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 Executive Summary

This essay focuses on the questions that should be asked about the National Learning Initiative for the Voluntary Sector project of the NVO and identifies two risks and four potential opportunities to improve the quality of education for voluntary sector managers and leaders in Canada.   

Learning is differentiated from education.  The provocation is presented that education is often dead, or deadening, as opposed to learning which is life-like or living.   The deadening of education is shown to be less by intent and more by unchallenged assumptions and insidious machine-like rules operating in educational institutions leading to the first opportunity for the Initiative.

For teachers at universities and community colleges who embrace the idea of learning as organic but are frustrated by their institutional context, the NLI can be where we look for ideas on how to break the implicit or explicit (deadening) necrophilous rules to enhance our capacity to create organic learning contexts.

The major conceptual frame of the paper is the distinction between simple, complicated and complex approaches to education.  Differentiating between these categories is seen as a critical first step for the Initiative especially as complex learning approaches have been underdeveloped in Canada.  This has left senior practitioners and leaders with a frustration that education doesn’t help with their learning needs. This analysis suggests the Initiative faces the following two risks.

 If the NVO, the universities and community colleges fail to understand the fundamental differences between simple, complicated and complex, we run the risk of inadvertently designing systems which inherently are anti-complexity. 

Distributed control increases the capacity of a complex system to adapt to unique contexts and unique learning needs.  The temptation of a central organization is almost always to over-control or over-specify and hence limit the innovation, adaptability and sustainability of the system.      

Understanding the role of distributed rather than centralized control for sustaining an evolving, adaptable education system, the paper presents a second opportunity. 

Recognizing that less is more, the NLI can focus its energies on the key things that can only be done at a national level leaving all of the rest to the individual members and institutions.

The paper then explores the national level, cross-institutional issues that need to be addressed.  Although the paper provides some specific details on how these needs could be met, the intent is to see them as one of many examples of achieving the goals of the NLI.  The final two opportunities for the Initiative relate to national collaborative projects.

Supporting the creation of national accreditation and screening processes to assess the levels of learning, learning needs and to encourage life-long learning for voluntary sector leaders.

Recognizing the need for diversity, the NLI can support a national repository or inventory to share information on different programs and learning opportunities across Canada for the voluntary sector.  The inventory could provide basic contact information, description of program (content and learning methods) and also criteria for participation.  

The conclusion is one of optimism and concern.  The optimism stems from the belief that the sector is ready for a higher level of education and learning than has been afforded in the past and that across Canada the seeds are planted in initiatives which show there is enormous untapped potential for creative learning initiatives.  The concern is that we will inadvertently create structures or systems which stifle that potential.  To paraphrase the familiar expression, “the road to inadequate education is paved with good intentions.” 

Introduction:  Asking the Right Questions

This essay is intended to enhance the discussion and future directions for the National Learning Initiative for the Voluntary Sector Program.  It is neither an empirical study nor an inventory of the current educational options in Canada for voluntary sector leaders rather it should complement such studies.  My purpose is to provoke and advance our thinking and to frame some of the conceptual and practical challenges facing education for the sector.   I will use the first person voice for two reasons.  First, I want to be clear that I am expressing personal opinions and assessments based on experience, observations and interpretations of literature which have shaped my assessment.  Second, I believe that we are at a critical juncture for voluntary sector education in Canada and at such times, there is a risk of retreating to the safe position of finger pointing or looking to others for action, for blame or for resolution.  This limits our actions as we wait for leadership rather than seeing ourselves as responsible leaders in our own realm.  

I am optimistic that we have the potential to truly differentiate voluntary sector education in Canada.   We are well on our way with both established and many innovative programs across our country.   There is a readiness, a hunger to go to the next level.  At the same time, there is frustration (from both voluntary sector leaders and teaching professionals) that established institutions are locked into patterns of education that limit the potential to go to the next level of learning needed for the sector.  

In this paper, I raise many questions.  Questions change what we see, what we pay attention to and, if they are really effective questions, how we think about what we see.  “Human systems grow towards what they consistently ask questions about.”
 What questions are we currently asking about the National Learning Initiative?  What questions are not considered appropriate or legitimate? 

Stuart Kauffman, a doctor and a scientist of international repute commented on the importance of getting the right questions to truly have an impact in the world.

“In science, in a magical and wonderful way, the most important thing is the question that you ask.  Because if you ask a question, there is a reasonable chance that you will answer it.  And if you ask a good question, there is a reasonable chance that you’ll answer a good question.  If you just sort of go blindly along doing things, there is a reasonable chance that you will spend all of your time just sort of fiddling around.”  
 

Throughout the paper, you will see provocative questions in italics.  Many of these questions are what I call “wicked questions”
 because they are often paradoxical in that apparently incompatible opposites are both true.  I differentiate wicked questions from nasty or trick questions which are about finding the errors or contradictions in someone else’s logic.  Wicked questions are inclusive – about us not just others.  We need to see the questions as real inquiry of our own actions and reflections on education.   These provocations are questions rather than statements because education reform is an ongoing inquiry rather than a process with closure.  Questions are an invitation to engage you in the process of inquiry.

Education is delivered by a wide variety of institutions across Canada including, of course, the formal education sector.  What role could the NVO, or any other national body, play in improving education for the voluntary sector in Canada?

What are the risks and opportunities of an organization outside of the “delivery” sector playing a key role in education?  

Throughout the paper, I present two risks and four potential opportunities for the Initiative.  The paper moves back and forth from the general and conceptual to the specific and practical.  The specific practical suggestions are primarily to demonstrate examples of the conceptual ideas in practice rather than a blueprint or a plan of action.  You are encouraged to use the specifics as stepping stones to implementable ideas for the Initiative.

The title, “It is time to differentiate voluntary sector education in Canada” could be interpreted a variety of ways.  Differentiate from what?  I begin the paper looking at differentiating learning and teaching and the challenge of current institutional frameworks for education. Since my paper is about education in general, I have chosen not to name specific institutions or programs. I believe few of the issues are institution specific.  This section is followed by the major conceptual frame in the paper; differentiating between simple, complicated and complex views of education.   Identifying, or differentiating, the unique needs at the level of national or cross-institutional reform are discussed in section 3.  The final section, before the conclusions, addresses the critical need for differences, or diversity, to sustain the goal of improving education for the sector.  
1.
Learning versus Teaching

It is not a great surprise that participants in the reflective dialogues for the NLI (National Learning Initiative) rarely mentioned formal education as sources of most significant learning.  Educational institutions are designed, for the most part, to teach – not for learning.  Although we have some brilliant exceptions to the traditional education model in Canada’s universities and colleges, for the main we have a model in which the implicit assumption is that the teacher has the knowledge which the student needs to learn.  The teacher stays outside of the learning context.  The implicit contract is that the teacher is expected to transfer knowledge and the student is expected to receive and learn.  

