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ABSTRACT

This article presents an application of Norma Lang’s nondeliberative theory in groupwork with clients of Community Outreach
Programs in Addictions (COPA), a Toronto community-based
organization that assists adults age 55 and older who struggle
with addictions and mental health. The article illustrates how we
challenged concepts of group work which are predominantly
discussion-based problem solving or premeditated by hosting a
group in a major art gallery with clients considered difficult to
serve. What was done is juxtaposed with what might have been
done with greater knowledge of nondeliberative theory.
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This article offers a critical discussion of one of the group programs created
by Community Outreach Programs in Addictions (COPA) and staged in a
major urban art gallery. COPA is a Toronto community-based organization
that assists adults age 55 and older who struggle with addictions and mental
health. The COPA College group model was inspired by a Cuban program at
an older adult center called Grandparents University that the first author
visited in 2007. The center offered a successful nationwide psychoeducational
group program about health issues (Marzoa, 2007). Consistent with the
World Health Organization (WHO), COPA sees that living with mental
health and addictions is often associated with poorer health, inadequate
social supports and poverty. Positive social activity promotes social inclusion
and provides a buffering effect for the many challenges that marginalized
individuals face. The World Health Organization (World Psychiatric
Association and the World Health Organization, 2002) defines health as
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a state of complete physical, mental and social wellbeing and not merely the absence
of disease or infirmity. Thus mental health should be an integral part of all health
programs. Mental illness includes mental disorders, as well as neurological and
psychosocial problems such as those related to alcohol and drug abuse. (n.p.)

Historically, therapeutic groups for older adults in COPA were often poorly
attended, partly due to the shame, guilt, and stigma associated with substance
use as well as a reluctance to share or disclose problems (McKee & WhiteCampbell, 1997). Directly influenced by the Cuban group, we decided to call our
new program COPA College in a deliberate effort create a sense of inclusion of
clients with low education. Groups were limited to a manageable 8-week
semester to minimize the risk of dropouts. Programming was designed to
destigmatize addictions and mental health using a psychoeducational approach
that fostered the development of mutual aid among participants (Papell &
Rothman, 1980). Potential group members were invited to learn about their
illness beginning with a letter of acceptance to COPA College, rather than
booking a traditional appointment for an assessment and referral to attend a
therapeutic group in a hospital or clinical setting. In Lang’s (2016) use of
analogical thinking, the letter replaces the appointment for assessment. The
COPA College group engagement process was intended to enhance group
retention by doing something different, to involve participants who were socially
unskilled who would be least likely to envision going back to school. This was a
radical approach intended to engage participants who might have had an
aversion to traditional therapeutic programs, possibly based on past experience.
Staging and planning the program
The staging and planning in the development of the COPA College group
model was rooted in deliberative practice; however, much of the way we
chose to proceed with the program was “analogic” (Lang, 2016, p. 97), based
on spontaneous intuitive decisions to include ways to empower and destigmatize addictions for the participants. Our goals were to communicate a
welcoming and hopeful environment that would help to increase social
competence. We chose to have inclusion criteria for group rather than
exclusion criteria. After all, these participants were outcasts from other
programs, thought to be hopeless and treatment resistant. The rationale to
send a letter of acceptance evolved from staff members’ recollections of
receipt of an acceptance letter for University and how holding the letter
evoked a sense of pride in subsequently sharing the exciting news with
others. Based on these reflections, it was intended for COPA College group
participants to feel that same sense of pride for being accepted to the
program. This was one of several nondeliberative ways we approached
group work that affected the way people engaged in treatment. At each
session, handouts and topics were planned with specific foci, but with a
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common theme of addictions and mental health in the context of late life.
Additionally, as part of the handouts that were related to the topic of the
week there were humoros pictures or comics about aging. Humor in the
group was highly valued by the participants who would eagerly open their
handouts to find the comics on aging.
The COPA College Art Gallery Group is profiled in this article. In reflecting on
the program, nondeliberative themes began to emerge. We saw many instances of
the dichotomous but sometimes coexisting paradigms addressed by Lang (2016):
“think, then do” as the traditional “deliberative” problem-solving method versus
the alternative of “do, then think” in nondeliberative practice (p. 101). The
nondeliberative “do, then think” is a key component in many aspects of the
development of group work for older adults in COPA (p. 101).

