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and responsibilities as facilitators. In

thiscapacity, they use behaviors, skills,
and practices which they did not use as
frequently as a trainer. To be successful in
this new role, staff developers will needio go
beyond the application of new skills, know-
ledge, and practices—they will need to adopt
the belief system ‘of facilitators. In this
article, we distinguish between training and
facilitation, examine the belief system of a
facilitator, and share a process for moving
from the familiar mind setof the trainertothe
zen of facilitation.

S taff developers are assuming newroles

Distinction between Training
and Facilitation

Learning how to facilitate groups rather
than train people was new for us. As staff
development trainers for a school district,
we found ourselves on a journey from train-
ing to facilitation that required us to expand
our skills, leam new strategies, and adopt
new beliefs. We constantly asked ourselves
whatactually differentiated facilitationfrom
training.

Initially our work with facilitation seemed
to be no different than training. We found
that the skills and strategies which we had
learned about facilitation fit nicely into our
training work. For example, we imple-
mented team-building strategies, which we
leamned in facilitation workshops, to create a
community of learners in our training
sessions.

In many respects the line between train-
ing and facilitation seemed to be a fine one.
However, as we became more experienced
as facilitators, the differences between train-
ing and facilitation became clearertous. We
offer one view of these differences to help
frame our discussion about the zen of
facilitation.

Training

Training involves moving from the
known tothe known. Itis focused by a setof
specific outcomes or objectives established
prior to the training. It focuses on a specific
set of skills or knowledge thatcan be applied
in the workplace. When designing and de-
livering training, a trainer determines clear
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outcomes and establishes a plan of action to
achieve those outcomes with learners. Both
the outcomes and the steps to achieve those
outcomes are determined before training
begins.

The trainer designs a tightly structured,
sequential set of learming experiences to
direct participants to achieve the outcomes
in the timeframe prescribed. Based on a
diagnosis of the participants, an understand-
ing of their needs, and a set of desired out-
comes of the training, the trainer develops a
specific plan for moving toward these out-
comes. Forexample, a trainer who is teach-
ing cooperative learning to a group of high
school teachers will develop a plan to teach
the critical elements of cooperative learning
and the skills that will enable teachers to
apply cooperative learning in their various
content areas.

Facilitation

Facilitation involves moving from the
known to the unknown. A facilitator begins
with information regarding the situation or
the problem and the participants; however,
the outcome or resolution is not set when the
facilitator begins. The design and plan of
action as well as the outcome emerge as the
group works on the situation or problem.
Facilitation requires orchestration of mean-
ingful interactions which lead to changes in
mindset (Oakley & Krug, 1992). Meaning-
ful interaction is an open, honest discussion
ina safe and respectful setting. This interac-
tion can lead to problem solving, decision
making, conflict resolution, and task
accomplishment.

While learning may be a by-product of
facilitation, it is not its primary goal. Facili-
tators choose from among various strategies
and tools as the interaction evolves. The
facilitator creates a nurturing environment
for individuals to achieve whatever they are
comfortable achieving in an undefined
timeframe.

Distinctions

In essence, training involves using a set
of priori (beforehand) plans, while facilita-
tion involves applying a set of decisions
made in media res (in the middle of things;
during the process).

We acknowledge that trainers make de-
cisions in media res to adjust their delivery;
however, they operate from a pre-
established plan that directs participants
toward the achievement of specified out-
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comes. On the other hand, facilitation deci-
sions are made spontaneously and are driven
by the nature of the interaction rather than by
a set of specified outcomes.

Some of the distinctions between train-
ing and facilitation which we have identified
from our experiences are listed in Figure 1.
However, we recognize that the line be-
tween training and facilitation is not defini-
tive. We have discovered that it is not what
we do or how we do it that separates a trainer
from a facilitator. Rather, it is the belief
system driving the actions that makes the
difference (Wing, 1986).

Zen of Facilitation

Zen is the practice of seeking the truth.
Buddhists, who practice zen, seek enlighten-
ment through direct intuition and reflection
(Reps, n.d.). The zen of facilitation is not a
religious practice, but rather a strong set of
beliefs that drives our choices and actions
and urges us toward discovering the “truth”
through reflection. “It [Zen] has been de-
scribed as: ‘A special teaching without
scriptures, beyond words and letters, point-
ing to the mind-essence of man, seeing di-
rectly into one’s nature, attaining
enlightenment.”” (Reps, n.d., p.3)

From our experiences, we have discov-
ered that the beliefs we hold about our work
are powerful and affect the actions we take.
Our beliefs determine how we act as well as
how we make sense of the experiences we
have (Senge, 1990). We have identified
three essential beliefs which influence our
choices and actions as facilitators.

Belief 1: Facilitators trust the group’s
ability to find its own direction and
resolution.

