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Thank you for the kind introduction.

Since we’ve done our introductions earlier and reviewed the agenda for today, we know who is here and have an idea of what we’ll be doing for the rest of the day. 

It’s time to introduce you to Open Space! (I began walking the inside of the circle at this point.)

Open Space is a nontraditional approach to holding meetings and a way for large groups to dialogue and take action. Before I tell you how it works, let me share with you why it works.

We’re all pretty familiar with the hierarchical model where one person stands in the front of the room imparting information to people in a classroom or theatre-style seating. This tried and true approach works well when and serves a good end when we’re wanting to “download” information or provide training on a specific topic.

The drawback or what often gets missed using this approach is an exchange of ideas and knowledge that the “listeners” have to offer on the topic. While we listen, our minds begin to get sparked and the whole range of thinking minds that has loads of experience lays dormant. Or, the thoughts and ideas just float around in our heads until the first break – if we can remember it that long.

Harrison Owen invented Open Space based primarily on two experiences that he had:

1) For one whole year, he chaired a committee that was responsible for organizing a 5-day international conference. It was a typical conference, not unlike the one you’re getting ready to attend after today, with keynote speakers and workshop sessions on a variety of topics.

After the conference, while reviewing the comments on the evaluation form, he was struck by the kinds of answers he read in response to the question “Where did you learn the most or get the greatest benefit?” He was surprised to read, over and over again, answers like:

1. Over dinner with Alberto; 

2. During the coffee break when I talked the whole time with LaShonda and Keisha about a topic of mutual interest; 

3. When 3 of us took off to keep discussing an idea that had been stewing for all of us.

You get the idea. After all of the effort that all of the committee members put into this 5-day conference, basically people got the most out of the coffee breaks or on their own time. That’s what they found most meaningful.

2) His second experience was when he was a photojournalist and traveled to a West African village to document a four-day rite of passage ceremony. He noticed that the village was designed with a very large open space in the center where all of the activities took place, seamlessly, over the four days. The elders’ homes ringed that open space and the rest of the villagers’ homes were located in concentric circles around those (the elders’).

He never saw any signs of a planning committee and there wasn’t a clip board in sight! Imagine that. He realized that there was something powerful about circles.

You have probably noticed that you all are sitting in concentric circles. What may not be obvious to you though is that as I walk the circle and your eyes follow me, you’re also seeing all the other people in this circle – even before much has been said – there’s the hint and suggestion of connections to come with the help of simple eye contact.

So, 1) we’ve got this circle and lots of open space; 2) we have a group of people who have come here for a wide variety of reasons but presumably to get something, learn something, share what you have in common – concerns, successes, new ways of doing things, tried ‘n true strategies.

You’ve been drawn to be here and spend time with this batch of people who share something – what you do in the world.

You also see large pieces of paper and markers around this circle – in a few minutes many of you will be coming up and writing topics you want to discuss.

You are more than cordially invited to engage by posting topics that:

1. You are passionate about; 2) have energy for; you have information about that you want to share or want to ask others about.

It could be success stories, learnings about what doesn’t work when you were daring; how to cut through red tape; whatever charges you or would re-charge you about the work you’re involved in.

Think of your topics, pick up a marker and write your topic and your name on a piece of chart paper (just like this example), then go to the Marketplace wall and pick a post-it from the wall and put it in the lower left corner of your paper. Why? Because this will tell people where & when you’ll be discussing that particular topic (and with whoever shows up.)

There will be multiple conversations going on at one time all around this room, probably about 7 at a time. Each conversation will last about 20 – 30 minutes starting with Session 1. So, if you took the post-it with “1A” from the wall and put it on your topic paper, then when Session 1 starts (I’ll be ringing a bell to cue you), you’d be the “convener” and go to “A” space (point out where it is in the room) and someone else will pull “1B” so they’ll be meeting at the same time as the “1A” topic group. 

