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ABSTRACT 

TRANSORMING OURSELVES AND TRANSFORMING OUR COMMUNITY: A CASE 

STUDY OF LEARNING THEORY AND PRACTICE WITHIN SOCIETY OF THE 

UNIVERSAL LEARNING IN BIHAR, INDIA 

Elisa Cooper 

University of Guelph, 2021

Advisor: 

Dr. Helen Hambly 

 
This study used a participatory action research methodology organized around 

interviews and focus group discussions to examine the dynamics of learning within 

Society of the Universal Learner (SOUL), a community-based organization operating in 

Bihar, India. The study found that SOUL was already using a wide range of tools, 

strategies, and approaches to learn about complex questions related to rural education. 

The study participants had a strong understanding of system dynamics in relation to 

village-level education even though they did not explicitly use language and concepts 

from systems theory. This thesis concludes by presenting a framework that brings 

together systems thinking with SOUL’s practical experience and which can be used by 

organizations operating in resource-constrained settings to design or assess learning 

interventions.  
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

1.1 Background 

India is sometimes referred to as a “shining star” due to the rapid economic growth it 

has experienced in recent decades. Between 1992 and 2019, the median annual rate of 

GDP growth in the country was 6.9 percent (World Bank, 2020). By this metric, India 

was the 14th fastest-growing economy in the world during the given period (World Bank, 

2021a). This rapid economic growth has been accompanied by a significant decline in 

poverty at the national level. From 2004 to 2011, the rate of poverty [at US$1.90 a day 

(2011 PPP)] in India dropped from 40 percent of the total population to 23 percent 

(World Bank, 2021b). The shining star narrative that comes from looking at aggregate 

numbers and medians does not ring as true when one examines regional disparities 

and when the ongoing pressures faced by marginalized populations are considered. For 

instance, despite having one of the fastest-growing economies in the country, Bihar still 

has an overall poverty ratio of 34 percent (Finance Department, 2020). Further, rural 

communities in India continue to face an array of environmental, social, and economic 

stresses (Guin, 2018) that are contributing to a crisis in the agricultural sector marked 

by an alarming rate of farmer suicide (H. R. Sharma, 2012; Sharma et al., 2020).  

 

The complexity of the challenges facing India as it continues to develop economically, 

calls for thoughtful action at various levels. This research project is focused on an 

intervention at the community level being carried out by an organization in Bihar. India 

has a long and rich history of community organization––from the village councils of 

ancient India, to the agricultural cooperatives of the colonial era, Gandhi’s satyagraha 

movement, and the microfinance institutions and resource management committees of 

more recent decades (Gandhi, 1960; Friis-Hansen et al., 2018). Much of this grassroots 

activity has been supported by both formal and informal organizations. The role of non-

governmental organizations in India continues to be substantial, with an estimated 3.3 
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million civil society organizations in the country (Asian Development Bank [ADB], 2009). 

These organizations provide services, advocate for the rights of different segments of 

the population, hold leaders accountable, define standards to be followed, offer training 

and capacity-building programs, give voice to underrepresented individuals and 

communities, and play numerous other roles (Planning Commission, 2015). Not all 

these thousands of civil society organizations are equally effective in achieving what 

they have set out to do. Some have made remarkable contributions towards progress 

while others have struggled to foster profound and lasting change. Pattenden (2016) 

has observed that many community-based organizations exacerbate existing 

inequalities rather than overcoming them by designing programs in a way that accrues 

greater benefit to those who are already better off and who have greater social 

influence.  

 

While a lot of attention has been given to understanding how organizations in North 

America and Europe can learn to be effective while operating under complex social and 

economic conditions, there have been far fewer studies carried out on organizational 

learning that have been based primarily on experience in Asian contexts (Snell & Hong, 

2011). In the past decade, there have been some studies carried out concerning 

organizational learning and change in Bihar (Dhaliwal & Tulloch, 2012; Manohar & 

Pandit, 2014; Desa & Koch, 2014, 2015; Scott et al., 2016; Wagh et al., 2018; Lall, 

2019; Koon et al., 2020; Tandon & Nair, 2020). These have, however, been based on 

experience within the public and private sectors. This thesis seeks to contribute to the 

existing literature by presenting a case study of learning within the context of a non-

governmental organization operating in rural Bihar. A single case study is used to allow 

for an in-depth and contextualized exploration of multiple variables related to 

organizational learning. 
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1.2 Research Goal and Objectives 

The overall goal of this study is to understand the dynamics of learning processes 

pursued by an organization operating in a rural resource-constrained setting in India. 

The specific objectives of the study are: 

1. To describe strategies, tools, and approaches already being used by the 

participating organization to advance its processes of learning; 

 

2. To support the participating organization in selecting tools and applying 

them in the context of one or more of its processes of learning; and 

 

3. To design a framework for making decisions about the use of learning 

tools within an organization. 

 

1.3 Study Approach 

This study used a Participatory Action Research (PAR) case study methodology with a 

sample size of one organization. I selected Society of the Universal Learner (SOUL) for 

the study because of the organization’s prior experience with learning, its readiness to 

engage in a PAR process, and the availability of its members to participate. Through a 

series of interviews, focus group discussions, and workshops, the organization 

described how it has approached learning in the past, identified a current question 

about which it wished to learn, made and carried out a plan to learn about the selected 

question, reflected on the entire process, and made a subsequent plan for action based 

on the insights gained. The process spanned an eight-month period during which I 

carried out 7 interviews, 15 focus group discussions, and 2 workshops with the study 

participants. 
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1.4 Rationale 

This research project made use of a case study methodology to examine the complex 

process of learning unfolding within an existing organization. There are several 

variables of interest in this study, including the tools and strategies used for learning, 

the dynamics of the learning process, the participants’ understanding of learning, 

relationships between members of the organization, and the relationship of the 

organization to the communities in which it works, amongst others. The study shed light 

on how learning is thought about and practiced within the organization. Since the 

research is concerned with a complex, current process and the context in which it is 

situated, a case study was a helpful method to use. A sample of a single organization 

was selected to allow for depth in the study and to ensure its feasibility under the 

restrictions imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic.  

 

1.5 Researcher Positionality 

I was born and raised in Canada and therefore have adopted many values and norms 

common to Canadian society. Having lived and worked in India for nearly two years, I 

have gained a degree of familiarity with a diversity of Indian settings and a good working 

knowledge of Hindi. As a Canadian currently living in Canada, however, I was external 

to the organization. Recognizing the continued patterns of paternalism that often shape 

interactions between individuals, groups, and institutions from countries that have 

benefitted from colonialism and those still overcoming its effects, I attempted to 

approach the study in a way that would place the local staff of the organization in the 

position of leading the process of action research. I made effort to position myself as a 

resource to be drawn on as needed with the study participants deciding the details of 

the process and how and when to involve me. I aimed to conduct the study in a way that 

placed the knowledge of the participants at the center of the process.  
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SOUL is a Baha’i-inspired organization and the members of the organization are either 

Baha’is themselves or are individuals who are committed to the principles of the Baha’i. 

Some of these principles include belief in the essential oneness of humanity, that every 

human being is noble and has both spiritual and material dimensions to their existence, 

that achieving universal education is a priority for humanity, and that every individual 

has a right and an obligation to contribute to and benefit from the fruits of civilization. My 

understanding of the world and how I operate within it are also guided by the principles 

of the Baha’i Faith. Sharing a framework for thinking about community development with 

SOUL allowed us to have a common set of words and concepts to draw on in exploring 

ideas of organizational learning. At the same time, there are questions and observations 

that someone viewing the world from a different perspective may have thought to ask 

that I did not ask. 

