Recovery, the Individual and Community:  
St Mungo’s Recovery College as a Case Study

Good morning everyone. Greetings from London.  Thank you very much for the opportunity to speak about the work of St Mungo’s Recovery College.  

I thought it might be helpful to give an outline of the areas I’ll speak about so we’ll first look at some 
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· Why Recovery College Works from a Community Perspective

· How Students Describe the Sense of Community

· Supporting Individuals to Develop Community Engagement Skills

I’ll conclude by making some comments about 
· Creating a Sense of Community in an Organisation 

And possible 
· Benefits for the Organisation 

So to begin we can look at some definitions to help provide the context for the points I’m going to make:
Recovery
There are many different notions of recovery – the one I use is taken from Ron Coleman.  Ron Coleman became ill in the 1990s and he spent ten years in and out of the psychiatric system.  He was appalled at his experience of the mental health system and formulated something called the Recovery Model which has the following principles:
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· Patient as expert
· Professional as facilitator

· Structure of relationships as flat/level

· A necessary belief in the individual’s potential to experience a full and complete recovery
The College’s definition of recovery is based on these principles but has been expanded more generally to be: a move towards a state of wellbeing: 
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This means that recovery is not limited to someone who falls into the category of a social care client but can apply to anyone  - a member of staff, of the community etc.  This is a point I’ll return to later on, but for many of our students it will be recovery from a mental or psychological condition, substance use, alcohol or a combination of these.
The Individual
So now let’s look at a definition of the Individual.  This is straightforward.  It’s a single person: male, female, transgender, old, young, white, black, Asian, gay, straight, the list is endless but we’re essentially speaking about a human being.  Children are also individuals of course but for the purposes of this paper I’m considering adults only as our College only has adults as its students.   
Community
Community can be defined as the networks into which an individual is connected.  Clearly there are different types of these both in nature and level of intimacy. I use the circles of relationships created by W Oscar Thompson in his book published in 1981 Concentric Circles of Concern: From Self to Others Through Life-Style Evangelism.  It’s a religious book but the model of concentric circle he employs is useful in describing the various social groups to which an individual might belong. 

So first of course there’s the individual which Thompson calls the self: 
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And the first circle, the closest one is that of family.  This would make sense both biologically and socially 
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The next circle is that of relatives, cousins, aunts, in-laws, grandparents and so on. We can call this the wider family perhaps.
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So far so good.  The next circle is that of Friends.  
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This is perhaps the first layer of selected connections, the others being genetically assigned and beyond our choice.
The circle after that is that of neighbours and associates. 
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These would be people we see reasonably often, but who are not as emotionally close as friends are.
The circle after that has even less of an emotional link.  These are acquaintances.  

	[image: image10.png]Self Family Relatives Friends

Neighbours & Associates Acquaintances






These are the people we know very casually. People we might travel to work on the same train with.
And finally there is person X 
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an unknown person, a stranger, with whom there is no emotional or other connection. 

Most of us will have connections with people who are in one or other of these circles. People can of course move from circle to circle.  The person you met on a train might turn out to be a next door neighbour with whom a close friendship blossoms and so on.  We may also move people about depending on our emotional reaction to them.  So if someone has deeply offended us we might relegate them to the stranger the person X circle and so on. So now a little bit about
The Individual’s Need for Community

Humans beings are social animals and therefore need social networks to survive and to thrive. This is pretty much evident.  In my experience of working in mental health, people with family networks around them tend to manage their episodes of ill health better.   One of the main consequences and indicators of a deterioration in mental health is the disconnection from family and friends.
Support networks can help the individual to make sense of the experience of mental or psychological ill health and it can be reassuring to the person that s/he is not going through it on his/her own.  We had an apprenticeship scheme and the graduates were allowed to invite family members.  All those who did spoke about how important it was to have their family behind them as support.  Of course family relationships can also be unhelpful, and in some cases contribute to a deterioration in someone’s mental health or substance use, but where these relationships are positive people have said that they make a marked difference on helping them towards or maintaining their wellbeing. Let’s now consider
The Situation for Individuals on their Recovery Journey 
We see then how important networks are to human beings both during periods of unwellness and in maintain states of wellbeing.

However, many individuals with whom we work, many of our clients do not have these networks, these communities or circles. 