To be successful in this
new role, siaff developers
will need to go beyond the
application of new skills,
knowledge, and practices--
they will need to adopt the
belief system of
facilitators.

“Remember that you are facilitating
another person’s process. It is not
your process. Do not intrude. Do not
control. Do notforce your own needs
and insights into the foreground. If
you do not trust a person’s process,
that person will not trust you.”
(Heider, 1985, p.33)

A facilitator believes that the group es-
tablishes its own purpose and is capable of
achieving its own outcome. In every situa-
tion, the facilitator believes the solution is
possible any time before, during, or after an
event. The facilitator assumes the group’s
perspective rather than maintaining his or
her own.

By listening to the group’s discussion
and particularly to the language used, the
facilitator discovers both the surface and
underlying issues in the group. Only after
the issues are clarified does the facilitator
make decisions about how to resolve the
issues.

Using a variety of strategies, the facilita-
tor guides the group in examining the issues,
generating alternatives, and selecting acourse
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Asking questions and
listening are the primary
functions of an effective
facilitator. These replace
giving answers, assuming
the group’s needs, or
providing solutions.

of action appropriate for this particular group
at this time. Believing that the group has its
own best solution and that it will emerge at
the best timé, the facilitator supports the
interactions that lead the group to discover
that solution.

When facilitators live by this belief, they
do two things:

» Askquestionsandlisten. Askingques-
tions and listening are the primary functions
of an effective facilitator. These replace
giving answers, assuming the group’s needs,
or providing solutions.

= Recognize that when it's time, il's
time. All issues can be resolved if the time
and conditions are right. Similarly, change
occurs when the time and conditions are
right. For example, when the climatic con-
ditions of temperature, moisture, and baro-
metric pressure are right, thunderstorms
occur,

In facilitation, there are both external and
internal conditions that affect the movement
of the group towards its goal. When group
participants reach a level of understanding,
acceptance, and openness, resolution oc-
curs.

The facilitator strives to create and/or

When the facilitator
models the productive
behaviors of respectful
listening, maintaining
personal safety, honoring
various perspectives,
sharing, trusting, risk-
taking, and disclosing,
then group members will
mirror these behaviors.
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adjust the conditions for the group to be
successful. Sometimes this means structur-
ing communication systems or permitting
adequate time for the group to establish the
conditions. It might also mean acting as a
catalyst to alter the conditions by speaking
the unspoken, offering suggestions, or hy-
pothesizing aboutthereasons for the group’s
behavior.

Belief 2: A sense of conununity creates
a foruwm for group work.

“Community is a group of peaple who have
learned to comnunicate honestly with each
other, whose relationships go deeper than
their masks of composure, and who have
developed some significant commitment to
‘rejoice together,” and to ‘delight in each
other, make others’ conditions our own’..."
(Peck. 1987, p. 59)

“Once a group has achieved community, the
single most common thing members express
is: ‘I feel safe here.'" (Peck, 1987, p. 67)

A facilitator believes that a community
provides a forum for meaningful interaction,
which in turn leads the group to its own
solutions. When facilitators live by this
belief, they do five things.

» Model artitudes and behavior. Group
members’ attitudes and behaviors are
strongly influenced by the facilitator’s atu-
tudes and behaviors. When the facilitator
models the productive behaviors of respect-
ful listening, maintaining personal safety,
honoring various perspectives, sharing, trust-
ing, risk-taking, and disclosing, then group
members will mirror these behaviors.
Through this process, a nurturing environ-
ment emerges.

= Reveal their thinking. Facilitators
further the development of community by
revealing their observations about behaviors
within the group. The facilitator may also
offer possible reasons for these behaviors,
discuss potential interventions and the rea-
sons for them, or suggest various strategies.

¢ Foster independence. Building the
group’s independence is another way the
facilitator furthers community. This is ac-
complished by providing opportunities for
all group members to be leaders, thus equal-
izing everyone’s sense of power. Inessence,
the facilitator is responsible for helping group
members develop comfort with one another
so that meaningful interaction occurs.

* Stay in the here and now. The facili-
tator needs to stay in the present in order to
focus clearly on what is occurring in the
group. The past and future do not exist for

the facilitator. The only information or
interaction that matters is what is current.

= Trust their intuition. Facilitators op-
erate not so much from knowledge of “how
to” but more from “gut feelings.” This is
particularly difficult for facilitators who feel
more comfortable with specific plans, clear
directions, and precise outcomes. Facilita-
tors develop a “seat-of-the-pants” feel for
what is happening and what needs to happen
next. That feeling will be blocked if facilita-
tors are not in tune with their “knowing
place.”

