Interview with Penny Wassman - November 2, 2008

Penny Wassman is a founding member of BCNCC and has been instrumental in introducing Nonviolent Communication to diverse communities throughout the province. She is currently an assessor with CNVC and oversees the certification process of trainer candidates in the Americas. 

In a phone call with Board members Mika Maniwa (MM) and Renee Lindstrom (RL), Penny spoke about her work supporting NVC training and development with hospice workers, mental health clinicians, activists in social change organizations, and First Nations.   She also shared stories of her personal process and spoke about her passion for bringing NVC to all parts of life.

MM: I'm remembering the talk you gave at the BCNCC AGM in January 2008. You spoke about the history of the organization and your current responsibilities as an assessor. I wish I had recorded you back then because the information you gave filled in a lot of gaps for me. I got a sense of continuity and how important this work has been for you.  

Penny: Oh great! - sounds like you're just wanting to remember it all and connect with the history there.

MM: Yes, I'd like to share it with everybody with our community through the website, too.  So I'll begin by asking you what inspired you and the founders to start up this organization? 

Starting up an NVC Organization in BC

Penny: Well I can only really speak for myself and the others would have something valuable to share, particularly Leah Bailey who kept records for BCNCC.  For me it was very clear right from the time I first read Marshall's book that it was something that I wanted to do with my life.  But more than that, it was a way for me to contribute to other people that might be significant. So I was really inspired to learn.  Between us we brought Marshall here in 2000, but there was such a wonderful response from the community that we wanted to offer more.

MM: So you brought Marshall up first, then you formed an organization?

Penny: Let me back-track a little.  Initially Towe Widstrand, a Swedish trainer who was responsible for CNVC for all of Europe, happened to be living in Victoria for the short term and she brought Marshall here in the spring of 1999. At that time I had already read his book and was delighted at that synchronicity.  There were 24 of us with Marshall at Dunsmuir Lodge in the spring of 99.

I think Leah Bailey and John Nichol went to see Marshall at a separate event in the Puget Sound area. They were also very inspired and wanted to bring Marshall to the Victoria community and we met them there.  And I think it was after the Puget Sound event that we decided we wanted to form a group together. 

MM: So at the beginning there was you, Leah, John and your husband Ray and Craig Knight?

Penny: I think Craig may have been at the original Marshall event at Dunsmuir as well.

MM: And when you first started up what was your vision? Was it to bring Marshall again?

Penny: Yes, we brought him several times.

MM: I was wondering how long were you on the board.

Penny: I'd almost need the minutes to remember. I was the treasurer. I had bookkeeping abilities, and it seemed the most logical place to be. I would say 3-4 years perhaps.

MM: While you were there what were the projects that you found most satisfying?

Penny: Oh, I think bringing Marshall in. Before we did that, I personally brought in Susan Skye and Towe Widstrand - they both started doing a workshop in my home.  And then once we'd had Marshall, I think the practice groups evolved right from the time he first came to Dunsmuir Lodge in 1999.  The practice groups were in my home.  

I don't know about anything that I'm most proud of. It's just been such a ride all these years.  It's been obvious to me that NVC makes a difference to people's lives and of course the more that I knew and the more that I grew with the process, the more I had a sense of contribution.  It just happened over time. I was offering some sessions before I was certified which, of course is part of learning the process anyway.  I'm delighted to realize that it makes a difference to people.  

MM: Just providing people with opportunities to practice and build community from there?

Penny: Yes, and to learn the process myself and take it into others' lives, particularly.  

RL: I'm wondering if you have any stories to share about having Marshall at your home that might be fun to hear.    

Penny: Well, one time we brought Marshall for some workshops in Victoria.  One of us had gone to pick him up and he'd had a really exasperating time at the airport getting through the customs and immigration people and he was really irritated.  Poor guy, he came in to my house and we were so inexperienced at NVC.  Here he'd vented and we were all so taken aback. Nobody had the skills to offer him any empathy. So he just stood there, scratched his head and shifted gears. I remember that time we were just kind of struck dumb and in awe of him being Marshall, you know.  