At the end of the first 20 – 30 minutes, I’ll ring the bell again and everyone will shift to Session 2 by going back to the Marketplace Wall and seeing what topics are available and moving to that part of the room.

So, before Session 1 ever starts you will have filled that wall with topics for all 4 sessions and everyone will know what is happening where. Here’s part of the beauty of Open Space – you might have 50 or 2 people come to your topic and it still works. Where people go is fully dependent on what people are interested in, have passion for and want to talk about.

Also, ebb & flow will occur during the 20 – 30 minutes of each session. It’s not going to be stagnant sitting based on “once you’re here, that’s where you stay.” The ebb & flow grows out of the Four Principles and the Law of Two Feet.

Principles

The first principle is: Whoever comes is the right people.

You don’t need anyone with a specific title to be present – no CEO, Executive Direction, ICC Chair, parent leader or funding representative – to make something happen or to figure something out. Passionate people move mountains all the time.

Second principle: Whatever happens is the only thing that could have. This means that you don’t walk away from a conversation with a “would’ve,”

“could’ve,” “should’ve.” You have a choice at every turn. You can post a topic for all four sessions or no topics. You may want to go into “sponge” mode and just soak up as many different ideas as possible. How you spend your time is completely up to you!

Third principle: Whenever it starts is the right time. Creativity doesn’t operate on a clock so there’s no need to be rigid about time. Things will unfold as they are meant to.

Fourth principle: When it is over, it is over. If you figured out what you wanted to know in 10 minutes, you’re done! Good for you. Go do something else – go to another topic and sit in on it, post a new topic for an upcoming session, go for a walk – OR, if you’re really into your topic when you hear the chime ring for the next session, and the juices are just starting to flow, stay right where you are.

You’re here to have the experience you want – if you need to or want to make a call, go do it. Snacks will be brought in and left here until lunch time so take advantage of that as you want to. There will be no scheduled break. If you need one, take one.

You’re here to learn or get information or share it. You can’t wait for somebody else to this experience happen for you. Make this time as valuable for yourself as you can.

Now, here’s the kicker that all that I’ve been saying possible: The Law of 2 Feet. Who here has been a part of Open Space before? Then you can verify how important this is. If you’re not learning or contributing to the conversation, you’re actually required to use your 2 feet to go somewhere else.

Have you ever been to meeting with maybe 10 people, and 7 of them are really deeply engaged in the conversation – even if they’re not agreeing, they clearly care about the topic. And 3 people are not into it, don’t care very much. Those 3 people can bring the energy down for all of the others very quickly. The beauty of the Law of 2 Feet is that is says only those people who care about the topic will show up for it. That’s why so much energy comes out of the sessions.

I can go sit in on one topic for 10 minutes and then feel like I want to go to another topic instead, but I hesitate because it might be rude to do that. In Open Space the opposite is true. It will be rude to stay – you need to be where your passion and interest lies.

Have you ever been in a meeting with a person who takes up most of the air time? In Open Space principles and the Law of 2 Feet, that person can talk nonstop all they want but gradually people start drifting away until, in some cases, they’re left alone. It can happen and it’s okay. It’s rude to stay if you’re not learning something or contributing something.

You decide where to spend your time and whether you’re getting something of value.

Bumblebees and Butterflies

You also see on the walls along with the principles and the Law, a picture of bumblebees and butterflies. In Open Space, both are welcome.

Butterflies never really land in one spot for very long, they flit from topic to topic or go off on a walk – whatever they feel like – get on the phone, take a nap. But in their flitting, they may be picking up on an overall view of what’s going on and that perspective can be very valuable. Endurance doesn’t necessarily win in Open Space.

Bumblebees could show up as people who sit in on a conversation after coming from another one and they interject an idea they heard there. That’s called crosspollination. One new idea added into an existing conversation can generate a lot of energy and action that moves around the room – because everybody is going where they want to be.