 

1.6 Significance 

The work of non-governmental organizations in India is staggering. SOUL is part of an 

international network of Baha’i-inspired organizations and informal teams that are 

learning about common aims and that are operating under some similar social and 

economic conditions. The results of this research will be most relevant for these 

organizations and teams. It may also have relevance for other small organizations in 

India that are trying to strengthen processes of learning associated with complex 

questions facing rural communities. The case study offers insight into the nexus 

between technological, social, and institutional innovation. It contributes to an evolving 

body of knowledge about organizational learning and knowledge management that can 

support research about enhancing the functioning of other organizations in resource-

constrained settings. Further, this study has assisted with demonstrating ways in which 

various strategies, tools, and approaches for organizational learning can be drawn on in 
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the context of ongoing processes of learning fostered by small non-governmental 

development organizations.  

 

1.7 Organization of Thesis 

This thesis is organized into eight chapters. The current chapter introduces the thesis. 

The second chapter identifies the relevant literature on the topic, with a focus on 

organizational learning in a global as well as in the Indian context. Chapter Three 

provides background on the social and economic context in which the participating 

organization operates. Chapter Four describes the methodology employed and how my 

worldview informed the methods used in the study. In addition, it provides background 

information on the case. Chapter Five presents the findings concerning the first study 

objective. It focuses on SOUL’s understanding of and experience with organizational 

learning. Chapter Six then gives attention to a question that is currently facing the 

organization and presents a case study of a learning experience, which addresses the 

second study objective. Chapter Seven provides a discussion of the findings in light of 

key concepts outlined in the literature review and presents a framework for 

organizational learning that responds to the third study objective. Chapter Eight 

concludes the thesis with a final review of the research goals, the process undertaken in 

the study, and the key findings and major conclusions. It also offers some 

recommendations for future research as well as for policy and practice. 
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Chapter 2. Literature Review 

2.1 Introduction 

This chapter provides an overview of literature relevant to organizational learning in the 

context of small organizations operating in resource-constrained settings. It highlights 

the prominent place of complex adaptive systems theory in the discourse on 

organizational learning. It then covers organizations as complex adaptive systems and 

highlights the role of organizational learning in the ongoing process of adaptation. The 

chapter examines some of the characteristics of complex adaptive systems as they 

relate to organizational learning. Emphasis has been given to scholars whose work is 

based on Indian experiences.  

 

2.2 Overview of Organizational Learning 

Easterby-Smith and Lyles (2011) describe “organizational learning” as a process of 

learning that unfolds within an organization. They define a “learning organization” as a 

type of organization that thrives through its capacity to effectively learn. The first 

scholars to articulate the idea that organizations can learn were Cyert and March 

(1963), who suggested that organizations adapt to their environments through learning, 

that they learn from experience, and that they engage in learning at different levels––at 

one level changing behavior in response to short-term feedback and, on another level, 

changing rules in response to feedback received over the long-term (Easterby-Smith & 

Lyles, 2011). As organizational learning was a new area of study, their 

conceptualization of organizations drew on theories that were being developed at 

around the same time on complex adaptive systems (Cyert & March, 1963). 
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Several scholars built upon and critiqued Cyert and March’s model for organizational 

learning and brought greater clarity to terms and ideas (Easterby-Smith & Lyles, 2011). 

Cangelosi and Dill (1965) suggested that learning within teams takes place in four 

phases of initiation, search, comprehension, and consolidation and that learning is not 

continuous, but sporadic. They also identified control mechanisms for learning at the 

individual, sub-group, and organizational levels.  Shrivastava (1983) presented a 

typology for systems of organizational learning, in which he described the main ideas 

associated with adaptive learning, assumption sharing, development of knowledge 

base, and institutionalized experience effects. Daft and Weick (1984) developed a 

model that suggests that organizations are systems for interpretation. They described 

the relationship between organizational processes and different modes of interpretation, 

which they define as “the process through which information is given meaning” (p.294). 

Fiol and Lyles (1985) pointed out the lack of an overarching framework for 

organizational learning. They made a distinction between organizational learning and 

adaptation and suggested that learning takes place on higher and lower levels. 

 

In 1991, a special edition of Organization Science set out the research agenda for 

organizational learning and popularized it as a research subject (Easterby-Smith & 

Lyles, 2011). March (1991) described the difficulty that organizations face in deciding 

how to balance the allocation of resources between exploitation––involving extending 

and refining existing approaches, strategies, and tools–– and exploration, which calls for 

searching for new strategies. He explained that investing heavily in the process of 

exploitation can be effective for strengthening an organization in the short term, but 

insufficient exploration activities can impede organizational learning and be detrimental 

in the long term. Huber (1991) examined the literature related to four constructs that he 

felt were particularly relevant to organizational learning: “knowledge acquisition, 

information distribution, information interpretation, and organizational memory” (p.1). He 

highlighted the progress made in research conducted concerning each of these 

constructs and identified gaps that required further examination. Simon (1991) 
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described the emergence of learning at the organizational level as distinct from 

individual learning. He focused on mechanisms for the acquisition, storage, and 

transmission of knowledge within organizations. Epple, Argote, and Devadas (1991) 

examined the embodiment of “learning by doing” in organizational technology. Brown 

and Duguid (1991) posited that actual practices within organizations did not typically 

match formal descriptions. They suggested that aligning thought about organizational 

learning with the actual practices taking place within informal communities that emerge 

within organizations can allow for improving processes of work, learning, and 

innovation. 

 

Throughout the 1990s and into the early 2000s, scholars continued to explore the 

questions that had emerged in the area of organizational learning and elaborated on the 

concepts underlying its study. Nonaka (1994) developed a theory of knowledge 

conversion within organizations based on the experience of private Japanese firms. He 

suggested that individual tacit knowledge was converted to tacit knowledge at the level 

of a group through socialization by people taking action together; that individual and 

group tacit knowledge was converted to explicit knowledge through externalization, 

which typically involved sharing anecdotes; that explicit knowledge at the individual and 

group levels was converted to explicit knowledge at the organizational level through 

combination as knowledge was shared and synthesized across the organization; and 

that this combined explicit knowledge was then translated into practices, norms, 

procedures, and standards and subsequently converted into implicit knowledge of 

organization staff through a process of internalization. Nicolini and Meznar (1995) 

suggested a conceptualization of organizational learning as a social construction that 

allowed knowledge that is acquired implicitly to be transformed into an abstracted, 

accountable form. Brown and Duguid (2001) opposed the idea that knowledge had 

different types and that it could be converted from one form to another. They instead 

suggested that knowledge is one, but is made up of interdependent tacit and explicit 
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dimensions. They proposed a framework based on practice to embrace contrasting 

conceptualizations of knowledge. 

 

The premise that organizations are complex systems that adapt has guided the 

exploration of organizational learning since the time of its emergence as a subject of 

study. Throughout the 2000s and 2010s, complex adaptive systems theory has 

continued to be developed and applied to processes of learning within organizations. 

Gunderson and Holling (2002) brought together a set of theories that attempted to 

explain transformations that take place in human and nature systems. In that volume, 

Berkes and Folke (2002) explained mechanisms for institutional learning and memory in 

traditional knowledge systems. A few years later, Meadows (2008) further elaborated on 

the behavior of complex systems and suggested approaches to managing them to 

promote better outcomes than what is often experienced. More recently, Joseph, et al. 

(2019) described the challenges associated with designing processes of learning and 

adaptation within the complex adaptive systems of organizations. Broadly, the main 

difficulties they identified were that different actors may be making simultaneous 

decisions about learning and adaptation that are not always mutually beneficial and that 

distributed cognition that is grounded in the local context can lead to strategies and 

structures that are emergent rather than designed. These observations highlight the 

importance of being able to consider organizational learning in the context of complex 

adaptive systems theory.  

