
Notes on Common Ground History

Few will argue with the proposition that the decade of the sixties was a particularly turbulent
period for young people.  The Vietnam War draft, combined with the loosening of parental
strictures, caused young people to question social mores and to experiment with drugs and
hallucinogens as a way of rebelling and/or dealing with their anxieties.  In response to this crisis
a small group of students at Lahser High School got together and decided that they were the best
people to deal with the problems of other young people.  Word spread to the other local high
schools: Andover, Seaholm, and Groves, and in March 1969 an initial meeting was scheduled at
the Birmingham Unitarian Church to which all interested individuals were invited.  The project
was initially titled “Open Suburbs” and volunteers were chosen from the 100 attendees to
investigate the possibility of setting up a program where young people could help each other
with problems.  The group met regularly and investigated legal issues, set tentative goals, and
researched the communities that might benefit from such an organization.  One of the key people
in the group was Ernie Cooper, a teacher at Barnum Jr. High School in Birmingham.  Ernie later
served as chair of Common Ground in 1974-75, created the crisis line volunteer training manual
and served as Crisis Line Supervisor for many years.  

By April, 1970, the students had completed their efforts and began searching for financial
support. As it happened, a group of parents and community leaders had become concerned about
drug abuse and formed a group, the Community Action Council (CAC) of Birmingham-
Bloomfield.  Incorporated in June of 1970, the CAC’s purpose was to form a coordinated effort
on the problems of drug and substance abuse in Birmingham, Bloomfield Hills, and Bloomfield
Township.  The Open Suburbs group, aided by an Oak Park physician, made a funding proposal
to the CAC.  Impressed by the proposal and convinced that the idea of young people being
helped by their peers was a good approach, the CAC gave Open Suburbs $6,000 to establish a
“rap house” in the area.  Open Suburbs was renamed “Common Ground” and began operation
from a small house on Park Street in Birmingham in July, 1970.  It was staffed by volunteers,
most aged 16 to 19, and a part-time administrator hired by CAC to oversee the overall operation. 

In September 1970, the first training session for volunteers was held and out of 60 trainees, 20
were chosen to be Common Ground counselors.  A 7 member steering committee was chosen
from the volunteers to establish house policies.  A Board of Directors was also set up, composed
of four members of the steering committee and four adult friends of Common Ground.  The
Board was responsible for legal matters and for the hiring and supervision of paid staff. 
However, the Board recognized that the responsibility for policies lay with the volunteers in
order to generate trust among Common Ground’s young clients.

A five phase program was outlined by the Board: (1) to maintain a drop in center that would
provide peer counseling for drop-ins and telephone callers manned by volunteers; (2) to provide
training in crisis intervention and professional backup; (3) to provide free medical services for
those who needed them; (4) to provide free legal services; (5) to establish leisure time programs. 
Iin July 1970, the program was open weekend nights only and there were 89 contacts, most drop
in, most male.  By October the contacts had increased to 1500, most drop in, most male and the
center was open 7 days a week. 



By December of 1970 when a monthly record of 2500 service contacts was established, 
Common Ground had outgrown its Park Street location and moved to 279 S. Woodward in
Birmingham.  There were three crisis lines and a full time administrator and counseling
coordinator were hired.

 In January 1971 an acute-care medical clinic staffed by volunteer doctors and nurses was
established and began operating two nights a week.  In October 1971 a free legal consultation
program began with a volunteer staff and open one night per week.  Those two programs served
over 3,000 people in 1971.  In October 1971 Common Ground was selected as one of the 10
most innovative programs in Michigan by the Institute of Social Research at U of M. 
Meanwhile, the CAC found that it was most effective in raising funds and overseeing projects
and changed its focus from coordination to those objectives.

A young priest was hired in May 1972 to organize alternative leisure-time programs for young
people.  In August 1972 Alice McCarthy was hired as Public Affairs Coordinator to publicize
Common Ground’s many different activities, and in 1972 an evaluation project staffed by
experts concluded that “Common Ground offers more services per dollar than any other crisis
intervention center in the U.S.” that the group knew of.  

