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Sometimes it is hard to identify that moment when something changes; when a tipping point is reached and things start to move in new directions. We may be too close to catch the moment, or too busy to sense it. Or maybe the change was just gradual enough to evade our attention. The staff of Project Harmony’s (http://www.projectharmony.am/) Armenian School Connectivity Project (ASCP http://www.projectharmony.am/) passed that moment in a blur of activity. It took a fresh view to show them what magic they have created. 

ASCP is a unique effort to apply online interaction technology and processes to concrete community needs. However, Project Harmony (PH) is doing more than connecting people separated by time and distance using the Internet. They are doing it in a country with an Internet penetration rate of less than RATE. Through the Internet Community Centers they are establishing in schools across Armenia (119 to date), PH is connecting people as well as computers. Some of these centers are in remote mountain villages that are cut off in winter by snow and impassable roads. Some are in towns and cities. Many are the community’s sole source of Internet connectivity; 

I can’t recall any other project with such ambitions. They plan over 20 online events with concrete outcomes over the next 5 months that touch every “Marz” or region in the country. An estimated NUMBER of people will be touched, many of them experiencing their first exposure to the Internet. The events range from a national project focusing on community service, through cross-regional events on employment, agricultural marketing, child health, student volunteerism, and parent involvement in the schools, and eventually will include specific regional events on local needs. 

I had the privilege of spending nearly two weeks with the PH ASCP team, helping facilitate a four day staff event “design shop” in Yerevan, and two regional workshops in Sissian and Vanadzor. There I saw the catalytic combination of a top-notch staff, big dreams and enthusiastic community support. I mentioned to the Armenian Country Director, Siobhan Kimmerle, that they were pioneering a whole new scope of application of online interaction and she looked at me with a start. “It’s obvious, isn’t it?” She thought everyone else dared to dream such big dreams. “No,” I responded. “You are charting the paths for others to follow.” Somewhere along the way, so busy organizing, learning, doing, the PH staff missed the moment when something important happened. They went from a place of dreams, to a place of concrete possibilities. 

What are the lessons of our time together? For PH and for the broader community? Here are a few reflections that have emerged out of the whirlwind of activity and the dawning of recognition of what a unique project is underway here in Armenia. 

Building Capacity to Design and Facilitate Online Events 

Capacity can be quickly achieved through an iterative cycle of learn/do/debrief/learn/do. We started with a three-week online facilitation course (online, of course!) where we immersed ourselves in theory, broke off to practice, then reconvened to reflect on our experiences. Over four days face-to-face (F2F) in Yerevan, we worked to solidify design principles into actual event preparations, from agendas, orientation and invitation materials, to the actual online space design, teams could practice and do in a supportive environment. Constructive feedback enhanced the work. Humor and some chocolate helped us through moments of anxiety, uncertainty and frustration – the proverbial “groan zone” so well described by Sam Kaner in his book, “Participatory Decision Making.” 

When the staff went out into the regions to start discussing their work, they realized they had a new view and way of talking about the online components of their work. Alvard, from the Education Department (add title, full name) “I see now that this is so correlated to every part of my work.” At a workshop on the Armenian language curriculum in Goris, realized she was able to communicate both the online and offline parts of her work. The principal enthusiastically understood. “It was really good to realize that this was the influence of four intense days.” 

Using Reflection to Capture Learnings Each day during the four-day design shop, the lead trainers team took time to reflect on what had happened. Using the After Action Review process (AAR). AAR frames the review process around three key questions: 1. What did we intend to do? 2. What did we do? 3. What would we do differently/the same the next time? (Actionable learnings) 

Through these questions we captured both the intentional and the emergent things that happened. Doing what you planned to do and getting to your desired outcomes is critical. Yet there is much to be learned from what emerged unplanned from the group, in the moment. By observing both of these, we gain insight into our processes and can then leverage our strengths in subsequent work. 

The first concrete benefit of the daily AARs was that we adjusted the subsequent days’ agendas based on what was working and discarded things that were not adding value to the group. The second benefit was that we were making time for reflection as part of our practice. Not just talking about making time! 

The AARS were just one form of reflection. In our discussions, we recognized the importance of finding time and identifying processes for reflection that can enable constant feedback loops for improvement. Reflection can also keep us aware of the moments of change before we rush through and past them. The other tool for “noticing” is inviting “fresh eyes” to observe, the role I was honored to play. 

Asking "stupid" questions 

Throughout our two weeks together, we got better and better at asking each other questions about our work. The importance of even the most trivial question, when first asked, is rarely known until we try and answer it.  When I ask a question of a team member about their design, they are forced to work to get the message clearer. When they ask me, likewise I have to move from my fuzzy brained intuitiveness to something that can leap between us, not just float around in my protoplasm! We keep trading the idea back and forth until it is well formed and clear between us. There is a quote somewhere about how when you have to write something down it changes and when you have to say it out loud it changes. I think both these practices help us move an idea forward. 

Communicating the Possibilities of Online Interaction 

Through practice presentations during the four-day design shop, team members worked to refine their messages. How compelling is the event purpose? How clear are the expectations in the invitation? How well do we communicate “what is this online stuff?” As we get more and more familiar with the concepts, we have to appreciate that for much of our audience, this is new stuff. We have to figure out the best way to “talk” about it for the range of audiences across Armenia. 

At the two regional workshops, community members offered valuable feedback. “Reassure us first that there will be training how to ‘go online!’” they said. “Help me see the value to me.” Using stories and pictures of Armenians, we began to frame the abstract idea of online interaction to achieve community goals with more “concreteness.” We made sure to keep the “human voice” central, with technology as a support. It is about people connecting, not just computers. 

