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Lindsay Feuer
Social Worker

BUILDING TRUST, ONE 
CONVERSATION AT A TIME

“Hey, come on in. Have a seat. Let’s chat.” 

If you have ever walked by my office, you 
have probably heard some variation of that 
greeting. Once you choose to come in, you 
quickly notice the warm colours on the walls, 
accentuated by a brightly coloured sign saying 
“All Feelings Are Valid”. Every single student is 
met with a smile, which quickly sets the tone. 
Through some brief getting-to-know-you ques-
tions, I believe that the students can quickly feel 
the individualized care and attention they are 
given. Though the door is glass, what is shared 
in my office really does stay in this room. As the 
school social worker, I have a keen interest in 
who each student is as a person and what their 
story is, beyond what type of student they are 
at YOC. As a result, the students take note and 
experience the relaxed yet safe atmosphere.

So what exactly is the role of the school 

social worker, especially as a female, in an 
all-boys Modern Orthodox school? I would 
argue that the latter part of the question is not 
all that relevant. While the context in which we 
meet does require some consideration, specif-
ically regarding the student’s role in the larger 
Modern Orthodox community, the conversa-
tions we have about his personal struggles 
require the same skills, attitudes, and empa-
thetic responses as one would receive in a 
public school, a therapist’s office, or in any other 
therapeutic environment.

According to the Canadian Association of 
Social Workers’ website, school social workers 
“work with students, families, school staff and 
communities to support students to optimize 
their learning, achievement and well-being.” 
On an individual basis, this could look like 
providing counseling to students who are 
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Cue: my giant white board.If you have 
been brave enough to approach me for a DMC 
then you will know about the white board - 
blank canvas ready to be filled with thoughts, 
ideas, problems, and potential solutions for all 
things going on inside a student’s busy mind. 
It’s easy for a student to think that everything 
in his life is going poorly and he has nothing 
going for himself. Through a mapping exercise 
on my board, the student and I outline all of his 
strengths - or things that are going well, chal-
lenges or worries - and then we come up with 
actionable next steps. Nothing in the “working 
well” category is too small. For example, if a 
student had a snack in his lunch that he liked that 

day, we put it on the board - anything to highlight 
that even on the darkest days, we can still find 
something that brings us light.

At its core, being a social worker is about 
building and strengthening relationships. 
Through casual conversation, the student starts 
to feel safe and comfortable opening up, and 
soon learns the type of support he can expect 
from me. And I would hope that the students 
know that my door is always open for that 
opportunity.  After all, having a glass door means 
I can never hide… and that is entirely the point!

experiencing peer-related issues, conflict with 
family members, struggles with their mental 
health or substances, or anything else a student 
chooses to disclose. In my office, we talk a lot 
about healthy coping strategies. Whether the 
students are consumed by school stress or 
personal hurdles, the common theme is usually 
that they don’t have the proper tools to handle, 
or overcome, their issue. In the context of school 
social work, where the purpose is not to provide 
long-term therapy, we strive to find meaningful 
solutions and strategies that students can take 
from the social work office and apply in real-time 
in the real world (See: DMC below). Truly, there is 
no issue too big or too small for which a student 
can approach the social worker. 

I will admit that it’s not always the case that 
a deep, meaningful conversation (or a “DMC” 
as the kids like to call it) takes place every time 
a student walks through the door. Oftentimes 
a student comes in just for somewhere to sit or 
have a break. However, within a moment or two, 
he soon realizes that he cannot just sit down and 
relax because I quickly start asking him questions 
- about his day, about school, what homework 
he has, how he stays on top of his workload, etc. 
Whether he came in to have a conversation or 
not, that is usually what he is met with. Being able 
to have these casual interactions with students 
has allowed me to build the trust that is needed 
in order to have more in-depth discussions 
later on. Soukiala and Pietilä (2024) assert that 
trust-building often requires plenty of time, crea-
tivity and perseverance from the social worker. I 
would not expect that the first time I ever speak 
to a student he chooses to divulge personal infor-
mation about himself. When this does happen, I 
will absolutely take the student’s lead and guide 
him through his challenge.
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