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A Conversation on
Sex Work

Hannah Scanlan

“When I'm late to'my field placement
because | worked late the night
before, | can't tell my field supervisor
why I'm late” reveals Jessie, a current
MSW student at UMB who also
works as an exoticdancer in
Baltimore.

'She shares her personal
experiences with “The Disruptor” to
shed light on the sex work
profession and to hopefully open
more conversation regarding the
sex work industry'among social work
students.

A sex worker is defined as a “person
employed in the sex industry, as a
prostitute, a pornographic film actor,
stripper, nude model, or creator of
sexually explicit online content”
(“Dictionary.com,” n.d).

We start off by discussing how the
stigma affects her personal
relationships. “I haven't told many
people in academia;-amway more
comfortable sharing about my
academic life with.people at my
work. The very few people who |
have told in academiahave been
positive/neutral. Very few people in
my family know. Neither of my
parents know. None of my extended
family knows. | know some people
would be very upset if they knew |
was engaging in sex work, so | keep
it semi-private.

! I've done online sex work for about
a year. | started working as a street-
level exotic dancer for the last 6
months.” As'the discussion
continues, she explains that adult
films, porn creation, “Camming,”
chatting online, and selling worn
items such as bras, all fall under sex
work. “Camming” is where a sex
worker would do the necessary
work on camera.

When | ask how she entered this
line of work, Jessie explains-that
online sex work was a flexible line of
work where she would be able to
juggle her commitments in graduate
school. She beganto-work as an
exotic dancer because she knew
how to dance.

There's a pause as we talk about
common misconceptions. “l would
say, one of the biggest stereotypes
with, especially online creation, is
the idea that it's not a job, and that
it's just people taking random
pictures and putting no effort in.
Essentially, the perception is that
these sex workers are getting paid
for not doing any work.
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As I've evolved in the space, I've
learned that there's so'many hours
behind the scenes. | spend about 4
hours getting ready for a photo
shoot, the hair, makeup, picking out
the outfit. | thenspend
approximately 2 hours on the
photoshoet trying out various poses
and having a nice background. When
| work at the club, it's a very different
environment because | have
coworkers.

“A big misconception is the
assumption that just because | work
at a strip club, that | wilFlower my
standards for how.I'deserve to be
treated as a person.‘A ot of
customers are really rude-and try to
touch me in inappropriate ways,
which is very common in the-strip
club environment. The
misconception is-that sex workers
are easy and that you can touch
them like they're products. But we're
still workers and humans at the end
of the day, with boundaries.”



We continue to discuss how she maintains

her boundaries. “I'm always very conscious | 4

of physical space with my customers so
they don't try and touch me. | do-also
work at a club that's pretty protective of
their dancers. There have been.instances
of me getting people kicked out. There are
multiple times where customers will call
us disgusting. Normally, they peacefully
leave or get fought by the bouncer.”

Despite Jessie’s position to advocate for
herself as a sex worker, she also
acknowledges that she is in a different
position than many sex workers.

“This is just my experience from working in
this club, but there's a really wide income
bracket range. The club | work at is'a
super low-end club. | know multiple ather
dancers and they are struggling with
homelessness, they don't-have-stable
housing, a lot of them are dealing with
addiction to drugs like fentanyl, crack
cocaine, a lot of that stuff.| have the
privilege of not having to deal with any
sort of addiction or health things going on.
|'also do have stable housing, so.that
makes me privileged. A lot of them,.(sex
workers) only had the opportunity to get
their GED or just graduate high school.
Meanwhile, | have the.opportunity to get
my master's degree. And . know that sex
workisn't going to be foreverfor me. But
for these other dancers, they dohave to
rely on.it.Some of them are 50-some
years old still in unstable housing, fighting
a drug addiction, and working as a dancer
at this club.”
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When | inquire about what MSW students should know about sex work, she immediately responds,
“Consent. When we're talking about sex-.work, | advocate for consensual sex work to be legalized
and regulated so that it can protect the rights of sex workers so they can have access to HIV
education, housing, etc. Especially social workers, we think of sex workers and think, “oh, these
people aren't consenting.” They.think of human trafficking, trafficking of minors. But there's so
many types of sex work that I'do. | would much rather do online content creation where | have
control over my messaging and profile verses working at certain fast-food industries. Sex work is
not all terrible,it's not all pimps chaining.up people on the streets. Of course, those things.should
definitely stop, but yeah, consent.”

