An Overview of Tasks Related to the Community Conversations

Conducting community conversations (CC’s) as part of the ECE process is a complicated effort, spanning several months and involving many people.  This “short course” is our effort to summarize the major pieces of information you will need in one document.  The details can then be filled in by consultations with some of the following:

· Members of your congregation who are experienced in running focus groups

· Your adviser

· Other ECE staff members

· Anyone responsible for running the CC’s at another ECE congregation.
The following is an outline of the major tasks involved:

1. Preparing the script
2. Deciding on: who is invited, the size of the group, and the location
3. Recruiting hosts (if the cc’s are to be held in homes)

4. Identifying and recruiting facilitators and note-takers
5. Setting dates
6. Writing letters of invitation
7. Following up these letters with phone calls
8. Training the facilitators
9. Revising the script
10. Preparing the appropriate supplies
11. Conducting one or more pilot cc’s
12. Reviewing the results and finalizing the script
13. Recording the data
14. Summarizing the data
15. Interpreting the data
The person(s) responsible for each of these steps may vary from congregation to congregation. 

Preparing a Script   

The group charged with developing the outline or script for the CC’s should begin by thinking about the possible goals.  Among them are:

a) To inform the congregation about the ECE.

b) To generate enthusiasm about the ECE.

c) To help identify additional people in the congregation who would be interested in becoming part of the task force or its ancillary activities.

d) To elicit information about the interests and needs of the congregation, in relation to learning.

e) To keep the task force from becoming too insular, in two ways:

to serve as a kind of “reality test” of for the vision that is forming.

to add some new ideas to the process.

f) To give members of the congregation a sense that they are being heard, and that someone cares about their opinions.

A major decision which will have to be discussed is whether or not the CC should be used as a forum for publicizing and getting feedback on a preliminary vision statement.

Some Questions to Consider

The group charged with developing the script will also need to consider a number of other questions:

a) How Will People be Selected? Will groups be Homogenous or Heterogeneous?

Here too, congregations differ.  Most congregations have decided to have separate sessions for different constituencies.    On the other hand, at least one congregation has decided to have a mixture of different constituencies at each CC.  They felt that heterogeneous grouping would enable them to meet two additional goals that were critical for their congregation: a) informing people of many learning opportunities that already exist, but which are not widely known, and b) creating a sense of community among members who represent different constituencies. Thus, they have invited every tenth congregant on the membership roster to attend a CC, and have allowed invitees to choose the date most convenient for them. 

b) How Large a Group Should be at Each CC?

Somewhere between eight and twelve people seems to be the ideal size, though this may vary according to the script.  Remember, however, that to get twelve participants, you may have to invite twice as many.  Don’t forget that some people will, inevitably, cancel at the last minute.

c) How Many CC's Should be Held?

This too will vary from congregation to congregation.  You may find, after a number of CC's, that the responses are quite similar; if this happens, it is unlikely that additional CC's will yield much new information.  If one of your main purposes was to gather information, you may decide to stop holding additional CC's.  If, on the other hand, one of your goals was to inform and invest people in the ECE process, you may want to continue holding additional CC's, perhaps in a modified format.  Other factors to be taken into account in deciding on the total number of CC's are the size of the congregation and the availability of sufficient facilitators and observers.  Most congregations have held between five and twelve CC's.

d) How Will Participants be Selected?

If your congregation will be using heterogeneous groups, the selection can be at random.  We recommend, however, that after generating the list but before issuing the invitation, you ask a few member of the staff and a few lay leaders who have an opportunity to interact with many members, to review the list and weed out people who might be toxic or disruptive in a group discussion.

If your congregation is using homogenous groups, you will need some knowledgeable staff and lay leaders to brainstorm lists.  Although you will need to avoid people known to be difficult, you will also need to cast your net broadly -- including people who are inactive as well as active, and who might bring a variety of perspectives to the discussion .
e) How Will Participants be Invited?

We recommend a two-part invitation: First, a letter signed by someone who will get people’s attention (it could be the rabbi, the task force chair, or a very visible member of the subgroup you’re inviting).  Second, a follow-up phone call made by a member of the CC subcommittee.

f) Where Should the CC's be held?

Some congregations have chosen to hold the CC's in the homes of members, because they believe that a home will make the meeting seem less institutional and more informal.  Others have opted for the synagogue, because it is centrally located and convenient.  In either case, the CC should be held in a room that can easily accommodate 15 people, but is not cavernous.  Ideally, there should be comfortable chairs, set in a circle.  It's probably a good idea to serve coffee and cookies.

g) Should Members of the Task Force be Present?

Some congregations have invited one or two members of the task force to each CC, so that they would have a context for better interpreting the data.  If these people are invited, it should be clear that their role is as observers, not participants.

h) Who Should not be Present?

We strongly recommend that neither the professional staff nor members of the Board be present at the CC’s, since their presence might inhibit people from giving their opinions.  Though the CC’s are not designed to elicit criticism, and the facilitators should be prepared to steer the conversation in a more positive direction, some critiques will, inevitably, arise.  Since these critiques may serve as the first step in freeing people to dream up alternatives, they shouldn’t be entirely stifled.  This issue will be discussed in greater detail at the Kallah.