However, 1973-1975 were transition years.  Many crisis centers went out of business because of
lack of community involvement and licensing restrictions.  Young substance abusers changed
their preferences from hallucinogens to sedatives and tranquilizers.  Common Ground survived
by developing a more formal organizational structure to comply with new legal requirements and
focusing on education and prevention rather than treatment.  Each program (Alternatives,
Medical, Counseling, Legal) now would have a steering committee elected by the volunteers in
that program.  The executive committee was called the Common Ground Council.  In 1973 the
organization stated it had become stereotyped as a “drug center” and decided to replace that
image with a community activities center.

Common Ground grew fast: in 1973, an alternative newspaper, a phone-in information and
recreation service, a food co-op, and the Great Birmingham Bicycle Chase all began.  In 1975
the Cripple Creek Sandwich Theatre was established.  Common Ground moved to larger quarters
at 1090 S. Adams in Birmingham in June 1973 with help of Kresge Foundation. 

By 1974 the CAC decided that it would maintain a shell operation and it became Friends of
Common Ground to generate financial support and community assistance.  Spring-A-Round and
Art in the Park were the main activities.  Alternatives Program was created to help build a sense
of self-esteem among individuals.  Headed by Ted Rice, the activities included inexpensive
movies, a Friday night coffee house, a youth-oriented magazine, and a food co-op.   Leonard
Schwartz took over as director in 1974.  He said the agency’s mission is to “help people,
especially youths, find a meaningful outlet, understand themselves better, and grow from there.” 
This was a change from drug and drug-related problems which by 1974 made up only about 10%
of Common Ground’s caseload.

In 1975 the agency won an award for excellence in alternative programs for youth (National
Search Award from National Institute on Drug Abuse) and was named the outstanding program



for drug abuse prevention in Michigan by the Department of Health, Education and Welfare. 
The agency had a paid staff of seven and 250 volunteers and an annual budget of $150,000.  Its
focus was now on crisis situations.  The  medical clinic faced its own crisis in the legal 
requirement for malpractice insurance but it remained open and insurance was finally secured in
October.   Funding became a real issue.  A troupe of young volunteers was formed to give skits
at schools to let them know about Common Ground programs.  The first Art in the Park was held
in 1975 and was judged a success..

1976 began auspiciously as the city of Birmingham declared January to be Common Ground
month.  Canister fund-raising drive in stores.  Telephone crisis counseling discontinued because
of reduced budget; extensive face-to-face crisis intervention was started.  Joanne Lindensmith
was appointed Counseling Coordinator.  A comprehensive information and referral network was
developed and by 1977 had served 10,000 people.  M. Diane Vincent was hired as  interim
director.  There was renewed emphasis on prevention programs and efforts began to clarify the
public image as an organization that dealt with more than just drug problems.   A recycling
center and in classes in yoga and guitar began.   The recycling project ran into difficulty but
finally found a site and began operation in October.  The second Art in the Park attracted 15-
20,000 people.

In 1977 Common Ground solidified prevention activities that were designed to serve as
alternatives to substance abuse and prevent mental illness.  There were 65 presentations during
the year to groups by Common Ground volunteers on different subjects relating from programs
and services to suicide, rape, adolescent development and crisis intervention techniques.  New
statement of purpose was developed stating that Common Ground intended to respond to the
needs and interests of the community, especially teenagers and young adults by offering
services, developing open, flexible program planning and by working with other agencies to
improve the quality of services available to the community.  In addition the agency planned  to
create meaningful opportunities for involvement by training and using volunteers to deliver
Common Ground’s services.  Daytime crisis counseling on weekdays from 9 a.m. to 7 p.m. was
added to the evening crisis counseling that had been ongoing since 1971.  Crisis intervention
clients increased to 175 monthly.  A new magazine, named Porch Front, was started to help
young people develop their writing skills.  Alcohol became a  more noticeable as a drug of
choice among young people.

 In May Spring-a-Round was held, a collaboration between Birmingham merchants and Common
Ground.  Ms. Vincent made permanent director.  The communities were rocked by the murder of
Timothy King by the Oakland County Child Killer.  Common Ground responded by developing a
crisis intervention program to help parents and children cope with the violent death of a child. 

In 1979 Common Ground contracted with Community Mental Health as a backup service.

1981: Susan Morgan-Chandler was named Exec. Director of Common Ground, succeeding Diane
Vincent. Susan M-C said she would focus on putting CG on a sound financial footing.  In June
Common Ground offered to buy Torry School and the surrounding seven acres.  Common
Ground served a total of 13,140 people in all programs in 1981.