MM: So for people just starting out, as baby giraffes, I'm wondering if you could share with us some challenges or struggles you might've had along the way.

Offering NVC to even just one or two people
Penny: Again it's sort of just hard to pull those things out of the hat, I mean it's been a learning experience for me all the way along.

I do remember that for about a year I had committed to offering NVC drop-in sessions to anybody who wanted to come.  And Katherine Gosselin had some space in the co-op where she lived and I was there every Wednesday faithfully. Sometimes I'd have a couple of people come in and we'd talk about NVC and just share. That was my commitment to the community at the time and it was a little disappointing sometimes, and at the same time heartening even it if was just one or two people there.  It was such a minute little offering at the time. That was maybe a bit of a struggle for me, just wanting to offer something and not having very many people interested. 

MM: I think Renee and I know what that's like.

Penny, as a Board we're trying hard to stay in NVC consciousness during our meetings.  It's been rewarding but hard work, I'm finding.  I'm guessing there might have been many insights for you when you're in giraffe community.

Just to connect with one need made such a difference

Penny: There are personal things with my family that have been really significant for me - affirming the choice to get involved, initially just sharing it from my baby giraffe place and then evolving. I can share a story about my daughter when I was really very new to NVC if that might be helpful.

RL: Yes, I'd love to hear it.

Penny: What had happened was that my husband had taken a photo of my daughter receiving a trophy for a sporting event and he thought that she would be thrilled with this thing so he framed it and had it ready for her in the hall to see when she came home. I was so glad when she did arrive that he wasn't there, because she took one look at this photo and said, "Who took this photo? It's crap!"

Well, perhaps you could imagine what was going on in my mind. I had a lot of judgments going on about her, initially, about how ungrateful she was and how selfish she was and how was it that she couldn't appreciate her father's love and the intention behind what he'd done there.

And I even went so far as to think, "I must not have been a good mother if I brought up a child that was as ungrateful as that." Then I remembered the giraffe that I'd been learning and I suddenly thought, "Oh gosh, there's gotta be a need behind here. What could it possibly be?"  I was so new.  I remembered 'choice' being a probable need - you can imagine this was head processing although my heart was fully wanting to be connected to her. So I just said, "So you would have liked to have had a choice in this."  

"Yes, I would," she said. "Dad should have asked me"

And that's all I could come up with. I couldn't think of any other needs that might be going on for her and so I said, "So it's real important to you to just have been asked about this." 

And she said, "Yes it would."

I scratched my head. I didn't really know what to do then, so I said, "Would it be okay if I took this photo and put it in dad's office? I think he'd like it there."

And she said, "Yes, take the photo."

We actually had this conversation at the dining room table where we had been sitting. She was kind of bent there when I came back.  I found her with her head in her arms just sagging on the table. She was sobbing. She stopped for a minute, looked up at me and said, "You know it's not about the photo, it's..." and then she started to tell me about something that happened to her that day at the part-time job she had. She was only 14 at the time.

And of course I found it easy to stay with her and to support her through her pain because now it was clear to me.  It was such a lovely lesson for me to learn that just doing the very best that I could to connect with her, initially around her need for choice, made such a difference.  And to also imagine what it would have been like if I had also let her know what was going on in my head when she first came home - at how ungrateful I thought she was - because it had been such a privilege to support her with something very real relating to her job situation that she might not have shared with me at all.

So that was a very special moment and probably early awareness for me of the power of NVC.  

MM: I'm feeing moved hearing that. I think it would be inspiring for people starting out with NVC to read about your own experience. Thank you.

Penny: You're welcome

Penny's Current Commitments and Future Projects 

MM: Penny, would you like to tell us what you're currently working on? What are you excited about for the future? 

Penny: Oh gosh there's so much, it's hard for me to share it all in a way that will be organized enough for it to contribute to anyone who might be reading this.  Well you know about my assessor work.  I guess I have about 35 people registered with me, all in various stages of the certification path  [For more information see: http://www.cnvc.org/en/sharing-nvc/certification/cnvc-trainer-certification] 

That involves them sending me a lot of their material and my giving them feedback as we work together to make certain that by the time they're finished we're both satisfied that they're ready for assessment.  So that does occupy a fair amount of my time.

