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Abstract

Thereis awealth of experience within any therapeutic community, but too few
opportunities for practitioners to come together to share these knowledges and to co-
innovate. In Ottawa, Canada, practitioners have responded to this dilemma by forming a
number of "collaborative practice groups' of front-line workers from multiple agencies
who meet on aregular basisto not only exchange ideas, but to practice alongside each
other. This paper provides a picture of how these groups were formed, and how they
operate. It alsoincludesinterview data from afunded research study on the impact of

these collaborative endeavors on the participants’ identities, morale, and practice.



Notes from the Basement 3

For a profession so intently focused on relationship, therapeutic practice can be
remarkably isolating. In the heady days of graduate school, cohorts of aspiring therapists
collectively examine and discuss their work in countless group settings. Then they
disperse. Stepping into a pragmatic world of practice, most have few opportunitiesto
reflect on and dial ogue about what they do. Instead, they are taken up with managing
casel oads and keeping up with paperwork. Y early allotted professional devel opment
experiences temporarily recapture the energy of graduate school. But without a
community of peerswith whom to process the training and experiment further, scribbled
workshop notes become increasingly opaque, and the learnings fade. Working separately
from each other, therapists and counselors can only compare thei r sometimes uneven
practice to the carefully selected success stories of the “master therapists’ they have
witnessed. The comparison is not favourable. Confidence wanes, along with morale and
energy, rendering practitioners more susceptible to burnout (Casey Foundation, 2003)..

| do not mean to suggest that this pronounced isolation is endemic to the
profession, or that all working therapists and counsellors are on the slippery slope to
burnout. But | do wish to highlight what | take to be afamiliar shortcoming of many
therapeutic settings in order to introduce some collaborative initiatives that help to
address them. In Ottawa, Canada, a number of therapists and counselors in recent years
have begun to organize themselves into what have come to be known as "collaborative
practice groups'. Indications are that participation in these groups rekindles the spirit of

inquiry and community too often lost in the years after formal training.
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The collaborative practice groups are devoted to promoting professional skill
development and serve awide variety of other purposes aswell. These include the

consolidation of inter-agency referral networks, the opening of knowledge exchange
channels between the “front lines” and the academy, and the nurturing of therapeutic
communities. Thisarticle will recount the unfolding of this shared enterprise--the
opportunities exploited and the challenges faced—uwith the intention of providing not a
blueprint, but some reflections and observations to support the initiation of therapeutic
collaborations elsewhere. Included in this account are the words of many practitioners
who have participated in qualitative research investigations” of the collaborative practice
groups.

At the time of thiswriting there are five collaborative practice groups operating in
Ottawa. Not quite "small group supervision” in the conventional sense, not quite "case
conferences’, not quite “therapy training programs”, the groups are devoted to multiple
purposes. These include case review, skill development, literature discussion, and co-
therapy. All use reflecting processes as vehicles for shared participation. These include
variations on the reflecting team® (Andersen, 1991, Anderson & Jensen, 2007, Friedman,
1995) and definitional ceremony (White, 1997, 2007). The groups aso share a number
of other attributes. Each includes participants from an assortment of agencies, and in
Some cases private practice: none are represented by asingle ingtitution. They al meet
regularly, either biweekly or monthly, between Fall and Spring. They include between 8
and 12 members each and all are facilitated.

The groups have emerged somewhat organically in response to demand and to

opportunities presented, so that each group is unique and to some extent self-invented.
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Their shared origin in acollaborative therapy training program helps to account for their
family resemblance, and equally for their differences. The social constructionist and
post-structuralist traditions anticipate contextual variations and celebrate unique and local
knowledges. Just as there is no assumption that what works for one client will work for
all othersfacing similar challenges, there is no expectation that there is one “model” of
collaborative practice group appropriate to all settings. So thisis not the account of
“guidelines for best practice’, but rather a description of avariety of related approaches
to large-group collaborations amongst practitioners (and, as we shall see, managers). My
hope is these will inspire further unforeseen innovations. Some of the existing variations
will be explored later here because they point to the many collaborative possibilities
available.
Origins