So what kind of programs and services should we, as social workers advocate for? “Needle
exchange programs. Anything to reduce the rates of addiction and help those fighting addiction to
be able to recover. Addiction is a really big problem in the sex work industry. There's been
instances of club owners feeding drugs topeople to try and get them addicted.to the drug. Then,
they have to work for that club. Also housing services and-intimate partner violence services. A lot
of them have partners who are not supportive of their line’ of work and treat them terribly because
of it.”

Jessie adds that she knows one other MSW student who is a sex worker.

In Maryland, prostitution is illegal. Consequences could result in a misdemeanor and on conviction,
is.subject to up to 1 year imprisonment and/or a fine up to $500 (“Maryland Criminal Law Section,”
n.d). As a result, Jessie and her co-workers lack protection, benefits, and face the brunt of the
stigma caused by the criminalization of certain aspects of sex work.

As future social workers, many of us have most likely been exposed to terms related-to the sex
industry, but how can we translate this in our UMB MSW education? We have the professors, the
field placements, classroom readings, and discussions, But maybe, what we are missing in the very
classrooms that are creating future leaders of social change are conversations around the most
marginalized and criminalized areas of society such as sex, sex work, and the notion that sex work
extends to the peers of our MSW program. What would it look like to have a class dedicate several
sessions on only the sex industry? What would it look like to have classroom experience at
organizations specifically advocating for sex workers such as.Sex Workers Outreach Program
(SWOP-Baltimore) and Sex Workers Promoting Action, Risk reduction, and Community mobilization
(SPARC)?

Jessie's powerful testimony cracks open-the need to reflect-on the missing pieces of our MSW
curriculum and centinuously re-evaluate ways to address our biases and create change.

This interview has been condensed and edited.
The narme.of the UMB student has been changed.
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DREAMing of an \Inclusive Curriculu

Disability justice and accessibility are both underfunded, understudied fields in't
Work community. This gap is demonstrated by inaccessible educational models, phy
inaccessible spaces, and a lack of relevant coursework specific to disability and ac |b|||ty
issues. COVID-19 has further complicated existing systemic challenges and created new
barriers for people with disabilities. In response to these issues, the student group DREAM
Disability Justice focused their efforts on creating a more equitable and inclusive Social
Work program by creating a Disability Justice and Accessibility sub-specialization proposal.

DREAM Disability Justice is a student group that strives to create an inclusive and supportive
community to promote disability justice at the University of Maryland School of Social Work
(SSW) and in the community at large. We aim to advance d|sab|I|tyJust|ce by raising
awareness of the diversity of disability, along with the various cultural and systemic barriers
faced by persons with disabilities. Through education and a we aim to break down
structural barriers to promote the inclusion of persons with disabilities within the School of
Social Work, the social work profession, and the commumty*és a whole.

The word “disability” is used in our group’s materials to ahgn with the greater disability rights
movement. We recognize that the word disability may not align with every individual's
experience, but in an effort to foster a respectful and inclusive environment, we welcome
and encourage students to self-identify and use language that reflects and honors their
own experience.

According to the United Nations (United Nations, n.d.), people with disabilities are the
largest minority in the world. Specifically, “mare than a billion people are estimated to live
with some form of disability, or about 15% of the world's population” (World Health
Organization [WHQO], 2011). In addition to how disability affects the global population, in the
United States, approximately 26% of adults have some sort of disability (Center for Disease
Control and Prevention [CDC], 2020). That is 1 in 4 people, or, 61 million adults, who are
impacted by and receive services for their disability (CDC, 2020). This number, while large
enough to demonstrate a need for more research on care and education, does not even
include children.

Between 2019-2020, 7.3 million students received special education services; that is 14% of
all public school students (National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 2021). This
number does not include all students with disabilities as the study did not acknowledge
children who may be homeschooled, are not enrolled in school, are waiting on a diagnosis,
or are attending a private school. Due to the size and scope of this population there is a
great opportunity for well-informed social workers to advocate for safety, respect, and
increased accessibility.




Gilson and DePoy (2008) suggest that social
work curricula move to address disability not
just as an individual experience, but as one’s
experience within a disabling environment.
This approach would highlight oppressive
systems that create and perpetuate barriers to
care and fulfilling dignified life. Rather than
looking at disability strictly as a diagnosis or
medical dilemma, Fuld (2020) suggests that
incorporating critical disability theory into
social work education “has the potential to
better prepare students for sensitive and
competent work.” While Fuld writes specifically
about intellectual and developmental
disabilities [I/DD], critical disability theory will
aid social work students in providing better
and more complete services to all clients.

By understanding disability as a social
construct, we can further assess and analyze
how our social structures, supports, and
systems perpetuate harm being done to this
specific population. Further, we are more well
equipped to provide thorough and sensitive
clinical services as well as macro support.