Purpose and goals

Typically, COPA College groups are held behind closed doors (WhiteCampbell et al, 2002). For one semester (8 weeks), a group was held in a very
public place—a major art gallery. The Art Gallery of Ontario (AGO) is a
community resource; however, attending is often perceived as elitist for a
number of reasons: the cost and the perception that it is a hobby of the erudite
and wealthy. A partnership was developed between Community Outreach
Programs in Addictions (COPA) and the AGO. The COPA College “Art
Gallery Group” was hosted at the Art Gallery of Ontario (AGO) for one
semester that consisted of six psychoeducational sessions, one session on
reflections/evaluation, and one session for a graduation party. The goals of
the Art Gallery Group program were:
to create a program for mental health service users and professionals realizing the
potential of the Art Gallery of Ontario as a unique space for psychological
engagement and wellbeing; to provide training and support for mental health
care workers so they can facilitate visits with their own clients; to establish the
AGO as a non-stigmatizing environment that patients/clients feel safe visiting
regularly; and to promote sustainability of the program by encouraging repeat
independent visits to the Gallery as a destination and resource. (AGO, 2013)

These goals reflected the principles of COPA College, the primary goal being
to provide support for older adults living with addictions and mental health
issues and to break down barriers to accessing support (White-Campbell,
Lucetic, & MacDonald, 2014).

Relocating a practice in an alternative environment

Convening at the gallery instead of an agency meeting room was an example
of Lang’s nondeliberative practice feature: “Relocating a practice in an
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alternative environment” (Lang, 2016, p. 111). Groups in deliberative practice
would ensure a therapeutic milieu of privacy and confidentiality for group
members. When relocating the group to an alternative environment (the art
gallery), we could not ensure that discussions would be private or confidential as the group would be visible in a very busy and public space. The
members of the group were well established COPA College participants
who collectively decided they would be comfortable to attend the gallery to
observe, learn about, and discuss artists who had lived experience with
addictions and/or mental health issues. The AGO provided weekly passes
and access to the Gallery over an 8-week period. The group participants were
accompanied by COPA counselors and a volunteer student artist. At each
weekly session, the education assistants were given preselected topics by the
group facilitator and student artist to provide guided tours and discussion
with a focus on paintings by artists who themselves had lived with addictions
and/or mental health issues.
Prior to beginning, the participants had been sent, with their individual
letters of acceptance for the COPA College group, an outline indicating the
weekly topics for the 6 weeks of psychoeducational discussion and support.
Lang’s paradigm “do, then think” was not the initial intention of the group
because neither the facilitator, the student artist, nor the community engagement coordinator who preselected the work of particular artists and galleries
for viewing were yet aware of her work. During the 90-minute sessions,
discussion about the artists and their work was initiated by the group
facilitator.
Representational problem solving

Given the public context, group membership was not disclosed by name tags
or signage.
There were some group guidelines on how we would move about the
gallery as a group, relying on each other to keep with the group. The AGO
has a strict “no back packs or large bags” policy. Group participants therefore
were requested not to bring such items into the gallery and were asked not to
leave the gallery for a smoke break. Additionally, we agreed that if a participant was tired we would all stop to rest. There was concern about the coat
check rules as it made some members uncomfortable to part with their
belongings. Two participants had issues with hoarding behaviors and
brought large bags with them to the gallery. Two wore several coats at all
times even in very hot weather.
In this situation, Lang’s theory would indicate evidence of “representational problem-solving” (Lang, 2016, p. 106) for those participants who were
reluctant to abandon their possessions. These individuals had irrational
thoughts and beliefs that prevented them from taking their coats off or