My intention in sharing a narrative account of the origins of the collaborative
practice groupsis not to bask in the glow of fond memories (a pleasant side benefit), but
to evoke a description of an unfolding process in the hope that readers may discern
possible paths of development for their own collaborative initiatives. As mentioned,
thereis no set protocol for initiating collaborations such as these; there are many possible
beginnings. In our case, thecommitment of a*“patron”, one of the city’s larger non-profit
counseling agencies, created acommunity with shared purposes from which later
emerged the first group.

It started with an innovative training program offered by the Y outh Services
Bureau of Ottawa (Y SB) between 1998 and 2003. The Y SB contracted family therapist

Mishka Lysack to offer staff members training in approaches gathered under the
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“postmodern umbrella” (Anderson, 2007, Paré & Tarragona, 2006) of contemporary
family therapy approaches, including narrative therapy (Freedman & Combs, 1995;
White, 2007; White & Epston, 1990), Solution-Focused Therapy (de Shazer & Berg,
2007; Wdlte & Peller, 2000), and Collaborative Language Systems (Andersen, 1995;
Anderson, 1997; Anderson & Gehart, 2007). Myself and other local therapists joined the
training team.

Although primarily intended asa Y SB staff development initiative, the training
was offered free of chargeto apair of local practitioners not employed by the Y SB. The
program combined bi -weekly didactic sessions alternating with small-group supervision.
Eventually, the Y SB invited two therapists per year (Judith Myers-Avis, Jeff Chang, Bill
Madsen, Karl Tomm) to Ottawato present workshops to training participants and the
wider public.

When the training program ended, the Y SB reverted to small group supervision,
with outside consultants (myself among them) working with groups of three or four
practitioners, graduates of the training. My own group included the two therapists not
based at Y SB. They worked with awider age-range of clients at a different non-profit
agency in town. This added interest because of the variety of perspectives availablein
the room. However, despite continuing with a version of reflecting team supervision
(Paré et a, 2004), we missed the more expansive learning we had all experienced during
the training, when we were more explicitly devoted to theory- and skill-devel opment and
less tied to generating helpful input in relation to a particular "case". We also found
ourselves subtly reverting to reflections that amounted to a variation of “Have you

tried...?” Thisveiled advice-giving contrasted with the tenor of the training we had
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shared, which discouraged the convergent search for single “objective” truth and instead
encouraged open-ended, tentative sharing that allowed for multiple possibilities. In short,
our supervision group process felt stale. At thistime, a number of Y SB staff began to
imagine creating alarger group that included additional Y SB colleagues along with
outside practitioners. We also began to speculate about expanding our work to include
not only case presentations but a variety of other learning experiences. The ideawas
pitched to Y SB management. To our delight, they agreed, and the first collaborative
practice group was born.
The First Collaborative Practice Group

Our first meeting took place in a basement room with alow ceiling. We remarked
on how the setting seemed to fit the vaguely subversive enterprise we were engaged in.
We saw ourselves as promoting client-affirming practices standing largely outside the
mainstream of contemporary psychology. In bringing the group together, we had
generated alist of possible participants based on our knowledge of therapistsin the
community who shared our commitment to collaborative practices. These included
practitioners at other agencies, but also private practitioners and one or two recent
university counselling graduates with training in postmodern approaches, including
reflecting team work. The people we approached each brought their unique giftsto the
group. Some were fresh off studying contemporary theory; others had many years of
practice behind them; yet others had done extensive training in collaborative practicein
international settings. In forming this expanded group we were not only tapping into

local interest, but also local expertise.
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The origina group which | facilitated included 12 practitioners from a diversity of
contexts. With this large group assembled around a table each meeting, united in a
commitment to collaborative approaches, intent on refining our skills and knowledge, the
energy was palpable. The group quickly coaesced, along with a growing sense of
camaraderie. Meetings tended to get interrupted frequently by laughter (they still do).
Coffee breaks were consumed with networking and the generation of shared initiativesto
be undertaken outside of our group meetings. These initiatives included devel oping small
in-house trainings, and also rounding up participants for reflecting teams to attend live
sessions conducted at the Y SB and elsewhere. In effect, the group served as a pool of
relatively like-minded practitioners to support each other in their work with clients.