Many professors don’t like teaching but they love their research.  Why?  From my experience, this is often because inevitably we learn from our research projects but have inadvertently created a teaching context where frequently we aren’t learning.  Teachers are human too, and have an innate desire to learn and grow.  With teaching, we are often bored or burdened and challenged by the demands of making others learn.  We can feel incompetent at trying to “make” others learn.  Exceptions abound to this general rule, but there are enough examples of frustrated teaching experiences that it is worthy of examining the underlying causes.

Paulo Freire, the Brazilian who is best known for his work on the pedagogy of the oppressed
, has written extensively about authentic learning.  Authentic learning is concerned with reality and Freire argued that “Thought has meaning only when generated by action upon the world”.  Authentic learning needs to respond to changing and change-able contexts.  Freire compared learning and teaching as biophily vs necrophily.  Learning is related to life and living – hence biophily.  Teaching, he argued, is necrophilous  as it “makes organic inorganic”.  It treats life mechanically and students are seen as receiving objects.  Authentic learning needs to be more life-like.  It needs to be part of reality and not seen as a separate.  Henry Mintzberg, a professor at McGill, laments that traditional management programs make work rather than use work.  In other word, we often treat education as separate, rather than integral to life.

How can we see learning as using work rather than seeing it as making work?

Life is messy.  If we truly believed in an organic form of education and learning, we would have problem-posing education in addition to problem-solving courses and techniques.  We would be more comfortable presenting our learning initiatives in the messiness of life and see learning as a process of understanding in terms of evolving relationships, shifting connections and patterns.  There would be deliberate gaps in our course curriculum design.  We would be able to co-create course outlines which require mutual shaping of the content by the teacher and the student.  We would see courses where the learning objectives were in terms of seeing connections and identifying patterns rather than learning tools and techniques.  The choice of what to read for a course would only be partially determined a priori.  Reading lists would be created in the process of the course to respond to the problems posed by participants. Reading material deadlines would be driven by emerging course design rather than by university or college print shop requirements, which today, often demand programs be fully designed months before they are “delivered”.  Notice the word delivery itself is necrophilous.  This demand for full design months in advance, allows the print shop to spread their workload evenly throughout the year.  This is very efficient but not life-like.  Remarkably, we allow our learning design to be dictated by technical support functions.  This is an insidious way to make the organic inorganic.

We have some highly motivated, inspired and creative teachers involved in voluntary sector leadership education across Canada.   They have created many organic learning environments in spite of institutional constraints.  But they are often hampered in going as far as they would like in terms of the learning initiatives.  A key role for the National Learning Initiative is to support those teachers in creating such learning initiatives.  Sometimes this may mean helping them get around the necrophilous institutional rules.  For example, if the learning would be better served by just-in-time reading lists, the NVO could play an intermediary role to allow materials to be “fast tracked” - to be scanned into computers while satisfying copyright requirements or to find electronic versions of the readings which are freely available, or to be the repository of examples or contacts from members on how to get around the rules.  In sum, we may need help from each other in determining how to get around the barriers that prevent us from creating organic learning experiences.

Currently universities and community colleges explicitly and implicitly ask questions such as: 

· “What would it cost to have Just-in-time reading lists for courses?”  The answer is almost always “too much.” 

· “What kind of quality control would there be if we didn’t approve detailed course outlines months ahead?”  The inevitable answer is “lower standards and lack of control.”

This also implies a lack of trust of the teachers.  In my experience, students who develop a learning relationship with a teacher will sign up for any course that teacher offers.  Why?  They know real learning will happen.  The course outline is merely the “dead” document required to open the door.  The material and design will adapt and evolve during the program.  Yet, we are complicit in perpetuating the myth of completely designed learning experiences when we create the dead documents.   

This form of questioning is firmly entrenched in the status quo and serves to support the status quo even when the objective is to create innovation.  As the expression goes, if you don’t like the answers, change the questions.  Sounds subversive but it can have a profound impact on what options we see as feasible.

“What would need to happen, or which rules would we need to break, in order to have Just-in-Time reading/resource materials?”  

“How can we demonstrate quality without detailed course outlines?”

These wicked questions lead us to (1) look creatively for where solutions already exist, and (2) to examine the hidden barriers that we perpetuate through our complicity.

If we conceive of the course outline and reading lists as necrophilous, as dead, we could then treat them as fertilizer for course development.  This would require an implicit contract between the teachers and students though that the “fertilizer” is a necessary but insufficient condition for learning.  Seeds are needed and here we can return to the idea of using work rather than making work.  Current short and long term work issues can be used as the seeds or the foundation for the course.  Fertilizer and other nutrients are needed to mix with the seeds to nurture and enhance growth.  Too much fertilizer will burn the ground and prevent the seeds from growing. We must not confuse the dead aspects of our course materials and design with the living aspects of learning.  

Understanding learning rather than education as our aim, we are often left with breaking educational institutional rules or norms.  Aristotle defined three types of knowledge: episteme or cognitive knowledge, techne or craft/art and phronesis or practical wisdom.  In a recent speech, Dr. David Leach
, who heads up the accreditation for graduate medical education in the USA, offered the following as important practical wisdom or phronesis when thinking about redesigning education:

“Knowing exactly which rule to break and exactly how far to break it to accommodate the reality before you.”

Opportunity 1 for the National Learning Initiative:

For teachers at universities and community colleges who embrace the idea of learning as organic but are frustrated by their institutional context, the NLI can be where we look for ideas on how to break the implicit or explicit necrophilous rules to enhance our capacity to create organic learning contexts.

2.
The Differences between Simple, Complicated and Complex
John Gatto
, an award winning American teacher and author, has written extensive critiques of elementary education.   He claims that we have created an education system designed for conformity which creates compliant followers rather than leaders or individual thinkers.  He also points out that the debates around how to fix the education system tend to fall into logic traps which avoid the real complexity of education and learning.  Although his criticisms are directed at education for children, his insights and cautions are relevant for the challenges facing the National Learning Initiative for the Voluntary Sector.  The NVO’s goal of improving education for the voluntary sector in Canada includes leadership development, and hence individual thinking, as a top priority.