 

Given its importance to the study of organizational learning, broad outlines of complex 

adaptive systems theory are described in the subsequent section of this chapter. This 

view of an organization is then drawn on to examine studies of organizational learning 

based on experiences in India. 
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2.3 Conceptual Framework 

This section provides a review of concepts that underlie this study. It begins with an 

exploration of organizations as complex adaptive systems and elaborates on the 

concept of adaptive cycles. It then examines how key characteristics of complex 

adaptive systems––feedback loops and leverage points, implicit boundaries, and 

interaction between goals, values, and practices––relate to organizational learning. It 

connects these concepts from complex adaptive systems theory to experiences with 

organizational learning in India. 

 

2.3.1 Organizations as Complex Adaptive Systems 

An organization can be thought of as a complex system since understanding its 

behaviour requires not only understanding its elements but also having a grasp of the 

connections between them (Meadows, 2008). The interactions between the many 

interrelated elements of a complex system are dynamic, which causes the state of the 

system in the future to be impossible to predict (Holling, 2001; Gros, 2015; Ramos-

Villagrasa et al., 2018). This does not mean that the behaviour of complex systems just 

comes about as a result of random interactions but it does mean that complex systems 

cannot be entirely controlled (Holling, 2001). Rather, complex systems adapt in 

response to various forces to which they are exposed (Gunderson & Holling, 2002). 

 

Gunderson and Holling (2002) identify three properties of complex adaptive systems 

that determine how they will respond to events in the future: the potential to make use of 

resources, the degree of connectedness, and the system’s resilience or ability to absorb 

shock. These properties are not fixed within a given system, but change as the system 

moves through cycles of adaptation (Gunderson & Holling, 2002). In looking first at the 

relationship between potential and connectedness, Gunderson and Holling (2002) have 
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distinguished four phases in the adaptive cycle: conservation, release, reorganization, 

and exploitation. Figure 2.1 illustrates the movement through these phases.  

 

 

Figure 2.1 Stylized Illustration of the Adaptive Cycle, adapted from (Gunderson & Holling, 2002) 

 

In the conservation phase, capacity and resources have accumulated and structures 

have been established and are being maintained. The resources of this system are tied 

up in the many connections that exist within it, making it stable, but vulnerable (Holling, 

2001). In response to a disturbance, this system can rapidly move towards a state of 

release in which connections start to be broken down to make resources available 

(Gunderson & Holling, 2002). The system then moves into a phase of reorganization, 

which is when innovation can occur as resources and capacities are arranged in new 

ways (Gunderson & Holling, 2002). At that point, some resources are lost and a system 

can slip into a less productive, degraded state, as indicated by the “X” in Error! 

Reference source not found. (Gunderson & Holling, 2002). It is also possible for it to 

move into a phase of exploitation in which the most suitable configurations from the 
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reorganization phase are applied and multiplied and connectedness gradually starts to 

increase, slowly moving the system towards another phase of conservation (Gunderson 

& Holling, 2002). 

 

When a third dimension of the cycle is added, it reveals how resilience is not a fixed 

characteristic of a system but changes in relation to the degree of potential and 

connectedness of the system (Gunderson & Holling, 2002). Figure 2.2 illustrates how 

resilience increases with decreased connectedness and increased potential, and 

decreases with increased connectedness and decreased potential (Holling, 2001). 

 

 

Figure 2.2 The Adaptive Cycle with the Addition of the Dimension of Resilience (Holling, 2001) 
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These cycles of adaptation occur at different scales and at different speeds (Gunderson 

& Holling, 2002). Gunderson and Holling (2002) refer to this hierarchy of nested 

adaptive cycles as “panarchy”. It is the connections between different levels within the 

panarchy that maintains the integrity of the system as a whole even as rapid change 

may be occurring within a particular level (Gunderson & Holling, 2002). The slower and 

larger cycles within the panarchy set the conditions within which the smaller, faster 

cycles evolve, but the extent to which the larger cycles are influenced by the smaller 

cycles changes according to the phase of the cycle (Gunderson & Holling, 2002). Within 

an organization, there are many of these small cycles of adaptation as well as larger 

ones. For organizations to deliberately manage these cycles of adaptation, processes of 

organizational learning need to be active (Gunderson & Holling, 2002).  

 

In considering the management of changes in complex systems, Holling (1973) 

suggests an approach he refers to as “adaptive management”. This approach seeks to 

achieve resilience within a system rather than stability (Holling, 1973). The distinction he 

makes between the two is that stability is “the ability of a system to return to an 

equilibrium state after a temporary disturbance”, whereas resilience is “a measure of the 

persistence of systems and their ability to absorb change and disturbance and still 

maintain the same relationships between populations or state variables” (p.14). When 

trying to manage a system for stability, effort is made to reduce fluctuations and to 

increase predictability to sustain a particular equilibrium state (Holling, 1973). Holling 

(1973), however, states that a stability approach to managing complex adaptive 

systems can reduce a system’s long-term resilience, particularly in the face of major 

disturbances that cannot be predicted or controlled. Resilience-based approaches to the 

management of complex systems instead focus on strengthening a system’s capacity to 

absorb and adapt to changes or shocks (Holling, 1973). Ramos-Villagrasa et al. (2018) 

described the optimal fluctuation needed to respond to changes in circumstances as 

“healthy variability”. They explained that when teams are able to modify their behaviour 
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in response to change, but not to a point at which they get derailed, then they can 

achieve adaptive outcomes. 

 

2.3.2 Organizational Learning in Complex Systems 

This section examines literature about key characteristics of complex adaptive systems 

as they relate to organizational learning, including feedback loops and leverage points, 

system goals, and implicit boundaries. It explores these characteristics using literature 

on organizational learning based on experiences in India. 

 

2.3.2.1 Feedback Loops and Leverage Points 

Systems are made up of stocks, which are elements that can be observed in some way 

(Meadows, 2008). A stock can be something concrete like water, or something less 

tangible like a sense of hope (Meadows, 2008). Over time, stocks change due to flows 

in the system (Meadows, 2008). The way in which flows within a complex system occur 

is not random but emerges as a result of the dynamics of control mechanisms (Holling, 

2001). Feedback loops result in adjustments to flows based on the level of stocks and 

lead to stability, growth, or decline in the stocks (Meadows, 2008). Miller and Page 

(2009) have noted that feedback influences system dynamics when the interactions that 

take place within a system are not independent of one another. A reinforcing feedback 

loop occurs when a change in a stock in a particular direction leads to the associated 

flow in the same direction; so if a stock increases the inflow increases and if the stock 

decreases the inflow decreases (Meadows, 2008). A balancing feedback loop means 

that flows change in the opposite direction of changes in the level of an associated 

stock; if a stock increases the inflow will decrease and if a stock decreases the inflow 

will increase (Meadows, 2008). Feedback loops influence one another and give rise to 

dynamic and varied behaviour within complex systems (Meadows, 2008). 
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Although complex systems are made up of multiple feedback loops, they do not all 

impact a system’s overall behaviour to the same extent (Holling, 2001). Leverage points 

are points in a system at which intervening can result in a substantial change 

(Meadows, 2008). The complex interactions between feedback loops, however, can 

make it difficult to identify leverage points and even more difficult to know which 

direction of change will lead to the desired outcome in the behaviour of a system 

(Meadows, 2008). Joseph, et al. (2019) have explained that organizations often involve 

multiple people making decisions about adaptations at the same time and that 

sometimes decisions made by one individual or group could be detrimental to another 

part of the organization. For organizations engaged in the complex processes 

associated with social change, identifying leverage points and understanding how the 

overall behaviour of a system will respond to changes in them is crucial to learning. 