1982: In October 1982, Susan Morgan-Chandler was replaced as Exec. Director by Dr. James
Neubacher.  Common Ground counselors assisted in a peaceful ending to a siege by a 44 year-old
Vietnam veteran who held Royal Oak police and fire at bay for five hours, threatening to
overdose on drugs and to set his house on fire.  Stone Soup, the food co-op which began at CG
apparently split off (when) and became a separate organization.  By 1982 Common Ground had a
contract with Oakland County Community Mental Health to provide mental health crisis
intervention services from 11 p.m. to 8 a.m. Mon. - Thurs.., 11 p.m. Fri. - 8 a.m. Monday; crisis
intervention, psychiatric consultation services on call and information and referral services,
contracts with CMH and Office of Substance Abuse amounting to about 53% of its annual
budget.

1983: Common Ground started a group to produce programs for public-access TV.  How long did
that continue?  Article in Birmingham Eccentric saying that CG was going to computerize all
their referral and program information.  CG produced in print a comprehensive directory of
service available to victims of sexual assault.

1984: Common Ground noted that it was seeing changes in the types of problems: more domestic
violence, suicide, homicide, alcoholism, because of the recession.  CG raised funds at a Monte
Carlo/Las Vegas night.  Local celebs served as dealers and croupiers.  Tenth year of Art in the
Park which raised $23,000.

1985: Crisis prevention being stressed.  In 1985 CG was still the only walk-in agency in the
Detroit metro area.  In 1985 the operating budget was $475,000, 60% of which came from
Oakland County contracts to provide emergency crisis work during nights, weekends and
holidays, and prevention work in substance abuse.  The other 40% privately raised.  Cocaine
became a substance abuse concern.

1986: Dr. James Neubacher cut back the number of free medical clinics from two days a week to
one day a week and the CG board disagreed and asked for an evaluation.  Neubacher said the use
of the clinic had gone down and the evaluation will probe reasons for the reduction in use.  Board
restored the clinic day that was cut until the results of the evaluation.  Neubacher resigned as head
of CG on September 30.

1987: Marshall Pitler was appointed as new Exec. Director but resigned in May.  Deborah Dinco
was appointed as replacement.  Accreditation became an issue for the agency.

In 1988 Maryann Weingarden was named executive director of Common Ground, replacing
Deborah Dinco who resigned to become executive director of Orchards Children’s Services.  By
1988 the agency’s budget was $680,000, about 60 percent from state and county agencies and the
remaining 40 percent from private contributions.  

In 1989, having outgrown its space in Birmingham,  Common Ground moved to Royal Oak.  In
September the Kresge Foundation awarded Common Ground a $50,000 challenge grant toward



its Capital Fund Drive.  Headed by Shirley Schlafer as honorary chairperson, the Capital and
Endowment Campaign had already raised nearly $300,000 to help purchase and renovate the
building on Hendrie and to establish an endowment fund.  Common Ground was also certified by
the American Association of Suicidology which signified that the organization had met or
exceeded specific standards in administration, training, service delivery in life-threatening crises,
ethical issues, community integration and program evaluation.

Tony Rothschild was hired as executive director in 1990.

In November of 1991 Common Ground responded to a tragic shooting at the Royal Oak Post
Office.   Eight postal workers were shot and five people died, including the shooter.  Crisis
counselors assisted the survivors with emergency emotional aid. 

1993: Total number of clients served in Crisis Intervention Services, Legal Clinic, Speaker’s
Bureau, Prevention Services, Community Training, Community Response Unit was 25, 178.

1994: Common Ground celebrated 20 years of Art in the Park with a reception at the Habatat
Galleries in Pontiac with Dale Chihuly, the celebrated glass artist, as the featured guest. 

In May 1995 the crisis and emergency services moved to 853 North Woodward in Pontiac, across
from St. Joseph Hospital.  The administrative services moved to 7 South Perry Street in Pontiac;
the Henrie facility became a crisis residential unit.  The budget was $800,000 and the agency
served 18,045 clients. 

In 1996 Common Ground celebrated its 25th anniversary.  There were now about 80 volunteers
handling about 20,000 calls a year on the crisis line and a paid staff of 80 as the agency began
doing mental health screening for Oakland County.