Gatto argues that there are two popular but equally ill-fated approaches to solving the education crisis. Both are highly seductive because they suggest a possible quick fix to the education woes.  The first approach is social engineering.  Proponents of this approach treat the education system as a broken machine which can be fixed with a proper engineering solution.  The assumption is that there is a right solution.  It needs to be identified and then we need to ensure all of the parts of the system work consistently towards the right answer.  The second approach is antisocial demonology in that there is someone or something to blame.  Poor teachers, poor textbooks, empire building bureaucrats or the politician responsible for the latest round of budget cuts are a few of the popular targets.  The logic is that if this “demon” is eliminated, the system will be fine.  

The danger of the quick fix seduction is that we resort to simplistic thinking.  We look for a straightforward cause and effect to solve our problems.  In this paper, I argue that education is fundamentally complex with simple, complicated and complex aspects. As such, simplistic approaches to design, reform or “fix” education are dangerous illusions. 

I believe it is important to distinguish between simple, complicated and complex issues.
 Before applying these three categories to education, I will use an analogy outside of education to demonstrate the distinction between the three categories.

Simple, complicated and complex are as different as following a recipe, sending a rocket to the moon and raising a child
.  Following a recipe is simple.  It may not always be easy as some recipes have many steps and procedures but it is a matter of following instructions carefully and mastering techniques through practice.  Sending a rocket to the moon is complicated. Although some aspects of the procedure are simple, there is more to it than following a whole series of “recipes”.  There is the additional challenge of coordinating experts and expertise from a variety of disciplines.  The coordination skill is not as simple as following a recipe.  It is qualitatively different than gaining a depth of expertise in a field or discipline.  Coordination across disciplines presents its own distinct challenges.  Raising a child is complex.  It is certainly not like following a recipe, nor is it merely coordination of a series of experts.  It is a journey of relationships.  It is emergent, unpredictable in detail, and co-evolves with the parent and child.  Raising one child is no guarantee of success with the next.  Each context is unique and there is no rule book that works in an absolute sense.  Paradoxically there are generalizable insights about raising children that we see as patterns from one generation to the next and seem to encompass both cultural and geographical distances.  But anyone who has raised a child knows that even profound wisdom cannot be “applied” as if it were a technique.  Complex challenges have aspects which cannot be adequately explained with the previous two categories (simple and complicated).

 “Complex problems can encompass both complicated and simple subsidiary problems, but are not reducible to either since they too have special requirements, including an understanding of unique local conditions , interdependency with the added attribute of non-linearity and a capacity to adapt as conditions change. Unavoidably, complex systems carry with them large elements of ambiguity and uncertainty that are in many ways similar to the problems associated with raising a child. Despite the uncertainty associated with complexity, all three kinds of problems can be approached with some degree of optimism: we do look forward to raising a child despite the complexity.” 
 (Glouberman and Zimmerman, 2002)

 There is a critical distinction between complicated and complex.  The Latin root word for complicated is complicare meaning folded.  The verb is “to fold”.  Hence complicated systems are folded and can be unfolded to show all of the parts and the connections between them.  It is a summative process.  Complexus, the root word for complex, means woven and the verb is “to embrace, or comprehend, a pattern”.  The pattern is more significant than the individual parts. There is a sense in the root word of complex that reality is interpreted or socially constructed in that patterns are embraced or comprehended but not directly, or at least, fully observed.  Comprehension requires an exchange between the object and subject such that the boundaries can become blurry.  “Perception is reality” seems to be a fitting description of complex social systems.

Education and learning are complex.  To treat them as merely complicated is to ignore the interactive, emergent, living qualities of education and learning.  We need to heed David Whyte’s admonishment: “Stop trying to change reality by ignoring complexity.
”

Having differentiated between simple, complicated and complex, we can more effectively discern the different roles for education of voluntary sector managers and leaders.  As a teacher and designer of curriculum, I have both experienced and observed tremendous frustration when we fail to distinguish between these categories.  Using simple approaches when we need complicated approaches leaves both the student and the teacher bored and frustrated that the important issues were ignored.  Using complicated approaches when simple methods are appropriate leave teachers frustrated that the students weren’t better prepared and leave the students feeling that they were thrown in the deep end without ever being taught to swim.  We further distinguish between complicated and complex.  With complexity, the boundaries between teacher and student roles become blurry and the challenges for learning often deal with emerging, unprecedented experiences.  There are qualitative differences between simple and complicated and between complicated and complex.  

The National Learning Initiative needs to recognize the value of each of these categories – simple, complicated and complex - for education.  My contention is that all are needed to complete the fabric of education for the voluntary sector.  The challenge is to be more cognizant of what type of learning approach is needed in each context.  One size definitely does not fit all.  

However, if the first priority for the National Learning Initiative is education for senior leadership of the sector, I strongly recommend that the NVO look carefully at the complex category.  It is the least developed and least understood of the three categories.  It is also the category which holds the most potential to assist leaders with their current multi-dimensional challenges.

In the following table, I distinguish between simple, complicated and complex approaches to voluntary sector education.  

Table 1 Simple, Complicated and Complex approaches to Education
	Simple


	Complicated
	Complex

	Following Standard Course Curriculum
	Tailoring Education Experience 
	Enabling Learning through

Education

	Replication and efficient delivery of best practices.

-mass production
	Contingency approach Application to specific segment

(sector, sub-sector, industry etc) 

-mass customization
	Contexts without precedents leading to unique learning needs.

-action & reflection

	Focus is on content or the product of learning
	Focus is on coordination and application 
	Focus is on understanding or “meaning making” of unique contexts and relationships

	Key design issue:

Curriculum development and content design.

Efficient and effective methods to teach best practices and replicable skills. 
	Key design issue:

Linkages between modules of learning and tailoring best practice to segment context.
	Key design issue:

Creating and facilitating a co-learning environment.

Design of learning is part of the “curriculum”.

Emergent design.

	Primarily hard skills
	Soft skills (and hard skills)
	Meaning making (and hard and soft skills)

	Standardized results

Benchmarking. 

Targets can be set and outcomes measured.
	Standardized but some unpredictability due to tailoring of learning modules.  Multi-dimensional outcome evaluations 
	Unpredictability of results.

