ENVISIONING YOUR CIRCLE

and

CREATING A SACRED SPACE

Medical education is an intimate process with unique rewards.  As a future physician, you will be the first person to touch another as they enter this world and the last human to touch another as they leave it.  The awesome potential for helping another confront an illness, achieve health, or accept mortality brought you to seek an allopathic or osteopathic education.  You have your reasons for entering medical school (or maybe like most students you feel you only know part of the true explanation for your presence in ‘medical school’), however you are reading this because you have a shared but personal commitment to the humanity of healing.  

Helping another heal is dependent upon many things and can seem undervalued in current medical education.  The negative aspects of the stress of allopathic or osteopathic training have been well documented.  Medical students have the highest rate of depression among professional students and show higher rates of substance abuse compared to pharmacy students with equal access to medications.  Even for students who successfully avoid the more extreme manifestations of the negative aspects of training, medical school can still be a very isolating experience.  We often are led to believe that our peers are better at grasping the science and art of medical practice, and a retreat setting can be ideal for rediscovering the humanistic aspirations and ideals that serve as motivation for becoming a physician.

Planning a retreat, especially one involving students from multiple schools, is a commendable challenge with unique opportunities for growth.  You will likely be enriched from the relationships and experiences developed through the planning and implementation of your retreat, and hopefully you will develop friendships that transcend the roles of being a classmate between now and then.  As such, let us get started.

This manual is intended as a guide.  It is a reference that includes some wisdom gleaned by other medical students who have planned retreats.  It also has many blank spaces to serve as your most valuable resource, space for you to fill in your needs and experiences as you progress to assemble and implement a unique circle of healers.

Accepting that we are bookish types, we start here with a definition:

re-treat – n  1: an act of withdrawing esp. from something dangerous, difficult, or disagreeable  2: a place of privacy or safety, syn refuge  3: a period of group withdrawal for prayer, meditation, and/or study

Based on the Merriam-Webster Dictionary, we are to conclude (at the start) that a retreat can be one of many different things.  It can be a break, a chance to regroup from the struggles of daily life and current circumstance.  It can be a place of shared contemplation and reflection that focuses on a singular or common aspect of the human condition.  It can be a temporary or transient community existent for thoughtful investigation of a topic, perhaps presented in a didactic series from a revered expert.

The point is that each of these experiences is ‘a retreat’ and that some people expect certain attributes from a retreat that may differ greatly from another’s expectations.  In light of this, it is essential that those planning a retreat know the thing that they aim to create before venturing to do so.

The following pages provide a few opportunities to explore potential options for your retreat.  

A healing wheel

Match to the wick 
it warms the night,
it burns the wax and fears
of puddles longing to become a stream
We spin
and fire on the wick turns into flames
fed by a log, a leaf, and howls of the wild drum
it shows our scars and empty flour wheel of
baker with no bread 
The edges of the wheel turn 
faster and faster until 
all the distinctions blur 
and only one remains 
Love 
without intention 
to tie, or bind, or snag 
it passed us all that night 
and left 
not one of us untouched
-MS II participant at the COH 2001

VISION:  INDIVIDUAL ASSESSMENT

1.  The first definition for a retreat included the words dangerous, difficult, and disagreeable.  These words may be a part of your experience in medical school to date.  If so, what are three of the most challenging aspects of being a medical student for you?
(
(
(
2.  The second retreat definition includes a reference to taking refuge or seeking support within a group of peers.  Take a moment and describe the ideal setting in which you would discuss your ideas about becoming a healer.  Are you in a small group?  If so, are the people listening to you all strangers, all classmates, or a mixture?  Are you outside, in a classroom, in a lodge, elsewhere, or does this matter?   Is there a mentor or faculty person present?  If so, do you feel more or less inhibited?  Finally, does the retreat consist primarily of you and your peers talking or is there a series of experiences or shared ideas that give ‘progression’? (The opposite page is blank to provide additional writing space)
3.  Divisions of people into introvert vs. extrovert can error in simplicity, however it behooves one to create a balance of individual and group experiences when planning a retreat.  What tangible experiences or gifts would you like participants at your retreat to gain?  Feel free to borrow from past retreats or experiences and anything from the National Circle of Healers that you feel is useful.

( PERSONAL-

( GROUP- 

VISION:  GROUP ASSESSMENT

The following short exercise is intended to provide a group inventory of the perceptions and expectations for your regional retreat.  We will perform the exercise in small groups.  It is encouraged that you repeat the exercise once you return home and create your planning team.

1) Explain the directions for the exercise, giving examples of each step. 

2) At the top of a single sheet of paper (large enough for each person in your group to read), write the words ‘Circle of Healers Retreat’.  Choose one person to serve as a scribe who can clearly record all of the words spoken by group members.  