We generated alist of themes and activities for exploration, meeting for three
hours every two weeks at the Y SB head office. Intheinitia days, | played a more central
role as a university-based counselor educator with a history of publications and
presentations devoted to postmodern and poststructural theory and practice. This
changed over time, for various reasons. For one, my repertoire may be ever-evolving, but
itisnotinfinite! After atime, it felt natural that other members would step forward, and
my impression is they felt more comfortable doing so as the group consolidated and as
they came to appreciate the limits of my own knowledges. Thisfelt like a development
very much in keeping with our collaborative ethic. And it contributed variety to our
activities, along with the vitality that comes with occasional changesin group
membership. Over time, members stepped forward with growing frequency, and the
group became increasingly self-directed. Our activitiesincluded videotape review (our

own and those of prominent practitioners), discussion of readings, experiential exercises,
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and didactic sessions. We typically found ways to respond to material, including taped
and the occasional live sessions, with reflecting teams. In some cases, we videotaped the
reflecting teams to be shared with an absent client.

Membership in the first group was not entirely stable. One or two participants
needed to withdraw because of changesin their family or work circumstances. This
provided an opening for other participants. In one case, new memberswere assigned to
the group by the YSB. In thisinstance, we unfairly assumed sufficient familiarity with
the theories and practices informing the group process, and blithely continued our group
meetings without sufficient attention to the learning needs of the new members. They
eventually withdrew, and we learned the importance of preparing new members for
participation. We did not, however, quite learn a second lesson about checking in with
new members about their experience of the group until we later experienced asimilar
attrition. That lesson arose when we in effect nominated two like-minded therapists
working elsewhereto join the group. They were more than sufficiently familiar with the
"collaborative" domain. However, we again assumed they were riding the same wave of
enthusiasm as the rest of us, and we did not proactively solicit feedback from them on
their experience of the first few meetings. They also withdrew, explaining that the twice-
monthly commitment was not paying off sufficiently in terms of advancing their own
practices. We learned it isimportant to be more explicit in soliciting ongoing feedback
from participants to keep abreast of how they are doing and what they feel they need.

At the end of the first year of the collaborative practice group experiment, the
Y SB concluded the initiative was working, and committed to supporting its continuance

thefollowing Fall. By then, we had a strong sense of collective identity and were aware
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of anumber of other practitioners at the Y SB and el sewhere in the city who were taking
note, and expressing an interest in participating. We decided we needed a name, and
generated along list of candidates. It included such gems as Interagency Collaborative
Supervision Experience, Collaborative Connections. Supervision that Sparkles, and
Swimming in Pea Soup: Re-Learning Collaborative Ways of Being. In the end, we settled
on the less exuberant Collaborative Community Practice Group (CCPG), and decided to
collectively plan a conference.

The conference had multiple purposes. Primarily, we were interested in reaching
out to other practitioners in the city who we knew to have an interest in collaborative
approaches. We were also interested in celebrating local knowledge, rather than hosting
a"big name" imported from elsewhere. In effect, the conference would be a platform for
group members to step forward, further crystallizing their learnings and consolidating our
group itself as an entity in the city.

