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A thought-piece based on the Barefoot Guide 2 Action Research Reports of South East Asia, South Asia, Southern Africa, East Africa, West & Central Africa and Europe

I walk out of the hotel for the first time in three days and see in front of me a green space that had escaped my attention when I arrived. It is between the hotel and a busy road with cars and trucks and vans roaring past. Around me there are open spaces and buildings in various stages of construction. Here on the edge of Delhi the city is encroaching on the countryside, eating it up.

I walk towards the green space without much hope – it is so small. Suddenly I hear is birds singing. I look around and see them flitting about or perched on telegraph wires. Their song is sharp and clear against the background hum of the traffic. I see butterflies. I look down on the green space from the walkway that has been thoughtfully provided.

I can see at once that is being cared for. There is a venerable old tree, dusty and a bit tatty. But there are also young plants and trees. Someone has planted them and I guess someone waters them, perhaps prunes them a little so they don't crowd each other out. 

Even though I am not in the green space (there is a tactful fence around it, partly hidden by bougainvillea bushes), the air feels cooler here. I feel my body relaxing in response and I feast my eyes on the flowers and the leaves. I forget there is a road just in front of me.

I look back to the hotel. This is the first time I have really looked at it from the outside, got a sense of its size and how the whole building looks, how it is put together. I can locate the windows of our meeting room, the place where we have been working. I can see where it is in relation to my room. I see the cars coming to the entrance and dropping people off, the gatekeeper, the security guard, the car park, the pigeons roosting on the windowsills – all the things that were invisible to me from the inside. I see the hotel in a new way.

This is the story of what I did just before I sat down to write the first draft of this piece. We had spent the last three days sharing our experiences of doing action research on learning in organisations. We brought together the experience of what had happened in our regional hubs, groups of organisations that had worked together on the action research for almost  a year.

The action research plan identified 'regional and sub-regional communities of practice for the duration of the AR process (and possibly beyond?)' as one of the intended outcomes of the action research process and one of the purposes of the first regional hub workshops was described as 'to lay the foundations of the community of practice'.. At this stage, we did not define what we meant by 'community of practice'. We did, however, recognise that the hubs would be an important part of the learning process and would enable participating organisations to engage with each other, in and between workshops. There were some guidelines and there was information that the regional hub holders needed to bring back to the bigger process (also in a number of workshops) but what happened in each hub was inevitably different, informed by the participants and guided by the regional hub holders. In their final reports, all the organisations involved  talked about their experience of being part of their regional hub. The ideas and recommendations that follows come from those reports.
What do we mean by a community of practice? 

In action research the findings come from the process itself. But the Southern Africa hub reported that they found it important to engage with relevant 'theories' in order to deepen their learning practice. I also find it useful to look at how others have described communities of practice in order to better understand what role the regional hubs played.

Etienne Wenger says a community of practice is ' a process of collective learning in a shared domain of human endeavor'. He identifies 3 characteristics and says that a community of practice must have all these:

· Domain – it has an identity that is defined by a shared 'domain of interest'.

· Community – members engage in joint activities and build relationships. There is an implied commitment to the shared interest and the group.

· The practice - Members of a community of practice are practitioners. They develop a shared repertoire of resources: experiences, stories, tools, ways of addressing recurring problems—in short a shared practice. This takes time and sustained interaction.

(http://www.ewenger.com/theory/ accessed 19/04/2012)

Wenger and others say that learning happens within these communities and, in fact, cannot happen without them.

This definition gives us a useful window on to the Barefoot Guide Collective, the regional hubs and the processes taking place inside the participating organisations. 

The Barefoot Guide Collective and the majority of the regional hubs
 definitely include all three of the above characteristics, even where the people involved did not identify themselves with the term 'community of practice'. There was a shared domain of interest (learning in their organisation), a community (the workshops, the process of writing/documentation), the practice (all involved were learning practitioners/facilitators – even if this was not officially recognised within their organisation). 

