A Demonstration AA meeting as Master class for Mental Health nurses

On January 13, 2015 8 AA members took part in a master class for Mental Health nurses organized by GGZVS in Utrecht, The Netherlands. The aim of the class, or Workshop was to give professionals information about AA. The approach was to allow a chance to experience AA for themselves, and have the opportunity to ask questions about anything they wanted to know about AA. 
For this reason the core of the 3 hour presentation consisted of two half-hour AA ‘meetings’, each followed by a half-hour Q&A.

Why a ‘demonstration meeting’?

Much of our PI literature aimed at professionals contains an invitation to attend an Open meeting. The idea of presenting an AA meeting for professionals grew from an action of the PI committee in The Netherlands in which we take trainee GP’s to an open AA meeting. We were inspired to do this by an article in About AA from GSO in New York entitled: Alcoholism Training Program for Doctors Pairs First-Year Residents with A.A. Members, Winter 2007. (see http://www.aa.org/pages/en_US/about-aa-newsletter-for-professionals )

Background
“If we succeed in this, then the participants will become curious about, and interested in AA. They will ask questions and read through the information provided in the Information Folder. 

A pitfall for us as AA members might be, that we will be in too much of a send-mode. We can then try too hard to explain A.A.. It may help to keep in the back of our minds that we cannot completely explain AA and how AA works in 3 hours and still be Attractive. 

We can keep in mind that it is not so much important to give participants ALL information about AA (completeness, ) but that we want to provide an impression and a positive experience of AA (Attraction). 

Preparation

A preparation session was an essential contribution to the success of the workshop. We reviewed our goals and the scenario for the workshop, then did an introductory round and each shared something about ourselves and our motivation to take part in the Master class. Within an hour we had the feeling of being in an AA group.

The number of AA members participating, the makeup of this group and the ratio to expected attendance by professionals are important considerations. 
Challenges to A.A. members doing this:

We could find no materials sharing previous experience on putting on what comes down to a demonstration AA meeting. Therefore we built the format based on our own experience with presentations to professionals and a number of sessions in smaller groups talking about our goals and how best to achieve them. An actual AA meeting remained a core goal. 
We sensed that one of the greater dangers was that we would end up “putting on a play about AA”, that it would be stiff and fake. 
One AA member who participated put it this way: “For me it was uncomfortable in the beginning, especially as this took place outside the ‘safe haven’ of an AA meeting space where one is only in the company of Fellow members. 

To overcome this I made sure that I took an active part in the meeting at an early stage of the first meeting. I can recommend this approach to others who may find themselves with similar feelings. It breaks the ice and an open, honest approach is usually that most appreciated by the recipients.”
II - Outline of the Master Class

The layout at the Master class on January 13, 2015:
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with the darker chairs being the participating AA members. The group of three AA’s together are the two meeting chairs on either side of the Workshop leader.

Prior to Workshop - Setup seating and materials for the workshop:  Information folders for participants and an AA literature table. Step & Tradition window shades or banners help create a ‘meeting atmosphere’. Make Flipover sheets with the Workshop schedule. (If not provided bring the following: markers, tape and flip over sheets)
AA member preparation – Gather the group for a quiet moment. Be Yourself. Limit the length of shares but avoid long periods of silence. Take your lead from the workshop leader or Meeting chair

Start workshop – Welcome and Introduction. Round of introduction by all: AA members also give their sobriety date, attendees can mention their specialty or place of work.  Review procedures and aims.

First AA meeting – (we did a first Step). Only AA’s share. Attendees listen. There will be a Q&A following the meeting.
Q&A - The workshop leader takes over the program from the meeting chair. 

- allow the participants to ask questions

- chooses an AA member to answer the question

 -aim to allow as many members as possible to speak. 

- AA members should refrain from adding to answers when they think that something has been left out. 
Break – In the break there is also opportunity for informal contact between AA members and attendees

Second AA meeting – topic meeting, Maintaining Sobriety. All may share. Explain how sharing works.

Q&A - The workshop leader takes over the program from the meeting chair. 
Closing – The workshop leader keeps an eye on time and the flow of questions and closes the workshop within the time frame agreed and before questions drop to an uncomfortable level. Interaction between attendees and AA members can continue informally after the closing.
