


“Perhaps the most important factor to why we were successful in becoming
an eco-municipality were study circles...It's a question of taking control
over their own situation and their own future.” — Torbjorn Lahti, Project

Leader Swedish Eco-Municipality movement

Background

The Natural Step for Communities study circleis a program developed Sustain Dane. The
inspiration for this course came from the experience of Swedish eco-municipalities
communities that have successful offered similar study circles as atool for beginning
education and community conversation related sustainability community topics. Another
inspiration for this program comes from the Northwest Earth Institute; a Portland, Oregon
based non-profit organization that has been offering discussion courseslocally and
nationally through affiliate organizations for the past 13 years. Since 1993, over 70,000
individuals have participated in one of the six discussion courses offered by the
Northwest Earth Institute.

This guide was devel oped to help facilitators understand the Natural Step for
Communities study circle program and offer them support to help in the facilitation
process of study circles.

The goals of the Natural Step study circle program are to provide information, motivation
and support for individuals in acommunity to become actively involved in efforts to
make their community more sustainable. After completing the course participants should
be able to refer to compelling example's about specific sustainability areas from Swedish
eco-municipalities and businesses as well as be able to define and utilize the four
Sustainability Objectives of the Natural Step framework. Another objective of the
program is to provide participants with a general understanding of proven change
processes for sustainability.



The Role of the Facilitator

The principle role of the facilitator is to stimulate and moderate the study circle by asking
guestions identifying key points, and managing the group process. The facilitator will
keep the study circles focused on the session’ s topic and use the provided questions as a
guide to help participants learn through both self-discovery and from each other.

The facilitator is not ateacher or a preacher, but should be looked upon as a resource for
the group. The facilitator does not have the answers or may even not be the most
knowledgeable person about the topic for the week. To help the group participant’s
further understand the topic or issue being addressed, it is acceptable for the facilitator to
share knowledge, seek information or ask supplementary questions. For the most part
however, the facilitator should concentrate on hel ping the participants achieve the
program goals.

Additional guidelinesfor the facilitator (provided by StudyCirlces.org)

Stay neutral. Use the power you have with the group wisely. Y our role should never be
to promote a particular point of view, but rather to further the discussion. By the end of
the study circle, group members should not know your views on the issues being
discussed.

Be prepared. Read the guide and think ahead of time about how the discussion might go.
Thiswill alow you to give your full attention to the group.

Don’t let any one person dominate. If you allow people to interrupt or let one or two
talkers take over, the more polite people will get angry and frustrated. At the first sign of
trouble, refer to the ground rules the group has set.

Draw out quiet participants. Don't put anyone on the spot, but watch for opportunities
to bring quiet people into the discussion. Learn participants names and use them.

Keep the discussions on track. Since important issues are usually related to each other,
it is easy for groups to move into other areas. Participants need the freedom to explore
connections and ideas, but try to keep the discussion related to the session’ s topic.

Allow for pauses and silences. People need time to think and reflect. Sometimes silence
will help people build up the courage to make a valuable point. You may find it helpful to
count silently to ten after asking a question.

Don’t worry about achieving consensus. Not everyone is going to agree on everything.
There is no need for consensus — just try to help the group find some areas of agreement

When in doubt, ask the group. If you're having trouble enforcing the ground rules, or
deciding what topic to spend time on, ask the group what they would like to do.



Getting Started

Before the first session the facilitator has several responsibilities:

Confirm the time, date and place of the introductory session with the program
coordinator. The best practice isto confirm this at |east one or two weeks before the
introductory session.

Attend the introductory session with the program coordinator. Introduce yourself and
share your experiences facilitating and/or participating in the program. While
participants introduce themselves, pay close attention to their names, their areas of
interest and their reasons for participating in the program. At the end of the
introductory session collect the attendance sheet and opening sign-up form from the
program coordinator.

Contact each participant, preferably through a group email, after the introductory
session with your and each participant’ s contact information and opening schedule.
Here's an example of an email you might sent to the group:

Hello (Place of Course) Natural Step study circles Participants,

It was a pleasure to meet all of you the other day at the Natural Step study circleintro
presentation. Below isa list of fellow study circle participants and their contact
information. It's a good idea to let someone in the group know if you are not able to
attend a particular session

First Last Email Phone

Melissa Kydey kysleym@juno.com 256-8124
Fay McKnight | fmcknight@wisc.edu 819.7783
Pat Grypp gripper @tds.net 423.1112
Ingrid Ludowiss | iludo@hotmail.com 236-8524
Rosemary | Harper Harper 222@yahoo.com 275.8436
Sam Johnson samjohnson8@shcglobal .net 245.0234
Jackie Meyer jackiem@charter.net 275.1542
John Har per John.Har per @tds.net 663.9954

Also, here isthe opening and facilitator schedule for the coming weeks:

Renewable Energy & Transportation, 10/10 — Melissa

Eco-Housing & Green Building/Business, 10/17 — Pat and Rosemary
Eco-economic Development & Ecological Schools & Education, 10/24 — Sam and Ingrid
Sustainable Agriculture & Waste, 10/31 — Jackie

Protecting Biodiversity & Land-Use Planning — Fay and John

Please do not hesitate to ask me any questions regarding the program. | look forward to
facilitating your future sessions.

