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Getting Started
During a monthly call with collaborative researchers, Peter Taylor talked about the idea of a clearness committee as a process used to help individuals find clarity in their work. The process as described by Peter was based on inquiry rather than advice.  Those on the call talked about ways in which we might explore this concept and I decided to test the process out with a current issue I had around future directions in my work / career path.  

These two documents were particularly useful in constructing and planning for my own clearness committee:

The Clearness Committee:  A Communal Approach to Discernment 
http://www.couragerenewal.org/parker/writings/clearness-committee. 

Forming Your Own Clearness Committee
http://newconnexion.net/articles/index.cfm/2010/11/Forming_Your_Own_Clearness_Committee.html

I planned for a “short” version of the committee detailed.  Here are the steps taken:

Pre-gathering

1. Craft my dilemma or statement that gets at the crux of what I need clarity on

2. Draft a list of potential "committee members" who would spend 2 hours having lunch with me and helping out

3. Draft an invite to these folks and also talk about how this process might benefit them - share some documents via wiki

4. Send Doodle (scheduling tool) to those who have agreed to participate to assess agreeable date and time

5. Secure a space and rope one of the invitees into being a facilitator

6. Send out date, time, location reminder along with personal statement

7. Send out reminder 1 week before

8. Send out reminder 1 day before

9. Get snacks for committee gathering

10. Prepare handouts

Post-gathering

1. Send thanks to group after gathering

2. Synthesize feedback evaluations

3. Reflect on recording and notes from gathering -- write memo

4. Share insights on process

5. Writing the Problem / Personal Statement
Palmer describes three parts to the process of writing a 1000-1500 word statement:

6. Problem Statement

7. Relevant Background & Contributing Factors

8. Emerging Intuition

My statement detailed my concern over the next stages in my career post completion of my PhD.  Writing the statement was in itself a useful exercise and provided me with some useful insights into what was contributing to my anxiety and sense of confusion about future steps.  I did my best to be as open and honest about my fears, weaknesses and thinking on the problem.  

Choosing Committee Members
It was suggested that committee members should be diverse in age, gender, background.  I had an OK mix in terms of age and gender.  The individuals were coming from different backgrounds and I knew them in different ways.  Not everyone knew each other.  I had three criteria in mind when choosing people to invite:  1) individual was or had been in a similar career problem-space particularly related to work within academia; 2) the person valued me and I trusted them; and 3) the individual might find the process of the Clearness Committee interesting.  I had toyed with the idea of bringing someone in via Skype, but ditched this idea.  Of the seven people I invited, six agreed and the one person declining had other commitments.

Sample Invite
Are you willing to be a sounding board / guinea pig? I am trying to get greater clarity on the next phase of my professional life and at the same time I would like to test out a process called the Clearness Committee. You can read more about this process in a short piece by Parker Palmer (first piece listed above). I need your help in getting clarity and I want to test out a new reflective process.

If you agree, here is what I ask of you:
· Familiarize yourself with the definition and process of a clearness committee (10 minutes)

· Read and reflect on my personal problem statement (15-30 minutes)

· Participate in the Clearness Committee (2 hours plus travel time to Lowell)

· Willingness to ask me open and honest questions about my "problem" without giving advice or counsel

What I can offer you:
· Undying gratitude

· Snacks and beverages

· A meal and enjoyable conversation with others (this is optional and after the committee work is done)

· A model of a process that you might find useful in your own personal or professional work


If you are interested, just shoot me an email saying yes and then I'll try to work out a convenient time for all.  Thanks for your time and consideration.

Meeting Logistics
The space was scheduled for a 4-hour block even thought the event was for two hours with two ten-minute breaks.  The space was warm and inviting with table and chairs available to convene the committee. Most of the committee members were familiar with the space. I asked one of my invitees to be the formal facilitator and she had extensive experience with facilitating similar gatherings.  This prior experience ended up being quite useful.  I asked for a volunteer timekeeper on the day of the committee gathering.  I also recorded the meeting after receiving consent from all present.

Suggested Meeting Rules
1. Ask open, honest questions without embedded advice or counsel

2. Focus person can decline to answer any question

3. Make sure there is time for reflection

4. No idle chit chat, cross talk, joking

5. Can use last 15 minutes for committee members to mirror back what has been said rather than question


Sample Agenda
0:00 
settling, opening reflection and problem statement (15 minutes)
0:15 
committee asks clarifying questions (45 minutes)
1:00 
BREAK (10 minutes)
1:10 
committee asks more clarifying questions (30 minutes)
1:40 
mirror back (10 minutes)
1:50 
affirmation statements, closing (5 minutes) 
1:55
create quick survey for feedback on process (5 minutes)
2:00 
adjourn
aprés 
dinner

Post Committee Reflection
The pre-meeting logistics and set up went very smoothly. The space was nicely situated and I brought snacks for everyone. Things started a little rocky, but it was helpful for Laura, who had experience, to facilitate and stop me before I went spinning off in a direction. She made sure that we had a quiet reflective moment before starting right in. The group for the most part had a pretty easy time of getting into the questioning. I at times felt very distant or distracted from the questions. We used a two-hour format with a break at the hour point. The agenda is above. There were two rounds of questions and a mirror back. I actually found the mirror back part of the exercise the most useful and lots of really great aspects were highlighted for me during this part of the process. I think if I went back and did a closer listening of the recording I would have come to hear these words as well. Laura added in the "affirmation" statement part of the closing as well. In addition to having committee members fill out feedback forms, I also had them do a little debrief in person.

I was able to walk away from the committee gathering with two key images that were critical to thinking about future work environments. In part the works and phrases from the mirror back were particularly helpful in this regard.  I was then able to craft some thinking on what my ideal career future would look like.   The affirmations were also very insightful in that I got some insight into how others view me.  It was interesting to see that others see me in a different way than I see myself and have positive attributes that I don’t necessarily give myself. 

In terms of the process, the group found the pre-committee communications useful and they were all open to the process. They found it OK that they did not all know each other or even got to know each other well. In terms of time, some felt four hours would have allowed for greater depth of exploration, while others would have liked to do a follow up meeting in order to process the information. One participant in general felt that the format didn't work well for those who need to sit and reflect on things before asking questions or assessing process. None of the group felt that an at-a-distance method would work and that being in the room together was necessary. Others felt that having a group, rather than one-on-one fed into a dynamic energy. I felt like a couple of participants at least would like to test this process out or bring thinking about their own challenging to some new reflective area. A couple of folks seemed to get value in how to go about asking questions that were focused on listening and trying not to manipulate an answer out of someone. One person felt that the more instruction on the writing the personal statement to help integrate and focus the problem might have helped.  