Assessment in highly context specific learning requires ethnographic
 approaches and self-assessments


Table 1 - continued

	Simple

Following
	Complicated

Tailoring
	Complex

Enabling

	Courses organized by disciplines (or tools/techniques)
	Application of disciplines to segment (sector/industry/context)
	Disciplines inform but do not lead learning design.

Framed around issues, meta-analysis, inter-disciplinarity etc. 

	Functional training
	Contingency training
	Praxis and reflection

	Focus on similarities.  Assumption that organizations are mostly similar.
	Focus on similarities within the segment and differences across the segments.
	Paradox of every context as unique but with generalizable insights across time and space.  

Fractal
 

	Pattern maintenance
	Pattern recognition
	Pattern generation


	Examples in practice:

-discipline based courses in management functions (accounting, marketing, etc.)


	Examples in practice:

-segment specific courses as stand-alone program or as part of a more general program

-case studies  using examples from segment

-expert in residence coaching on specific application
	Examples in practice:

-personal learning projects

-managerial exchanges

-dialogues

-mentorship programs

-communities of learning

-journaling

-participant-observation

-action research projects

	Content can be “tested” in exams etc
	Content can be “applied” in papers/projects
	Content co-evolves such that theory informs practice and practice informs theory


Simple is not meant to be confused with simplistic or easy.  Instead, as noted in the table, it relates to following known best practices that can be documented and taught.  The content is usually well understood by seasoned practitioners and/or academics and the design issues revolve around the most efficient and effective methods to communicate the information.  There is a sense of mass production with the simple category in that replication of what is known to work is highly valued.  Simple topics are, to quite an extent, “context-free”.  To teach a recipe, one does need to know why you are cooking or who will be eating the meal.  Likewise, when teaching a basic finance technique (such as discounted cash flow) the technique has a protocol regardless of whether the organization is a symphony orchestra or a steel mill.   For the chosen topics, organizations are mostly similar. Simple includes the tools, techniques and theories which are tried-and-true.   For the most part, the traditional functional disciplines shape the curriculum. By testing the content knowledge of students before and after the course, one can measure the effectiveness of the delivery.  Benchmarking and clear outcome measurements are possible, even if not always done in practice.

Complicated encompasses the following of best practice from the simple, but it also includes tailoring the learning materials and modules to the needs of a specific segment (sector, industry, sub-sector, size of organization etc.).  As with flying a rocket to the moon, there is a great deal of coordination involved to ensure the learning modules/courses fit together to create a coherent whole.  Mass customization is the analogy as one focuses on coordination and application of the concepts to the specific practices within the segment.  As with the simple category, targets and outcome evaluations can be set.  But for complicated issues, given the degree of tailoring and coordination across materials involved, the evaluation requires more multi-dimensional outcome evaluations.  Complicated educational approaches focus on contingencies and prescriptions choosing from a set of variables or conditions so that the techniques fit the context category.  The differences between segments are noted and students are expected to become skilled at recognizing patterns to improve their capacity to apply the tools, techniques and theories.  

Complex educational approaches enable learning in contexts where there are no precedents.  “You can never step in the same stream twice,” to paraphrase the philosopher Heraclitis.  The focus is on the unique learning needs and looks at the interplay between reflection and action.  Theories are not assumed to be directly applicable, as in a recipe, for actions.  Given the unique contexts of each leadership experience, theories inform actions but actions are also assumed to inform theories.  The boundaries between theory and action are blurred as one becomes more deeply aware of the applications and limitations of any theory.  Leadership is about interpreting and making sense, or meaning, of the experiences of organizational life.  The learning design is inherently emergent as participants bring their “work” to the educational experience.   Praxis, or the actions and practice of leadership, are the focus.  A teacher or facilitator may or may not be necessary but where teachers are used, they cannot know a priori what specific issues or questions will be central to the learning needs of the participants.  Their needs will inevitably not fit neatly into any specific functional discipline.  As Drucker points out, “work… cannot be defined in terms of the disciplines…[and is] interdisciplinary of necessity.
”  Each context is unique and yet the value of deep reflection, using practice and theory, is that generalizable insights may be gleaned that cut across the uniqueness of a context and suggest, but do not dictate, courses of action.   Whether formally a teacher or formally a student, complex educational approaches embrace co-evolution and co-learning.   

Risk 1 for the National Learning Initiative:

If the NVO, the universities and community colleges fail to understand the fundamental differences between simple, complicated and complex, we run the risk of inadvertently designing systems which inherently are anti-complexity. 

Over and over again as educators, organization leaders, and policy makers we talk about the complexity, the interdisciplinarity and the inter-dependence of issues but then design accountability frameworks or delivery systems which are wedded to a simple or complicated perspective. Learning objectives have to be stated a priori often in terms of “after this seminar, the participant will be able to …”    Evaluation systems are created that require tests of the data and specific applications learned.   There is an assumption that all who complete the course will have the same learning, an implicit desire for mass production of the same outputs.

How can intelligent people, who know about the complexity of the issues, be seduced into designing anti-complexity delivery and evaluation systems for education?  

The seduction is powerful for three reasons.  First, we have all experienced the simple and the complicated approaches as tremendous successes, when used in the right context.  It isn’t as easy as saying complexity is “right” and the others are wrong.  They are each right and wrong – depending on the context.  Second, in comparison to the complex, the simple, and to quite an extent the complicated, have the distinct advantage of measurable outcomes.  We can clearly measure the before and after pictures.  Canada is a society, like most Western societies, that puts the measurable on a sacred pedestal.  If it can be measured, it must be real.  The corollary is that if it can’t be measured, it doesn’t exist. Recently, the Ontario government hired an auditor to evaluate school expenditures who said he would not talk to any parents, students or teachers to do his evaluation.  He said he wasn’t interested in “anecdotes” and was only concerned with the “facts.”  The “anecdotes” though are a key source of data and meaning making in complex contexts.  Contrast this with the recent Commission on the Future of Health Care in Canada.  Romanow’s chosen methodologies combined the measurable facts interpreted by academics and other experts in the field with hundreds of stories from individuals across the country.  The stories gave meaning to the facts, the statistics and the theories.  In addition, some of the stories were used to shape research questions for academics and others commissioned for the study.  Although we can acknowledge the complexity of a context, we frequently are seduced by the power of the measurable.  The third reason for the seduction is that complexity approaches to education are seen to be tremendously expensive.  We have examples in Canada of highly successful but very expensive complexity approaches to voluntary sector management education.  