3) Each member is to share words or very short phrases that come to mind regarding ‘Circle of Healers Retreat’.  This is a brainstorming exercise and should be fun; please avoid censorship and negative evaluations.  Take three minuets or so and fill the page, ensuring that each person shares a few suggestions.  Once the group has decided that the list is sufficient, stop suggestions and clarify any ambiguous words or phrases.

4) Disseminate stickers or colored pencils such that each person has a unique means of selecting a word.  

5) The scribe reads the list aloud and gives the group two minutes to ponder the words, afterward each person chooses the two (2) words that most embody their vision or desire for the ‘Circle of Healers Retreat’ in their region. 

6) Tally the selections and record the three most popular words, THESE ARE the MAIN FOCUS of YOUR RETREAT and should be kept in mind throughout the planning and implementation of the event.

7) OPTIONAL:  Use the three words to make a sentence that will serve as the mission statement for your retreat.

COMPLETING the FIRST VISION of YOUR CIRCLE

(use during individual work time Monday morning)

Successful retreats can: 

a) focus on creating a safe place for open sharing of honest questions and concerns in which students feel supported to grow as individuals and learn as future physicians

b) offer a unique opportunity for students to renew mind, body, and spirit outside of the medical school environment;  

c) foster the nurturing bonds of a community of future physicians; and  

d) provide an environment in which students can explore relaxation, stress management, and mindfulness in daily life.  

The previous exercises are intended to help you identify the important aspects that you wish to include in your retreat.  Much has been omitted.  Please use the space below to list other key ingredients of your future retreat.  

Possible questions you may want to consider:  Do you wish to have music?  Will there be creative exercises?  As future physicians, we are going to be healers, do you want your retreat to provide a means to identify the wounds or sources of healing that have served as catalysts for people entering medical school?  Do you want to introduce mind-body techniques or address stress reduction?  Do you want to discuss patient care?  Do you want to focus on alternative medical modalities, if so would you like didactics on the subject?  Is spirituality something that you wish to include?  Do you want to provide sessions for 1st/ 2nd year participants that differ from sessions for students in their clinical years?  Balancing your busy schedule, how long would you like the retreat to last (Friday night though Sunday morning vs. all-day Saturday vs…?)?

Please note that while the National Circle of Healers Retreat may influence your vision of YOUR retreat, that you should pay special attention to the ways that your gathering might differ to fit the your specific community.  Remember to think outside of the box...or circle as it may be!
The INITIAL PLAN for YOUR RETREAT

After discussion with the kind people in attendance at the regional retreat planning session, here is my initial plan for the regional retreat.

Code of Professional Conduct

Whereas, the American Medical Student Association (AMSA) and its affiliate, the American Medical Student Association (AMSA) Foundation comprise an organization by and for medical students that is committed to the development of socially responsible, culturally and technically competent physicians; and,

Whereas, AMSA and the AMSA Foundation have adopted principles, purposes, organizational philosophies and missions that support and pursue innovative and progressive change in medical education, physician development and health care organization and delivery; and, 

Whereas, AMSA is a nationally recognized leadership school for physicians and physicians in training; and,

Whereas, AMSA has a longstanding history of exemplary programming in many of the areas of needed change in the training and development of physicians and the reorganization of our health care system; and,

Whereas, AMSA over many years and generations of physicians in training, has developed its own unique approach to educational/developmental programming for physicians in training, thereby establishing and employing certain standards, requirements and expectations regarding AMSA programming; and, 

Whereas, AMSA programming frequently requires the participation of non-student professionals as consultants, advisors, mentors and leaders as an integral part of any given program; and,

Whereas, AMSA believes and requires that all professionals assuming a role in AMSA program activities subscribe and agree to the highest order of professional work ethics, conduct, and philosophy that is conducive to student exploration, growth, creativity, and safety, compatible to AMSA’s approach to student/physician leadership development; and,

Therefore, requires that each professional participating in AMSA activities understands and agrees to the following code of professional conduct while engaged in AMSA activities.

Purpose

The purpose of this Code of Conduct is to define the professional obligations of physicians, consultants, and other professionals participating in activities with the American Medical Student Association and/or the AMSA Foundation. AMSA and the AMSA Foundation strive to create an environment that maximizes student leadership and student management of all projects and activities. This Code of Conduct serves to promote and protect this environment. “Professionals” shall be defined to mean physicians, consultants, and other professionals participating in activities with AMSA and the AMSA Foundation.

Responsibilities

Professionals shall recognize that the self-disciplinary nature of their profession is a privilege and that the member of the profession and of AMSA has a responsibility to merit retention of this privilege. Therefore, student participants and participating professionals shall report to appropriate AMSA leadership unbecoming professional conduct by any professional. 

