said. 
“There could be things in the physical 
environment that contribute to an increas-
ing rate, but there also is the fact that 
our environment is more attuned to those 
things, so we’re diagnosing at a greater 

rate. That has happened with child abuse 
and neglect as well. As recently as 20 or 
30 years ago there were no federal or state 
statutes that required mandated reporting 
of child abuse and neglect.” 

Something interesting about the profes-
sion of social work is that it is not practiced 
the same way in the United States as in 
European or Latin American countries. 
“And this is true in other helping profes-
sions,” she said. “The Western model, the 
U.S. specifically, since that is obviously 
the one that I know the best, takes a more 

individualized position because as a cul-
ture we tend to be more individualized. 
In some of the work that I did in Eastern 
Europe, and the travels I have been able to 
go on before and after that, suggest that it’s 
a different model. 

“It’s more culturally, community orient-
ed than the American model,” Tunney said 
of the approach taken by the International 
Association of Social Workers. “So issues 
of child welfare and issues of mental 
health conditions are treated very differ-
ently in other countries. They are treated 

in a less clinical psychological or psychi-
atric standpoint and more from the notion 
of improving and enhancing and enrich-
ing the environment.” 

Because social workers deal with people 
and their problems one wonders if they 
need to keep a distance and not get too 
involved. “I think what we try to do is 
point to our ethical code,” she said. “The 
principles of the profession include service 
to the client, dignity and worth of the per-
son, but there are some clients that are very 
difficult to respect, such as persons who 
harm others, who harm children, and per-
sons who engage in behaviors that make 
them stigmatized by society. We have to 
come back to dignity and worth of the per-
son and we have to emphasize the way in 
which that person is still a human being.”

An long-time interest of Tunney in 
training social workers is what she calls 
spiritual assessment.  

“A colleague of mine, myself and one 
of our graduate students actually wrote 
together an article about that some years 
back,” she said. “And what we were 
looking at was what do hospice workers 
feel they need to know to do an adequate 
job of working with people from a vari-
ety of faith-based or spiritual traditions. 
Typically, maybe stereotypically, people 
think about people coming into a hospice 
center as somehow turning toward God or 
their higher power. Yet people in hospice 
services come from a lot of faith-based 
traditions and sometimes no faith tradi-
tion, so our effort was to determine what 
hospice workers really need to know to 
work with people from a Muslim tradi-
tion or people from a Jewish tradition 
or maybe from a spiritual tradition that 
is unfamiliar to them or to many in our 
society.”

Aldemaro Romero Jr. is the Dean of the 
College of Arts and Sciences at Southern 
Illinois University Edwardsville. His show, 
“Segue,” can be heard every Sunday morning 
at 9 a.m. on WSIE, 88.7 FM. He can be reached 
at College_Arts_Sciences@siue.edu.
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Professor Kathleen Tunney in her office at SIUE.
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Alfeld and his wife, Amy, live in Godfrey. 
When he is sworn in, at a ceremony on the third floor at the Madison 

County Courthouse later this summer, he will join 13 other associate judges. 
The most recent to be sworn in were Ron Slemer and Neil Schroeder, who 
became associate judges in February and September of last year. 

Donald Flack was sworn in 2012, and Ben Beyers the year before.   
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Columbus Elementary remained Ambuel’s 
home school until 1992 when he was moved to 
Leclaire Elementary, which has been his home 
school to this day.

He’s watched the district grow tremendous-
ly over the years, and having had a front row 
seat to what were growing pains at times, he 
embraced the changes.  Ambuel recalled the 
early days when the elementary schools were 
considered “neighborhood” schools that housed 
kindergarten through sixth grade.  Then the 
district changed to paired schools where Leclaire 
housed kindergarten through third grade while 
its paired school, Columbus Elementary, housed 
fourth through sixth grade.  “Then they went to 
the middle school concept so all the elementaries 
lost their sixth and we lost our third so we had to 
transition again,” Ambuel explained.  “Then they 
built Goshen and we lost 10 teachers who moved 
over there.”