How can the NVO resist the seduction?  I believe sophisticated discernment of whether simple, complicated or complex approaches are needed is key to the first seduction.  The measurement criteria need to be expanded to include the qualitative aspects of learning.  Sophisticated evaluation methods are needed which are robust enough to address the complex issues.   This could include periodic self-assessment as well as in depth interviews of participants, their peers, subordinates and supervisors or boards, or other key stakeholders.  

The assumption that complexity approaches are very expensive needs to be challenged.  Education approaches that embrace complexity are not necessarily expensive. Table 1 highlights several approaches which are either low-cost or spread the resource consumption such that the cash outlay from a university or community college is relatively low.  

For example, there is an international masters program for managers, which has an extensive managerial exchange.  The participants self-organize, based on a few key design principles, into pairs.  Each pair has six months in which to complete the exchange.  Completing the exchange involves two weeks of job shadowing, and in many cases life shadowing as partners move into each others’ homes.  During week one, a participant job shadows, keeps a journal and observes at multiple levels what is happening.  The task is intense and often exhausting as they are required not only to observe but (1) to share their insights with their partner; (2) to reflect on lessons for their own practice; and (3) to communicate to their professor in a written paper the key themes, lessons and how the theories informed or didn’t inform the practices they witnessed.  During week two, the roles are reversed. The participants decide which weeks to meet based on their own work schedules, how to organize their time during their weeks, whether they want to share their findings with each other on a daily basis or at the end of the process, etc.   From an institution’s perspective, the cost is designing the key principles to shape the pairing process and to teach observation and journaling skills so that participants are well equipped to do deep reflections and observations.  Finally, a professor, or learning coach, is needed to evaluate or assess the written paper.     From a participant’s perspective, the learning can be profound.   Being observed, especially by one from a different culture, enhances one’s capacity to be reflective on taken for granted routines and assumptions.  Many participants report that the exchange is one the most powerful learning experiences of their lives.

The managerial exchange is an example of a complex approach which has a minimal but crucial role for the centre – for the educational institution.   This is a key lesson we have learned from sustainable complex natural systems – both in nature and social organizations.  Sustainable, adaptable complex systems need to have distributed control.  A hierarchy, or centre may exist, but it enables the systems’ members to work.  The centre does not dictate or control details of the work.  Frequently the centre sets the boundary conditions within which members, or participants, can design their own learning.

Risk 2 for the National Learning Initiative:

Distributed control increases the capacity of a complex system to adapt to unique contexts and unique learning needs.  The temptation of a central organization is almost always to over-control or over-specify and hence limit the innovation, adaptability and sustainability of the system.      

Using the example of the managerial exchange, the centre has to be comfortable not knowing what is happening in the individual learning contexts.  This involves a huge level of trust that participants are indeed organizing their time, that they are observing effectively, reflecting deeply and satisfying their learning needs.  The centre, in this case the NVO or perhaps an individual educational institution, would have to feel comfortable saying they don’t know when and where and how these exchanges are unfolding.  Too often, the centre can be embarrassed by this lack of knowledge and succumb to the temptation to meddle in the self-organization of the participants’ learning.  

How can one develop trust of self-organization?

We can use the lessons from the Orpheus Orchestra
, a professional highly successful classical symphony orchestra which has never had a conductor to learn about trusting self-organization.  The Orpheus operates by self-organization.  They need to trust their musicians to work together to create beautiful passionate music.  They are not jazz musicians – they follow a score.  The musicians must therefore all be skilled at reading music and highly technically proficient with their musical instruments.  In other words, they need to have mastered the “simple”.  They also need to understand the complicated, or the coordination between the musicians to play as one orchestra.  Finally, they have to be skilled at listening to each other, giving and receiving feedback, adjusting to changes in each others’ playing and to find collective meaning or interpretation of the music rather than relying on an external interpretation by a conductor or leader.  This is the complex aspect of being a member of the Orpheus.

To trust distributed control, the centre needs to know that the members or participants have the necessary level of simple and complicated skills to work independently.  In addition, the centre may need to play a direct role in training of “complex” skills, such as observation and reflection and to design the rehearsals and staging to support the self-organized nature of the orchestra. 

Returning to the case of the managerial exchanges, participants were given workshops and readings on ethnographic observation and interviewing. They had mini-experiences of interviewing and observation as experiments in the techniques.  Peer feedback was a key part of the learning process. They were also shown alternative journaling approaches to keep track of their observations.  In consultation with their peers and their learning coaches, they discussed how to make meaning out of observations and how to reflect on the role their own assumptions played in influencing what and how they observe.  

The key lesson here for the NVO, is that less is more.  The more the centre controls the members and participants, the greater the risk of making the organic inorganic.  

Opportunity 2 for the National Learning Initiative:

Recognizing that less is more, the NLI can focus its energies on the key things that can only be done at a national level leaving all of the rest to the individual members and institutions.

3.
National, Cross-Institutional Needs

An excellent teacher makes a difference in a classroom.  However, even with excellent teaching, there is a tremendous difference in a class, or other planned learning experience, where the participants feel they can learn as much, or sometimes significantly more, from their peers as from the formal instructor.  Given that, we should be paying as much attention to the mix of the peers in a learning program as we do to the instructor and learning materials.  I contend that this rarely happens and when it does, it is almost always the institution screening for the more general requirements for a degree or diploma program.

There are at least three potential reasons why we rarely screen participants for voluntary sector leadership programs: values, financial need and lack of ability to differentiate between applicants.  I will discuss each in turn and suggest two opportunities for the National Learning Initiative to overcome these barriers.

One of the greatest strengths of the voluntary sector is its value of inclusiveness.  Elitism, or exclusivity, is shunned.  All are welcome is the common mantra.  However, this great value is also an Achilles heel when we are dealing with leadership education for the sector.  We are reluctant to screen participants because we don’t want to “discriminate.”  I contend that we need to differentiate, as a constructive form of discrimination, in the sense of intentionally increasing the diversity in our mix of offerings. Failure to “discriminate” based on learning needs runs the risk of reducing the potential of the learning experience for all.  There are indeed times when we need to discriminate based on intellect, when we need to screen based on aptitude and when we need to have pre-requisite learning.  This is not to say there are never times or contexts where we need maximum diversity, of skills and experience, within the learning context.  However, if all programs are open to all, at a societal level we reduce diversity in the variety and level of training and educational experiences available.  Paradoxically, we need to increase exclusivity at times to enhance real diversity of options.