In 1997 the Common Ground Board of Directors set seven goals for the fiscal year: develop a
new statement of values; enhance and develop psychiatric and non-psychiatric services;
recommend opportunities for collaboration and partnership with other agencies; continue staff
development; expand use of volunteers; develop resources to ensure program delivery; make
marketing central to the agency.

On July 1, 1998, Common Ground and Sanctuary merged and became Common Ground
Sanctuary.  Volunteers began the Sanctuary in 1974 to respond to the growing number of
runaway youth in Oakland County.  The organization began with a residential treatment program
in Pleasant Ridge for homeless young people ages 10-17.  In 1979 the program was moved to a
home in Royal Oak.   In 1986 the Sanctuary expanded its services to young people ages 16-21 by
developing A Step Forward to assist these age groups in developing the skills and ability to live
independently.  More and more services were offered and by 1997 Sanctuary was well established
as a provider of services to youth in Oakland County.  The two organizations decided that their



services complemented each other and the merger made the combined agency’s programs the
most comprehensive in the state of Michigan.
Also in 1998 Common Ground Common Ground won a contract with Oakland County
Community Mental Health to provide emergency psychiatric services for the county.  The budget
increased to $6,700,000 and Common Ground moved its services to a new location on Woodward
Avenue near St. Joseph Mercy Hospital.

1999-2000

147 youths/families in crisis served at the Sanctuary with 11 days of care per youth and 35 hrs.
average counseling per family.

2002-2003

 A five year grant for “A Step Forward” was awarded by Dept. of Health and Human Services.
Common Ground’s Board of Directors started an eight-week strategic planning process.
In 2003 the budget was $7.5 million; Common Ground served over 35,000 people and faced a
space crisis.  

2003-2004

30th year anniversary as an agency; Common Ground served more than 40,000 people facing
crisis.
2 grants to open outpatient counseling program for runaway and homeless youth.
Also created a Domestic Abuse Support Group withing the Victim Assistance Program (VAP)
Also started Mobile Crisis Unit to go directly to individuals experiencing crisis.

2004-2005

Common Ground selected to serve as the Oakland County partner for the 2-1-1 call center, a
mult-lingual information and referral telephone service developed by United Way for
southeastern Michigan.
Common Ground got honorable mention in Crain’s Detroit Business for Best-Managed Non-
Profit.
In May, 2005, actress Jane Seymour, partnered with Common Ground in a fund-raising event
featuring her artwork.

2005-2006

Common Ground received accreditation by the Commission on Accreditation of Rehabilitation
Facilities (CARF).
An endowment fund for Common Ground was established at the Community Foundation for
Southeast Michigan.



2008-2009

Common Ground honored by the Community Foundation with a grant of $25,000.
Common Ground moved to Doctor’s Hospital in Pontiac.

2009-2010

Crisis Center (CRC) served 5,735 clients; 21,500 people served on crisis line.
Sept. 2010 was Common Ground’s 40th anniversary (1970-2010). A mosiac mural was created to
mark it. There was a celebration (photos in 2010-2011 Annual Report).

2010-2011

Mobile Crisis Unit created to serve clients in Genesee County.
Legacy Society created.
Mental Health First Aid Program started to educate people on how to assist those in crisis.
Tony Rothschild’s 20th anniversary as CEO was celebrated with a fundraiser at the home of Jack
Kresula that raised $40,000.
Common Ground was awarded $20,000 grant as part of Art Van’s Million to Charity Challenge.
Crisis-related services provided to 51,362 individuals/families.

2011-2012

68,943 individuals/families received crisis-related services.
Common Ground began collaborating with the Oakland Integrated Health Care Clinic to
coordinate behavior care issues with physical problems.
Through the agency’s Strategic Planning Process, Common Ground formalizes its core purpose as
“helping people move from crisis to hope” and identified the three impact areas of service:
Responding to Crisis; Safety and Advocacy; and Building Communities of Support.

2012-2013

Common Ground moved most of its crisis services to a building on the Oakland County Complex
in Pontiac.
Common Ground was one of four agencies in SE Michigan to form the Runaway and Homeless
Youth Alliance.
The success of Common Ground’s Chat and Text program caused it to be invited to join the
Crisis Text Line, Inc., a national program.
The Common Ground Legal Clinic,which began in 1971, had 2 dozen volunteer attorneys and a
dozen additional volunteers including paralegals conducting 2 weekly clinics serving 1500 people
in 2013.