Facilitator Name and Contact Info



Facilitator Check-list
Prior to each session
Review questions and if possible, read the course materials.

Contact any participants who did not attend the previous session to verify they are
planning to attend. Update them on the previous session’ s discussion and any important
activities planned by the group. If the participant is not longer able to continue with the
group, please notify the program coordinator.

Make sure to bring the following materials with you: 1) copy of the study circle questions
2) copy of the course book 3) class schedule for openings 4) notebook or folder to keep
notes 5) weekly evaluation forms 6) name tags or table tents (folded pieces of paper that
can stand freely)

Arrive at least five minutes early. Arrange the room so that everyone will be comfortable
but in close enough proximity to hear and make eye-contact with one another. Greet each
person and he or she arrives.

At thefirst session

Start by re-introducing yourself and your role as facilitator. Show them where to find the
“Facilitator Role” section in their course packet.

Allow each participant to reintroduce themselves and share something personal or ask
them a question that can be answered briefly.

Ask participants if they have any questions before beginning.

At the end of the first session, remind participants that they if they have not already done
so, they can give the facilitator their payment for the course book. The course books cost
$25 and checks (preferred) can be made out to Sustain Dane.

When the session begins

Begin with the opening. Allow 5 minutes for the participant(s) to present their opening
and then spend 5-10 minutes as a group examining it more closely by using the
sustainability objectives. If possible, write down the group' s response to the sustainability
objectives on something visible to the entire group like a chalkboard. Thank the
participant for their work on the opening and move on to the discussion.

Present the circle questions and in beginning sessions remind participants to not respond
to others and keep their answers a concise. Again, the circle question is, “ The book
introduces several examples of the session themes (i.e. renewable energy, green
business/buildings, etc.). Did you have any personal reactions or new insights to what
you read about in this section of the book? If so, describe what those may be?”



Facilitate the discussion. Use the discussion questions as a starting point. Keep the
discussions focused and balanced and when appropriate, guide the dialogue by providing
information or direction to the discussion.

Keep track of new information about sustainable efforts underway in the community,
information needed by the group or possible actions discussed by the group. (This
information can be reviewed at future sessions or at the celebration as possible activities
for the group).

As the session nears the end, remind participants how much timeis|eft.

Stop the discussion afew minutes early. Review any action items that were discussed.
Confirm the time, place and opening volunteer(s) for the next meeting. Ask participants
to fill out aweekly evaluation form and collect them before leaving.

After the session

Make any notes about group challenges or facilitator procedures that worked well for the
particular session.

Contact the program coordinator if you have any questions, concerns or challenges
regarding the program.

Review the weekly evaluation forms and address any issues or concerns in an appropriate
manner.

Wrapping Up
At the last session

Stop the discussion afew minutes earlier than usual. Thank each person for their
participation in the experience.

Share your thoughts as a facilitator about the experience with the group. Ask for candid
thoughts on the course experience including study circle questions, facilitation and
general process.

Remind each participant that he or she will be receiving an evaluation in the near future,
and their response is greatly appreciated and valued for the future development of the
program.

After the program is completed

Information and materials compiled should be shared with the program coordinator. This
would include:

x  Notes about group or individual issues that were challenging for the facilitator and
facilitator procedures that worked well



x  Facilitators recommendations or suggestions for improvement the study circle
guestions

Information compiled about sustainable efforts underway in the community
Information needed as identified by the group

List of possible actions discussed by the group

Weekly evaluation forms

Y our observations on any individuals who should be invited to be invited to
facilitate future groups.

X X X X X

Opening

The purpose of the opening isto help the participants further understand the Natural Step
guiding objectives by using the framework in a practical example. Furthermore, the
exercise provides and opportunity for participants to learn about a sustainable
development projects or initiative that is going on in your community or region that
relates to the particular session. Openings are to be conducted only for sessions that focus
on sustainable practices (i.e. the chapters discussed in section 2 of the course book).

At the introductory session, participants should have each signed up to do an opening to
identify a sustainable development project or initiative that is going on in their
community or region that relates to a particular session topic. For example, a participant
might give do an opening presentation on aloca wind farm project at the opening for the
study circle session covering renewable energy or a presentation about a program to get
organic food into schools during the opening for the study circle session that covers
sustainable agriculture.

Each participant should have a chance to conduct an opening. In the instances where
there are more participants than opening topics, participant's may team up to do an
opening together.