He recalled how with each change, the Leclaire 
staff rallied, pulled together and worked together 
as a new team.  “Leclaire is such a neat school,” 
he remarked.  “We work so hard to make it work 
in our school.  And this school has such a big 
heart.  They support one another professionally, 
in their personal lives.” 

“I’ve had some amazing principals and admin-
istrators – supportive,” he added.  “The special 
services teachers, psychologists, speech thera-
pists, social workers are just awesome smart 
people in this district.  And the speech therapists 
– when I was hired in there was maybe five now 
there’s 13 therapists this year.  That just shows 
how the district has grown.”

Being the only male on staff most of his years 
has been a unique experience too.  “So it’s like 
I’ve got 35 wives,” he said with a chuckle.  “It’s,  
'Scot can you do this?' or 'Scot can you do that?'  
and I love doing that.”

“But those ladies I work with are just amazing 
women and professionals,” Ambuel said as tears 
welled in his eyes.  “Just really some great people.  
A very close group – a special group.  So that’s 
been very special.”

“The main thing is just the family feel,” 
Ambuel added about the Leclaire family.  “Mrs 
Smith (Leclaire’s Principal) has kept that feeling 

going with the faculty.  It’s just home.  Leclaire is 
just my home outside of my home, and it’s been 
an amazing ride to have my years been here at 
Leclaire School.”

Being so entrenched in the school and district 
after spending over three decades of his work-
ing life in it, he said there was “so much” about 
it he will miss.  He pointed out that while he 
will undoubtedly miss the students. “Being able 
to help children is just an awesome feeling,” 
Ambuel said. 

And, of course, his colleagues.  “I’ve been to 
their weddings, I don’t know how many baby 
and wedding showers after school, and funer-
als,” Ambuel said as the emotion brought tears to 
his eyes again.  “Some of these teachers weren’t 
even born (when he first started).  I’m kind of like 
dad (to some), and some of these teachers are like 
my sisters I never had.”

At that moment he commented that these last 
moments at the school – the moment of actual 
retirement – wasn’t what he originally thought it 
would be like.  “I really thought this was going 
to be easy,” he said.  “I was ready.  It’s time. 
But it’s more emotional charged than I thought 
it would be.  It’s been interesting – especially 
the last two weeks.  I’m so grateful for all the 
congratulatory and well wishes, but when you 
think about what’s really going to happen, I get a 
little emotional.  But you know, it’s change.  You 
get through it and life goes on and you make it 
yours.”

Some of Ambuel’s favorite memories from 
his teaching years include meeting some 
amazing families and athletes during his 15 
years as a Special Olympic coach and the 
day he pulled the fire alarm in Nelson School 
after seeing a foot of smoke in the ceiling of 
the hallway as he entered one day.  A fire 
had started in one of the upstairs classrooms 
but the students from that floor were in the 
basement cafeteria when Ambuel arrived  
to do therapy for the early childhood class-
rooms.  “The most important part of that is 
that everyone got out,” Ambuel emphasized.  
“To pull that alarm and then the result was 
that everyone got out, that was kind of a cool 
feeling.”

His plans for retirement include visiting 
state parks across the U.S. with his wife in 
their RV during not just summer but all four 
seasons.  He also plans to volunteer at Nelson 
Elementary because his grandson will be 
entering kindergarten at the school this fall as 

well as possibly do some subbing in the dis-
trict’s early childhood and pre-k classrooms.  
In addition, he will be a liaison for the SIUE 
Speech/Language Department supervising 
graduate students during their internships.