 

The Indian social enterprise, Drishtee, offers a clear example of an organization working 

with feedback loops and leverage points to adapt to changing circumstances to sustain 

its functioning and increase its effectiveness. Drishtee was started by Satyan Mishra, 

the founder and CEO of a software company called Cyber Edge that was, at the time, 

based in Bhopal, Madhya Pradesh (Desa & Koch, 2015). The government of Madhya 

Pradesh asked Cyber Edge to assist with connecting government offices to make the 

provision of services at a local level easier and more accessible to members of rural 

communities in a project called Gyandoot (Desa & Koch, 2015). Mishra developed 

software applications and assisted with setting up kiosks where people could submit 

applications and file complaints to the government (Desa & Koch, 2015). Although 

Gyandoot experienced initial success, the government was not ready to provide 

financial support for the work to continue and suggested that Mishra start charging a 

user fee (Desa & Koch, 2015). Drishtee established a franchise model that allowed local 

entrepreneurs to set up kiosks to provide services and generate a modest profit (Desa & 
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Koch, 2015). At first, this worked well as many villagers had lacked access to 

government services that were important for their well-being (Desa & Koch, 2015). Most 

of the services that were being made available, however, were one-time services, such 

as providing land ownership documents or licenses (Desa & Koch, 2015). As services 

became available the demand for the services reduced (Desa & Koch, 2015). This 

represents a balancing feedback loop as illustrated in Figure 2.3. 

 

 

Figure 2.3 Balancing Feedback Loop Based on Drishtee’s Provision of Government Services 

 

It became clear that simply providing government services would not lead to the 

financial sustainability of the Drishtee kiosks (Desa & Koch, 2015). Drishtee had to look 

for a leverage point that it could influence that would lead to a sustainable revenue 

stream for the kiosks. It looked outside of government services to the suppliers of goods 

and services in rural areas (Desa & Koch, 2015). There were already suppliers of 

consumer goods that were trying to meet demand, but there were difficulties in 

connecting the supply to the demand so Drishtee began providing services to connect 

suppliers with retailers (Desa & Koch, 2015). As Drishtee’s services expanded, the 

supply became more accessible, which allowed the suppliers to increase their supply 
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and allowed Drishtee to scale up its services and further stimulated increased demand 

(Desa & Koch, 2015). This generated a reinforcing feedback loop that allowed for a 

sustainable source of revenue for the Drishtee kiosks to be able to continue providing 

services to rural populations that would improve the quality of their lives as is illustrated 

in Figure 2.4. 

 

 

Figure 2.4 Drishtee's Reinforcing Feedback Loop of Rural Goods and Services 

 

The story of Drishtee provides a very simple example of an approach to learning within 

Drishtee that allowed it to respond to shocks and enhance its resilience. It is evident 

from this example that the approach taken was not one of trying to maintain stability and 

reduce fluctuation, but required embracing significant changes in the organization the 

resulted in long-term resilience. 
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2.3.2.2  System Goals 

Meadows (2008) explains that, although we often describe systems by their elements, 

the purpose of a system has the greatest influence on its behaviour. She offers the 

example of the human body in which individual cells are constantly dying and being 

replaced while the body maintains its identity. With complex systems, a purpose or goal 

can emerge that does not align with the goals of a system’s individual elements 

(Meadows, 2008). This emergent purpose can be thought of as the general direction 

towards which a system tends. In the context of an organization, this implies that the 

aim of the organization may differ from that expressed by the individuals within it. 

 

Understanding the goal of a system requires understanding the dynamics of its stocks 

and flows (Meadows, 2008). When a system experiences a disturbance or receives a 

signal, it takes time for changes in stocks to occur so there is always a delay between 

signal and response (Meadows, 2008). Understanding this delay is essential for 

understanding the emergence of goals within a system. Senge (2006) illustrates this 

with a supply chain in which retailers observe a small spike in demand then order more 

supply than is needed since there is a delay in the shipment arriving. In this scenario, 

the suppliers then overreact to the increased demand from retailers by significantly 

increasing supply, but by the time the supply is available the demand has subsided and 

the retailers and suppliers are left with excess stock (Senge, 2006). This is a relatively 

simple illustration of how the behaviour of the retailers and suppliers resulted in the 

system of the supply chain moving towards the goal of producing and distributing as 

much supply as possible. This goal diverged from the goal of the retailers and suppliers 

themselves, which was to produce and distribute just enough supply to meet demand. 

Rao & Kaul (2018) have provided an example from India in which child care centers 

were scaled up rapidly to increase access to early childhood education. The focus on 

scale, however, resulted in low-quality education and parents only sending their children 

to access free meals (Rao & Kaul, 2018). The goal of the actors involved was to provide 
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quality early childhood education to all children in India, but their behaviour resulted in a 

system-level goal of establishing a large number of centers for children that provided 

food and little in the way of education. 

 

In the context of organizational learning, one of the goals of the system of an 

organization can be thought of as learning, or the generation, dissemination, and 

application of knowledge. Manohar and Pandit (2014) identified characteristics and 

practices that are necessary for organizations to be successful in working towards their 

intended goal of learning. They studied companies in Canada, the United States, 

Europe, and India that had consistently been recognized for being particularly 

innovative in the areas of either products, processes, or business models. They found 

all the companies to have certain values, beliefs, and practices in common. Most 

importantly, they all valued customer care and placed a lot of emphasis on providing 

exceptional service to customers (Manohar & Pandit, 2014). Related to this, the 

companies studied also all placed a lot of importance on the quality of the products or 

services that they were offering to customers (Manohar & Pandit, 2014). In addition, 

they valued innovation leadership, striving to be a pioneer in the industry, and profits, 

although these values were secondary to customer care and product quality (Manohar 

& Pandit, 2014). Non-governmental organizations do not typically have customers to 

whom they sell products. They can, however, emulate values similar to customer care 

and product quality in the way they approach building relationships with stakeholders or 

beneficiaries and ensuring the quality of their work.  

 

At the level of practice, Manohar and Pandit (2014) found that integrity was incredibly 

important to enable effective innovation and to allow organizations to adapt and respond 

to both threats and opportunities that they faced. Most importantly, their study revealed 

that all the organizations that were successful at innovation had organizational cultures 
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in which the core values and beliefs of the organization were practiced at all levels from 

the top management down to the lowest level of employees. They also found that the 

practices, procedures, operations, and day-to-day functioning of the organizations were 

based on the organizations’ values and beliefs. Another quality that all of these 

organizations had in common was that the upper-level management showed 

consistency between the beliefs and values that they professed and their actions 

(Manohar & Pandit, 2014). Recognition and reward within these organizations was 

based on performance and relationships within the organizations were characterized by 

care and trust (Manohar & Pandit, 2014). Bandyopadhyay (2017) has also found that 

trust is an important factor for the effectiveness of civil society organizations in India. 

 

2.3.2.3  Implicit Boundaries 

Holland (2012) has emphasized the importance of boundaries and signals for the 

behaviour of complex adaptive systems. He explains that adaptive agents closed within 

a boundary ignore certain signals that they receive while responding to others and it is 

this that determines the overall behaviour of the system and how it adapts. Holland 

(2012) posits that a system’s response to signals changes over time as the system 

accumulates experience. At the same time, he suggests that boundaries influence 

signals that are sent and the boundaries themselves change in response to the signals, 

at times incorporating agents or resources that had previously existed outside of its 

boundaries. In a study of social enterprises in India, Tandon and Nair (2020) found 

evidence of what they refer to as “implicit boundaries”, which differ from an 

organization’s structural boundaries and shift over time in response to changes.  