So, with the 4 Principles and 1 Law introduced, it’s almost time to start putting topics up on the wall. First, here are a couple of reminders and tips for you:

1. Write your topic and your name on the chart paper and grab a post-it from the wall (so people will know where you’ll be meeting). By doing that, you’ve become a convener – it doesn’t mean you’re an expert, you don’t need to make a speech or facilitate the group. It does mean you will go and sit by your letter (see them on the wall all around the room?) at the time of your session, wait for others to show up, and share your reason for posting your topic.  Then let the group go with it.

One more thing that the convener does – you’re responsible for seeing that notes get taken. There are forms right here on the floor for you to take. Either you can take the notes as convener or you can arrange to have someone else do them. The form has very little to fill out:

1. Your topic; 2. Convener’s Name; 3. Who participate (just pass it around for people to sign) and 4. a bullet-point list of what gets said.

The gift that comes with having Convener’s Notes is that those notes will be recorded as soon as that particular session is over – over in the News Room (in that corner of the room where all the lap tops are). Those notes will be printed and posted on top of the topic chart in the marketplace for everyone to view. (In some cases, copied for each participant, when possible). 

Then, by mid-February, all Conveners Notes will be posted on the NECTAC website. You’ll be notified by 2 different listservs: 1) ICC Parent Leadership; 2) NECTAC’s Part C listserv. You’ll see notes on sessions you attended as well as those you didn’t get to. You’ll see who participated so you can contact them, if you want, to ask more questions or share ideas that you may have on that topic. 

Another bonus aspect to being a Convener – as you convene your topic, you may realize that there’s another topic you really have more juice for. You simply make sure someone is taking Convener’s Notes and use the Law of 2 Feet and head out to another conversation. You’re not required as a Convener to stay the entire time. You don’t really even need to be there at the beginning if you don’t want to be.

What does need to happen in every group is that notes get taken. We want to combine all the good information that is generated by this group. By the way, if you want to make sure that an idea you have gets into the Convener’s Notes and you’re not the one taking the notes, go ahead and jot down your idea on the color half sheets you see on the floor at every meeting space and turn them in with the Convener’s Notes.

Duplicate Topics

If 2 people post a similar topic, when one of the Conveners notices it, just go find the other Convener and find out what they had in mind when they posted that topic. If it really is the same, you can put your sheets together on the Marketplace Wall using one post-it and can co-convene that topic. Or, if you find that there a little bit different, then just hold them separately.

Posting Topics

It’s almost time to post topics – as topics are posted, we all move to the wall and decide what interests us. If your mind gets sparked by something you hear in any of the sessions and you want to post a new one, just go to the wall after that session and put it up. You can post a topic whenever you want.
Okay, once again, key into what  you’re passionate about, what has meaning for you, whatever you’ve been wanting to talk with people here about, whatever you’ve been wanting to learn more about. Could be a concern, an opportunity, a success story as an ICC partner, staff person, parent, chair or any other interested party.

Then, come to the middle of the circle and:

1. get a piece of chart paper and a marker

2. print your topic and your name on it (like on the sample chart)

3. go to the wall and pull a post-it off and stick it on the lower right hand corner

4. post it under the session you took the post it from.

We’ll all go to the wall, take a few minutes to see what’s up there to see what you want to sit in on. Then you’ll hear this sound (demo the chime) and that means Session I is starting. Everyone goes to where they want to be for as long as they want to be. In our case, each session will be about 25 – 30 minutes. 

At the end of Session I, you’ll hear the chime again. That means you can check the wall again and see what your choices are for Session II. If you aren’t jazzed by any of them, post one you are interested in. 

When Session IV is finished, you’ll hear the chime yet again and we’ll all bring our chairs back into the original circle (like this) again. 

One housekeeping note: please take your cups with you and get them off the floor as you move from session to session. 

Finally: remember – do whatever you need to do, be wherever you want to be. Nap can be a topic.

Have a great time! Anything that is important to you is worth posting. Go for it!
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