For example individuals may be or feel distanced from family members because of past abuse, family conflicts, feelings of shame at their current life situations - the last is particularly true where women may be sex working to fund their (and often that of their pimp’s) drug habit.
In cases where there have been networks based on drug use or alcohol use, the individual may choose or even need to leave these behind when s/he stops using drugs or alcohol or is in a different part of their recovery journey. 

In this situation the circle of connections begin to look like this: 
	[image: image12.png]SeL( Family Relatives Friends

Neighbours & Associates






	[image: image13.png]SeL( Family Relatives Friends
- ? 7 4







	[image: image14.png]SeL( Family Relatives
~







	[image: image15.png]Sel{\ Family







	[image: image16.png]





And in this bleak situation the person’s wellbeing diminishes
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Seen in this way: 
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· The need for a sense of community is of extreme importance
· The absence of a sense of community is highly significant
I can offer an example which illustrates this point most poignantly, from the early days of the College.  One student kept saying that he enjoyed the College during the week and the interaction with other people but he found it really difficult to cope with the isolation over the weekends.  He told us this very insistently but there was little we could do other than to suggest other places he might attend.  He didn’t want to go to these other places because he didn’t feel a connection there, and one weekend, the situation and isolation became too much to bear and he bought some heroin.  Having been abstinent for several months his body couldn’t cope with the quantity he was used to taking in the past and he died of an overdose on a park bench in the locality. This was a great tragedy for the College and we often talked about whether we could have done anything differently. His death made us very aware of the strong need for networks some of our students were experiencing.
A very sad incident, which I am sure is not unfamiliar to some of us from our day to day work, and this is perhaps a good point to speak more broadly about the work of St Mungo’s. 

St Mungo’s 
St Mungo’s is a homeless charity that was established in 1969. The purpose of the organisation is to meet the needs of homeless people, particularly people sleeping on the streets, or sleeping rough as we would call it, on their journey to recovery.
The individual’s journey might take many different routes:
· Someone might be recently homeless and mainly want accommodation. St Mungo’s has several types of accommodation: hostels, shared flats, mental health projects, care homes, a dual diagnosis project, women’s projects, for example a Muslim women’s project, projects for people involved in the criminal justice system and so on.  The idea is to match the accommodation with the support the individual needs at the time - and people might move to a different type of accommodation during their recovery journey.  
· Alongside accommodation there is a range of services which people can access: substance use support services, mental health support services, a family support service, a counselling service and so on. 

· Then there are services to help people get ready for independent living such as our Move On Training (MOT) and Peer Advice Link (PAL) services.  For people wanting to get into work or access training,  the Employment & Skills and the Work & Learning teams can offer advice, support guidance and so on. 

· At any point on the journey, from homelessness to home, people can come to the Recovery College.
The Development of the Recovery College 

The Recovery College developed from a set of peer training courses round by our client representative group called Outside in.  Members of Outside In act as advocates for other people in St Mungo’s services.  They attend staff meetings and board meetings to raise issues on behalf of other clients in the organisation.  They often attend parliament to highlight the issues faced by homeless people.  Their work has contributed a great deal to clients’ voices being heard in the organisation which means that the organisation is better able to meet their needs. So Outside In members ran a set of courses for their peers and this programme became, and still is, the basis of the Recovery College’s programme. The College was established in autumn 2012 due to the efforts of Andy Williams and Stuart Bakewell, its co-founders.
So how does the Recovery College work then? 
How the Recovery College Works

The purpose of the College is to help people move towards wellbeing through learning.  The idea is that people come to the college to do something they choose to learn or find enjoyable, and in the process feel better about themselves, their confidence, abilities, and so on. 
The College is based on the Recovery Model.  For us in practical terms this is that individuals should be at the centre of their recovery, that they are the best experts in terms of their recovery journeys and that the role of the professional is to work or to walk alongside someone on the path. 

Some of our students attended a conference in London to speak about the work of the college and they identified four principles which underlie the work of the College:
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· The college is open to all: members of the public, St Mungo’s staff, external staff, clients of St Mungo’s and clients from other organisations. This makes it an inclusive space.
· There are no entrance requirements for courses. 