Common Ground’s response to Macomb County Community Mental Health’s RFP for a Crisis
Center was chosen. MCCMH decided to contract with Common Ground as consultants to help
them develop the crisis center themselves. This began Common Ground’s first of three consulting
contracts, which resulting in a new business line.

2013-2014

Tony’s last year.  His major accomplishments: [Years needed]

Volunteer Crisis Response Team for Oakland County created in response to a mass shooting at
Royal Oak post office in 1999.

Oakland County Mental Health Authority Services Contract implemented.
Merger with Sanctuary
New Board of Trustees Structure
Website created
Presence on social media
Runaway and Homeless Youth Regional Alliance
Crisis Text/Chat program
Common Ground’s Resource and Crisis helpline linked to national suicide hotline and national
crisis text line
Art therapy program introduced
Mental Health First Aid training began
Agency wellness program started to introduce quality food choices into agency
Partners4Health collaboration with other agencies to deliver effective integrated mental health
response to people with illnessnes including mental health problems
Resource and Crisis Center (RCC) crisis-related services moved to Oakland County Executive
Campus in Pontiac.

2014-2015

Heather Rae assumes CEO position on Oct.1, 2015.
Common Ground wins award for Crain’s Best-Managed Non-Profit, Nov. 2014.
Common Ground received runner-up award in Prudential Leadership Awards for Exceptional
Non-Profit Boards, Nov. 2015.
2015-2016 

Sanctuary for Runaway and Homeless Youth opened new facility in Royal Oak, June 2016.

2016-2017 

Common Ground opened Sober Support Unit, a 23 hour program for people who need
detoxification services.



Common Ground raised funds to expand crisis and text services to 24 hour, 7 day availability.
Common Ground worked with county and state coalition to provide counseling and support to
victims of human trafficking.
Resource & Crisis Helpline text and chat become available 24/7.
In 2016 Oakland Crisis Intervention & Recovery Team (mobile crisis team) becomes available
24/7.
In 2017 Human Trafficking Team began was added to the Victim’s Assistance Program  to serve
victims of human trafficking, including mobile services.

2017-2018

Common Ground started support group for victims of MSU Gymnastics Coach Larry Nassar.
June 2018: Medical students from Oakland University Wm. Beaumont School of Medicine began
rotation into Common Ground service programs and medical residents from St. Mary’s Mercy
Hospital in Livonia took part in Common Ground’s crisis service programs.
Common Ground Invited to participate at National Panel for Mental Health Experts. Common
Ground’s CEO Heather Rae was invited to participate in the Substance Abuse and Mental Health
Services Administration (SAMHSA) expert panel on Comprehensive Crisis Services Structure
and Standards. Recognized at the national level, Common Ground is a highly sought-after expert
for reducing the impact of trauma on individuals, families and communities in crisis.
Oakland County Human Trafficking Task Force partners with Common Ground to establish the
Human Trafficking Hotline operated by Common Ground.
Common Ground was a 2018 Impact 100 Winner.

2018-2019 

Tony Rothschild died in 2019.

Common Ground received from:
Grants/Contracts $13,401,038 
Public Support $861,775
Business Income $392,276
In-Kind Donations $243,234
For a total of $14,898,323 in 2018-2019

In 2019 the Common Ground Youth Leadership Council was established
The Federal Office Of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention awarded 6 grants. Common
Ground is awarded a grant for our Mentoring Program for youth at risk of human trafficking,
which was developed as part of the Runaway & Homeless Youth Program continuum.



In 2020 Common Ground breaks new ground by providing a leadership role in House Bill 5832
which adds a new chapter to the Michigan Mental Health Code allowing Crisis Stabilization
Units to operate in Michigan.

In Nov. 2020 Common Ground received a grant from the Substance Abuse and Mental Health
Administration (SAMHSA) to assist in implementing programs to improve follow-up with high-
risk individuals.
Common Ground’s Resource & Crisis Helpline goes remote for calls, texts, and chats.
The American Association of Suicide Prevention-Michigan presented Common Ground with the
Community Partner Award focused on the exemplary work of the Resource & Crisis Helpline.