Recruit Facilitators, Note-takers, and Observers

The number of people in each role will depend on how many CC's you plan to hold, and how many volunteers are available.
a) The Facilitator

The best candidate for facilitator is someone who has had extensive experience leading small group discussions.  This could be a social worker, a psychologist, a marketing specialist, or anyone with good people skills.  The facilitator should have a gracious manner that invites discussion, but also have the ability to steer a conversation firmly, without getting sidetracked.

b) The Note-Taker

The various options for note taking will be discussed below in the section entitled recording the data.  Whatever method is used, it will be necessary to have at least one note-taker.  The note-taker must have the ability to condense answers without distorting them.  Some people who might be good note-takers include teachers, researchers and writers.  If the note-taking is to be done on flip charts, good handwriting is a desideratum.

c) The Observer

Strictly speaking, the first two roles are all that is needed.  However, if you can recruit some additional people, it would be good to have a third person, who could free the facilitator and note-taker from having to deal with disruptions such as latecomers and phone calls.  The observer is also a good person to participate in the debriefing, which is discussed below, in section c-iv on p. ___.  Anyone who is preparing to be a facilitator should, if possible, be an observer at least once.  Task force members who would like a sense of what goes on at the CC's, but are not skilled in note-taking or facilitation, could serve as observers as well.

Preparing the Facilitators and Note-Takers

This step is critical to the process, and should be done by a person with some expertise in conducting focus groups or small group discussions.  If you are having difficulty identifying a member of your congregation or community who has this expertise, you should consult with your adviser.

One book we have found extremely helpful is Moderating Focus Groups by Richard Krueger, published by Sage Publications.  

Fine-Tuning the Script

Reviewing the script with the facilitators and note-takers provides a good opportunity for fine-tuning.  Consider carefully:

· How people will be welcomed
· What basic information on the attendees would you like to get, and how will that information be collected?
· How the ece will be explained
· How the purpose of the cc will be explained
· What ground rules for discussion will be set
· What will attendees be told about the time-frame of the session?
· Are the questions worded clearly?
· Is there is a smooth transition from one question to another?
· What kind of follow-up will there be with attendees?  A thank you note? From whom? A summary of the results?
Recording the Data

You have four options for recording a the answers to the questions asked at the CC's:  a) audio recording, b) having people fill out a questionnaire, c) having the note-taker take verbatim notes as people speak, and d) taking condensed notes on a flip chart.  We suggest that you rely primarily on d), but might want to use b) and c) for some of the data.  The following overview presents the reasoning behind this recommendation:

a) audio recording 

Making an audio recording of the entire meeting will give you the most accurate and complete record of what people said.  However, there are two serious disadvantages: i) people may be inhibited by the presence of the recording device, and ii) transcribing a meeting from a recording is very time-consuming

b) Giving people forms to fill out.  

This will work well for gathering factual information, such as participants' names, addresses, and the activities and programs they participate in.  It will also work well as an evaluative tool at the end of the meeting, or to get a statement on what participants are taking away from the meeting.  But having people fill out a form will not work for responses that are longer, or for the brainstorming of ideas.

c) Recording answers on flip charts

The advantages of this is that everyone will be able to see the main ideas that come up, and that the lists on the flip charts will be easy to transcribe.  The disadvantages are:  i) it is difficult to summarize accurately what people say, and certain nuances will, inevitably, be lost; ii) it is difficult to know from a flip chart how many people agreed with any particular point -- was it a point of general consensus, or just the statement of one individual?

These advantages can be overcome, to some extent, by:

i) having an observer watch the participants, and make notes about what reactions people seem to have to what is being discussed.  Afterwards, this observer would annotate the flip chart, indicating how often a particular answer was given, and how much or how little enthusiasm there was for various points.

ii) asking participants to vote for their top 3-5 suggestions (perhaps by putting stickers on the flip chart at the end of that part of the discussion)

iii) having the facilitator summarize what s/he takes to be the main points, and then asking participants if they agree.

iv) having the facilitator, recorder, and any observers debrief afterwards, to note which points elicited a great deal of reaction, and to catch any nuances that are not obvious on the flip chart.  Ask yourselves: 

· Which comments did people seem to agree or disagree with the most?
· Which comments were echoed by several different people?
· Which comments did the same person make repeatedly? Is it likely that this person represents the views of other congregants, or is this an idiosyncratic perspective?
· Which comments were particularly vehement?
· Which comments seemed to contradict one another? 
· Which comments seemed vague or cryptic?  Can you clarify them?

· Which comments indicated a great deal of thoughtfulness?  Is it worthwhile to follow up on those comments in the future, or to try to involve the person who made those comments in the ece?
· Did any of the participants seem appropriate to invite to participate in the task force or other ece-related committees?
Reviewing and Finalizing the Script After the First Two or Three CC's

The first two or three CC's should be considered pilots.  If possible, the facilitators, note-takers and observers should meet together to review and finalize the script.  If this is too difficult to arrange, one person should solicit the feedback of these individuals, and edit the protocol accordingly.