Professionals shall behave in a manner that maintains the good reputation of their profession and its ability to serve the public interest.

Professionals shall act in the best interest of AMSA and/or the AMSA Foundation, providing professional services with integrity, objectivity, and commitment to the student goals of the organization and specific program activities.

Professionals shall, before accepting an assignment, reach a mutual understanding with AMSA and/or the AMSA Foundation as to the assignment objectives, scope, work plan, and costs. This understanding should be in writing and agreed to by both the professional and an authorized representative of AMSA and/or the AMSA Foundation.

Professionals shall establish fee arrangements with AMSA and/or the AMSA Foundation in advance of any substantive work.  These arrangements should be in writing and agreed to by both the professional and an authorized representative of AMSA and/or the AMSA Foundation. 

Professionals shall avoid acting simultaneously for AMSA and/or AMSA Foundation and another client in potentially conflicting situations without informing all parties in advance and securing their agreement to the arrangement.

Professionals shall inform AMSA and/or AMSA Foundation of any interest that may impair or may be seen to impair professional judgment.

Professionals shall treat all AMSA and/or AMSA Foundation information as confidential to the organization.

Professionals recognize and agree to all intellectual property rights of AMSA as stated in the organization’s policy and specific sponsoring program grants and contracts. 

Regarding their relationship with student members of AMSA and student participants in AMSA and AMSA Foundation projects, professionals may not emotionally or sexually harass or engage in sexual or inappropriate non-professional relationships with students.

Professionals and students must immediately report any incident of sexual harassment, other forms of harassment, or any inappropriate non-professional behavior to AMSA’s Executive Office (Executive Director, AMSA President). AMSA will investigate such reported behavior and, where appropriate, impose sanctions on the offending individual as set forth below. 

In addition to the above, professionals shall not participate in the following forms of misconduct:

1. All forms of academic dishonesty, including fabrication and plagiarism, and forgery.

2. Intentionally furnishing false information, including false identification to AMSA.

3. Theft or misappropriation of property or of services of AMSA and the AMSA Foundation.

4. Intentional or reckless physical harm to any participant in AMSA or AMSA Foundation activities or programs.

Sanctions

One or more of the following sanctions may be imposed by the organization for violation of the above code of conduct.

1. WARNING: The person is warned that further misconduct may result in more severe disciplinary action.

2. PROBATION from any specific or all AMSA activities.

3. SUSPENSION from any specific or all AMSA activities.

4. FORFEITURE: Shall include forfeiture of the right or expectation of pay, benefits, or any additional employment for a definite period of time.

5. RESTITUTION: Payment to the Association or Foundation or to the other persons, groups, or organizations for damages incurred as a result of the violation of this Code. 

___________________________   
 _________

    (Physician/Professional)   

      (Date)

___________________________   
__________

    (AMSA National Leader)     
     (Date)

Appropriate Touch - Template

We want to address the topic of appropriate touch because we feel it’s necessary for the health and sacredness of this community.  Appropriate touch is a complex component of this community, affecting all of us – students, residents and mentors- who come together in this vulnerable and unique space. 

Because of this, we ask that you consider the importance of personal space in this environment and as a necessary component in the larger context of nonviolent communication.  Our hope [this weekend/ at this event] is to create a sacred space where people can be open and share of themselves. In this very personal space, definitions of appropriate touch can vary, be it a hug, a massage or touch on the shoulder. The vital part of creating a safe space for appropriate touch is allowing any person at any time to say no to any form of contact and to feel comfortable, supported by, and remain as ever part of the community, in saying no. So we ask you to honor one’s personal space and if it is not clear as to whether touch is welcomed, please ask.  

We also encourage each of you to take on the responsibility of remaining celibate during this event in order to create a safe space and focus our energy on this community. [Though there are many ways of creating safe spaces, the leadership has elected to preserve the sanctity of the community space through requesting participants to embrace celibacy during this time.] Previous participants have noted that when the freedom and acceptance of this circle was transformed into a sexual experience, it negatively impacted the group dynamic. 

It is also important to define appropriate student – mentor interactions.  Mentors are in a particular position of power, so they should pay special attention to their interactions, and be aware of their influence. Mentors may choose to think of themselves as older siblings, crones or sages. Students should also remind themselves that mentors are different from friends in the roles they have in this community.  Any romantic interaction between a mentor and a student is inappropriate.  Again, if there is any question to appropriate touch or relationship please discuss this with the leaders of this community or bring it to the attention of the group.

Does anyone have any questions or further discussion?

Is every participant willing to work within these guidelines?  Please [say yes, nod your head, raise your hand] as an indication.