In an opening, the participant should explain the project or initiative they did research on
in no more than five minutes. Next the entire group should examine it more closely by
using the sustainability objectives as a checklist in ten minutes or less. The facilitator
should demonstration an opening in the first session.

During the opening, the facilitator is responsible for the following:

1. Ask the person(s) who signed up for the opening for the particular session to
present their findings.

2. Determine whether or not enough information was presented in the opening for
the group to adequately assess the project or initiative using the four sustainability
objectives. If not, then the facilitator should probe for more information before the
group begins its assessment.

3. After the presentation of the project or initiative has been adequately presented,
the facilitator should lead the group through the assessment of the project or
initiative using the four sustainability objectives. Facilitators may consider writing
down the group' s response to the sustainability objectives on something visible to
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the entire group like a chalkboard. If time permits, the facilitator may consider
asking whether or not this project or initiative might be revised or redesigned to
work better within the four sustainability objectives?

4. Thank the presenter for their presentation and the group for their response and
move onto the discussion.

5. Keep the opening to areasonable time, about 15 minutes or less.

Evaluation

Evaluations are a very important component of the program. The evaluations help
improve the program for future offerings. Participants will have at least three
opportunities to provide feedback during their course experience, the weekly evaluations,
amid-course “check-in” and the end of course questionnaire.

Each facilitator should distribute and collect the weekly evaluation form at the end of
each session. The form isintended for the participant to provide immediate feedback to
the facilitator. The facilitator is expected to review these evaluations on a weekly basis
and take appropriate steps to address any major issues or concerns in the evaluations.
After the course is compl eted, please compile the weekly evaluation forms and return
them to the program coordinator.

It's a'so important to allow an opportunity for participants to share their thoughts about
the program to the entire group. This allows for people to share what's worked well, and
perhaps not so well with othersin the group. This can be done with a mid-course “check-
in". A good practiceisto set aside some time during the 4™ or 5" session. The facilitator
may want to stop the study circle afew minutes earlier than usua. Ask for candid
thoughts on the course experience thus far including participant' s thoughts on the study
circle questions, facilitation and overall process. The facilitator may ask for the group for
specific recommendations to improve the course that can be applied immediately to the
process.

After the completion of the program, each participant will receive alonger written
guestionnaire form intended to evaluate the impact of the program and whether or not the
program is achieving its goals. Additionally, the written questionnaire helps us learn
more and improve the general process, the facilitator' s role and the study circle questions.



Materials Included

Attendance Sheet — The attendance sheet is used to keep track of study circle
participants. Contact information is required for evaluation purposes. Facilitators must
return a copy of the completed attendance sheet to Sustain Dane.

Notes/Observations form — Thisform is a space for facilitators to track suggested ideas
for group activity after course, recommend improvements to study circle process and
specific questions and keep general observations of what facilitation techni ques work
well their particular group.

Volunteer Opening sign up sheet — The volunteer opening sign up is used to assign
volunteers to session openings. This sheet should be completed in the first or second
session and referred to frequently to remind volunteers of their pending opening.

Copy of participant Study Circle packet. — For facilitator reference.

Weekly evaluation forms— An optiona for facilitators to track their performance and
overall group satisfaction of the study circle experience.

Copy of final evaluation form — For facilitator reference. Facilitators should show
participants this form at the last study circle session and request all participants complete
the form in atimely manner once they receiveit.

Name Tags — Name tags should be distributed at the first session.
Info about other Sustain Dane projectg/activities — For facilitator reference.

x NWEI Discussion Courses brochure - The Northwest Earth Institute
discussion courses are for groups of 8 to 12 participants from aworkplace, a
faith community, or the community at large. There are currently discussion
courses on Healthy Children, Healthy Planet, Globalization and Its Critics,
Discovering a Sense of Place, Voluntary Smplicity, Exploring Deep Ecology,
and Choices for Sustainable Living.

x NeighbhorNation.Net brochure - This first-of-its-kind website allows Madison
area neighborhood residents to easily connect with one another using the
internet to share resources such as gardening tools and magazine subscriptions,
offer their expertise services to one another such as cooking lessons or
computer repair, and organize groups for things like carpooling or social
activities.

x Copy of The Green Visitor®@Guide - A guide to help visitor®to the Madison
area make informed decisions and take simple steps to protect and preserve
Greater Madison's environment.

X PRISM flyer - PRISM isto keep community members current on
environmental, social and economic sustainability news in the Madison/Dane
County area. Study circle participants can subscribe to receive a weekly email
with sustainability new stories from throughout Dane County.
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x Directory of Madison Area Sustainability Organizations - This directory
includes over 150 Madison area organizations. Theinitial work was done
during the winter and spring of 2000/2001, and the third edition is now
available on the web.
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