250

M. WHITE-CAMPBELL ET AL.

leaving their bags behind. In the art gallery, for safety reasons these individuals were asked to leave their items in the coat check. Eventually they were
more able to part with their belongings while in the gallery—essentially the
“baggage” of their fears and anxieties. Nondeliberatively, their sense of
security and protection increased as they accepted that the gallery was a
safe place for them and their bags. In a complementary way, the gallery rule
of “no bags” prompted some deliberative discussion about members’ needs to
keep their belongings comfortably close. One man indicated that the staff at
the long-term-care home where he resided would confiscate his personal
shaving items and his nail clippers because they could be a risk for other
residents. Realizing that he remained well and intact without his possessions
at the gallery helped him to accept the residence rule of giving up the
personal care items—he could survive without them being in his immediate
possession.
Another concern for the participants was physical safety in relation to
mobility in an unfamiliar setting. The facilitator responded by providing
assistance for those who required the use of elevators, and preplanned the
route through the gallery to minimize the risk of falls for those with walkers
or canes. Risk was present as well in terms of the very public setting of the
group. Self-disclosure, therefore, was left up to the individual members as we
could not guarantee complete confidentiality. While viewing the artwork and
learning about the artists’ addictions and mental health issues, conversation
frequently arose among the participants themselves about their challenges
with addiction, depression, and hopelessness.
This group program contained many periods of traditional deliberative
activity, in terms of focused discussion of individual concerns related to the
art on view. Looking now with some knowledge of Lang’s (2016) theory,
some features may be identified as having held, or if undertaken again in
future may hold, nondeliberative methodology. Lang (2010) states that there
are groups whose members represent “socially unskilled populations, for
whom a group experience cannot work without major professional assistance” (p. 23), and that
when group members are socially too unskilled to generate a functional group
together, the central focus of group work practice must be on helping members to
acquire these social skills, interactively, experientially, in the context of a group life
that is pleasurable, fun, satisfying, interesting, and comfortable. (p. 128)

She acknowledges the
stunning possibilities of group creating, generating its own unique experience,
processing its own issues in its own way, in its own order, in its own time, creating
possibilities not-dreamed of, and having the inputs of the social worker as a
component in that process. (Lang, 2004, p. 36)
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What this article illustrates is how the deliberative and nondeliberative
components can work together to effect positive outcomes.
The social worker has a share in the life of the group and is seen by the members as
an internal constituent. In effect, the social worker is party to everything that
happens in the group but may activate his or her professional experience intermittently . . . enabling the group experience to flow more ably and more smoothly,
and to resolve what is conflictual, problematic, or impeding the progression in
group experience. (Lang, 2010, p. 69)

COPA college 8-Week program

The following is a breakdown of the 8 weeks of the COPA College Art
Gallery Group. At the end of the description of each of the weekly sessions
the article provides some reflection retrospectively on what the worker could
have done differently using nondeliberative methodology to help to enhance
the problem solving and social experience for participants.
Week 1
The group focused on “Oppression in Art.” First viewed was the Thompson
Maquette collection of miniature ships that were made to scale with remarkable
detail. The exhibition had several ships carved from bones. The history of these
ships was explained to the participants as an art collection donated to the gallery as
part of the Thompson Collection. The ships were carved by some of the 120,000
prisoners of the Napoleonic Wars who were kept on ships in the English harbor.
The bones were acquired in their daily rations of food. The bones were carved into
these tiny ships and sold as a means of income for the prisoners. These models,
made from wood and bone with rigging of silk and human hair, were produced by
the prisoners and sold to local British collectors who gathered at the prison gates
(AGO, 2015). The discussion triggered among the participants was one of resiliency and overcoming oppression—“making the best of a bad situation.”