One of the other reasons we fail to screen participants is because many voluntary sector educational programs are expected to be financially self-sufficient and fee-paying participants are needed for sustainability.  I have been frustrated on several occasions where we have fee-paying participants who really are a mis-match for a program.  When they don’t fit with the learning approaches of the program, when their experience is so limited that they can’t fully participate in class discussions, all feel a sense of frustration.  When universities and colleges are feeling fiscal constraints, we often let them in anyway with an implied “There is room for everybody in the lifeboat until it sinks” attitude.  Our short run risk aversion of not filling the seats, leads to increasing the long term risk that no one will come to our programs, including the presenters, because of incompatible learning needs of participants.

Even when there is the desire to screen participants and the financial risk of doing so is low, we frequently feel that we do not have the appropriate skills or knowledge to screen the participants.  Perhaps it is time we had a collective method for screening participants, at least for some of the more advanced programs.

Many graduate school programs across Canada, and indeed across North America, have cooperated for years on aptitude tests for specific professional careers.  These standardized tests for law school, medical school, business school and others are used by most universities across Canada as part of the admission screening process.  Sometimes they are used merely as a hurdle.  A candidate must have achieved a certain raw score or a certain percentile to be eligible for the program.   The tests are general aptitude tests often with a mix of logic, comprehension and quantitative skills.  The mix of questions depends on the profession.  The LSAT, the exam for potential law students, has more questions dealing with the nuances of language than the MCAT, the exam for potential medical students. The GMAT, for business students, has a relatively equal weighting of language and quantitative questions.   These admission tests are aptitude tests, not content tests.  They test whether someone has the ability to think like a lawyer, doctor or manager.  

Many contend that voluntary sector leadership is a unique field of leadership.  It is highly interdisciplinary and imbued with values and issues which are different from either business or public sector management
.  It is not merely an extension or special case of either business or public sector management.  As a field, we have become more sophisticated in our ability to articulate these unique dimensions, as well as recognizing the dimensions common to other spheres of management and leadership.  

The NVO, or another central player, could play the role of assessing potential participants’ readiness or aptitude before engaging in advanced learning initiatives.  Perhaps there could be the VMAT:  the voluntary management aptitude test.  This is not meant to be a rigid standard, but an opportunity to have another source of information on how ready a participant is for a challenging learning program.  Because of our societal measurement bias, there will need to be a balanced approach to “aptitude”.  We could combine a VMAT with one’s own assessment of learning needs and styles.  In effect, we would ask participants to play an active role in their own assessment to enhance their capacity to take ownership of their own learning program.

Whether or not we use a VMAT approach, the idea here is to be more discerning about the leadership function of the sector.  Leadership of voluntary sector organizations is demanding; intellectually and practically.  In the past few years, there are indications that we are ready to acknowledge this and to promote voluntary sector leadership as a career not for the faint of heart or mind.

Even more significant than raising the entry level standards, is that leadership of voluntary sector organizations is an ever growing field.  The half-life of knowledge and skill development is getting shorter and shorter.  Many professional fields today require members to renew their skills throughout their careers.  Continuous learning is not an option – it is a necessity.  Yet in the voluntary sector, we have put most of our energies into educating entry level managers with basic certificate programs and leaving the seasoned practitioners to fend for themselves, or leave the sector or country to get advanced management education.

How can we be committed to lifelong learning while sanctioning lifelong stagnation?

The National Learning Initiative could encourage life-long learning of voluntary sector leaders using continuing education credits as a draw.  In many fields, professionals are assumed to need to refresh their education about every five years.  To encourage busy professionals to do this, some designations expire unless they are updated with a certain number of continuing education credits.  These systems are not without their flaws.  Credits can be obtained merely for attendance at a session. Attending a certain number of lectures, conferences, etc. a year is often enough to deem your designation as updated.  There is no attempt in most of these systems to assess learning.   However, they do create the expectation that learning is an ongoing process and that education is not something that is ever complete.  

We could create a designation such as PL (Professional Leadership) and a system of credits, say CEC (continuing education credits) for professional managers in the voluntary sector.  Different formal education courses would have different designated point levels.   Universities and community colleges have, in general, been very poor at making courses portable or transferable from one institution to another.  Although a PL designation using CECs wouldn’t solve that problem, it would in effect circumvent the lack of collaboration by universities and colleges.  The PL could be entirely independent of the university or college.  If it were deemed to be a high standard with recognition in the field, achieving that designation would be the goal.  For example, a chartered accountant (CA) designation is not granted by an educational institution but a professional body.    One could take the required CA university level courses at several institutions across the country.  

However, and probably most significantly, credits could also be earned for personal learning projects.
  These credits would be earned by self-assessed learning projects of individuals.   Individuals would design a learning project complete with what they want to do and how they will assess their learning in the project.  For example, a manager heading into a potential merger with another agency could decide to study the merger process as a case study, deliberately observing and reflecting on the observations as they unfold.  Or the project might involve reading the literature on mergers and making a presentation to one’s staff on the key lessons of mergers based on the research.    In a different context, an ED may be asked by the Board to develop a social or ethics audit of the organization.  As with the merger case, the personal learning project could be a literature review, an action-learning project or even a field research project of interviewing peers in other organizations.  These would be learning initiatives that are truly self-directed.

Personal learning projects could also complement, precede or follow a formal education experience at a college or university.   I have taught in programs where the participants express keen interest in continuing to learn together after the formal courses have ended.  Too often, they look to the institution to continue to play the role of coordinating meetings, being the hub for the learning initiatives and I have watched several well-intended alumni groups fail.  Some of this is inevitable.  But sometimes this is a lost learning opportunity.  If participants could earn personal learning project credits by setting up a peer support group or a reading club, the incentive may be enough to turn the intentions into actions.  

A minister I know is studying for her doctorate while maintaining her full-time pastoral and preaching load.  She knew the congregation would pay a cost for her studies and decided that she needed to give a gift of her education back to the congregation.  Before she began her studies, several people expressed envy at her opportunity to read such interesting books and articles.  She created a voluntary reading club at the church where members of the congregation read the books and articles before each of her doctoral seminars.  Her gift keeps growing.  The individual members are learning, she is learning from their reading and interpretation, and her academic peers and professors are learning as she brings to her seminars multiple interpretations from the laity.  This reading group project could be a personal learning project.

