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Opening Out

In beginning the process for finding a subject  to evaluate for educational change, I reflected on the topic of our Action Research Project, which was finding ways to enhance the diversity of the CCT Program. I enjoyed reading an article "Hidden Diversity on the Post-Modern Campus" ( Drumm 2001) which introduces the reader to a new concept of diversity, that of "hidden diversity". In short, this article describes that we all have is underlying differences that shape who we are in unique ways. These differences  allow us the opportunity to contribute to society in very individual and productive ways. I took to the article since the concept is something I have been grappling with for years, but have never been able to put my finger on it. We all hide parts of ourselves for many reasons. Sometimes, it is because we know we will look different, and although we are not ashamed, the people around us may not appreciate our sharing of it enough to make us feel appreciated. Or, we may not feel they deserve to hear what we have to say. Many people find they are on a path to choose  a single, true identity. When our worlds become shaken because of the plurality of choices set before us, we become caught in conflict with groups and individuals who have made different choices than our own. Instead of trying to provide order to our lives by assimilating, we need to explore these choices arising in us.  These "hidden diversities", once uncovered, can have a powerful affect on our lives, both personally and professionally. With continued progress, it is my hope that I can develop a way to feel comfortable facilitating individuals about their own discovery. By accomplishing this, my next goal will be to mobilize others in a group setting with a shared vision to reveal themselves to each other in way that will strengthen their trust and unity to help realize their vision A group with a shared vison could range in possibilities from faculty in a shared program or different school setting,  students orienting in a new program of studies, or high school students gathering to project their future beyond high school. The purpose of the facilitating will be for the participants to reach the maximum group synergy by learning to be present with themselves and others. By eliminating the time it takes for people to form misconceptions about others, potential group participants will begin reaching their goals on a level playing field, perhaps in a more vulnerable state where creative juices can flow.  In order to organize my ideas into a plan of potential action, I have used ICA Canada's Strategic Planning Process for individuals working with themselves.

Strategic Personal Planning
Strategic Personal Planning is a process based on management/leader workshops offered by ICA Canada. This organization provides training procedures to promote deeper engagement in societal relations. They strive to support others in their quest to work together effectively. Since I researched how to mobilize group process to explore hidden diversity on my own, I used the individual plan listed below as my framework for writing this paper:

· Practical Vision: observation of a current situation and how you want it to be different

· Underlying Obstacles: explores responses to initial observations in order to uncover blocks that impede progress toward your vision

· Strategic Directions: examines meanings and implications of obstacles in order to gain understanding and focus

· Action Plans: develops concrete steps to create a path toward realizing your vision based on the previous information

Practical Vision:
Reflecting on my opening out stage and in communicating with my professor, I have chosen to research a way to facilitate a gathering which mobilizes hidden diversity. My vision is twofold: personal and professional.  Since I think it's important for me to uncover my own hidden diversity before facilitating others to do the same, I need to find activities that will enable me discover the strengths of my own identities in order to model the successes of these (identities and activities) to others.   Finding these things out about myself is going to help me further along in my own search for personal and professional satisfaction. Once I am able to show the benefits of these exercises, I can further hope to pilot the gathering on a team of people. 

Some of the personal goals I envision for this facilitation process include facilitating people in becoming more self-aware in order to be authentic to other members of a group and to see themselves as successful contributors to life .

In order to have a professional vision, I think it's necessary to pinpoint a goal for the gathering, a reason why people are getting together. If uncovering hidden diversity is the 

main objective, then whatever people discover about themselves will help them in their work. If there is a specific goal, such as helping CCT students to discover the positive qualities about themselves in order to successfully take advantage of the CCT Program, or helping high school students explore their own hidden diversities in order to make a 

suitable college choice or post-high school course of action., then the facilitation of the gathering will need to be structured around this goal.  Whatever the professional vision is, specific goals of the facilitator will be to ensure a continuous flow or direction of the process after the gathering ends, let others discover their own impact and excite others about their possibilities as individual contributors to society or a group.

Obstacles:

Many obstacles exist which can impede the process of my vision coming to fruition. These impediments generally reside in the category of what will make this gathering successful. My ideas which will be mentioned later in this paper need to be organized to fit into a specific time frame, the activities should be engaging enough to involve people 

in the process and short enough to allow for reflection and variation on the theme. The process should be shaped in order for participants' hidden personality to emerge and excitement to occur about this discovery. A very big obstacle will be if one is facilitating people with emotional problems, someone may bring up something very serious such as rape or molestation. Or, depending on the goal of the event and the population of the 

participants, activities need to be scrutinized in order for them to align with the objective. Also, another point to keep in mind is that some people may not want to explore themselves as deeply as I do. The possibility of dealing with a group of people where hierarchy exists may present obstacles to facilitation. It may be difficult for some members to share with others who are their superior in work or vice versa. This situation has the potential of blocking the trust members must feel amongst each other. Some personal obstacles manifest in my ability to pursue the potential of this idea. Even though my everyday priorities stand in the way of my becoming fulfilled right now, I need to get beyond the fear of the possible disruption this will cause in my routine and my own personal relationships. I need to be open and confident about my purpose in order for my vulnerabilities to strengthen into power for change. I need to respond in a positive way to change to shape and deepen my own talents and not allow myself to break down opportunities so that they no longer exist. 