· There are no assessments. People may have had negative experiences at school and we don’t want to recreate those feelings. 
· Classes are free. 
· People can come from any area.  Often services are limited to people living in a particular area, but this isn’t the case with the Recovery College. 
· People can attend classes if they are still dependent on drugs or alcohol.  We only ask that they are abstinent while at College and not obviously under the influence of alcohol or drugs. Students sign up to a constitution. 
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Relaxed
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· We strive to make classes enjoyable. 
· There’s a lot of warmth and laughter.
· People can come into a session at any time. They are not penalised for lateness or for absence as this can reinforce feelings of failure.
· People can enrol at any time.
· People can sign up for courses at any time.
· There is generally what students call “no pressure”.
Flat Structure
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· Classes are co-designed and co-delivered as far as possible.  In the UK we call this the principle of co-production.
· Students are actively involved in the running of the College, for example in its governance and curriculum steering groups.
· Students are crucial to discussions about the future of the College e.g. they have led talks with architects about the design and feel of the proposed college building.

Responsive 
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· The College operates on the basis of student choice.  The student chooses to attend sessions as opposed to being referred or compelled to attend.
· Texts reminders are sent to students for each session they’ve signed up for.
· A bursary is offered for accredited training.  Courses are not accredited but if students wish to attend accredited training a bursary of up to £100 can be offered towards a course at City Lit, a large adult education college offering a broad range of courses.
· The College operates what I have termed a responsive pedagogy.  Sessions are not designed on the basis of a progressive curriculum, but instead on the requirements and interests of the students arising during the session.
· The curriculum is based on student requests i.e. classes that people want and which are based on their preferences, recognising different interests.  The College offers for example  sessions in photography, film making, IT, and  languages such as Spanish and Dutch.
· The college is also responsive to tutors’ needs.  The style of teaching is very different from that of a mainstream college so the “Becoming A Recovery College Tutor” course is run for people who would like to run sessions. There is also a reflective practice group for tutors. 

· College outcomes are determined by what students identify as their successes. 

Let’s look then at the
Ways in which the Recovery College Embeds A Sense of Community

The primary way by which this is achieve is through student involvement in all levels of the College’s operation: Some areas are as follows: 
· Governance Meetings
· Curriculum Steering Group Meetings
· Students becoming tutors and offering their own sessions
· Activities and Events
· The “Mettle” film premiere. The producers of this short film about the life of a homeless man chose the College for their launch of the film.  The event was publicised and several people attended. A discussion followed the film screening.  
· Black History Month (BHM) Lecture.  The inaugural lecture was given by a student living in St Mungo’s supported accommodation.  The title of his lecture was “The Nature of Inequality”.  His lecture was followed by a discussion and Caribbean refreshments. 
· Open Days to showcase the work of the College
· College Dinner for Volunteers held at Christmas.
· Christmas Party and other end of term parties.
· Marking volunteers’ birthdays. 

· The Read Thread. People were asked to say what their favourite book was and why.   Their comments were displayed along the wall of the staircase so as people came up the stairs so they could read each person’s statement.  The statements were connected with a length of red wool, the “read” thread joining them all together.  
· A reception for the artists who participated in the Canvases for Creativity project.  This was a fundraising initiative in which fifty well known artists and fifty of our students and other people connected with the College created images on canvases.  The pieces, which were all unsigned, were auctioned on EBay.
· Students are encouraged to be hosts at events organised by the College. 
  Why Recovery College Works from a Community Perspective
The reasons why the college creates a strong sense of community, to my mind, are these: 

· The acceptance of everyone who comes through the door is fostered. 
· The College allows people to go at their own pace.  For example it is ok for students can  miss a term and then return to attend classes.  
· There are no ex-students.  Once enrolled, students remain a permanent member of the College. 
· Student choice plays a big part in the operation of the College.
· There is involvement of students in all aspects of the College’s work,  for example in promotional events, conferences, curriculum groups, becoming tutors themselves etc. 
· Informal networks are created, based on common interests e.g. the Sci Fi group, the Healing from Within class, the student association, and so on.   
· The commitment to fostering a sense of community is held by everyone involved including the staff so that everyone, including the staff, is engaged in building and maintaining the sense of community. This quote from the College Administrator illustrates the sense of commitment:
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How do students describe the sense of community?

How Students Describe the Sense of Community

We know the College works because our students tell us that it does.  

One of the main areas students speak positively about is the sense of community. The word community isn’t used as such but the alternative words mean much the same thing. 
The word “belonging” has been used in conversations with students quite a lot.  Students feel that they belong to the Recovery College, that they have a place there, and a role. 

The other term that has been used is the term sanctuary 

People feel it is a warm and safe space to be.  One student called it a “peaceful place”
Here are some other comments from students, colleagues and visitors:
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I’ll now say a little but about how the |College supports individuals to develop community engagement skills.