In the workshops, the buzz of project groups energized the room. People suggested more people to bring into the work. Projects were revised, refined and complemented with local knowledge. A small revolution in community connection was percolating. 

Using Storytelling to Share our Learnings 

We have mountains of data. We have reams of reports. Yet none of these effectively and efficiently communicates the heart of the work being done. We are exploring the role of storytelling as a way to spread the learnings and share the essence of PH’s online interaction work. Storytelling is an ancient human practice that has had value throughout history. Stories challenge us to identify the most important parts of something and distill the message framed in the human experience. They draw us in. We want to know “what happens” next. 

The group has agreed to try and capture the stories of the evolution of each of the emerging online events. Each group has a designated storyteller who is tasked with not only capturing notes, but of observing the moments when “something happened,” “something changed.” From these moments the project story will be told. 

The Importance of the Past – Our History

During our last face-to-face storytelling session, with nearly 25 of us sitting in a circle, trying out our stories, an important piece of context emerged. Two years ago a few of us had been part of an earlier project, the Internet Community Development project. The leader of that project, Paul Lawrence, had unknowingly had a profound impact on our current work. All our relationships dated back to an email from Paul to me asking for advice on his project. Some of our key community relationships in both Armenia and more widely in the Southern Caucasus date from 2001. And certainly some of the successes and failures of ICD informed our work. History matters.

What We Might Do Next? Next Time? 

Immediate follow up plans are outlined and underway. Five cross-regional and one national online events are planned and will run between late May and late July. Plans include target audience, event purpose and outcomes, marketing, evaluation and facilitation plans. Teams are recruiting and orienting community members to help lead the events and bring voices from across Armenia online. 

Even with four intense days of the workshop, we did not cover all the content we had planned for so some online follow up is in order. Peer support and mentoring teams will be formed to help support the teams for these first efforts, weaving PH staff in Yerevan with the team members in the regions. 

When thinking about future trainings on how to do online events, we’ll be able to use the improved agendas that came out of the workshop, complete with clearer expectations. A group will revise and update the draft orientation and training materials to reflect the lessons gleaned in each day’s workshop AARs. A key learning was we needed more diverse examples when training on each phase of designing an online event. With the deployment of the initial six events we will have a surfeit of examples to draw upon. 

We will build on our strengths and learn from our mistakes, creating an environment that supports both ways of moving forward. Because in the end, this is more than about the work of a handful of people, but how the ideas of the work can spread and serve communities in reaching their goals. “We know our work will continue.” 
 

The Next Chapter - Keep Talking, It Matters (Updates June 2003)

One of the agreements the team of event organizers (which I now consider a CoP) made to each other was to return regularly and frequently to their online story circle and tell the stories of what was happening with their work. They share their triumphs and woes, tips on how they overcame obstacles and seek advice from each other. They have enough trust and comfort to talk about failure. 

They have shared orientation and evaluation tools and improved them each time for the next group to use, moving the knowledge through the group and back into practice quickly. They have surfaced unseen knowledge. But even more, they have created a space for support and encouragement which energizes each person as they go out in the field. It isn't just a piece of data in their hands, but energy in their heads and hearts. 

The online event on developing job-seeking skills is off to a slam-bang start with 30 participants from three regions. They have expert advice on the (very challenging) Armenian job market and later they will be doing resume writing and peer critiquing. This will be interesting, as the Armenians tend to be pretty polite. Online critique will be interesting. I wish I could read Armenian! 

The health project has created bonds between parents, and highlighted the need for creative work-arounds to barriers. The physicians just don’t have enough time to go online. So the facilitators contact the physicians, read the questions and then “carry” the answers back to the group. 

It is amazing what they are accomplishing and how empowered and energized they feel to do it. And that energy is coming from their CoP and their ritual of storytelling. It is POWERFUL. 

I can't wait to log on each day and read the next story. Blows me away! 

A posting today, with names removed, as I have not discussed sharing this info directly 

Just echoing NAME, about Marketing consultations orientation, would like to share with you one success which we faced already during offline orientation in TOWN A. 
There was one participant from TOWN B, the rest were from TOWN A. Even the small distance between this two towns (about 40 km) makes them difficult to meet very often and know each other face to face. A person from TOWN A who was the head of NAME Chamber of Commerce of REGION met with a farmer from TOWN B, who didn't know about the support which this chamber of commerce could give him, and during the orientation it came out that TOWN B person could apply to TOWN A person and found answers for some important issues for his farm - legal issues, which he was mainly interested in. Thanks to our orientation and their participation in it they became familiar to each other and TOWN A person told that they are doing visits to TOWN B almost twice a week to provide consultations and TOWN B person can in written form present his questions and within a week receive answers. This was the start of online communication where the waiving of offline and online brings to positive results. 
this was a F2F orientation for an online project. 

Though I took all measures to meet adequately two main threats that were power failure and Internet ''disconnection'', I was asking God and crossing fingers not to be obliged to show the space structure on the paper. God heard me, and all four orientations were successful. 
Now imagine the auditorium of our presentations: managers or directors of agricultural firms/associations, local officials..... But I and Alik (he provided great support in managing the orientation in Armavir) could quickly break the cold and official atmosphere by first asking participants to introduce themselves (just after our introduction) and then describing in a friendly and understandable manner the essence of our meeting. Afterwards we referred to ''formal'' presentation. 
One of the participants had brought samples of his production. So we tasted sausages and ham during our coffee breakJ By the way, it was really very tasty!!! And after high-calorie break we presented also WebX space. Overall the presentation was interactive, as (agri)businessmen felt very interested--asked questions as well as provided with feedback. 