I will therefore focus on what we found were the characteristics that enabled a strong community of practice to be formed, how these were developed and how it helped the participating organisations to learn. I will then ask whether communities of practice were formed within organisations and how this linked to their ability to learn.

What happened

'In the Southern Africa region four organisations participated in the regional action research process and came together three times in inter-organisational learning, reflection and sense-making processes. Through this, a community of practice was established.' (Southern Africa final report, page 2)

Six of the hubs (with the exception of the online hub) had face-to-face workshops involving one or more learning facilitators from each of the participating organisations. In one hub, the organisations only met face-to-face in pairs until their final workshop, where they reflected on their experience. The other hubs had between three and five face-to-face workshops during the action research period. Communication between the participating organisations in the periods between workshops also varied in the different hubs.

The Southern Africa and South-East Asia hubs both described the process as a journey with the workshops as way-stations or hostels where they could rest and gather strength to continue.
Why a community of practice? What are they for?

'A sparring partner or multiple sparring partner from outside helps to step away from daily tasks/pressures/frustrations, the see the larger whole and purpose again, to review the achievements and generate new ideas and energy.' (Europe final report, p.29)

The communities of practice created a safe space outside the organisation where people could talk openly to each other about what they are trying to do and the barriers they were facing. This gave people new perspectives and sometimes allowed them then to move forward when they have been stuck. Even if they were still stuck, they were able to take a longer perspective and focus their efforts on what they could change.

In South-East Asia the second workshop was specifically seen at a turning point in the learning facilitators' ability to move forward with the action research. It provided peer support, inspired them through stories of one organisation's work and motivated them to continue.

In Southern Africa and Europe, several of the organisations found themselves suddenly in a crisis. This was not connected to the action research but to the external context. The individual learning facilitators felt supported because the hub workshops were a safe space to talk about this and share their experiences. In Southern Africa, it seems that this went beyond the individuals and the workshop discussions allowed the organisations to support each other as they shared their experience of the crisis and discussed ways of dealing with it within their organisations.

What are the essential ingredients of a community of practice?

· Trust – this became crucial as some organisations, especially in Southern Africa & Europe, had to cope with major crises (mainly financial and connected to the global economic situation) during the action research process.

· Openness & honesty

· Creating a sense of obligation to each other – this meant when things were difficult learning facilitators persevered with the action research and trying to strengthen learning in their organisation – not because they had to write a report – but because they felt accountable to the group.

· The host organisation is also a participating organisation – the process is not 'led' by anyone – the host organistation/hub coordinator rather has an extra responsibility to draw learning together, feed back into the next level of the action research. This seems to have made power dynamics less important so they did not act as a barrier (e.g. SE Asia, East Africa, Europe). However, that does not mean power dynamics were not an issue – they were discussed openly in some hubs (East Africa) especially in the initial stages – but there is evidence (for example in SE Asia) that it did make a difference and organisations that were 'partner' or 'client' organisations of other participating organisations felt they were in a more fruitful relationship as they shared their learning, including  failures, honestly with each other. 

Who can be part of a community of practice?

In our hubs in almost all cases, everyone had the same role: Learning Facilitator. Some of them had the responsibility for facilitating learning in their organisations as part or all of their job description. Many of them did not. But because they all had the Learning Facilitator role in the action research process, they came together as equals. There is no evidence to suggest that people's job title in their organisation made a difference to how they felt they benefited from being part of the hub or how they intereacted in it. Everyone was focused on working on their learning questions so they had somethng in common to talk about and they were ready to listen to each other because they were sharing the same experience.

This suggests that the power of position can be overcome in a community of practice where people are representatives of their organisation. It is more difficult within an organisation but perhaps if everyone comes in the role of 'learner' it is easier.

Does someone need to 'hold' the community of practice? 