Belief 3: The facilitator has no precon-

ceived notions.
“When I let go of what I am, | becomne what
I'might be. When [ let go of what [ have, |
receive what I need... My best work is done
when [ forget my own point of view; the less
I make of myself, the more I am... This is the
wisdom...: let go in order to achieve.”
(Heider, 1985, p.43)

Facilitators believe that groups will gen-
erate their own best solutions. Facilitators
give up the need to be right and to heal,
convert, solve, or fix the group. Facilitators
take a backseat to the process and allow the
group to drive itself. This behavior is anti-
thetical to the trainer’s role of directing the
group toward specific outcomes.

Facilitators need to let go of precon-
ceived notions about how “it” should be and
allow the group to shape its own future. To
do this, the facilitator has to be flexible,
egoless, and confident of the power in the
group.

When facilitators live by this belief, they
do three things:

» Go slowly o go fast. [n any situation
itis necessary to go slowly to build relation-
ships,acommonknowledge base, awareness
of other viewpoints, and an understanding of
one another before any tasks can be accom-
plished. To rush into a complex situation
and resolve it quickly is like putting a band-
aid on a crack in a dam. According to
Kouzes and Posner (1990), *“There are two
ways to bring about change: you can force it
or you can let it happen naturally. The
former is faster but it increases resistance...
The latter is slower but it tends Lo receive
greater acceptance” (p. 236). Facilitators
recognize the importance of letting go of
time constraints. Spending time up front to
establish well-grounded relationships will
ensure efficient work later.

e Use the energy. Facilitators need to
recognize the energy in group settings. We
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typically are more comfortable with those
members who are overtly positive and sup-
portive. However, negative energyisasymp-
tom that deeper, sometimes more significant
issues are not being faced. If these issues are
not addressed, they may sabotage resolution
attempts.

Facilitators often avoid the negative en-
ergy ina group out of fear. Letting go of the
fear associated with negative individuals or
issues, acknowledging those issues, and ap-
preciating the underlying negative energy
frees facilitators to listen more carefully and
use the negative energy as a valuable energy
source for moving a group forward.

« Ifunsure what to do, do nothing. The
facilitator needs to be comfortable with not
taking action. Whenever the facilitator is
unsure about what to do, he or she should
choosetodonothing. By notintervening, the
group is provided with an opportunity to
determine its own next step or to provide
additional information which will clarify
what the facilitator’s choice should be. While
choosing to do nothing is often difficult, it
can be a powerful intervention.

Recommendations
for Learning Facilitation
Acquiring the skills, practices, and be-
liefs of an effective facilitator is a process of
evolution and internalization. We find the
following example of internalization from
science particularly illustrative:
“Suppose, for example, that we
deposit a drop of blackink into u glass
of clearwater. Initially its presence is
quite ordered. That is, all the mol-
ecules of ink are located in one small
area and are clearly segregated from
themolecules of water. As time passes,
however, natural molecular motion
will cause the black ink molecules to
steadily intersperse with the clear
watermolecules untilthey are distrib-
uted evenly throughout the glass, re-
sulting in a murky homogeneous lig-
uid with no structure or order
whatsoever...” (Zukav, 1979, p. 221)
For us, intemalization means a change of
focus from theories and techniques to the
wholeness of the process. There are three
stages in this evolution: leamning, engaging,
and reflection. Initial learning is the result of
training in the concepts, skills, strategies,
and techniques of facilitation.
Armed with these tools, facilitators move
next into real-world application. When en-
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Facilitators must go
beyond knowledge and
strategies to seek truth
and enlightenment that
come only from practice,
reflection, and following
their beliefs.

gaged with groups, facilitators may feel over-
whelmed by all that is happening. Facilita-
tors seek to make the “right” choice from
among options. At this stage facilitators
often face uncertainty and self-doubt. Fa-
cilitators might be haunted by questions
such as “Did I make the right choice? What
if  had...?”

Eventually this unsettled state isresolved
when facilitators fully adopt the zen of facili-
tation. Through reflection, questioning, and
discussion with other facilitators, the under-
lying beliefs are crystallized. The role and
responsibilities becomes less frightening as
facilitators move from conscious decision
making to trusting the underlying beliefs to
guide decisions. The facilitator begins to see
the murky liquid rather than the ink and
water. As Heider (1985) observes,
“Beginners acquire new theories and tech-
niques until their minds are cluttered with
options. Advanced students forgot rtheir
many options. They allow the theories and
techniques that they have learned to recede
into the background.” (p. 95)

We have learned that facilitation is not
easy and that it requires tremendous dedica-
tion to practice and reflection, is not learned
quickly, is continually humbling, and is fas-
cinating. For staff developers beginning the
journey from training to facilitation, we be-
lieve the critical component of success is the
understanding of the zen of facilitation.

If we have learned one thing on our
journey, it is that the tools or techniques
alone are insufficient for long-term effec-
tiveness. Facilitators must go beyond
knowledge and strategies to seek truth and
enlightenment that come only from practice,
reflection, and following their beliefs.
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