During the morning of his final day at 
Leclaire, he mentioned he had experienced 
an eerie moment.  He arrived at work around 
7:30 a.m. as he has for years, but on this day, 
his car was the only car in the parking lot.  
He was completely alone in the building.  “I 
was the only one – it was an empty building.  
It was really kind of spooky.  It was like, OK, 
that’s it.  This is the last day,” he said.  “It was 
one of those 'A-ha' moments.  This is it.  You 
are retiring, and the building was like saying, 
'It’s just you and me.  Good luck.'”

Other Edwardsville District 7 employees who 
are retiring this year include:

• Diane Arisman, Lincoln Middle School, social 
worker, 18.5 years

• Sallie Clark, Liberty Middle School, teacher, 
35 years

• Karen Cline, Columbus Elementary, teacher, 
26 years

• Cynthia Fries, Lincoln Middle School, teach-
er, 20 years

• Sandra Henderson, Leclaire Elementary, 
teacher, 19 years

• Laura Schmidt, Leclaire Elementary, teacher, 
22 years

• Millie Seiler, Liberty Middle School, teacher, 
28 years

• Cindy Ostrander, Liberty Middle School, 
teacher, 19 years

• Doug Peterson, Edwardsville High School, 
teacher, nine years 

• Kim Niemietz, Edwardsville High School, 
teacher/grant writer, 23 years

• Rebecca Kolda, director of special education, 
13 years

• June Johnston, administrative assistant, 27 
years

• Colette Cowan, Columbus Elementary, sec-
retary, 27 years

• Barbara Edmonds, Columbus Elementary, 
program assistant, 24 years

• Sharon Janda, secretary, nine years
• Mary Linafelter, Woodland Elementary, 

school nurse, 24 years
• Susan Ramey, Cassens Elementary, assistant, 

23 years
• Marian Doszkewycz, Lincoln Middle School, 

teacher, 14 years
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“So she’s encasing things in the hog casing.  She’s putting down a 
layer of casing, putting stitched objects in there, and then she’s putting 
another layer of hog casings.”

Ottwell noted that Burton was “making all new work” for the show.  
“She took it on as a challenge to make new work.  So I don’t know what 
it will look like.  I’m excited about that,” Ottwell added.

Erin Jameson Brown’s work combines porcelain and fiber.  “She’s 
actually working in porcelain but she’s dipping and casting fiber-related 
items.  She ends up with this porcelain structure afterward.  What I’m 
most interested in about her work is that she’s working with  sometimes 
knit objects.  Sometimes paper and cloth objects.  What’s really cool 
about them is that you can still see the knit structure,” Ottwell said.  “I 
don’t understand the magic she makes happen with this because the 
knitted ones you can still see through and there’s gaps in the porcelain.  
So it looks as though she’s almost knit with clay.   It’s beautiful and 
amazing.”

Since fiber exhibits traditionally include quilts and woven fabric, 
women are typically the artists featured which was why Ottwell “tried 
really hard to include men” in the exhibit.   She chose Eric Carlson, who 
holds an MFA in ceramics from the University of Missouri-Columbia, 
as one of the fiber artist men to feature in “1000 Threads.”  Although a 
sculptor in ceramics, Ottwell noted that “he’s always doing something 
with fiber too. He’s embroidering the cells of germs into hankies – the 
cell structure – or what the cells would look like under a microscope – of 
germs into vintage handkerchiefs,” Ottwell explained.  “There’s a really 
wonderful thing about them, but also just kind of a funny thing about 
them.  This is like an ongoing project he has when he can’t be in the 
ceramic studio.”

“I’ve seen some images of them.  I think they are really beautiful, and 
they make you think just looking at them,” she added.  “Then when you 
find out they are the cell structure of germs.  I sort of chuckled when I 
saw them.  They are interesting.”

Gary Olds, a weaver from O’Fallon, will also be featured.  “He’s been 
experimenting with taking non-traditional weaving materials and bring-
ing them into the loom.  He has some pieces where he’s woven human 
hair and wheat into his weaving.  They are really beautiful and interest-
ing,” Ottwell remarked.  “He also does very traditional looking weaving, 
but he has a wonderful sense of color.” 