 

Implicit competence boundaries define the limits of an organization’s expert knowledge 

in relation to the work that it is doing (Tandon & Nair, 2020). A competence boundary 

would be evident within the structural boundaries of an organization if the technical 
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expertise required by the organization was possessed by its staff. The competence 

boundary could extend beyond the structural boundary of an organization if some or all 

of the necessary technical knowledge were to reside with external experts who provided 

advice or training to the organization.  

 

Social boundaries have to do with the limits of an organization’s contextual knowledge 

(Tandon & Nair, 2020). An organization’s social boundary would extend beyond its 

structural boundary when the knowledge of context lies with community members who 

are not part of the structure of the organization. The boundary moves within the 

organization when employees come from the target community and have the means to 

share context-specific knowledge within the organization and when organization staff 

members embed themselves in the local community to gain some understanding of its 

social and economic conditions. Tandon and Nair (2020) have suggested that an 

organization can learn about effective solutions to questions it faces when its implicit 

competence and social boundaries come to overlap so that expert knowledge and 

context-specific knowledge can be integrated. 

 

2.4 Summary 

This chapter began with a brief review of trends in the field of organizational learning. In 

this review, the emergence of complex adaptive systems theory as a significant 

framework for thinking about organizations was highlighted. The chapter then described 

complex adaptive systems theory in greater depth focusing on the concept of adaptive 

cycles. It explored how this theory provides insight into organizational learning by 

examining studies of organizational learning in India in relation to three characteristics 

of complex adaptive systems: feedback loops, and leverage points, system goals, and 

implicit boundaries. 
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Chapter 3. Context 

3.1 Introduction 

The organization on which this research is based operates in the field of education in 

villages in the state of Bihar in India. This chapter presents relevant contextual 

information related to Bihar, specifically, and India, generally. It begins with describing 

general social and economic conditions in Bihar, including demographics, economic 

development, education, and youth livelihood prospects. It then provides a brief 

overview of the history of community development in India, looking at approaches taken 

by the State, the private sector, and civil society. It situates the study in the context of 

civil society’s efforts to foster community development. 

 

3.2 Social and Economic Conditions in Bihar, India 

Learning for organizations in resource-constrained settings is influenced by the 

complexity of the organizations themselves as well as by the complexity of the social 

and economic conditions in which they are embedded. With a burgeoning youth 

population, a rapidly growing economy accompanied by high rates of poverty, a weak 

education system, and limited job prospects for young people, the social and economic 

conditions in Bihar create an incredibly complex environment replete with potential and 

challenges. This section of the chapter describes some of these conditions. It begins 

with a broad overview of Bihar’s demographics, then looks at economic conditions, the 

state of education, and livelihood prospects for youth. 

 



 

 

24 

 

3.2.1 Demographics 

Bihar has a population of over 104 million people, making it the third most populous 

Indian state (ASER Centre, 2019; S. Sinha et al., 2015). Around 89 percent of its 

inhabitants live in rural areas (ASER Centre, 2019). Since Bihar has a population 

density of 1,106 people per square kilometre, landholdings in the state are relatively 

small even in rural areas (Finance Department, 2020). Despite the limited availability of 

land, the vast majority of Bihar’s workforce is employed in agriculture (India Brand 

Equity Foundation, 2020). 

 

Bihar’s population is young. The last Indian census, which was carried out in 2011 

showed that more than 80 percent of the state’s inhabitants were younger than 45 years 

old and almost 50 percent were below 20 years of age (Ministry of Home Affairs, 2011). 

The census that is currently being carried out will provide insight into how the age 

distribution of the population is changing over time. The general trend being observed in 

India is that even while the total population increases the absolute number of children is 

starting to decrease because the fertility rate is going down (Visaria, 2014). This pattern, 

however, has not been seen in all states. Visaria (2014) notes that Bihar is expected to 

experience an increase in its number of children up until at least 2034. 

 

3.2.2 Economic Development 

Bihar has experienced remarkably rapid economic growth along with persistent poverty. 

In 2018–19, Bihar’s gross state domestic product (GSDP) grew by 10.5 percent while 

33.7 percent of its population continued to live in poverty (Finance Department, 2020). 

Looking at the most recent five-year period, the growth rate of GSDP was an 

astounding 13.3 percent (India Brand Equity Foundation, 2020). The main area of 

economic growth in Bihar is the tertiary sector, which accounts for 55.7 percent of 

growth, but tends to produce less employment growth than the primary and secondary 
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sectors and typically results in jobs in urban areas (India Brand Equity Foundation, 

2020). 

 

While Bihar’s overall economic growth is impressive, growth in the primary resources 

sector of agriculture has stagnated, reaching only 0.6 percent in 2018–19 (India Brand 

Equity Foundation, 2020). Although non-farm employment is increasing, agriculture, 

forestry, and fishing remains the largest sector of employment (Datta, 2019; Finance 

Department, 2020). Since approximately 45 percent of the population is engaged in 

these industries (Finance Department, 2020), it is not surprising that Bihar’s economic 

growth has not resulted in greater gains with respect to poverty alleviation.  

 

Shah (2016) has proposed that packages of technical solutions could be used to 

develop agriculture and stimulate growth in the primary resources sector to increase 

incomes and improve the quality of life for people living in rural Bihar. He suggested that 

improved technologies, such as solar power for more reliable irrigation, along with 

financial instruments, such as improved credit options, and market reforms to facilitate 

greater participation of farmers could address the challenges facing the primary 

resources sector. While such solutions may assist some farmers in increasing their 

incomes, it seems as though it would be difficult for those who are grappling most with 

poverty to benefit from these measures. Sahay (2020) has explained that due to the 

high cost of leasing land and a decrease in demand for agricultural labour, many 

landless and near landless farmers in Bihar are leaving agriculture and are instead 

gaining non-farm employment. The main industries that are generating non-farm 

employment in Bihar are construction, trade, vehicle repair, and manufacturing for 

males, and education for females (Finance Department, 2020). 
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The number of people of working age in Bihar is only increasing. An analysis of census 

data indicates that between 2011 and 2025 Bihar could expect to see up to around 83 

million people in the state reach employment age, while just under 17 million should 

reach the age of retirement in the same period (Ministry of Home Affairs, 2011). While 

the total number of working-age people in the state is increasing, the absolute number 

of employed people has been in decline. Between April 2016 and August 2020, the total 

number of people employed in Bihar decreased from 29,193,000 to 22,235,000 (Centre 

for Monitoring Indian Economy [CMIE], 2016, 2020). Even amongst those who are 

employed in Bihar, many are not experiencing financial security. Bihar’s employment 

landscape is very insecure, with over 32 percent of the workforce employed in casual 

labour and another 56 percent self-employed, primarily in precarious forms of work 

(Finance Department, 2020).  

 

The Government of Bihar has identified rapid industrialization as a key strategy for 

fostering economic growth for poverty alleviation (Finance Department, 2020). They 

suggest the promotion of labour-intensive industries that can contribute to capital 

formation, draw heavily on the population currently engaged in the agrarian economy, 

and expand the non-agricultural economy. There have, however, been several barriers 

to industrialization in the state, including unreliable access to power, limited availability 

of land, and poor road connectivity between the capital city and other parts of the state 

(Department of Industries, 2016). The cost of an acre of industrial land ranges 

anywhere from INR18,700,000 (approximately CAD$310,000) to INR127,057,000 

(approximately CAD$2,104,980) and electricity can cost up to INR8/kWh 

(CAD$0.13/kWh) (India Brand Equity Foundation, 2020). The Government of Bihar is 

adopting strategies to try to attract more industries to the state. Some of these include 

fiscal incentives, such as reimbursements for registration and land conversion fees, 

grants to cover interest on loans, and tax benefits; improving infrastructure related to 

power and transportation; and providing more streamlined methods for engaging in 
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government procedures related to doing business in the state (Department of Industries, 

2016). 

