Critical-creative companionship with Alex Fink – July 23-25th 2013 at Eynsham
Angie Titchen’s experience helping Alex

Angie wrote these notes as data for her new critical companionship relationship with Alex Fink, back in 2013, to show Alex’s starting point.  In Video 19, you can get a sense of his astonishing journey when you see where he is now as an Associate Professor. We have been in touch very periodically, over these 11 years!  
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Critical companionship video & resource guide: Facilitating career progression from person-
centred practice to person centred systems: DOMAIN 5:  WORKING ACROSS SYSTEMS 











Tuesday

We met in Brown’s in Oxford on a hot summer afternoon.  Brown’s restaurant and coffee shop –where practice development plans and strategies were hatched in the heady 1980’s and 90’s when I was researching with Alison Binnie and practice development was new and hardly named.  Drinking elderflower pressé, we re-connected.  We had met in Finland in June the previous year at an evaluation conference and had clicked.  Alex, a social worker and now young academic and youth worker in Minneapolis, USA, had come to the Critical Creativity workshop facilitated by Brendan McCormack and myself.  At the workshop, we had invited participants to engage in a critical-creative inquiry about some aspect of evaluation by walking in pairs in silence by the river that runs through the town of Pori and creatively expressing any insights that had emerged.  At the end of the workshop, Alex expressed great interest in practice development (entirely new to him) and our approach to it through critical creativity.  The next day, dodging out of one of the sessions, we talked in more depth and decided to keep in touch.  And here we were - smiling at each other.  Alex was going to stay with me in my home in Eynsham.  We had agreed loosely that we would we work critically and creatively together for the few days. 
My intention for our meeting this first afternoon had been to spend time getting to know each other as persons and professionals (particularity), negotiating how we want wanted to spend the time (mutuality) and to start some creative work together by walking in silence in Christchurch meadow and/or the Botanical Gardens.  However, after disclosing aspects of myself (Angie the person), as well as my work as a practice developer and researcher with the intention of reciprocity, I soon discovered that Alex had not been to Oxford before.  So, abandoning the plan I said, “Would you like the grand tour and to see the Radcliffe Infirmary next door which is one of the places where practice development was created?”  “Yes” was the enthusiastic reply.  
At a previous Skype meeting, we had agreed to work together on the translation stage of the critical creativity project.  So, before setting off around Oxford, we decided to make clear to each other what our agendas were for our time together over the next few days.  Alex wanted to learn more about critical creativity and about how he could use it in his PhD and in his youth work.  I wanted to do two video dialogues with Alex, the first about where his understanding of critical creativity was and what it meant to him. The first would be at the beginning of our time together and one at the end.  The second video tied in with my agenda of us being critical-creative companions and exploring how it could be done.  I was particularly interested in investigating how I helped Alex to use critical creativity to explore his agenda.  The second video (which turned out to be a video diary entry by Alex due to time pressure) would help me evaluate my effectiveness.  

As we walked, I shared the amazing history of Oxford and its origins and Alex told me about his work and ideas.  Visiting the famous Blackwells Bookshop, I learned that Alex was an ‘obsessive’ (his word) reader and passionate about philosophy and the history of ideas.  I got a strong sense that currently in his research, work and life in general, he was very much in his head. 

Wednesday

After doing the first video dialogue the next morning and making a picnic lunch together (mutuality), we set off in the car to do a reflective walk together in silence along the River Coln in the Cotswolds.  As we drove, I suggested that we decide what inquiry question each of us would work with that day.  My question was ‘How can we bring critical creativity ways of knowing, doing, being and becoming to engage strategic decision-makers and leaders at organisational executive level and national and international political levels in practice development work?’ I have been thinking about how to move beyond the micro and meso levels that practice development has been focussing on over the last decade and a half. 
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 After a half a pint at the pub in Eachleach village, I set out simply some ideas of how we could walk, say for 20 minutes or so and when we were ready indicate that we would break the silence and start to share.  From here, we would see how things unfolded.  I wanted to build on his experience of the Finnish walk and help him to go deeper into the experience of working in silence and with the body rather than the mind (particularity/intentionality).  I was trying to make the strange familiar/bridging at this point, by being low key and placing the strangeness of walking in silence, in an attuned way to the other and the body senses, in the context of friends going out on a walk in the countryside together.  
As we set off, down the road through the village, Alex went way ahead eventually out of sight.  At the point where we needed to turn off to the footpath, I waited (holding back/temporality).  I did not call, I wanted Alex to become attuned (professional artistry) to the fact that I was no longer with him.  I waited quite a while and eventually he came.  Once in the fields, I modelled using all the body senses, touching the grasses, stopping, looking up to the sky, listening to birdsong, smelling the greenery.  I had completely forgotten my inquiry question as I experienced the world around me through my body.  
After 30 minutes of walking in silence, I suggested without words stopping in a shady spot by the river.  Sitting down together, I could see that Alex was not ready to break the silence as I looked at him several times and he did not turn to me.  I sat awhile (bridging) watching the birds in the field in the other side of the river and then to model to Alex I started writing in my journal.  A poetic expression of what I had noticed (for no particular reason) on my walk and just sitting there.  For example the attunement of two white butterflies that kept alternating between coming together in an entwined dance and then flying off independently.  Just like I was trying to do on this walk with Alex! 
Then my question came back to me and there it was – the birds were showing me how it could be done! 
Birds may improvise their ways of being

