Towards Professionalisation of the Literary Arts 
This is a critical time for Lapidus. You could say we have been in our formative stage over the past twelve years, developing the field of the literary arts in personal development through coming together as a networking organisation, sharing and developing practice in using the literary arts with individuals and groups in a wide variety of areas: health and social care, education, areas of the business world.
This has been crucially important work. It has provided a focus for all those of us who thought we were doing this on our own (I’m still struck by how many people say that Lapidus and the MA Creative Writing and Personal Development at Sussex seem to have been created just for them!); it has drawn to the attention of a wide range of people and institutions the power of the literary arts when used in developmental and therapeutic contexts; it has given us the opportunity of arguing for this work in the face of sceptical and sometimes patronising attitudes of some people in the literary world. 

But the field is now reaching a ‘tipping point’: the point at which the pace of change quickens and there is a potential for becoming more mainstream and influential. Apart from the increasing amount of practice taking place, universities are now beginning to run courses and programmes of study of the kind we have been running at Sussex. And not only in Britain. I’ve recently been in discussions with people at a South African university who want to establish a similar MA programme to ours, and with someone from Israel interested in doing something similar there. 
There are increasing amounts of research being done in universities and the health and social care sector (you can get access to these via online databases such as Scopus and the Web of Knowledge). We are fast contributing to this at Sussex University. Our first doctorate in the literary arts and personal development was awarded in 2006 (to Sophie Nicholls for her study on ‘Writing the Body’); a second (by Pauline Cooper) has just been completed, and four further studies are underway. Some of these look at the use of writing in areas of health care, such as occupational therapy; others are ‘first-person’ studies: reflections on the researchers’ own writing processes and what they can learn from them about themselves and their practice as writers. Some of these projects focus on theorising the literary arts in personal development, exploring why and how they work developmentally and therapeutically. This is important work, and the sense of community at Sussex around these issues, amongst students, tutors and researchers, is exciting.
So after twelve years we have the essential building blocks of the field in place: a large, well-documented body of practice and a growing community of practitioners, increasing amounts of sound qualitative research to underpin practice, as well as theoretical understandings of practice, and all of this becoming increasingly visible in books, papers, magazines and online websites. The field is now moving into a new phase, becoming more mainstream. 
And this is where the issues of professionalisation and accreditation come in. Because the field is consolidating, becoming more mainstream, people are beginning to expect the same sort of structure and career possibilities as are available in art or music therapy. I had an email recently from a university student who was doing a research project on why there was no writing therapy in this country, whilst there were flourishing therapies for other art forms. It’s a good question and I’ll be interested to see what she comes up with. 

What is particularly noticeable to me, in my role as convener of the MA in Creative Writing and Personal Development at Sussex, is how many of the people who apply to take the MA are concerned about 'career prospects' in the field. This is increasingly the case amongst young people straight from university, but also amongst older people who are looking for new direction in their working life, having perhaps become burned out by jobs in business or industry. In the main these are people who are not published creative writers and this may not necessarily be their main aim, although they certainly want to write. Nor do they necessarily want to be fully-fledged counsellors or therapists, although they may acquire some of those skills. First and foremost they are looking for meaningful career paths which enable them to combine personal interest with professionalism, and they see the literary arts in personal development as a possible avenue for achieving this. 
I've said all along, from the establishment of Lapidus in 1996, that at some point there will be a formal career path in this area. Seeing that Lapidus has been at the forefront of developments for the past twelve years and has done so much to establish and raise the profile of the field, it would really be a missed opportunity if it was not the body to take the initiative towards formal accreditation. I know this is now in the pipeline and Kate Thompson, who has been preparing a scheme, will be talking about this later. It’s something we all have to think about very carefully but also with some urgency.

I know this initiative won't please all Lapidus members. I remember what a controversial issue it was in those days before the organisation was formally established. But I have always said that if we don’t do it, then someone else will, and in view of the gathering pace of the field I think that is increasingly likely now. 

Professionalisation of the field will enable us to consolidate what we have done so far; it will bring a new focus and encourage new people into the profession; it will raise the profile of our endeavours and legitimise practice, opening up easier avenues into the Health Service, alongside the other arts therapies; it will provide greater safeguards for practitioners and users of our services and enable us to develop further the body of knowledge we already have. 
Lapidus has always been a broad church catering for different kinds of needs and there's no reason why it shouldn't continue to be so in the future. But the next few years aren’t going be easy now that the Arts Council Funding is coming to an end and we all need to pull together. There's much work to be done. It is an exciting and challenging time, and I hope you will continue to support the Committee as they steer us into the next stage.

Celia Hunt
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