Reflection. What could COPA College participants have gained from exposure
to Maquette’s work as a means to problem solve in an analogic way? They could
have been given paper and pencils and asked to draw or write a response to a
question such as, “if you were able to make something wonderful from bad times
you have experienced, what would that construction look like? What materials
would you use to represent your ability to overcome oppression? How would this
be a representation of your story?” Such a process would place the participants
into a nondeliberative domain where they might engage in problem solving in an
analogic way or via avenues for expression other than verbal (Lang, 2016). After
the nondeliberative activity, they could then share what they had created. If
literacy were an issue, they might have selected pictures from magazines to
respond to the questions posed.
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Week 2
The group viewed a painting collection by artist William Kurelek. He was
a Canadian artist who had lived experience with mental illness and spent
2 years in a psychiatric hospital in France. As participants entered the
Gallery to the right they saw a painting by Kurelek titled The Bachelor,
1955, depicting the artist’s small cluttered apartment with the artist himself sitting in a chair sketching. They could relate easily to the small
cluttered surroundings, and how often in a depressed mood things easily
become cluttered and unkempt. In some ways the clutter in the painting
could be seen analogically (Lang, 2016), representing the clutter of a
depressed and disorganized mind. The participants expressed their ability
to relate with the artist’s themes of life in Canada, religion, humor, and of
end of life.

Reflection 1. The participants might have been asked to imagine if they were
artists, what themes they would incorporate into their art? Paper and paints
might have been supplied for them to make a picture to portray the themes
of their lives. Additionally, it could have been suggested that they sculpt or
draw something to symbolize the “clutter” that kept them down.
A major painting to the left of the gallery entrance depicted Kurelek’s time
as a patient in a French psychiatric ward with patients in varying states of
illness and frailty. The painting, titled Old Age is No Joy, 1968, evoked a great
deal of conversation by the participants about their stress of living with
mental illness, their sense of frailty in late life, and their own experiences
with hospitalization.
Reflection 2. Participants could have been asked, “Think about times in your
life story and make a sketch (like a cartoon frame) of those times. What
would you have named each frame?” In this way they could have moved
from being spectator to participant in doing something actional that helped
them express, accept, and gain insight into their reality, and perhaps multiple
changing realities over time.
Kurelek also had paintings that depicted humor in daily Canadian life.
One painting in particular, titled The Recycling of the Eaton’s Catalogue,
features a person wearing winter clothing sitting in an outhouse. The subject’s trousers are pulled down around the knees as he sits on the commode
with the catalogue placed on the lap. The viewer is left to wonder if the
subject of the painting is appraising the catalogue or if he is intending to use
the paper for other purposes (as tissue?!). Participants enjoyed the humor the
artist portrayed about everyday life on the farm.
Reflection 3. It might have been suggested to participants, “If you could
draw a picture depicting humor in your life what would that picture look
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like? What is the story behind your picture?” They could be provided with art
supplies to make their picture. Adding this activity could move the participant from enjoying being a viewer to doing something which is an expression
of their lives, and perhaps open them to seeing humor in their situations,
some relief from their burdens.
Week 3
The group included discussions of resiliency, stemming from viewing a
gallery with a large painting by a Canadian artist, Patterson Ewan, whose
mediums included wood, paint, and metal. This artist lived with depression
and ultimately succumbed to his illness by committing suicide. Participants
commented on the prevalence in the artists’ lives of suicide, mental health
issues, and addictions, and also of their resiliency. The works of Vincent Van
Gogh were brought into this discussion as he is believed to have committed
suicide. The group facilitator directed attention to a famous Van Gogh
painting of a single iris completed a mere 3 days after his admission to the
Asylum St. Remy in Arles, France. She noted that Van Gogh was addicted to
Absinthe, a drink of high alcohol content also known to have toxic effects
inducing hallucinations. This prompted a discussion about the course of
withdrawal and recovery from alcohol. It is not known whether Van Gogh
painted this picture before or after he was fully withdrawn from alcohol. The
facilitator identified that this was a tribute to the self determination of the
human spirit, that during his recovery from addiction Van Gogh was able to
rally quickly and continue on to be a prolific painter whose collections
included more than 150 artworks. These included oil paintings, sketches,
and drawings done during his stay in the hospital. One participant remarked,
“I wonder what his life could have been like if he had medication to deal with
his depression?”