Taking on another’s attributes to achieve their ends

But they remain true to their own being 
Always

Wise birds you show me how
Alex started to write on his ipod and I moved away and modelled expression through painting. I put the paper in the river and then applied the paint in great sweeps using my body to do it.  I had no idea what I was expressing, but I was comfortable with that as I know something always emerges.  I did work intentionally though, in relation to making the strange familiar and showing Alex that creative imagination and expression within critical creativity is not art with a capital ‘A’. Rather it is merely an alternative form of expression to words that sometimes reveals things to us that words alone cannot. 
Then I sat back next to Alex in stillness.  We had been in silence for over an hour.  Gently, I asked him if he would like to share anything, any insights, adding that I would like to.  Yes, so I offered to begin (to model).  I read my poetic expression and then explained the key insights I had had.  I showed him the painting too, turning it different ways round intentionally to re-frame it and to see different things in it.  Meaning emerged for me as I spoke about it and I told Alex that (articulating professional craft knowledge).  I was getting a strong sense that Alex had not created visual expressions in this way before, but I didn’t ask him at that point as I didn’t want to seem ‘critical’ in a negative sense.  I could see that he was beginning to open up through the walk and didn’t want to push too hard (intentionality, saliency, temporality).  Alex shared something of his experience of the walk and unfolding insights.  Then I asked if he wanted to continue walking in silence or walk and talk. Further silence, so we set off with Alex still behind me.  
After we went through the next field gate, I hung back, looking at the sky, to give Alex the opportunity to go in front if he wanted to (transition).  He did and I think he was aware, at that point, that that is what I was doing (attunement to me).  After another hour of silence, with no indication that either of us wanted to start talking, I decided that I would use the climb over a broken down stone wall from a field into a country lane as a transition point from one existential space to another.  Once in the lane, I said, “Shall we start talking now?”  We did quite naturally, talking about the village that we were just entering.  At points throughout this conversation, we both referred to earlier insights and I modelled illustrating other nuances through framing them in the landscape as well as practice.  
Driving home, we agreed to prepare out meal together (bridging).  Once home, I suggested a division of labour that meant that we engaged in silent manual work separately but within communication distance, i.e., Alex in the garden and me in the kitchen.  I wanted Alex to experience the power of doing repetitive manual movement in silence in terms of enabling creativity.  Then, with the arrival of my friend, we made a transition through a glass of Pimm’s into a garden evening of pure enjoyment with lots of laughing, fun and lively dialogue.  This really strengthened our relationship for me.   

Through all our ways of being with today, we expressed graceful care towards each other. 

Summary 
All the processes of critical-creative companionship (professional craft knowledge) leading to mutuality
Particularity

Reciprocity

Graceful care

Intentionality

Saliency

Temporality

Professional artistry (PA) dimensions (blending knowledges (PCK, propositional knowledge of CC in CC, ways of knowing, multiple intelligences and discourses, creative imagination and expression and artistic and cognitive critique) and PA processes (attunement, interaction, synthesis (blending/melding), balance, flow, working with energy, syncronicity) enabling:  

Bounding and framing different spaces

Bridges and transitions
Gentle, low key modelling of creative expression and opening up the senses
Alex stated that the day helped him to begin opening up other ways of knowing in his exploration of critical creativity and helping him to get out of his head where he had been for a very long time.  