In the UK, CEOs of hospitals took a leadership educational program over several months.  Each time they got together, their questions and understanding about each others’ work became deeper and more reflective.  By the end of the program, they expressed deep regret that they would no longer be meeting to share their struggles and opportunities in their work.  During the program, they had been taught a peer learning technique which involved one of the CEOs sharing with the group a concern or challenge they were facing in their work.  The others would interview the CEO and after a designated time, they would discuss the CEOs issue among themselves with the CEO only able to “eavesdrop” on the conversation.  They found this a very powerful technique to get insights into their issues.  After graduation, they institutionalized a monthly meeting.  Each meeting two of the CEOs would have a turn to present a pressing issue using the methodology learned in the program.  These peer support meetings have been continuing for several years now.  They are self-organized.  These peer support groups could be used for personal learning projects for the National Learning Initiative. 

To reduce the bureaucracy, the project proposals and their final reports of learning achieved would be on the honour system.  I don’t envision anyone “checking” to see if the learning really happened.  However, the project proposals and at least a synopsis of the learning would be publicly available.  This could serve two purposes.  First, it could raise the bar of expectations if peers review each others’ proposals.  Second, there could be an informal, self-accountability system established as others would see what you purport to be learning.  

I picture CECs expiring after five years.  To maintain the designation, one would have to continue earning credits.  My point is not that the accreditation and screening processes I have described are necessarily the best practical way to proceed.  I do believe that we need to find ways to support a wide variety of learning needs, to enhance and raise the expectations of learning necessary to be an effective leader in the voluntary sector and to find creative ways to work around institutional barriers. The VMAT, PL, CEC and personal learning project ideas are examples of how we could achieve these goals.  

I almost deleted the above specific suggestions from this paper because I was concerned that they would be read as either a blueprint or as evidence of the need for a heavy handed centre of the organization.  The screening and designation processes I have described may be complicated and require a fair bit of paperwork or bureaucracy to have them work smoothly and effectively.  However, they are merely a means to an end – the goal of embracing a more organic, complex concept of education and learning.  If the screening and accreditation serve to further deaden education in universities and colleges, then we would have lost ground and wasted our opportunity energy.  We do have an opportunity now to recognize and truly nurture complex educational approaches to address the complex learning needs of leaders and practitioners in the field.  With that caveat and a reminder of the “less is more” rule and the need for distributed control, I suggest opportunity 3 for the NLI.

Opportunity 3 for the National Learning Initiative:

Supporting the creation of national accreditation and screening processes to assess the levels of learning, learning needs and to encourage life-long learning for voluntary sector leaders.

4.
Diversity of Education Initiatives for Sustainability

Social systems, like ecosystems, need diversity for long term survival.  Diversity creates the capacity to be adaptable.  Canada has a wide variety of formal learning approaches for voluntary sector leaders including:

-graduate degree programs (stand-alone or as concentrations within another degree)



-undergraduate courses

-certificate and diploma courses (with general management or a specific topic orientation)

-dialogue groups

-mentorship programs

-consultant trainer/strategic coach programs

-conferences, seminars

-etc.

The list of programs is extensive in Canada.  I would, however, hazard a guess to say that many of them are barely hanging on because of limited institutional support or financial constraints.  We have a tremendous tendency in this sector to start new programs.  This is critically important as innovation is a source of diversity and diversity is needed to ensure the sustainability and adaptability of the sector to new challenges.  However, creating new programs is not enough.  

How can we be so innovative in birthing ideas and so stingy at feeding them?

One of the attributes of social innovation, as opposed to biological innovation, is that we can force social innovations to stay “alive” for long periods of time.  In biological systems, such as a forest, few young saplings survive to maturity.  Clearly oak trees cannot grow to maturity if they are only two inches apart.  In social systems, we have the capacity to keep the equivalent of saplings alive even if the resources are not available to take the programs to maturity.  We contend that we need to become better at (1) letting programs go rather than keeping them on life-support and (2) being far better at discerning which of the many innovations need to be nurtured to maturity.

How can we maintain our capacity to innovate and have the discipline to discern in which innovations we must truly invest? 

I have directly participated in the deliberate death of two successful voluntary sector programs in the past decade.  The contrast between the two deaths is remarkable.  In one case, a program which had been a truly innovative program for Canada and for North America suffered a slow painful death being starved of resources (both financial and intellectual) for a few years.  Finally, we made a decision to pull the plug.  Seven years later, there is still anger and animosity about the decision.  Many who had experienced the program in its heyday could not understand its demise.  Although the death did make space for new growth and new initiatives, it was a slow recovery as the grieving process was lengthy and largely misunderstood.  


In the second case, the program was designed to die after a specific number of years.  It had a built-in death.  As the program built momentum, there were hues and cries that it was wrong – even unethical – to kill such a successful program.  However, the leadership of the program was well versed in biological sustainability and innovation and stayed by the principle of letting the program end. We believed that the fact of knowing it would die contributed to its great success.  Participants were of high caliber as there was competition to get into the “limited time offering” and instructors were willing to put in extraordinary design efforts and take risks knowing that the program, and hence the need for their discretionary energy, would not last for ever. It has spawned several programs, inside and outside formal education institutions, across the country.  Some of them were spawned during the program itself.  Out of the ashes of the program, the phoenix has risen, or more appropriately the phoenixes continue to rise. 

Paradoxically, biophily supports death as natural, as part of the life cycle.  Earlier in the paper I talked about making the organic inorganic or necrophilous approaches to education.  I argue that keeping programs artificially alive and then failing to feed them and expecting them to survive is necrophilous.  Doing so, treats them as inorganic, as if they do not need the necessities of life.  

I do not believe the NVO or any central body should be in the position of making life and death decisions of programs.  That needs to happen locally.  I do, however,  believe that there is a role for a central body in sharing information about the inventory or the landscape of programs and learning initiatives across the country.  This would provide the capacity for local groups to think carefully when they are starting up a new program about whether it will serve a different need, if there is a way to share lessons learned, or to collaborate to pool resources and allow saplings to grow to maturity.  It will also allow organizations to more comfortably let programs go when they see other programs supporting the same needs.  