Reflection. Participants could have been asked to write down or sketch out,
“What would be your medium to express your ideal self; that is, how would
you represent your ideal self after you have achieved a goal? Would it be a
painting, a song, a poem, a dance?” Alternatively, an opportunity could have
been created for participants to express self-perceptions by choosing pictures,
symbols, or figures from history, perhaps portraying from their own perspectives, their genuine selves. These would be representational nondeliberative expressive means to illustrate participants’ triumph over adversity, and
the means by which they had been helped. Another possibility might have
been to ask them which of the paintings they saw would be reflective of them.
Participants could choose a painting (or an artist) in the AGO that reflected
something particular and personal about themselves. After all, they were in
the gallery looking at all the paintings, and this experience was likely stirring
up something in them analogically.
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Week 4
The COPA College Art Gallery Group addressed “Stigma of Addiction and
Mental Illness.” Some of the artists had success while they were alive. In
contrast to having an aura of elitism, the participants noted that many artists
lived meagre lives, remarking that it was a shame these marginalized artists
never got to know how much their art was appreciated while they were alive.
They indicated they could relate to being marginalized and were struck by
the realization that the lives of artists were fraught with recurrent periods of
dependence on substances and mental instability, which then were followed
by reclamation and fertile periods of productive creativity culminating in a
body of art. Is it possible that the participants also wondered about themselves who, having lived with addictions and mental health issues, did not
recognize their own value, and doubted that others perceived their lives as
having value?
In this session, participants also attended a modern exhibition on HIV.
They were not very interested in the broad array of modern art and indicated
they could not relate to the special exhibition, although they recognized
members of the lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer (LGBTQ)
community as a population who experienced stigma and oppression.
Moving on to a second gallery, they viewed African artifacts. This generated
discussion about the cultural context of hierarchy in a society where women
were stigmatized and men were the tribal leaders.