In the action research process each hub had a 'regional holder' – in theory organisations, but in most cases individuals – they were almost always also learning facilitators in their own organisations. 
 They organised the workshops and in many cases facilitated them – though there tended to be more shared facilitation as the process went on. They also took more or less active roles in communicating and supporting learning facilitators (and their organisations) in the periods between the workshops.  Most hubs had 2 regional holders from the same organisation. 

The South-East Asia had 3 regional holders from different organisations. This meant that the workload could be shared and the flavour of each workshop was different and in a different place. However, it did make communication between workshops more challenging because no one person was responsible. On the other hand, it did reduce the feeling of one person/organisation 'leading' – it also meant that when one regional holder left the region the work could continue. 

Do communities of practice need face-to-face meetings?

'Everyone agreed that the hub workshops themselves were important because they gave peer support, motivated people to reflect on their progress and organise learning activities. A safe space to talk with other learning facilitators about challenges and explore ways to overcome them was very valuable. It was also inspiring to see what others were doing and this gave people new ideas about what they could do in their own organisation.' (SE Asia report, p.5)

The amount of communication between meetings ranged from SE Asia where there was minimal communication  – only emails about the workshops and any specific preparation that needed to be done – to East Africa, Southern Africa and South Asia where the regional holders provided more structured support, such as phone calls and even visits.

This does not seem to have affected how the participants felt about the hubs. In all hubs learning facilitators reported benefits. Interestingly, someone in the mid-process workshop in Zanzibar described the online hub as only having 'in-betweenness' because people never meet each other face-to-face. (Zanzibar report, p. 13) The suggestion was that the online community was a tool rather than a community of practice - it had not developed the qualities above that learning facilitators found so important, such as openness, a safe space, critical feedback. Of course, it is possible that over time this may develop, but the picture that emerges is that the  face-to-face workshops enabled learning facilitators in a way that would not have been possible without them meeting – or at least much more quickly. That is not to say that people who are trying to encourage organisational learning do not get support from online communities, but that the possibility of face-to-face meetings over time provides stronger support and an element of continuity to the process. And it is not only the formal parts of the workshops that were important, it is what happened outside of them – the fireside chats, the communal meals and walks in pairs. Relationships are important and all these things helps to build them.

Not having communication between the workshops was much less of a problem than not   having the workshops. In East Africa, apart from the hub, the only region that did not have a start up workshop or a mid-process reflection workshop, the community of practice was less strong.

It also seems that if you are going to form a community of practice, one face-to-face meeting is not enough. (Though it is possible a videoconference or webinar that was well-facilitated could take the place of a face-to-face meeting – this was not tried.) The fact that people would meet again and speak to each other about what they had done meant that people were either motivated or felt obliged to do something and to document what they did. (all regional hubs mentioned this). The South-East Asia hub specifically saw the second workshop as 'a turning point' – a place where their understanding, their relationships and their intent was deepened. In Southern Africa the relationships were strong enough that people could speak honestly about the crises in their organisations.

Does a community of practice need to be inter-organisational?

Individual organisations & their interactions with others as they were doing the action research, e.g. communities and partner organisations.

'Across 4 organisations it was seen that involvement of a “collective” proved beneficial to steering the AR process. This included working with cross-divisional/inter-disciplinary teams; working with a group of community members (task force members); working with a motivated group of ex-employees; and a provision of space and opportunity to group members to participate actively in the AR process.' (South Asia, p.5)
While most of the information about communities of practice comes from the experience of the hubs, there is evidence that some learning facilitators were forming a community of practice within their organisations – or at least they were creating a spirit of community around learning. This seemed to help in strengthening and deepening learning practices. People were talking the same language and people helped each other to deepen their learning.