Conducting "Committee Conversations"

At some point in the process, consider the idea of conducting "committee conversations" with members of the Board and key committees, such as the education committee or the social action committee.  This would serve as a wonderful way of involving influential members of the synagogue in the ECE.  The basic script of the CC's will probably have to be adapted somewhat to fit these more specialized groups.

Summarizing the Data

The data generated by even one CC are too numerous to be grasped in their raw form; they will need to be summarized in order for task force members to review them, and consider their implications.  

It is important to remember, however, that the CC's are not part of a scientific study, and that the summary of the data need not be quantified.  In fact, the value of rigor should be weighed against the value of including many people in the process, so that they can get a first hand look at the data.

We recommend affinity grouping as a good technique for data summary.  The steps for affinity grouping are as follows:

· Type up the responses to each of the important questions (you may decide to exclude the warm-up questions) on separate sheets of paper, with space between each answer.  If either observers or participants were asked to indicate the most important points made, (see c i - iv, on __) you may decide to select only those responses that received several votes, or were highlighted by the observer.

· Divide the task force into groups of three or four.  Give each group several sets of answers to one of the questions.  Depending upon how many answers there are, this might be the data from 3 - 7 groups.  In all, there shouldn’t be more than 60 - 70 slips of paper, or the task will be too overwhelming.

· Have the group cut up the sheets so that every answer is on a different slip of paper.  Put the slips of paper on a large table, or tape them to the wall. 

· Working silently, the group moves the slips of paper around, grouping them into categories.  Tape down the slips of paper by category.

· Discuss each category, and write one or two sentences which summarize the gist of this category.

It is unlikely that one meeting of the task force will be sufficient to summarize all the data.  You may want to schedule this type of task force meeting after the first 3 - 5 community conversations, which will allow you to assess your protocol and suggest changes.  If the task force seems energized by the affinity group exercise, you may want to schedule a second session when the remainder of the community conversations are complete.  Otherwise, you may decide to appoint a smaller group to deal with the remaining data.

In either case, it would be good to involve members of the task force in some initial interpretation, immediately after the affinity grouping.

Interpreting the Data

a) Immediately after the Affinity Grouping:

Have an open discussion focused on the following questions:

· Which responses did you expect?

· Which surprised you?

· Which ideas seem to be the most important?

· Which comments seemed to contradict one another? 

· Which comments seemed vague or cryptic?  Can you clarify them?

You may also want to have a presentation by the facilitators and recorders, offering their own interpretations, either before or after this discussion.

b) Once all the raw data has been grouped and summarized:

One person, or a small group, should take all the sentences and consolidate them to eliminate overlapping.  Indicate which statements were made repeatedly by putting checks or asterisks on certain sentences.  If there are still too many sentences to summarize easily, you might want to divide them into categories, such as: learners, teachers, subject matters, settings, methods or techniques, resources.

Task force members should receive this summary of the data in advance.  They should come together to interpret it, asking themselves: What do the results of the CC's tell us about:

· The goals of learning at our synagogue?
· The interests, needs, and relevant characteristics of the learners?
· The optimal conditions for learning?
· The characteristics of teachers?
· The subject matters that seem most appropriate / interesting / important?
The final question is:  which topics or issues should we pursue further?  The answer to this question will determine which working groups will be convened.  

Making Recommendations

The working groups will do this over a period of 2 - 4 months.  Here are some proposed steps:

a) Review what is already being done in your congregation in the area your working group is focusing on.  Use the inventory of learning opportunities that was developed during the readiness process as a starting off point.  Make a list of questions that need to be asked about each of the relevant learning opportunities, and decide how they will be answered.

b) Review the summary of the community conversation data to remind yourselves what you learned from the community conversations that is particularly relevant to your area of concern.  Invite members of the group to interpret the data, offering explanations of why certain opinions were expressed.  Members of the working group may wish to augment, challenge, or clarify some of the conclusions that might be reached from the data alone.  This is the point for this to happen.  You may wish to ask a knowledgeable staff member or a particularly active member of the congregation to offer his/her own interpretations.

c) Brainstorm a list of possible new programs, projects or policies that would expand what your congregation already does in this area, along the lines suggested from the discussion.  Assign different people in the group to research these options, to find out how they work, what they cost, what staffing arrangements are necessary, etc.  Your educator, rabbi, adviser, and the national ECE staff can be helpful in suggesting how this information can be gathered.

d) Several weeks later, hold one or more meetings in which reports are given about: a) what is happening in the congregation, and b) what people were able to find out about new programs.  A discussion of these reports will enable you to focus in on a small number of short-term and long-term recommendations to bring back to the task force.

The Experiment in Congregational Education (ECE)—

A Project of the Rhea Hirsch School of Education, Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion, Los Angeles

The work of the ECE is made possible by generous grants from many funders. www.eceonline.org/funders 


1