Reflection. Participants might have been asked to interview one another,
with interviewers posing as biographers preparing to write the interviewee’s
life story. The central question might have been, “What would you want
people to know about your story, the high and low points, the battles and the
victories?” Another nondeliberative activity might have been to suggest to
participants that they make a picture of themselves, perhaps a collage of
pictures from magazines as the medium. The same activity could be retailored to, “What are the symbols of how you see someone else in the group?”
Analogically, participants might have been asked to illustrate a symbol of
power felt in their lives, or “What would a carving or painting look like if you
had more power?” Using materials supplied for them, they might have been
encouraged to create this representation.
Week 5
The group involved a visit to the Canadian Gallery in the AGO featuring
Native Canadian artists, including the late Norval Morrisseau, a great
contemporary artist who himself lived with alcohol addiction. His series
of five large canvasses filled an entire hallway. Morrisseau’s series, Man
Changing into Thunderbird, 1977, depicts an Anishnaabe folk tale where
the subject (assumed to be Morrisseau) goes through various stages to
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evolve from the human to the spiritual world to become a soaring thunderbird. What Morrisseau accomplished in his painting was a nondeliberative analogical activity (Lang, 2016) with the portrayal of himself in his
painting as a man evolving into a thunderbird. “Nondeliberative analogs
are crafted as needed, invented on the spot, created by their maker and
oriented to their creator’s specific data-processing of life experience”
(Lang, 2016, p. 103). Morrisseau, a Grand Shaman of the Ojibwa, was
known to incorporate his knowledge of the ancient Anishnaabe spirituality
into modern art form. Morrisseau was highly regarded and recognized in
Canadian and international artistic communities and lived with a severe
addiction to alcohol.
Reflection. It might have been suggested that participants choose a problem
in their lives and imagine themselves as their spirit animal. Question for
them could have been, “Using drawing or painting materials, could you
portray what the personal spirit animal would be for each of you, and how
would you illustrate the progress as you travel your journey to success in the
form of your spirit animal?”
Week 6
Week 6 of COPA College in the art gallery included a brief tour of the Henry
Moore Gallery. The gallery’s large open space lent itself to the planned selfportraiture exercise. This was a point in the program where the group
members received instruction on how to draw a face and how to place
features on the face. Participants were given a sketch pad and pencil. This
reflects Lang’s (2016) “use of an actional medium to stimulate or unlock
other modes of communication” (p. 113). She also states “The contribution
of the medium is that it houses and disguises the problem-solving” (Lang,
2016, p. 109). The portraiture exercise was intended to increase self-efficacy,
not to be competent to draw but for participants to experience the feelings
associated with drawing the self. The goal was to experience drawing as a
form of self-expression and positive regard. Despite protestations from many
of the participants that they could not draw, each person was successful in
recognizing competency in producing a portrait, including one participant
who was quadriplegic and unable to draw. He was able to instruct the
volunteer artist to draw his portrait. Feedback from the student artist
included information for future sessions that proposed a way for disabled
participants without use of their hands to use an optical eye writer. The
instructions for the equipment are available on the website (The Eye-Writer,
2015) as an open source http://www.instructables.com/id/The-EyeWriter/.
This is a website built by a collective of artists who share low cost solutions
to help people with disabilities to create art.
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Reflection. Perhaps a self-portrait could have been included in the weekly
sessions as part of the gallery experience to enable participants to note any
changes in themselves over the duration of the group. The belief that we
have no artistic skills is often a barrier to participation in artistic activities. With the activity presented with full freedom and encouragement to
portray oneself as seen in one’s own mind’s eye, and not as a photograph
for anyone else’s scrutiny, the group members could develop confidence
in their artistic abilities, as well as express their very personal representation of themselves. Repetition of this activity could increase efficacy, not
in being a “good drawer,” but in feeling a comfort level with themselves
about using the medium as a form of self-expression in an artful, analogic
way (Lang, 2016). As Lang (2016) states, “activity has its own effect on the
participant, such that he or she has engaged with and in relationship with
the activity itself” (p. 112). It would be hard to imagine an activity that
could offer a more personal opportunity for participants to gain comfort
and insight into themselves. “Effectance and the accompanying sense of
being effective . . . may appear to be a bi-product of engagement in
activity, but in fact these are the central features of the activity, reflecting
advancement of the person through actional engagement” (Lang, 2016, p.
112). Framing of the participants’ art would further elevate their perceptions that they have created something of importance with their story now
visible. If this program is done over again, it would be useful to take all
the self-portraits and curate them as a body of art by the individuals
within and as part of a group exhibition. If there were multiple pieces as a
result of weekly drawing sessions, an exhibition could be curated as part
of the graduation. This would show the progression of the work of the
participants, and it would be a cumulative expression of the journey of the
COPA College Art Gallery Group.
Week 7
Reflections were the focus of this session. Participants gave feedback on their
experience and proposed further group activities. The reflections indicated
that the experience in the AGO was very positive.