Several learning facilitators talked about reaching out beyond their normal circle as important – from going and talking to different parts of the organisation (Europe) to getting partners as well as staff to complete learning journals in Southern Africa (VVOB Zimbabwe). Organisations seem to learn better – and to do action research better – when they get not only a variety of people from inside the organisation involved – but also bring people together who might not normally meet. Those organisations that involved a critical mass of people not only in learning but in documenting their learning and analysing it were most successful in learning. (VVOB Zimbabwe in Southern Africa; VVOB in Europe and KADI in East Africa) 

'Everyone was involved, including the driver.' (quote from East Africa regional hub holder, final harvesting workshop, Delhi, April 2012)

Should communities of practice be forever or have a fixed lifespan?

Although the action research process was timebound, whether the hubs continue or not will be up to the participating organisations. Almost all the hubs expressed an interest in continuing in some way. This may be restricted by the availability of resources but some hubs are already thinking creatively about ways to come together again. Sometimes this will be informal but others may form 'buddy' arrangements or other ways of continuing the learning. 

Nothing lasts forever and having a fixed lifespan made it feasible for some organisations, as well as individuals, to commit. The end of the action research process  became an opportunity for people to think about what benefits individuals and organisations were getting out of the hub and therefore whether and how they wanted to it continue.

Do communities of practice promote organisational or only individual learning?

There are lots of stories about individual learning facilitators learning from the community of practice. But did this learning really translate into learning in the organisation? In some cases the learning facilitators, even with the support of the hub, were unable to get learning going within the organisation. (e.g., VSO & IFRC in SE Asia) – even though they stayed with the hub throughout the process.

But here are also examples of how insights and support from the workshops fed back into the organisations and enabled the learning facilitator to move things forward. 

'When I look to the five organisations in these action research I notice that because we all decided to share with each other our learning trip in our own organisation, we feel the obligation to go on. We inspired each other. Sometimes we recognize each others' struggles. We were happy for the success of some of us and we gave each other practical advices. It was very helpful that the facilitating organisation was also a participating organisation. Because of that there was for the whole process more ownership in the meeting. What was asked of every participating organisation was also asked of the facilitating organisation. When in the preparation we as facilitating organisation came up with certain ideas, we immediately begin to think if it was do-able and funny or inspiring to do.' (Europe hub final report)

Even where this didn't happen, some learning facilitators felt that having the support to try had enabled seeds to be planted that wouldn't otherwise have been planted. It also enabled them to understand why they weren't able to enable learning at the moment and see that they would have to redirect their energies or perhaps wait for a more propitious time. (e.g., VSO, IFRC, SE Asia – also Southern Africa organisations in crisis)

The confidence and skills that were built in individuals also has a lasting value for  organisations – they are able to contribute to learning even if only in indirect ways – they have a 'learning orientation'. 

Finally, these facilitators will take these skills wherever they go – perhaps their new organisation will be more appreciate of them and be able to reap the benefit!

What helps to create a community of practice?

This section will focus primarily on what actually happened in the hub meetings as this seems to be the place where the community of practice was created. I will highlight some common practices that seem to have been particularly effective in enabling this.

1. The South Asia hub agreed a common question, suggested by a hub holder. They felt that this helped them to come together as a practice. In some hubs, common questions emerged during the process and this helped them to reflect together on the action research process. But some felt that it was the action research process and the common interest in learning that held them together. The global questions provided a kind of common purpose too and were usually referred back to in workshops. Learning facilitators certainly found it useful to reflect again on their learning questions in the hub workshops as well as in their own organisations. This created a virtuous cycle of reflection that allowed them to dig deeper into what they were really trying to find out and what they were finding out.

2. Storytelling and using stories to aid deeper reflection was used in most hubs, both as a way of collecting data and making sense of it. In the first Southern Africa workshop, people told stories about their organisation's learning to develop a common understanding and to get to know each other better. In the final South-East Asia workshop, participants told the story of the action research in their organisation and it was recorded visually. This helped in making sense of the story and identifying the important learnings.

3. The workshops gave space for individual reflection – for people to think about their own learning and grow as learning facilitators. This gave them confidence and enabled them to be more effective back in their own organisation. 