 

So far growth in the industrial sector in the state has not been matched by 

commensurate growth in employment. Although between 2006–07 and 2016–2017, the 

compound annual growth rate of the net value added of industries was 22.5 percent, 

growth in the number of people engaged in industry was only 6.9 percent (Finance 

Department, 2020). Further, factory work in Bihar tends to be poorly remunerated with 

the average salary of a factory worker being INR129,584 per year (approximately 

CAD$2,300/yr.), which is less than one-third of what a factory worker earns in 

Jharkhand, a State that borders Bihar and has the highest wages of any State for 

employees of factories (Finance Department, 2020). Mishra (2017) suggests that 

fostering a culture of entrepreneurship could promote job growth benefitting from market 

growth. Income for people who are self-employed in Bihar, however, tends to be 

incredibly low, with annual salaries in the informal sector ranging from INR48,000 

(approximately CAD$795) for own account enterprises to INR68,000 (approximately 

CAD$1,125) for establishments (Finance Department, 2020). 

 

With a growing working-age population and high rates of poverty, unemployment, and 

precarious employment, Bihar faces significant challenges in ensuring the benefits of its 

rapid economic growth can contribute to the economic well-being of its entire 

population. Although several reforms in different sectors have been proposed to 

alleviate poverty in the state, it seems that none of these alone will be able to address 

the multifarious causes of unequal growth and poverty. The contributors to poverty, 

particularly in the rural parts of Bihar are many and complex and a well-coordinated, 

comprehensive strategy that responds to needs in the agricultural, industrial, and self-

employment sectors is essential. The question of economic development and poverty 
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alleviation is also inextricably linked to questions related to education and the livelihood 

prospects for young people. These subjects are addressed in the following two sections. 

 

3.2.3 Education 

The Government of India has long struggled with providing education to the masses of 

its citizens. It introduced the Right to Education Act (RTE) on 1 April 2010, outlining 

provisions for ensuring that every child in India would have access to high-quality 

education (Ministry of Human Resource Development, India, 2019). Immediately 

following the enactment of the RTE, enrollment did indeed increase, but academic 

performance also declined (Shah & Millett Steinberg, 2019). In 2008, the percentage of 

Standard V students in the country who could read a Standard II level text was 53.1 

percent (ASER Centre, 2019). By 2012, this number had dropped to 41.7 percent 

(ASER Centre, 2019). After that it gradually started to improve and, by 2018, this figure 

stood at 44.2 percent––still lower than the 2008 statistic but a sign of some degree of 

recovery taking place (ASER Centre, 2018) 

 

The trend of poor academic performance seen in Bihar is more worrying. Although for 

many states this trend is gradually reversing, for Bihar educational outcomes are 

continuing to worsen. Between 2008 and 2018 the percentage of Standard V students 

in Bihar who could read a Standard II level text declined steadily from 62.8 percent to 

only 35.1 percent (ASER Centre, 2019). In a study carried out in Bihar focused on 

literacy and numeracy amongst youth ages 14–18, it was found that 13.4 percent of 

participants were not able to read a single word and around 55 percent could not carry 

out simple calculations involving time (ASER Centre, 2018). The state’s overall literacy 

rate remains at only 62 percent (ASER Centre, 2018). 
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Shah and Millett Steinberg (2019) have suggested that the increasingly poor 

performance observed in Indian schools after the introduction of the RTE Act could 

partially be a result of an influx of children that previously did not have access to 

education entering the school system for the first time and being behind their peers. 

They have also proposed, however, that it could be a consequence of government 

policies prohibiting schools from holding back weaker students and potentially leading to 

unprepared students advancing to the next grade level. Another factor that could be 

contributing to surprisingly low test scores is a discrepancy between school enrollment 

and attendance. Visaria (2014) points out that, despite high enrollment rates, a study 

conducted by Pratham found that only around 60 percent of students were attending 

school in several states, including Bihar. Although all of India faced challenges in 

effectively applying the provisions of the RTE Act, some states have given focused 

attention to adapting to the changes and have seen promising, albeit modest, results 

with regard to improving educational outcomes (ASER Centre, 2019). Bihar’s education 

system, however, has concerningly lacked any signs of recovery (ASER Centre, 2019).  

 

Kundu (2019) examined factors related to teachers that have typically been viewed as 

contributing to the poor state of education in Bihar, including shortages, absenteeism, 

and training. Regarding teacher shortages, the author pointed out that, although the 

national pupil-to-teacher ratio is 24:1, this aggregate figure masks huge differences 

between states. Indeed, in Bihar in the 2014–2015 school year there was a pupil-to-

teacher ratio of 49 (National University of Educational Planning and Administration, 

2015). Kundu (2019) has suggested that low salaries and the requirement of high levels 

of qualifications make it difficult for the government to attract teachers to the state. The 

teachers that are working in schools are often criticized for exhibiting high rates of 

absenteeism (Duflo et al., 2012; Kremer et al., 2005; Muralidharan et al., 2019). 

Muralidharan, et al. (2019) suggested that teacher absence effectively makes the pupil-

to-teacher ratio in Bihar 97:1. Kundu (2019), however, pointed out that when teacher 

absences for legitimate reasons are separated from absenteeism caused by truancy, 
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then the rate of absenteeism drops significantly from around 24 percent to under 5 

percent. The author highlighted that most absences could be explained by 

administrative duties or legitimate circumstantial causes. A major contributor to low 

teacher performance in India, generally, and Bihar, specifically, is a lack of adequate 

training (Kundu, 2019). In Bihar, only 54 percent of teachers are professionally trained, 

meaning that as many 85,323 out of the 186,580 primary and upper primary teachers 

only have secondary school education or lower (NUEPA, 2015). NUEPA (2015) also 

found that only 15.8 percent of teachers in Bihar teaching at the primary and upper 

primary levels had received some form of in-service training in the year prior to their 

study. 

 

Although children in Bihar are increasingly able to access education, the quality of the 

education available to them is in decline. Many factors could be contributing to this, 

including the policy of automatically advancing students to the next grade, low 

attendance rates, teacher shortages, high rates of teacher absenteeism, and a lack of 

training for teachers. Poor learning outcomes at the primary level is one, but not the 

only, factor contributing to precarious livelihood prospects for young people as they 

enter adulthood. The next section explores some of the challenges facing youth in Bihar 

in gaining secure, dignified, and remunerative employment. 

 

3.2.4 Youth Livelihoods 

Corbridge et al. (2013) have suggested that a burgeoning youth population can 

contribute to strengthening the economy by providing a large workforce and tax base as 

long as there are sufficient opportunities for employment as well as possibilities for 

youth to gain the education and skills needed to engage in the available work. The 

unemployment rates in Bihar indicate that these conditions are not present. The overall 

unemployment rate in the state was 12 percent in December 2019, but for the 15–29-
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year-old age group, it was 41 percent (CMIE, 2019). With the impact of COVID-19, the 

youth unemployment rate climbed to 51 percent in August 2020 (CMIE, 2020).  

 

Bihar’s high unemployment rate and lack of security associated with much of the 

available work contribute to conditions that allow for exploitation of all workers, and 

particularly youth. Although it is illegal, child labour and bonded labour continue to take 

place in the state (Finance Department, 2020). Kumari (2018) has also described a form 

of neo-bondage in which employees get trapped in a cycle of debt to their employers 

since they are receiving wages that are insufficient to meet their needs and end up 

borrowing against their wages. In a study of brick kiln workers in Bihar, Kumari (2018) 

found that 39 percent of workers were in debt, 14 percent of which had debt from 

multiple sources, and 2 percent of which had fallen into a debt trap in which they were 

taking out loans to pay back previous loans. This author estimates that there are around 

40 million people stuck in such arrangements in India and points out that young people 

are particularly vulnerable to this form of exploitation.  