Reflection. Participants could have been asked to make a collage of images to
reflect how they felt being in the gallery and in the group, or to illustrate the
main significances of being there for them.
Week 8
The graduation was held in the Gallery in a common area near the Cafeteria.
We served refreshments as usual, reviewed the evaluation results, and gave
certificates of attendance. Compliments were given to each participant by the
facilitator and volunteer artist for their full participation and willingness to
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be open to using art as a medium for self-exploration. There were some
wonderful spontaneous moments where participants demonstrated social
competence by congratulating each other. When participants were given
their certificates of completion the group facilitator would congratulate the
participant and shake his or her hand. A participant with frontal temporal
dementia, who in previous COPA College groups had exhibited hoarding
behaviors by collecting the sugar and napkins, in this graduation mirrored
the workers’ actional form of engagement by getting up and shaking each
graduate’s hand and applauding. This act was spontaneous and heartfelt. The
participants of the group complimented him and continued this tradition in
subsequent ceremonies. Another participant initiated a speech thanking the
group facilitator, volunteer, and education assistant on the wonderful experience. Participants were invited to contact the facilitator to sign out the
membership passes at any time in order to attend the gallery on their own.
Reflection. In reflecting on Norma Lang’s (2016)nondeliberative group practice as “spontaneous, intuitive, inventive, holistic, and creative” (p. 100), it is
clear that aspects of the Art Gallery Group did exemplify some of those
features. Especially evident is how our newfound knowledge of Lang’s work
could be applied in the future programming of COPA College to augment
participants’ gains in making healthy choices, engaging in interaction,
increasing self-awareness, learning to problem solve, and engaging in social
activity not involving alcohol. It would be hoped that achievement of these
goals could be possible as a result of the group process that “highlights artful,
actional and analogic forms of solution-seeking” (Lang, 2016, p. 103). The
Art Gallery Group helped to reframe the AGO’s art and artists as welcoming
of people who live with mental health and addictions. The ending activity at
the graduation from the group where the self-portraits were displayed and
participants were presented with their original drawings and certificates was
a vivid, affirming, and personally felt example of fostering “effectance
through activity” (Lang, 2016, p. 112).
Role of the worker
In deconstructing the 8 weeks of the COPA College Art Gallery Group from
a nondeliberative perspective, there were many times when the worker might
not have recognized the potential for purposeful activity, beyond or besides
using traditional discussion. In retrospect there were many missed opportunities for representational analogic activity. As stated earlier, simply having a
sketching pad or adding a drawing activity at each session in the gallery
might have allowed for participants to develop confidence and increase skill
in their ability to reflect upon their lived experience, processing it nondeliberatively through the use of a creative medium. This could have moved the
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clients from the role of viewer to active participant, thereby triggering
recognition of each one’s genuine full self. This group was useful for the
participants in learning that artists with work in the AGO had experience in
their lives—challenges and successes—with addictions and mental health
issues. The artists had created something that others were able to appreciate
and see as a form of beauty and personal relevance. The artists’ ability to
create paintings that revealed their journeys could help group members to
relate the artist’s paintings and lived experience to their own, and further
develop their own analogues. In their evaluations of the program, which
indicated that the experience was extremely positive, the participants commented on the connections between mental health, addictions, and the
artists; how the artists expressed themselves through their paintings; and
how welcome and comfortable they had felt at the AGO.
We know that an individual’s health status and outcomes are related to
more than physical factors; other aspects are equally and perhaps in some
cases more important, chief among these being social inclusion. This is
“the notion of belonging, acceptance and recognition and entails the
realization of full and equal participation in economic, social, cultural
and political institutions” (York Institute for Health Research, 2012, p.).
Individuals who are socially unskilled may be marginalized in such a way
that impedes their engagement in activity and purposeful intervention to
assist them. Health is about being able to live the kind of life that is
considered reasonable in one’s identified community, to participate in
regular activities, and be engaged in community life. The nondeliberative
methodology used (and available for future use) in this group had farreaching impacts within a population that would be considered socially
disadvantaged and at risk.
A famous Canadian Métis, Louis Riel, summed it up best in saying
“my people will sleep for one hundred years, but when they awake, it
will be the artists who give them their spirit back” (Manitoba Metis
Foundation, 2015). For participants in the Art Gallery Group, the canvas
in initial stages of group development was blank. Through the deconstruction of the group work we applied the conceptual lens of Lang’s
(2016) nondeliberative theory. It now is a valued addition to COPA’s
repertoire of groupwork knowledge and practice skills that go beyond
(and sometimes exist side by side with) deliberative approaches to
include creative, artful, actional, and analogic practices. The COPA
College Art Gallery Group was in some ways a medium in and of itself
where the participants were able to awaken their spirits and fuller sense
of self through viewing art, engaging in discussion together, and analogically telling their stories with the culmination of a self-portrait.
Similarly, Lang (2016) has elevated the practice of social work with
groups and has developed a quintessential model which gives wings
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and passage to novel ways of engaging in group work. Lang’s (2016)
nondeliberative theory represents a reawakening of the spirit of group
work practice and gives flight to her contributions to the field.
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