The conference came to be conceived as a“ gathering” which we entitled Working
Together: Exploring Collaborative Practice. We planned the gathering over many group
meetings, interspersed with further clinical work and reflecting teams. Despite a group
leaning towards narrative practice, we decided to make the gathering focus broader, to
avoid the exclusivity that unfortunately accompanies the formal labelling of a particular
set of practices. Instead, we decided to outline shared values with the expectation that
many of these would resonate with invitees. Part of the day included unpacking alist that
we called Some Assumptions Informing our Work. It included the following items:

The person is not the problem; the problemis always the problem

A curiousity about effects of problems on persons and about exceptions to problems
Persons' lives are multi-storied

It's more useful to build on what is working rather than to “ fix” what is not

Helpful change comes from stepping into new ways of living
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Critique of an expert stance: preference for a collaborative orientation-- clients' preferences are
a key compass of the work

Question-oriented, focused on strengths & resources, skills & knowledges vs. pathology,
dysfunction

Mindfulness of cultural influence on meanings and power imbalancesin persons’ lives

What we “ find” isa function of what we look for

We also decided to mount a short play, inspired by a more ambitious venture
undertaken by hosts of the New Zealand Association of Counsdl lors annual conference in
Hamilton, New Zealand (Winslade, Crocket & Smith, 1999) which | had participated in
while | was a post-doctoral fellow at the University of Waikato in 1999. Our play
included characters personifying ADHD, Reputation, and Ritalin. It enlivened the event,
generating alot of interest and discussion.

The spring gathering was attended by severa dozen local therapists, counselors,
socia workers, and graduate students hand-picked for their interest in collaborative
approaches. Each member of CCPG took on hosting and presenting (and in some cases,
acting) duties, many of them displaying talents until then mostly concealed from the
group. The day-long event went smoothly. It was enormously energizing for CCPG, and
evidently for many of the attendees who provided written feedback, which was reviewed
with interest by the management at Y SB. By thistime, two years after the start-up of the
first group, a number of other Y SB staff members had expressed interest in participating.
The Y SB approved the formation of a second group, to be facilitated by Christine Novy,
one of the members of the original collaborative practice group.

Emerging Diversity

As mentioned, the groups are tailored to the needs of participants. The needs of

the second group were not quite the same, and it evolved differently asaresult. This

group, which also met for three hours biweekly, was composed of about ten members--



Notes from the Basement 12

Y SB staff and other community counselors with more limited exposure to collaborative
practices. Christine began the group meetings by providing members much space to
articulate their needs and aspirations. These consultations contributed to establishing a
group process mostly focused on training in narrative practice, in contrast to the first
group’ s more eclectic activities. Members were assigned Alice Morgan's (?7?)
introductory book What is Narrative Therapy? Christine took on amore central role as
an instructor, and facilitator of experiential activities and reflecting team work in the style
of definitional ceremony (White, 1997). The two collaborative practice groups stayed in
touch throughout that first year, coming together for a conjoint meeting in the spring at
which members of the second group reflected on their learnings, after which the first
group responded in a"re-telling” (White, 1997).

The formation of the second group effectively widened the local circle of
potential reflecting team membersfor live sessionsaswell. Over the year, members of
both groups occasionally worked aongside each other in live sessions at their agencies,
which further consolidated the links between them. Ostensibly, members of the first
group are more "senior" in their familiarity with particular collaborative practices and are
able to provide a degree of mentorship to the second group. While thisoccurs, it is
equally true that members of the second group provide fresh perspectives and energy that
enliven the practice of members of the first.

Cross-Sector Fertilization

While these developments were unfolding, the first group was contacted by the

energetic executive director of alocal non-profit agency who had Googled the term

"reflective practice” and stumbled on CCPG through a brief article posted on awebsite.



Notes from the Basement 13

Val Hinsperger came and joined us at one of our regular meetings. She shared her interest
in creating opportunities for reflecting on practice for workersin the non-profit housing
sector. In lieu of providing adidactic account of reflecting team theory and process,
members of the group simply reflected in response to Val's sharing. She responded with
characteristic enthusiasm. In the following weeks, she and | devised athree-year project,
to be partly underwritten by research funding, centered around the formation of an inter-
agency reflective practice group for front-line workers in the non-profit housing sector.