Supporting Indviduals to Develop Community Engagement  Skills
Students, as shown by their comments, believe that the College fosters a sense of community.  A consequence of this belief is that students feel enabled or supported, on a personal level, to develop their ability to engage with others in a community setting, thereby strengthening their social skills, self esteem, confidence in social situations and so on. 
The following statements or similar versions were expressed repeatedly in various forms and so we identified them as themes which were significant for our students.  They are: 
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· I have made a friend or friends

· I feel more confident in social interactions

· I have re-established contact with old friends or family
There and other comments which occurred repeatedly in students’ evaluation forms were used to create a bespoke outcomes measurement tool.  

So the creation of a sense of community also provides an opportunity, a safe space in which individuals can develop their social skills and self confidence in social situations. 

What about creating a sense of community in an organisation then?
Creating a Sense of Community in an Organisation 
We have seen that the College has a strong sense of community.  How then can an organisation create its own sense of community?  I would suggest the following as ways of doing so:
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· Genuine opportunities for involvement in the running of the organisation in all its aspects.  This is what can also be termed client involvement.
· Creating opportunities where people have the chance to socialise, but as a part of a general programme of events organised by the agency.  We don’t want to create a stilted situation where an event is organised deliberately to promote socialising, but rather that an event to showcase the agency’s work, or to mark a national event or something like that is organised with the active involvement of students.  
·  A sense of equivalence of value of the input of all parties involved: staff, clients, external partners, irrelevant of roles.  It’s not the role that’s important here, but the human collaboration.
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· Genuinely listening to the ideas offered and actively seeking to realise them as far as is possible. 

· The establishment of a flat ethos so that no one feels less important.     

· Acceptance, with all that this implies.
Benefits for the Organisation 
The benefits for an organisation seeking to foster a sense of community are varied and great:
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· A sense of wellbeing continues and is longer lasting in the people with whom it is working. 
· The organisation better meets the needs of people it is seeking to serve.
· The organisation evolves in positive and fulfilling way leading to its longevity as it can demonstrate that it is continuing to meet a need.
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· The expertise pool available is significantly increased as more people are able to contribute their ideas and skills.
· The organisation’s outcomes are real outcomes as they are defined by the people who know at base what a real outcome is. Too often our “outcomes” are determined by people without the knowledge to know what real outcome is. This ultimately makes the organisation more successful as people will continue to remain in recovery. 

All of this is possible in any context and in any community.  However, the form it takes will always be different because the people involved and the context will necessarily be different.  People often ask me about replicating the Recovery College in other places and I always reply that it is not possible to replicate it.  What can be done is to take the principles and systems we’ve developed and adapt them to the individual situation, always in collaboration with those involved.  
In terms of the people we are supporting there is a great need for community, particularly given the urban metropolitan context. Let’s consider for a moment the urban metropolitan context in which we are, and in which the individual exists.  The urban metropolitan context is generally one where there is a strong emphasis on individual success”.  The “I did it my way” idea is paramount. This can very often be underlaid by the view that “if you don’t make it you’re weak”,  or “something’s wrong with you”, or “you don’t cut it”,  or “you don’t make the grade”, or “you’re a loser”, and so on.  This emphasis is often greater where there are larger populations of people, for instance in New York.  
This context is often one where linear thinking predominates. It is very interesting that the number of students at the College with high levels of creativity and artistic skill far exceeds those of any other group.  These are people with great abilities to think laterally rather than linearly.  I’ve often wondered whether their circumstances arise because of the context in which they find themselves, and the incongruity between their abilities and those held to be important in an urban metropolitan context.  
In this context too, there are also lots of Person Xs, strangers with whom there is no connection.  This is perhaps the opposite of a small village setting where everyone knows everyone else.  The urban metropolitan setting therefore presents extra stressors for those who experience anxiety, or who are unconfident in social settings, or who fear of rejection. 
However, this is the context in which most of us work, and in which most of our clients live, often in isolation as we’ve seen.  As professionals then, we have a great responsibility to provide environments where community can be fostered, thereby enabling those we support to have a better chance of fulfilling their human potential. It is possible.  Definitely, and I hope that the work of St Mungo’s Recovery College has offered some ideas which you might adapt to the individual contexts of your organisations.  Thank you very much for the opportunity to share these with you. 
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