[image: image1.jpg]DEYV
QO‘L ELO

o
2
3t Vbt
e AL FAb
SERNE
T S



Experiencing freedom’s possibilities: 

horizontal learning in CDRA’s Home Weeks

How continuously and rhythmically ‘grounding’ itself internally is at the heart of CDRA’s practice and organisational structure.

From the 2004/2005 CDRA Annual Report
Almost every month the practitioners in our organisation take a week-long reflective pause from fieldwork, participating in a process which we call our “home week”. This is in all its manifestations a conscious peer learning process centred on our practice.

The week is set aside for us to reflect on our work, the experience of the previous few weeks in the field, to draw learning to deepen and improve our practice, to share, to plan or re-plan, to adjust or re-think our strategy, to perform necessary organisational main-tenance tasks, to build our inter-personal relationships and to re-charge our batteries. When asked not long ago to describe the essence of our organisation, where it lives, we all responded that it lay in our home weeks, more particularly in our peer engagement and learning. It is our simple belief that to be a learning organisation we have to set aside regular, dedicated time for learning.

What is our home week and what shape does it take? Over the years it has taken different forms, but at present has the following flexible pattern:

Monday: (a day to slow down)

We begin, as the whole staff, with sharing breakfast, a light social occasion which becomes a sharing of what has been happening to us over the past month, stories from our lives, some from the field, some from home life – a free and human space. Sometimes a poem is read to set a contemplative or challenging tone. 

After morning tea we then assemble upstairs for a lively creative session, usually with an invited artist who comes to work with us, over a few monthly sessions, bringing creative processes for us to explore and learn from. Painting, drawing, clay sculpting, movement, storytelling and drumming are examples. The purpose is both for team-building and to help us to develop artistic faculties to experience creativity, lateral thinking and working with the unknown, as a resource to our practice.

In the afternoon, the practitioners spend time alone writing a reflective report on our work experience over the past month. What is expected is two to three pages of personal reflection describing one or more experiences we have had during the past month and questions we are struggling with out of these. In some months we have themes we explore across our dif-ferent practices. This is in preparation for Wednesday.

Tuesday: (a quicker day)

This is usually a business and work allocation day. Part of the morning is spent in a staff business meeting, dealing with the operational issues of running an organisation of 16 people. The practitioners meet in the afternoon to respond to the various requests we have received over the past month from potential clients for our services, or from collaborators proposing joint work, as well as to look at opportunities heading our way.

These meetings, like all during the week, are chaired by a revolving chair – every staff member will in turn chair the processes that she or he participates in.

Wednesday: (a slow day)

The day is dedicated to the reflective reports written on Monday afternoon. We make copies of each and we then take each one in turn to work with. The process is simple: we read the reflection, give space for a preface by the writer, and then one by one respond to it, reflecting back what struck us, what questions it stimulated and a characterisation – which may be an image, or sense of some essence that emerged for us – of that person’s practice. Essentially a peer feedback session, we work hard at being non-judgemental, at helping the writer to see their practice more clearly. A gentle yet challenging mirror.

This day of reflective reports is the heart of the week, and by this token perhaps the real heart of the organisation. And yet – paradoxically – it is the most individual and personal process we have, where each of the practitioners exposes her or his practice to peers for examination, vulnerable to their feedback. The purpose is overridingly preserved for honest learning, from our own and from each other’s practice and yet its (unintended or un-designed) consequence is that we also become accountable to each other through this. 

Many of the deeper ideas we put into the world through our consultancy approach, writing, courses and other interventions, emerge from these sessions. 

Thursday: (a more energetic day)

This day varies, but is set aside for such things as case-studies, strategy discussions, the sharing of tools or methods, design sessions (of a new course or a difficult workshop someone is about to facilitate for a client). Sometimes we work with a reading that some-one has proposed. Again the processes are always held or facilitated by a different person.

Every few months, in the afternoon of this day, space is given for peer accompaniment or individual super-vision sessions, where at an individual level we help each other to take stock of the balance between our personal and professional lives, review our personal development plans and work through any issues that we are individually struggling with. The practitioners each choose their own supervisor.

Friday: (a grounded day)

Various meetings happen on this day which draw together all the issues that have arisen from the week to ensure that they are not left at a loose end. Time is also set aside for team meetings for particular collaborative internal or external programmes or projects.