This group isnow in its second year of operation. Participants are less steepedin
therapy theory/practice than members of the first two groups, but the group is not devoted
to "therapy training" in the conventional sense. Instead, the bi-weekly meetings provide
aforum for membersto share their experience of their work, both in general terms, and in
reference to particular “cases’ challenging them. Rather than an open-ended sharing
which can insidiously evolved into "bitch sessions' or advice giving, the group adheresto
definitional ceremony process, rigorously conveyed and facilitated by Christine Novy
with the occasional participation of Marc Leger.

Another way in which thisthird group is distinct from the others as they were
initially conceived is the funding structure that supports them. Whereas the first two
groups were solely funded by Y SB in their formative years, the third group’s facilitation
fees are shared by the agencies whose employees participate. This pooled funding gives
the group a certain robustness, because it does not depend on a single financial source for
its continuance. The up-front commitment to a three-year research project has also

helped to ensure the ongoing participation of member agencies.
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At the conclusion of itsfirst year, members of the third group joined members of
the other two groups at a second community gathering, held at the Y SB’s new head
offices. The purpose of this gathering was similar in some ways to the first, but more
complex. Therewere now three groupsin the city operating in related but distinct
fashions. We wanted a chance to bring these groups together, and we were also hearing
expressions of interest from other practitioners. The gathering had a sort of
"marketplace’ dimension, in that invitees considering participating in similar initiatives
had the opportunity to catch up on the history of each of the existing groups, and get a
taste of what they have to offer. Members of the three groups presented in a variety of
ways, including sharing anecdotes about " sparkling moments", reflecting openly on their
learnings, and presenting another short play-- this time with atroupe of presenters
directed by (dramatherapist) Christine and ingeniously named Playson Words. One
intention of the meeting was to make the transition from a sole funder (Y SB for the first
two groups) to a shared-funding model more like the third group. Inviteesinterested in
joining or forming a group filled in short questionnaires to assist in the planning process.
Their responses are now being analyzed; at the time of thiswriting it appears that afourth
group may emerge.

A few dayslater, at the completion of their first year, members of the third,
housing-sector, group also attended a gathering with their managers to review their
experience. Christine had earlier prepared the ground with group members by supporting
themin finding words for their learnings. At the gathering, Marc interviewed each
member about their experience. They responded with vivid and passi onate accounts of

their commitment to respectful, hope-filled work with clients facing numerous
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challenges. After thisrich sharing, | interviewed a number of managersin the style of
definitional ceremony. The managers were visibly moved to witness the confidence and
clarity with which their employees shared their voices. In afollow-up meeting, the
managers expressed interest in forming a reflective practice group of their own.
Discussions are now underway for the formation of what may be the fifth collaborative
practice group in the city. No doubt, the new groups will differ in a number of ways from
the others, but will share similarities as well in the commitment to constructive,
respectful reflection, and many of the values expressed within the collaborative therapies.
Local Knowledge and Capacity Building

The formation of the collaborative community practice groupsis an exercisein
community capacity building (insert references). The community in question is front-
line therapeutic practitioners, and the vein of gold being mined istheir unique and too-
often-underestimated skills and abilities. Anthropologist Clifford Geertz' (1983) notion
of "loca knowledge'--the beliefs, symbols, and rituals of meaning-making specific to
cultural groups-—-informs thiswork. Thelocal knowledge here concerns what is
happening on the ground, with particular clients from particular city neighborhoods who
are seen by particular practitionersin particular settings recognizable to their peers. The
groups provide aforum for this local work to be witnessed and to contribute to the
learnings of al involved.