I also have people mentoring with me and some of them are on the certification path and others are not. I'm glad to be contributing to them and that's an important part of things for me.

In the private realm, I often work with couples or individuals to help them work through their personal situations so they have the kind of connection they would like and more clarity in their relationships.

And in addition to that, this month I'm working for the Glenlyon-Norfolk School, a private school in Victoria.  There is one teacher there who is really keen, her name is Hilary Cross.  She's been involved in NVC for 7 years. She asked me if I would offer an Intro to her staff and I had only 4 and 1/2 hours which is for me a very short time because I usually like 2 days. So that's happening in the coming weeks.

And after that I'm going to Denman Island. I've got two 2-day weekend workshops that I'm doing. This is the 3rd year I'm going back to that community and it's always wonderful because it's such an involved and connected community, usually there are lots of people at the workshop.  But this time I'm doing one day of Intro and one day I'll do private sessions for couples - the community decided they really want to focus on relationships and group processing.

And then on I'm going back to do some private sessions followed by an evening workshop where they'll be working on relationships.  So that's exciting for me. 

MM: Is that one open to the public, Penny, or is it a private session?

Penny: It's funded by the Denman Island Women's Outreach Society.  They've had grants and they raise funds to offer these workshops so they pay me to come there and do these things and it's free for that community.  Always there's a great response. Because their mandate is to contribute to that community if there's any room left they do open it to the public but there hasn't been much in the past, so that's why I don't really advertise that one. 

MM: Sounds successful. 

Penny: Yes, it's really wonderful to see the work that they do because the community is really committed to practice, and to keep it happening there.  

Workshops with Social Change Organizations

As for past workshops of significance to me...This fall I worked with a group called the Contact Project. They're very much committed to social change and have been doing a lot of research in that area.  They seek to support the personal development of the people who are significantly contributing to social change because they think that's a piece that's missing for people involved in that kind of outreach. Very often people who want to make change of some sort, be it for the environment or whatever else, are very much into their way being the right way and other people being wrong and perhaps not as connected to themselves as certainly this group would like. 

And they are connected to the Haven Foundation on Gabriola who are very interested in their project as well.
And I don't know if you've heard of the Haven foundation on Gabriola Island?

RL:    Penny, is Frank Quinby involved in that project?

A 7-day residential retreat with the Haven Foundation in May 2009

Penny: Yes, Frank Quinby and Brad Jarvis and Ian Curtain, and Karen Stephens. I was asked by them to present an introductory session to the faculty and staff of the Haven Foundation. So I did that and that was really well received. Actually The Haven has agreed to my offering a 7-day residential training in May 2009.  So I'm really looking forward to that, of course, because I want to offer something that, yes, could take brand new people but also could be very useful to those who've already had NVC.  I'd like to really get into the spiritual aspect, and things like 'core jackal' and deepening the working through pain process, and that sort of thing. So I'm very excited to have 7 days in which to do that - lots of time to connect and build community and hopefully contribute in a way that can sustain the process of people once they've completed the training. 

So that's about as much as I can pull out of my memory hat.

MM: (Laughing) That's a lot.

NVC and Hospices

RL: Penny, you mentioned to me that you have a group of about 30 people in Victoria hospices that you're training.

Penny: Yes, over the last couple of years I've been working closely with 3 people who are not certified trainers but in-house hospice trainers and they share NVC - they call it VBC "value-based communication".  They've been offering that to the staff and volunteers at hospice. (whole sentence deleted)  Funding is a little bit difficult for them so they're not offering as many trainings as they would like but it is coming along.  The trainers recently contacted me to say that they've been contacted by another hospice up-island, who would like them to put on a training for them, too. So that's really contributing, and I do try and volunteer a bit with my effort with them.  