Apart from the need for increased awareness
in critical disability theory, there is an alarming
gap in social work education as it pertains to
disability and accessibility. Current research
suggests that while there is a large percentage
of individuals living with a disability (diagnosed
or undiagnosed) in the United States, “social
work programs include limited disability-
specific content in their programs, and only
with a deficit-model focus” (Kim and Sellmair,
2020). According to a 2017 study (Ogden,
McAllister, and Neely-Barnes), 300 members of
the Council on Social Work Education agreed
that disability content was missing in social
work education. Four years later however, little
progress has been made.

As of August 2021 when this proposal was
written, out of the 903 accredited
undergraduate and graduate programs, there
are only five universities in the United States
that offer specializations in disability and/or
accessibility (Council on Social Work Education
SIS A0

Student leaders Dana Kobrin ('22), Mary
McKelvie (22), and Libby Nuss (23) recognized
the need for an inclusive discussion of critical
disability theory and practice in the SSW
curriculum. With the support of Dr. Samantha
Fuld, Dr. Melissa Bellin, and Gail Betz, they
created a proposal introducing a new sub-
specialization to the School of Social Work. In an
effort to address the aforementioned needs and
gaps, the disability justice and accessibility sub-
specialization would aim to provide students
with an understanding of disability advocacy,
and integrate accessibility into mental health,
somatic health, and physical health at multiple
levels from clinical practice to social policy. This
sub-specialization would emphasize the need to
train students in macro and clinical practice
competencies in order to carry out and support
emerging best practices.

Students would be trained on core mental
health clinical approaches that include
motivational interviewing, cognitive behavioral
therapy, psychodynamic psychotherapy, skills
for navigating the social environment, and other
techniques to support individuals with
disabilities. At the macro level, students would
explore the national, state, and local policies
that impact accessibility that include Social
Security, disability benefits, transportation,
employee rights, and educational access.
Students would have an opportunity to expand
their knowledge on accessibility by considering
the ways in which disability may intersect with
other facets of identity and lived experience.

To further prepare future practitioners, the
disability justice and accessibility sub-
specialization will highlight gaps in research and
the field. Many students will be assigned field
placements that provide direct services to
people with disabilities. Without foundational
knowledge, theoretical understandings, and
research of critical disability studies, future
practitioners will be unequipped in providing
services to clients. The sub-specialization was
pitched to the Masters Planning Committee for
students in both the clinical and macro
concentrations under the behavioral health
specialization.



There had been significant discussion about a “Stigmatization In Housing” disability justice sub-
specialization under the behavioral health model, but it was decided that this placement made the
most sense given the options.The hope being that this will enable future practitioners to develop more
meaningful relationships with clients, be able to critically assess an organization that serves people
with disabilities, and to better understand the intricacies of past, present, and future policy and
advocacy work.

As social workers, we are trained to “focus on individual well-being in a social context and the well-
being of society” (National Association of Social Workers [NASW], 2021). Further, according to the
National Association of Social Workers' “Code of Ethics," practicing and future social workers are
ethically bound to pay close “attention to the environmental forces that create, contribute to, and
address problems in living” (NASW, 2021).

So then, when we implement a critical disability analysis towards social work education, as suggested
by Fuld (2020), the imperative for creating an accessible, diverse, and critical curriculum is clear.
Ethically, as social workers, we must account for all facets of human identity and all iterations of how
an individual interacts with their environment. In creating the disability and accessibility sub-
specialization, the University of Maryland, Baltimore would not only be providing the necessary
education to future practitioners but would also be setting the precedent for other accredited
universities to make similar additions to their curricula.

This sub-specialization was a massive undertaking that was made manageable through the close and
supportive relationship of the DREAM team and their advisors Dr. Fuld and Gail Betz. The presentation
was well received by the Masters Program Committee and has led to many fruitful collaborations with
various faculty and staff members at the SSW. DREAM was encouraged to create an independent
study, in which they are currently enrolled, to expand this project. Our time is allotted to develop
curriculum content for proposed classes, meet with interested stakeholders, plan advocacy work, and
increase the depth and breadth of the co-leaders' understanding of critical disability theory and
disability justice. DREAM is currently planning Ableism 101 trainings for the Spring in conjunction with
the Thursz lecture series, and a Lavender Graduation Ceremony to celebrate and honor LGBTQIA+
students in partnership with the Queer Community Alliance!

Interested in knowing more about DREAM or learning about how you can get involved?
Please email DREAM@ssw.umaryland.edu or join us at our next meeting! We look forward to
meeting you.
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