The local knowledge accrued here shares little with the so-called "evidence-based
practice” trend (needs citation), which typically privileges statistically massaged data
from randomized trias conducted in remote contextsand seeks generalized conclusions,

on the premise that this will inform practitioners about "best practices'. Instead, the
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knowledge generated by the collaborative practice groups is of a variety that
Polkinghorne (1993) calls “neopragmatic”’ --something closer to “practice-based

evidence” (Cite Duncan and miller) It rides on the assumption that “ each situation is
different and contains the uncertainties of its specific location and time" (p. 152). Thisis
aform of science that, "instead of being a search for underlying laws and the truths of the
universe...serves to collect, organize, and distribute the practices that have produced their
intended results’ (p. 152). Or have apparently not produced their intended results:
through their participation in live reflecting team sessions, collaborative practice group
members are engaged in the messy business of therapy together, and learn as much from
what seems to go poorly as from that which is helpful.

It isthis working alongside each other which distinguishes the activities of the
collaborative practice groups not just from academic research traditions more focused on
distilling universalized conclusions from large samples, but also from more conventional
"case conferencing” approaches. In case conferences, practitioners typically talk about
their work, but most often do not show the work or dothe work in theroom. The
collaborative practice groups avoid being overly caught up in disembodied talk “about”
the work by employing variations of rigorous reflecting team practices, even when not
working directly with clients. Reflecting team practices originally emerged out of an
acute sensitivity to the way in which experience is constructed through language. In
sharing and responding to accounts of therapeutic work, reflecting team members pay the
same kind of careful attention to their utterances, word by word, asthey would if clients
were physically present in the room. Readers who have had this experience will likely

appreciate this sense of "seeing someone work"--their idiosyncratic ways of being, their
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style of speaking and conceptualizing--when hearing them reflect.

The collaborative practice groups offer an alternative to isolated practice. Inthis
respect, they share something with rural community traditions which bring neighbors
together to work on joint pursuits such as quilt making and cattle branding. Participants
learn from each other; they are peer mentors. At the same time, they nurture mutual
relationships and consolidate community connections.

Participant Reflections

What started out from me as an enticing opportunity to be engaged in supervision
and training in the community has evolved into considerably more. It has been very
rewarding to be a member of a growing community linked to him as by some common
values and engaged in caring work. The activities of the collaborative practice groups
have a so raised many intriguing questions, and ongoing research has become another
component of the collective initiative.

Thefirst research opportunity arose when myself and two colleagues secured a
modest program evaluation grant and conducted interviews with members of the first
group. Sincethen, | have received federal funding for an inquiry entitled Co-
constructing Knowledge Among Counsellor Communities of Practice. The primary
research activity has been ongoing, semistructured qualitative research interviews with
group participants, managers, and a handful of clients. The interviews have been
conducted by myself, my colleague at the University of Ottawa, Nick Gazzola, and
graduate students®. The scope of the interviews has been wide, with many questions
focused on the impact--on practitioners’ identities, morale, sense of connectedness, etc.--

resulting from participation in the collaborative practice groups. The interviews have all
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been transcribed and the transcripts have been shared for verification with the
interviewees. This article includes thematically-organized comments from a number of
members focused on the impact of participating in the groups. A draft of this article was
shared with all group members, and | solicited their input prior to submitting the
manuscript to the Journal of Systemic Therapies.

Our research team has used Nvivo software to organize the data. Dueto
considerations of space, | will not delve deeply into the findings, which we continue to
analyze, but instead will share some words from group members. These have been
arranged according to themes which were systematically derived by the research team in

aseries of group consultations.

Footnotes

1. Theauthor would like to acknowledge the many people who contributed directly
to the initiatives described here: Aimee Anderson, Don Baker, Maureen
Davidson, Sue Geffken-Graham, Francine Gravelle, Val Hinsperger, Margaret
Kely, Marc Leger, Mishka Lysack, Maureen Parker, Christine Novy, Yvan Roy,
Linda Smith, Pamela Story Baker, Francine Titley.

2. Thisresearch was partially funded by a grant from the Social Sciences and
Humanities Research Council of Canada.

3. For the purposes of thisarticles | will occasionally use the term “reflecting team”
to refer to both traditions.

4. James Galipeau, Stephanie Kain, Randy Leibovitch, Anna Nyiri.
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