 

The lack of jobs and the poor quality of the majority of jobs that do exist can discourage 

people in Bihar, especially youth, from entering or remaining in the workforce. The 

labour force participation rate (LFPR)1 for Bihar in August 2020 was only 38 percent 

(CMIE, 2020). This number is particularly low because women in Bihar generally do not 

participate in the workforce. The female LFPR in August 2020 was only 2.7 percent 

(CMIE, 2020). Looking at the figures for male LFPR demonstrates the impact of age on 

engagement in the workforce. While the overall male LFPR was 68 percent in August 

2020, it was 86 percent for the over 29 age group but only 44 percent for the 15–29-

 

1 The labour force participation rate is the percentage of the working age population that is employed, 

seeking employment or willing to work. (Ministry of Statistics & Programme Implementation, 2020) 
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year-old group (CMIE, 2020).  Chakravorty and Bedi (2017) found that some youth who 

had gained employment through a government-sponsored skilling program ended up 

leaving their placements within six months because their wages were not sufficient to 

cover the cost of living in the cities in which they were employed. These youth explained 

that remaining in their villages with their families without work or with low-paying work 

put them in a similar position economically as being employed in the city away from 

their families (Chakravorty & Bedi, 2019). 

 

Social barriers related to class, caste, and gender can also limit opportunities for young 

people from certain backgrounds to secure well-remunerated, secure employment. 

Jodhka and Kumar (2017) conducted a study in Madhubani, Bihar on the non-farm 

economy in which they found that a modern form of exclusion based on gender and 

caste was preventing women and members of lower castes from engaging in 

occupations that provided relatively high wages. In their evaluation of the youth skilling 

program, Chakravorty and Bedi (2017) found that a major reason participants left their 

job placements was because of severe caste discrimination in their workplaces. 

 

The phenomenon of high rates of unemployment and underemployment is not unique to 

Bihar. Many families throughout India have been increasingly investing in the education 

of their children with the hopes that this will lead to better job prospects and social 

mobility (Vijayabaskar et al., 2018). As Bairagya (2018) highlights, however, 

unemployment is highest amongst those who achieve the highest levels of education. 

He suggests that there are not enough stable jobs to meet the demand created by the 

number of people completing higher levels of education and that more-educated youth 

are less likely to accept insecure employment. In Bihar, the unemployment rate in 

relation to educational attainment follows a v-shaped pattern as illustrated in Figure 3.1.  
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Figure 3.1 Unemployment Rate in Bihar by Level of Education, August 2020 (based on data from 

CMIE, 2020 and presented in an assignment submitted by the author for CDE*6410 in December 

2020) 

 

As can be seen in the chart, unemployment decreases as the level of education 

increases up until the 9th standard. It then climbs again so that the unemployment rate 

amongst those who have a bachelor’s degree or higher is nearly at the same level as it 

is for those who have no education at all. At the national level, the trend is similar. 

Bairagya (2018) has suggested that this pattern is a result of those with higher levels of 

education seeking regular salaried jobs rather than accepting informal employment. 

People with lower levels of education are primarily self-employed or working as casual 

wage labourers (Bairagya, 2018). Although the national rate of unemployment amongst 

those with the highest levels of education is 5 percent higher than for those with no 

education, the national unemployment rate at every level of education is lower than the 

corresponding levels for Bihar (CMIE, 2020). This situation can be an incredible source 

of distress for the masses of these “educated unemployed”. Sinha (2018) found that 

shame, a loss of hope, stress, a sense of powerlessness, feelings of unworthiness, and 

suicidal thoughts were common amongst unemployed graduates. 
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Another impact of the employment scenario in Bihar is that it pushes many people, 

particularly youth, to migrate out of the state in search of work. The rate of migration out 

of Bihar increased between 1998 and 2011, with seeking employment to be able to 

make remittances being a significant reason (Datta, 2019). In 2007-08, the migration 

rate in Bihar was 134 people per 1,000, with 4,707,700 people migrating out of Bihar to 

other states and 104,600 migrating abroad (National Sample Survey Office, 2010). 

 

While Datta (2019) found that migration for work did result in higher living standards for 

the households of the migrants, the migrants themselves often experienced social 

isolation and exploitation. Singh (2016) has suggested that there is a mismatch between 

what education provides young people and the skills required by the economy and 

proposes that education reforms should be made that focus on the development of 

entrepreneurial skills in youth. With the insecurity and low levels of remuneration 

associated with self-employment in Bihar, however, this may not be sufficient to address 

the issue of youth unemployment and to curb the trend of outmigration. 

 

3.3 Community Development in India 

India faces significant and complex challenges with improving the social and economic 

conditions of its citizens. Bihar, in particular, has suffered from deeply entrenched 

poverty, a weak education system, and insufficient livelihood prospects, especially for 

young people even as it has experienced remarkable economic growth. Although 

addressing these challenges will require a range of solutions adopted at different levels, 

this thesis is concerned specifically with interventions undertaken by an organization 

operating at the level of the community. This section explores how community 

development has been pursued in India, which can broadly be categorized as State-led, 

private, and civil society. These are not entirely distinct categories as there are often 

collaborations between the different sectors, there can be overlap between aims and 
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strategies employed, and communities are often involved in initiatives in all three 

categories at the same time. An exhaustive exploration of the complexities of 

community development in India and the intricate relationships between different 

sectors is beyond the scope of this thesis.  

 

3.3.1 State-Led Community Development  

In the first 25 years following India’s Independence, community development was given 

a prominent place in the country’s Constitution (Government of India, 1949) and was a 

major component in the first four of the Central Government’s Five Year Plans (Planning 

Commission, 1951, 1956, 1960, 1970). Development projects were carried out at the 

village level, but the Central Government organized communities into groupings to 

facilitate the administration of activities at a large scale. During the First Five Year Plan, 

villages were grouped in sets of five, which were then combined into development 

blocks of around 100 villages and then into projects involving 300 villages (Planning 

Commission, 1951). The First Five Year Plan was focused on developing human 

resources and institutional capacity to carry out development projects at the level of 

villages, blocks, and districts (Planning Commission, 1951). Subsequent plans scaled 

up the projects until all villages were included in a project by the end of the Third Plan 

(Planning Commission, 1970). 

 

The main mechanisms used for the implementation of the development projects at the 

local level were the panchayati raj institutions and village cooperatives (Planning 

Commission, 1960, 1970). The panchayati raj institutions were established by the first 

Prime Minister of India, Jawaharlal Nehru, as a system comprising institutions at the 

village, block, and district levels that would allow for the delivery of state-led programs 

aimed at social and economic development (Sukumar et al., 2019). The village 

cooperatives provided a structure to enable village populations to engage in the modern 
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economy (Kamenov, 2019). Both were also conceived as a means of empowering 

communities and enabling them to achieve a greater level of autonomy (Kamenov, 

2019; Sukumar et al., 2019). Sukumar et al. (2019), however, point out that state-level 

interference in decision-making and the continued centralization of power limited the 

extent to which the panchayati raj institutions were able to take charge of local 

development and communities were able to achieve autonomy. The Planning 

Commission (1960) also noted that marginalized populations were generally not able to 

participate in the development projects. The Central Government tried to overcome this 

by increasing the flow of funds to projects aimed at excluded populations but did not 

address the systemic barriers, such as caste prejudice and gender discrimination, that 

were limiting participation, and many projects continued to struggle despite increased 

financial resources (Planning Commission, 1960, 1970).  