Ottwell said that Olds had been working with color and pattern and 
color shifting in his works.  “His weavings hang on the wall and the 
colors shift from top to bottom,” she said.  “They are subtle, but they are 
just spectacular.”

One of the other artists will be Laura Blair from Alton who creates 
sculptures of landscapes made with recycled paper.   “I find it really 
interesting she’s taking all this leftover paper and beating it and process-
ing it to create sculptures in the landscape. She’s definitely into recycling 
and everything else but the landscapes really remind you of rivers and 
valleys and then little peaks and hills,” Ottwell said.  “She’s also bring-
ing wool into those to highlight crevices that are just naturally occurring 
in the paper as she processes it.”

The remaining artists that will be featured in “1000 Threads” include 
Nicole Benner, Stacy McAdams, Mary Margaret Sandbothe, Melissa 
McDonugh-Borden, and Tricia Johnson.

Ottwell emphasized her primary goal in the exhibit was to choose very 
non-traditional artists.  “So this is very non-traditional fiber work,” she 
said.  “And I’m really excited about it.”

The exhibit opens Friday at the EAC with an opening reception from 6 
p.m. to 8 p.m.  The “1000 Threads” exhibit runs through July 11.  

The EAC is located in the southeastern corner of Edwardsville High 
School at 6165 Center Grove Road in Edwardsville.  The EAC is open 
from 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. Wednesday through Friday and 11 a.m. to 3 p.m. 
Saturday.  It is closed Sunday through Tuesday.
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LCCC adding to health curriculum
For the Intelligencer

Lewis and Clark Community 
College is expanding its cur-
riculum this fall to include a 
degree in Health Information 
and Medical Coding and a 
Certificate of Proficiency in 
Medical Coding. 

The move, which is pending 
Illinois Community College 
Board approval this summer, is 
in response to the growing need 
for Medical Records and Health 
Information Technicians, a field 
that is projected to grow 22 per-
cent from 2012 to 2022. Health 
information technicians man-
age and organize medical data, 
ensuring its accuracy, accessibil-
ity and security. 

“We’ve had a lot of interest 

from students wanting a med-
ical coding program. This pro-
gram should meet that demand,” 
said Office Technology Program 
Coordinator Cathy Carruthers, 
who will oversee Health 
Information and Medical 
Coding.

Employment for health infor-
mation technicians is expect-
ed to grow as the population 
ages and the demand for medi-
cal tests, treatments and proce-
dures increases. More medical 
records and claims for reimburse-
ment from insurance companies 
are expected to lead to a higher 
demand for health information 
technicians. Because of this, the 
program also targets students 
who want to retrain and learn 
skills in a rapidly expanding field.

“Our program will include 
the courses to sit for an indus-
try-standard certified coder 
exam,” Carruthers said.

Students will become versed 
in written and oral communica-
tion, knowledge of human biol-
ogy, medical terminology, med-
ical coding, and ethics and laws 
relating to healthcare privacy. 
Most health information techni-
cians work either in hospitals or 
physicians’ offices. Others work 
in nursing care facilities or for 
government entities. 

The duties of a health infor-
mation technician can include 
reviewing patient records, track-
ing patient outcomes, electroni-
cally recording data and protect-
ing patients’ health information 
to ensure that confidentiality is 

maintained.
“This new Health Information 

and Medical Coding program 
gives interested students an 
additional career path and com-
plements our Medical Assisting 
and Medical Office Assistant 
Programs,” Carruthers said.

L&C will be collaborating with 
area high schools and will be 
informing counselors in the fall 
about what high school courses 
a student interested in the pro-
gram should take. These include 
high school biology, first year 
English, Business Documents 
and Introduction to Computer 
Skills. 

For more information on 
the program, contact Cathy 
Carruthers at ccarruth@lc.edu or 
(618) 468-4612.