Then I've been really closely supporting Marla Jardine and her project (at the Nanaimo Mental Health Centre).  You've interviewed her, so you're probably well aware of that, but I helped with the initial design of that program and have done workshops for VIHA (Vancouver Island Health Authority) at their annual conference last year and they'd like me to do that again in the coming year.  Nanaimo Mental Health has a series of ten 2-hour offerings and once during each cycle I'll go in and share whatever it is that they especially want to learn. I'm always amazed at how very much they comprehend NVC and have taken it into their lives. So that's an exciting project for me to be involved in too.  

MM: Would you say, Penny, that getting NVC into health care is a real passion for you?

NVC can be embraced by any segment of society, any person

Penny: I think bringing NVC into life is a passion.  It can be embraced by any segment of society, any person, it can be useful anywhere and I'm always very, very willing to respond to any inquiries for learning, and, yes, I can see that it makes a huge difference in mental health and in places like hospice.  I've also worked in the past in places like government when the NDP were in power for a couple of years.  We had people from various ministries coming to a series of thirteen 2-hour sessions that I offered and then other trainers got involved after that so that was significant, you know.  

I think NVC is something that I feel very committed to and very certain about as much as I can be - it's something that I own.

MM: I've also heard of your mentoring with Leslie Williamson. 

Leslie Williamson as a contact for NVC and First Nations

Penny: Yes, Leslie is somebody for whom I have great admiration.  She contacted me some years ago and for a while there I was traveling around with her and doing offerings.  I've been to the Yukon and Northern BC with her, and golly I can't remember all the places we've been in, but I did do something in 2007 with some people in Merritt. Yes, I've worked closely with Leslie in the past and now she's sharing NVC right across the country.  So I hear from her from time to time and she shares what she's doing.  Mostly I like to refer anything to do with First Nations work to her. She's also on the certified trainer path and has a very full life.

MM: So I'm getting a sense of the wide scope of your activities

Penny: Yes, and you know it's getting hard for me to remember all the various arenas in which I've shared, or have some connections with that have been meaningful to me. It just takes someone like you reminding me.

RL: With regard to Leslie Williamson when you mention you refer First Nations inquiries to her, are those inquiries coming directly first Nations or from anyone working with First Nations?    

Penny: No, Leslie has worked with First Nations.  She is a First Nations woman herself from the Vuntut Gwitch'in Nation of the Yukon Territory.  On my website www.pennywassman.com  I share a little bit about what I've done with First Nations and my association with Leslie, so please look it up if you're wanting something more exact than what I can share here. On the website I suggest that people contact her. For me, that choice is about wanting First Nations people to have some level of comfort and trust in the process. What Leslie first shared with me that was so significant was the similarity between the NVC process and traditional beliefs. She was very inspired to share NVC.  So while I'm certainly very willing to work with First Nations if they'd like me to work with them, I always suggest they work with Leslie first if she's able.  

MM: I'm just noticing the time, Penny, is there anything else that you'd like to tell us about?

Penny: The only other thing I'd like to say is that I'm so grateful for your work and your willingness to track us trainers down and find out what we're doing.  It's just really wonderful to see you there contributing and carrying the process out to the BC communities, sharing what's going on. I imagine doing something like this takes a lot of time, too.  So I'm just so very, very grateful for your outreach.  

MM: Thanks so much.

RL: May I ask one last question? I'm wondering how your connection is now with regards to Marshall and now that he's moved to Albuquerque do you meet with him still?

Responsibilities as an Assessor of CNVC trainer-candidates

Penny: Well he's the Director for Education of the CNVC team and as such he's also part of the certified trainer team so we have monthly meetings by phone. It's kind of an interesting process because there's 10 hours of time zone differences between all of us. Sometimes he's there and sometimes not, so that's the kind of connection I have with him, just a voice over the phone.  

MM: I'm curious about what region you're responsible for when all the trainer candidates come to you.

Penny: North and South America.  

MM: Oh my gosh.,is it just yourself?

Penny: No actually Rita Herzog is active, Barb Larson who's in the Puget Sound area has been an assessor but is not wanting to continue. It's not something that we're particularly well paid for, and for me I'm clear about the fact it's an opportunity for me to contribute. For me it's a learning process, of course, and I value that.  Right now people are being trained to be assessors with Marshall. There's not too many of us left.  It's interesting to me.  I like the connections with people, mostly from the States and some Canadians, and one person from Argentina. 