Opportunity 4 for the National Learning Initiative:

Recognizing the need for diversity, the NLI can support a national repository or inventory to share information on different programs and learning opportunities across Canada for the voluntary sector.  The inventory could provide basic contact information, description of program (content and learning methods) and also criteria for participation.  

Conclusions

This paper draws on the extensive experience of many of my mentors, colleagues and students over the years.  They have taught me a lot about the difference between deadening education and living learning.  Every year, I have watched brilliant colleagues take risks to create rich learning environments.  From them, I have learned more about how to design for complex learning and to trust self-organization when the context is right for it.  I am continuing to learn about the power of questions and how they can serve to perpetuate the status quo or reveal the hidden assumptions in such a way that can galvanize us to new states.  I have seen the hunger for complex organic learning environments in a great many intelligent, creative leaders and emerging leaders in Canada’s voluntary sector.  I am frequently amazed at how these incredibly busy people find huge stores of discretionary energy to take on very challenging learning projects which push them intellectually and practically.  They simply didn’t have the time to take on these projects and yet they needed them and so the time was found.

From some of the foundation leaders in the country, I have learned about their capacity to engage in true collaborative design of education experiences.  More and more, I see them playing the role of the catalysts to reshape education and help free up the creative energy of individuals who are somewhat trapped in educational habits and institutions.  Their role is well beyond the financial and moral support that educational institutions were accustomed to receiving ten to twenty years ago.  

These new relationships, with foundations, community groups and participants in education, demonstrate one of the key concepts of complexity science: emergence. Complex adaptive systems, such as education systems, have emergent outcomes.  These outcomes are different from the deliberate, designed outcomes.  Emergent outcomes cannot be explained by the parts that created them.  They can be “more” or “less” than the sum of the parts.  They have qualities which we cannot see in the parts or individual participants alone.  The relationships themselves create these emergent outcomes.  

Emergence isn’t good or bad.  It is merely a description of one attribute of complex systems.  For example, emergence is experienced when a decision is reached by a group which cannot be directly linked to the individual participants.  It may be a more brilliant solution than any of the individuals could have conceived alone.  Or it may be a more ignorant solution than any of the individuals would have created if working alone.  Both of these are examples of emergent outcomes.

The example of foundations and community groups working with education institutions to co-create learning contexts which were beyond the reach of either group is an example of positive emergence.  We are blessed in Canada with wonderful examples of this phenomenon.  

From all of this and more, I am left with a sense of optimism that we can dramatically improve the quality of education for the voluntary sector in Canada.  We are poised to take a dramatic leap forward in the quality and diversity of learning opportunities.  We have demonstrated that we want education to embrace authentic learning.

However, we are also cursed with examples of negative emergence.  We have far too many stories of institutions, or even departments within institutions, battling over turf and distribution of resources often compromising on solutions that are dissatisfactory for all.  We also have the seduction of the quantitative, measurable, short-run mindset that limits our capacity to be truly innovative and creative.  With all good intentions, to be more accountable and more efficient, we may inadvertently undermine true learning opportunities as they present themselves.  To paraphrase the familiar expression, “the road to inadequate education is paved with good intentions.”  Let us not be complicit in paving such a road. 
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Endnotes

�Cooperrider and Whitney, 1999, pg 10.  David Coopperrider is the founder of the Appreciative Inquiry approach and has written extensively on how questions shape the way we analyze and solve problems.


� Kauffman, Emerging, June 2002, pg. 5.  Stuart Kauffman,MD is one of the founders of complexity science and has written many books and articles. His best known book is At Home in the Universe and is an excellent example of how framing questions differently changes the nature of investigation.


� Wicked questions is a term I use to describe questions that expose assumptions and have embedded paradoxes.  They are intended to surface implicit assumptions or barriers to movement.  I first wrote about them in my dissertation in 1991 and have since described them in a book written with Paul Plsek and Curt Lindbeg called Edgeware, 1998


� Paolo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, New York: Continuum, 1970


� David C. Leach, M.D., is the Executive Director of the Accreditation Council for Graduate Medical Education in the USA.  (speech of November 9, 2002)


� John Gatto, Dumbing Us Down, pp. 87-89


� The concept of the difference between simple, complicated and complex management issues is outlined in Zimmerman et al 1998, pages 141-142 and for public policy issues in Glouberman and Zimmerman, 2002  


� The recipe, rocket, raising a child analogy was first used in Glouberman and Zimmerman, 2002


� The original paragraph in Glouberman and Zimmerman 2002 appeared with the embedded references as follows.  To make the paper more accessible to non-academic audiences, this paper has not used the embedded reference technique.  “Complex problems can encompass both complicated and simple subsidiary problems, but are not reducible to either � ADDIN ENRfu ��(Goodwin 1994)� since they too have special requirements, including an understanding of unique local conditions � ADDIN ENRfu ��(Stacey 1992)�, interdependency � ADDIN ENRfu ��(Holland 1995)� with the added attribute of non-linearity � ADDIN ENRfu ��(Lorenz 1993)� and a capacity to adapt as conditions change � ADDIN ENRfu ��(Kauffman 1995�� ADDIN ENRfu ��, Kelly 1994)�. Unavoidably, complex systems carry with them large elements of ambiguity and uncertainty � ADDIN ENRfu ��(Wheatley 1992)� that are in many ways similar to the problems associated with raising a child. Despite the uncertainty associated with complexity, all three kinds of problems can be approached with some degree of optimism: we do look forward to raising a child despite the complexity.”


� David Whyte, Crossing the Unknown Sea


� Ethnographic approaches recognize and study culture and habits, in this case of organizations.  They recognize the context specificity of organizations and focus on learning  by observing, describing and making sense of the patterns of habits and cultures.


� Fractals are the geometry from chaos theory.  In nature, they are the patterns that we see where there is self-similarity at all scales for example with cauliflower where a floret of the cauliflower has the same overall pattern as the whole cauliflower without being identical to it.  Hence patterns that repeat from the micro to the macro levels without exact replication.


� Pattern generation represents the idea that we are not outside our context and making sense of it.  Rather we generate patterns by our actions and interactions.  We co-evolve with our context. 


� Peter Drucker,  The Age of Discontinuity, 1992, pg 352.


� Based on observing, participating in workshops and discussions with members of the Orpheus Orchestra.


� Dennis Young, 2000, pg. 56.


� The term PLP (personal learning project) is used by the Royal College of Physicians and Surgeons in Canada.  They instituted this as an additional means to obtain CME credits for their members in the late 1990s.
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