4. People gave critical feedback in the workshops. People were listened to and, while they were not simply praised, they were supported in their difficulties and helped to find ways forwards. It was recognised that people were moving at different speeds. The questions that were used were carefully thought out.

5. The programme of the workshop does not need to be too tight – there needs to be space for people to talk and reflect. Whoever is facilitating needs to listen to the will and the mood of the group.

6. The process of having at least 3 workshops worked well for both the Barefoot Collective (when writing the Barefoot Guide 2) and the hubs that used this approach. The first workshop is about building relationships, creating common understanding of the work/process and how it will be taken forward in each organisation. The second workshop deepens the relationships and opens the way for trust and openness – and therefore deeper reflection. It provides motivation for those who are finding it hard to move forward. It looks for ways to deepen the learning. The last workshop draws out learning through deeper reflection. Between the workshops some sort of action takes place. Therefore the space between the workshops is at least one cycle of the action learning cycle (more for some organisations).

7. Finally, on a practical note, no-one was paid to attend the workshops. Attendance was voluntary and only basic expenses (travel, accommodation, facilitator) were paid. The organisation valued the time spent at the workshop by the participants. However, I wonder if the learning facilitators' would have still been able to attend if the organisations had had to pay the costs themselves. How much are organisations willing to invest in support to learning facilitators?

Some organisations did drop out – primarily because they could not maintain the commitment – because of external circumstances or because key people left.  However, it is also interesting to see how organisations who experienced a crisis (e.g, in Europe and Southern Africa hubs) or organisations where they did not have leadership support (e.g., in SE Asia and Europe hubs), stayed with the process. In some cases, learning facilitators felt being part of the community of practice helped them to share and cope with their experiences of crisis or frustration on an individual level – it didn't necessarily enable them to overcome the frustrations or overcome the crisis. In others, being part of the community of practice enabled organisations in crisis to learn from each other and support each other in a way that would not have happened if it had not existed. 

Some possible applications of these findings

1. Organisations that support other organisations to learn or provide 'capacity building' for civil society organisations might find it more useful and cost-effective to develop communities of practice to improve learning practices than to provide lots of training – or combine training with a community of practice. It would seem to be most beneficial if the 'providing' organisation were also part of this community of practice, not as a leader going on the journey with the organisations. This could be framed as an action research activity but it might be enough to have learning questions that are related for the group to have a purpose. Over time this would also develop a corps of experienced learning  facilitators who could then work with new learning facilitators in other organisations – enabling a large number of organisations to develop learning practices with minimal resources. If the capacity building organisation pulled out of a country/sector or region, the expertise would then stay in the local organisations.

2. The findings above could be used by anyone wanting to set up a community of practice – or thinking that one might be useful – to create a process that would enable this to happen.

3. It is important to invest in the process of forming and holding the community of practice. There is a need for face-to-face workshops and there needs to be a process of deepening the relationships between the participants and building trust.  Without this, the group will just be a collection of people and not a community. Having three workshops – building, grounding and harvesting, seemed to work well.

4. Learning facilitators within organisations will be much more effective if they supported in a community of practice. And they are more likely to persevere with trying to develop and strengthen learning  practices. Even if they are unable to do this because of the lack of an enabling environment within the organisation, they may be planting seeds that will flower later in the life of the organisation when the environment changes. 

5. By involving everyone in learning in an organisation (including partner organisations), the learning practices in an organisation will be much richer.

Green spaces in cities are like lungs – they enable the city and its inhabitants to breathe more easily. Communities of practices can do the same for learning in organisations and the people who support and promote learning. Like green spaces, we need to nurture them. And we need more of them.

�	The participants in the online hub exchanged information and learning through reading the Barefoot Guide 2 -this may or may not be described as a 'joint activity'. The East Africa hub did not all meet together to talk about the action research until the end of the process.


�	This was not the case in the Southern Africa and East & Central Africa hubs.
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