MM: Well I hope they do train more assessors to lighten your load.  

Penny: Yes, so if you don't see me at the BCNCC meetings maybe you'll have a little understanding why.  It's important for me to contribute and I'm just doing it in a different way.  I'm so delighted that you're willing to pick up the reins of BCNCC .

MM: Thanks so much for your time and for being with us, Penny.

Penny: I hope it's clear and I'm already trying to go up into my head and am thinking, "Oh my goodness" trying to wade through all these words that I've said. 

MM: Do you feel comfortable ending the call now?

Check-Out

Penny: Yes, just want to ask how you're feeling both of you. It would be nice to have a little bit of connection to see how things are for you two.

RL: Just to check back on our discussion today?

Penny: Yes and how you're feeling about your involvement with BCNCC. That would interest me too. Is this something that you find fulfilling, or whatever you'd like to share about that?

MM: Personally, it's become my practice group. Renee's been inspiring me to reveal myself, be more transparent in the moment, so it's hard work for me but do I ever reap the benefits in terms of growth and skill.

Penny: Just kind of on the edge, I guess and kind of being accountable and authentic in the moment is challenging sometimes?

MM: Very challenging, but in all areas of my life I can show up more and that's down to the dialogue I have with her and other board members. 

Penny: Super, so you're sort of finding that just from your experience of being honest and authentic with the rest of the team there with BCNCC that it spills into your own experience and life.  

MM: Ya,"spills into to" hits the nail on the head.  Thank you.

RL: I really value your sharing today, because I found it very inspirational, especially when Mika was asking you about what area you're passionate about and you talked about NVC in all of life - it's not one specific area - and that's my passion, that it's about the whole community.  So I feel very connected to that even more. I really appreciate being included in this interview with you, two.  And then just the story about your daughter - it's just really moving, you know. I asked a couple of questions about Marshall just to make more of a connection with Marshall and in our community because he's not that big of a focus right now in our community since he's not travelling much here.

Penny: No, I guess that has something to do with people benefiting so much from NVC around the world now that it's just so big now.  It's easier to do trainings in one central place, I guess,

Well, thank you Renee for sharing that you had a similar resonance to what I was saying, that it's just important for you to bring this process to life in whatever direction you find yourself.

RL: Yes, also when you first started teaching NVC on Wednesday nights, like Mika said, that's what we're going through as well, and to hear that you stuck with it and you have 35 people now all over the continents, it's inspiring to know that - to stick with it.

Penny: Oh yes, you know, I think it's growing exponentially and things are happening so quickly. NVC is just kind of spilling out there in so many different directions that things just keep coming to me that I could never have anticipated. It's really not necessary for me to promote myself, which I'm relieved about.

RL: You actually shared something that really moved me.  You said that you notice that no matter what level of ability someone has with NVC, if they even attempt to use NVC you're recognizing they're making a difference.

Anybody attempting to bring their awareness to the 4 components of NVC is making a difference in the world

Penny; Yes, it's something that I do say often.  I've experienced so many times where perhaps somebody I know isn't as fully at ease with the process or perhaps not living it as fully as I would like - and yet they're making such a difference. In a way it's kind of humbling because, when I'm willing to look at myself, the more I find I think I know, the more I realize that there is to know about the process. It is an ongoing process and I think anybody attempting to stay with the 4 components of NVC and trying to bring their awareness to those 4 components is making a difference in the world. Again and again I've seen people making contributions without perhaps the formal training or accreditation.

MM: That's brilliant - what a beautiful line to end on it's just so inspirational.  I'm going to go away and digest these words.

Penny: Well thank you for your time, Mika and Renee, and again my heart goes out to you.  I so appreciate what you're doing - I wish that I had more occasion to be able to share my appreciation with you.  

RL: Well it's been so valuable just to hear it today, so thank you.

Please check out Penny's website for more articles on NVC:
http://www.pennywassman.ca/