Strategic Directions:
In order to make progress from here, it is important to come up with specific activities that may be tried in facilitating group process that mobilizes hidden diversity. A good example where this might be tried is in an orientation open house for new students to a college program.  I was referred to several people who have experience in this area. One person is Sheree Gelpert of IBIS Consulting Group and the other is Peg Kelley of Facilitation Plus. They both offered me some tips, some of which I plan to use in my presentation. I am also using  three books, Narrative Means to a Therapeutic Ends by Michael White and David Epstein (1990), The Art of Facilitation and The Zen of Groups both by Dale Hunter, Anne Bailey, and Bill Taylor( 1995 and 1995 respectively), and finally, the syllabus and writing activities from the UMass/Amherst Writing Program. My professor for this course, Peter Taylor, is also very helpful in finding referrals, information, and getting me started. What follows next are activities I tried in order to uncover my own hidden diversity. Except for the first activity, I have included a brief narrative of the writing experience in which I engaged in order to make a discovery about myself. It is through these activities that I try to become more self-aware and authentic in my potential approach to working with people as well as potentially uncovering a strength I can contribute in a group process led by somebody else. Additionally, it is through these activities that myself, as well as participants, can develop  trust and unity amongst each other to further develop our talents which will contribute to a community of learners. 

Two Truths and One Lie:
This first activity is a good ice breaker for a large group. It requires participants to open up about themselves in a deep way putting everyone on the same playing field and requiring some good self-reflection. One of the truths should be something you don't readily want to admit, the other truth can be of the same nature or something you are proud to reveal. The lie should be something that is not true about you but others have that impression that it is true. In my case, I reveal my name is changed to my maiden name of "Rancatore", thus opening a lot of inferences for people and myself to think about ( a. I'm divorced ; b. my relatives were in the Mafia; c. my father was an outspoken activist in the town I live) and the other is that I like the Bee Gees, a sometimes popular group to dislike among contemporaries. The one lie I would like to clear up is that contrary to what most people believe to be true about me, I don't have affairs…

Transformative Possession:

A transformative possession is something one can define as associating with certain people. It has a large impact on how we see others around us and our interaction with them. Thinking of our own experiences and the stories we might make of them, there are 

probably many things that would seem meaningless to others but have importance to you In this case, I have my possession ( in my possession) because I have been doing a lot of thinking. Participants will do a writing exercise in order to discover a transformative 

possession. I believe more than one of these exists in each of our lives, but for the purposes of this paper and presentation, I have chosen one to discuss. In a workshop setting, people will make a list of as many "artifacts" that come to mind (i.e. family heirlooms that have passed down through generations; small gifts you've received that have meant something to you, etc.). These items don't have to be things that would be important or valuable to anyone else. Keep digging into your memory for treasures you may have forgotten. Choose one item from the list and tell its story. The story composed can be in freewrite form and polished later as a "self-introduction".

"The Charlie Brown Pin"

Before I started first grade, my mother took me into Boston to the Jordan Marsh department store for some school essentials: shoes, socks, underwear, etc. I remember being taken to the jewelry counter and being told to pick one item for myself. I saw the display for Charles Schultz's Peanuts characters and immediately was drawn to the character of Charlie Brown set on a pin. My heart went out to Charlie Brown and I wore that pin every day of first grade. Charlie Brown became a fixture in my life from that day on how I viewed others and interacted in situations. Since Charlie Brown was considered the "underdog" of the group, I believe he was a symbol of the empathy I feel for others 

and the challenges I choose to  take on in my own life. Charlie Brown reappears over and over in many forms in my life (i.e. relationships, careers).

Something That Has Shaped Me:

Along the same lines of a transformative possession is finding out about something that has shaped you. In order to do this, I thought about an experience that stood out in my life that included a possession. Something from my life that cultivated my personality growing up and fostered some of my dreams. This was easy for me to do since I have long thought about the experience and the item of which I am about to tell you.

"Little House in the Big Woods"

Right about the time when I started first grade, my father borrowed the book Little House in the Big Woods by Laura Ingalls Wilder. I had not yet learned to read, but he knew being a teacher, he knew that reading to others inspired the love for the written word. His choice of book was quite appropriate because the name of the author is same as mine and the main character is named Laura as well.  The book is the first in a series about her life which  takes place in the 1860's. It  starts  with Laura being born in the Big Woods of Wisconsin in a little log cabin and chronicles her life through the years as she travels with her family by covered wagon from territory to territory. Although deprivation and hard work existed, happy times of love and laughter were evident, and so goes the essence of the pioneer spirit. My father read me this book and I was captured from the start by this girl's happiness in the simplicity of life and its 

struggle. I wanted that life and as a young, dreamy girl. I thought about the time in my life, when I, too, could meet someone I love and build a house like the one the Ingalls family settled in the Big Woods and the Prairie. 