The account of the home week is offered here to illustrate how regular or rhythmic peer learning practices in an organisation impact on the nature and functioning of the organisation as a whole. We have a sense, as a result of our experience with home weeks, that it is possible to think of the nature of organisations differently from the conventional and quite static conceptions that are mirrored back to us by manage-ment scientists. More particularly we are beginning to sense that our experience of regular and conscious peer learning processes enables us to view our organisation as a rhythmic process, a structure-in-time of peer relationships – something more dynamic and interesting than conventional models. The monthly home week is a rhythm that creates and renews peer learning relationships at both formal and informal levels that is the form of CDRA more than any other structure, process or function. These learning relation-ships and the processes that bring them into being, are the foundations on which we understand and develop trust for each other, on which we improve our practice together, through which we account to each other and maintain and develop the organisation in support of this practice and from which we are able to work together in the field.

It is worth mentioning here that the week is “held” by two people, as part of their organisational role, who in consultation with others, design and help to prepare for each week. Over the years, “home week” has undergone many changes. There have been times where its strategic functions have been most prominent and others where it has been focused largely on the field practice of the organisation. 

It is not a static design but has to be changed as we change. There have been times when home week left staff feeling more run down and exhausted than before, prompting a review, renewal and re-design of the space so that it could be re-established as a source of calm, fellowship and inspiration. Finding the right balance between the introspection of home week, a safe home to which all staff return, and openness, a programme that challenges, stretches and galvanises both staff and visitors, remains a constant challenge to pursue, to keep the space alive. 

When asked to justify setting aside what amounts to 15% of our time for reflection on practice, we respond that the practice we are involved in is complex and difficult without an established discipline – we have to learn our way to a better practice through a committed learning process – a commitment of time and a different conception of the productive use of time. Our personal experiences of other organisations, working the normal four weeks a month, are of many burnt-out over-stressed individuals working at cross purposes, with fractured relationships, frequently learning the hard way, repeating mistakes, unproductively in and out of meetings all month. 

By spending a week a month in the way described above, productivity and qualitative working can be doubled, with new lessons guiding us, practice deepening, work being continually re-focused and work relationships strengthening. Central to this (and we believe to human nature) is the peer learning culture, essentially contained within processes that give freedom to individuals to learn cooperatively and productively, creating the basis for an effective working organisation. 

Looking at the balance of activities we see that learning from practice and learning about practice takes up about half the week with the remainder focused on organisational maintenance, work planning, business and staffing issues. Because this arrangement gives us a lot of time to focus on “pure” learning, much of the business and strategy decision-making meetings are informed by this learning. This makes these meetings less complex, less fraught, less time consuming and more fulfilling and imbued with “will” than the average strategy and/or business meeting, because a whole lot of the practice issues have been clarified and worked with. 

Home week works at an energetic health level. We are all rhythmic human beings and need rhythms to contain and re-mobilise our energies. We know that when we lose our rhythms, when we are all over the place, we quickly become tired, stressed, anxious and disconnected. The work we do at CDRA, largely responsive to requests and opportunities from outside our control, is essential irregular, and for that exhausting and stressful. Home weeks bring re-alignment and restoration to our work life, and to some extent our home lives, in their rhythmic regularity.

The week prepares us for three clear weeks ahead of pure work, without business meetings, with re-charged batteries, restored collegial relationships, renewed and clearer focus and always with new ideas and resources to enrich our practice.

As an organisation, almost every idea we have is had in or through home week. So to the extent that these ideas are enduring, of value, have material impact, they are a reflection on the value of the space. Recent examples include our strategic shift to being a centre for developmental practice, physical changes to the building, many of the ideas that end up in our annual reports, our key insights (key for ourselves, that is) around the distinction between development and developmental, and, crucially, our view that learning is at the heart of a developmental practice (it comes full circle). This led us some years ago to redefine ourselves as having learning at the centre, as the core activity, rather than as an adjunct to our work.

It is quite a radical redefinition, making learning central and crucial, rather than an add-on luxury. In that sense, it is a bit misleading to talk of learning simply as maintenance since learning goes much further than simple maintenance – impacting on and creating the core work of the organisation. Without learning there would very little to maintain.

While such organisational learning is the hallmark of CDRA’s organisational approach, it also gives rise to a paradox – that home week also enables individual leadership and agency; it does not substitute for it. So, all of the activities mentioned above have attached to them very distinct individual authors, initiators, champions. Thus our approach to organisation is precisely what enables freer agency in the CDRA – and so creativity.

In our own reflection on this internal practice we ask ourselves how our own experience with peer learning rhythms can help us to rethink the nature of effective organisation and how organisations can discover, build and nurture the peer learning practices, culture and rhythms that are appropriate to their own context and practice. It is these guiding questions, more than any structure or model, that we take with us into our work with clients, participants, donors, colleagues and associates.
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