Transformative Moment:

Many of us can identify experiences we had as children or adults that had a transformative effect on our lives or careers. In these instances, our sense of life or self were significantly informed or transformed. These moments in our lives as children, students, or adults had a life altering effect on the quality of out thinking, feeling, or identity. In order to get participants to think about this, I will inform that all of us have significant experiences that make us question our old beliefs and see the world differently. They will be asked to think back to their childhood and list experiences that changed them and their understanding of how the world works. They will choose one and describe it more fully. Expressing the scene through a child's eyes and considering the details that will make the story rich will bring to life the change more vividly.

"The Yellow Dress"

It's May 1972, and I am just nearing the end of second grade. It's time for me to make my first communion and my mother knows she has to take me to get a dress for the ceremony.  We head out one Saturday into Boston because that's where my mother likes to take us 

when there's a special occasion even though we live 45 minutes away.  We head to Jordan Marsh because that's the best store outside of Filene's in our price range. I head 

to  the racks…and I find this beautiful yellow dress. My mother lets me try it on and it  fits just nicely. I am so thrilled with yellow and its bright and warm tone…In the pew I make my way to altar for my first host...I won't forget that my mother let me make a choice I wanted…not because I didn't want to follow the rules…because it made the occasion special and it wasn't hurting anyone…My mother gave me power.

Finding a Common Thread:

Your transformative possession, moment and the things that shape you all connect in some way. They give rise to choices and paths that you create and make for yourself. The postmodern freedom to construct your own identity can be "playful", "deadly serious", "exhilarating", "daunting", or maybe not real at all. However, we try to make sense of our lives despite the conflicts and chaos. My final task is to make a connection between the above narratives, a situation I found myself in, and how all of that reveals my personal strength.

"The Brown House"

Deep into the eighties when Ronald Reagan was President and money and budgets were tight, and tension was high, I had a choice to make. I could stay living with my father and 

two retarded sisters after my mother died, or I could move out with my three-year old son and make a go of it. Neither situation was going to be  easy, but I had to go through it 

either way. I chose to move out on my own to the only place I could afford…the brown house, or as I can now call it…the little house in the big woods. Remember I had this 

dream to live simply and struggle amongst the elements? Well, now I was entering the postmodern world living in a situation no mother and child could possibly want to. Splitting firewood with a chain saw, baiting mice that scurried across the floors and counters at night, poisoning  rabid raccoons that took over my home in packs at night is not anyone's idea of the easy way. However,  I refused to accept anything from the government, especially a republican regime…or go home to be enslaved by a grieving and angry father…I was doing this, in short, because my Charlie Brown pin says I can a take an abandoned child and make his life successful, the things that shaped me told me I was destined to live this type of hard life in the real world and not make it seem so bad, and my yellow dress gave me the power to see it through because I was destined to travel a different path and emerge to inspire someone else.   
Uncovering My Strength:

A few days ago, I was at UMass/Amherst walking around while my son was on a student tour. My girlfriend approached President Bulger who was walking among a group of dignitaries, one of whom was the new Chancellor. He stopped to talk, and although I shook his hand, I remained an outside observer while they conversed about the next Pops 

night for UMass alumni. He seemed strained, but friendly, and noted in facial language that he probably would not be attending this year's concert. As we walked away, we 

reaffirmed an earlier conversation that he must be resigning amidst the trouble the university was facing. Later in downtown Amherst, I couldn't help but notice the "Save 

UMass" t-shirts in a store front, and like the Charlie Brown pin, I felt like someone needed to help the underdog-President Bulger. 

By way of these activities, I have discovered a key point about myself. I am good at taking a hopeless situation and breathing some hope into it. I can find a "diamond in the rough" and make good of it. So, although I don't think I am going to be solving UMass' problems anytime soon, I can hope to inspire a D+ 13 year-old to make a B- even just one term this year…I hope through these activities people can also see their strengths through their trials…and make at least a small dent on life as I am trying to do. 

Action Plan:
With just a preliminary format for mobilizing group process to explore hidden diversity, my plans for taking further steps to reaching a goal of facilitating a group needs to take shape. The activities in this paper can be used as a warm-up activity for a weekend retreat for faculty members who need to refocus their thoughts and themselves to be 

present for each other. It also could be utilized outside of education, in the business environment, where people must gather around a common goal and work together to achieve that vision. It is a tool for enlightenment.

 As a potential facilitator, I need to continue the process of working on myself. Currently, I am considering a workshop on hypnotherapy as an adjunct to other tools I hope to encounter. Hypnotherapy includes ways to focus a group and reduce stress (not necessarily hypnotize). I am looking into Austen Sharp's Writing by Color method as a way to journal creatively. Finally, we should not be going through the process of covering up our own identities-it's OKAY to be who you are. We don't necessarily have to be strong and confident all the time. We can be vulnerable and still come up with good ideas and ways to interact. By becoming more self-aware and enlightened, we can grow and develop as conscious humans-and be a lot more comfortable and trusting around each other.
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