 

Due to the international economic crisis that hit the world in the 1970s, the Planning 

Commission placed development on the back burner to focus on putting in place 

measures for austerity and anti-inflation in the Fifth Five Year Plan (Planning 

Commission, 1976). By the late 1980s, however, the Central Government was grappling 

with the question of how to strengthen service delivery and it turned its attention to 

revitalizing the panchayati raj institutions as a means of doing so (Corbridge et al., 

2013). In 1992, the panchayati raj institutions were constitutionalized with the 73rd and 

74th constitutional amendments (Corbridge et al., 2013; Veigas, 2019). These 

amendments were accompanied by legislation that mandated the representation of 

women and marginalized populations in the institutions (Jakimow, 2017). In 2004, the 

Central Government formed the Ministry of the Panchayati Raj to support the effective 

functioning of the panchayati raj institutions and to promote the inclusion of 

marginalized segments of the population in local governance (Corbridge et al., 2013; 

Veigas, 2019). Although progress concerning inclusivity has been imperfect, by 2016, 

46 percent of seats in the panchayati raj in India were held by women (Veigas, 2019). 

Corbridge et al. (2013) and Lakshmi (2016), however, have noted that the panchayati 



 

 

37 

 

raj continue to lack sufficient power, resources, and accountability to effectively foster 

significant community development. 

 

3.3.2 Private Sector 

Private sector community development efforts in India are often referred to as corporate 

social responsibility (CSR). Although he did not use the term CSR, one of the earliest 

models of corporate responsibility in India dates back to the time of Mohandas 

Karamchand Gandhi, who had envisioned a trusteeship system in which business 

people would be content with earning enough to live off of and would view themselves 

as being at the service of the poor (Mitra & Schmidpeter, 2017). CSR in India has 

evolved over the past several decades, most recently being characterized by 

philanthropic activities alongside CSR as a business strategy (Mitra & Schmidpeter, 

2017). Private sector community development interventions in India range from those 

approaches that are more corporation-centered, where community development 

initiatives serve the interests of the corporation by improving its image and increasing 

sales, to those that are more community-centered, where the corporation serves the 

interests of the community by providing essential services (Somvanshi, 2017). In 

interviews with CEOs of companies in India, Dhanesh (2015) found that the primary 

driver for engaging in CSR activities was a sense of moral duty while economic 

imperatives were also a driver. 

In order to promote and provide structure to CSR activities in the country, in 2013 the 

Ministry of Corporate Affairs (MCA) mandated that certain corporations would need to 

integrate activities aimed at creating positive social change as well as those that would 

contribute to development at a national level into their operations (Mitra & Schmidpeter, 

2017). In Bihar, more than INR496,000,000 (approximately CA$10,363,000) was spent 

on 73 CSR projects in 2015–16 by the top companies in the Bombay Stock Exchange 

(Poddar et al., 2019). Despite being the third most populous state in the country, it was 
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18th during the period with respect to the amount of funding for CSR initiatives was 

spent in Bihar (Poddar et al., 2019). 

 

Chatterjee and Mitra (2017) have pointed out that CSR is particularly complex in 

emerging markets, such as India since corporations are not only expected to be 

competitive but also to contribute to tackling the complex challenge of poverty. They 

have proposed a model, called the “Chatterjee Model” that was incorporated into the 

Government’s statute on mandated CSR. The model positions corporations as partners 

with the government in converting the population of the country into human capital that 

can allow the nation to tap into the growing working-age population to achieve economic 

growth and prosperity. The model suggests a set of criteria to be applied by 

corporations in selecting, implementing, and monitoring CSR initiatives. It aims to 

ensure transparency and accountability of the corporations involved in CSR by 

delineating clear lines of decision-making and reporting both within the companies and 

between the companies and the Government. Although the model includes the 

assumption that corporations would need to partner with civil society organizations to 

implement projects, the role of the community in setting priorities for interventions is 

notably lacking in the Chatterjee Model. 

 

One of the most prominent examples of CSR in India can be found in the Tata Group of 

Companies. The Tata Group was started in 1868 and operates in ten business niches 

(TATA Sons Private Limited, 2019). From the beginning, the Tata company set high 

standards for employee welfare by ensuring clean housing and access to potable water, 

daycare and elementary school education for children of female employees, and 

maternity leave at a time when such basic amenities were not typically considered in 

India or globally (TATA Trusts, 2020). The company was also structured in a way that 

would allow employees to advance through the ranks to foster economic mobility (TATA 

Trusts, 2020). The founder of Tata, Jamestji Tata, donated half of his wealth for the 

establishment of a university to contribute to the progress of India (TATA Trusts, 2020). 

The majority of the Tata Group (66 percent) is now owned by trusts that “promote 
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education, health, culture and livelihood initiatives in India” and the company continues 

to engage in philanthropic work (TATA Sons Private Limited, 2019). Chatterjee and 

Mitra (2017) draw on the example of the projects of the Tata Housing Development 

Corporation Limited (THDCL) to illustrate the Chatterjee Model. THDCL has a CSR 

committee that formulates, recommends, and monitors CSR policy. The CSR policy is 

approved through the Board of Directors of the company. THDCL’s CSR activities 

include projects in areas such as health and empowerment, each of which is 

implemented along with NGO partners and aligned with one or more national 

development priorities (Chatterjee & Mitra, 2017). 

 

India has a very long history of CSR, even though that term has only come into use in 

recent decades. There has been a range of motivations for companies to engage in 

CSR practices, from legal compliance to business strategy to a sense of responsibility 

for the common good. While not every company has robust CSR policies, there are also 

examples, like the Tata Group of Companies, that go far beyond minimum requirements 

and demonstrate the significant role that the private sector can play in not only 

contributing to economic growth but also community development. 

 

3.3.3  Civil Society Organizations 

India’s civil society sector is vast and organizations have and continue to play a major 

role in coordinating activity in this area. There are 107,697 voluntary organizations 

(VOs) and NGOs registered with the Central Government’s NGO Darpan directory, 

3,597 of which are in Bihar (NITI Ayog, n.d.). The Asian Development Bank (2009), 

however, has estimated that approximately 1.5 million NGOs are operating in the 

country and Dadrawala (2019) has put this number at 3.3 million based on information 

from the Central Statistical Institute of India. Organizations in India have taken a variety 

of forms, such as associations, community financial institutions, cooperatives, and self-
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help groups (Friis-Hansen et al., 2018). They also serve a range of purposes, including 

watchdog, advocate, expert, capacity builder, incubator, representative, citizenship 

champion, solidarity supporter, definer of standards, and service provider (Planning 

Commission, 2015). They carry out work in a wide range of areas, including education, 

health, housing, agriculture, finance, and governance (Bandyopadhyay, 2017). The vast 

majority of NGOs in India, as many as 73 percent, have one or fewer paid staff (ADB, 

2009). 

 

There are diverse perspectives on the effectiveness of organizations in contributing to 

positive social change in India. Some authors have highlighted how civil society 

organizations in India have reinforced and exacerbated the marginalization of 

particularly vulnerable populations by giving greater power and authority to local elites 

(Corbridge et al., 2013; Pattenden, 2016). There are also authors who suggest that this 

elite power capture is not inevitable. Rajeshwari, Deo, and van Wessel (2020) have 

acknowledged that organizations experience a tension between working towards their 

own goals and promoting the autonomy of the people who are participating in their 

efforts. They point to the example of a Delhi-based feminist organization to illustrate the 

potential that exists for resolving this tension through taking a “narrative autonomy” 

approach, which centers the interpretations and meanings of individuals who are the 

subjects of capacity development initiatives. They observed that the approach taken by 

the organization reinforced the autonomy of both the women who were participating in 

the capacity development programs as well as the female staff of the partner CSOs. 

Gupta (2012) has presented a case study of an organization in West Bengal that works 

with the marginalized community of the Kheria Sabar. He concluded that the 

organization had developed a long-term relationship with the Sabar people that went 

beyond specific projects and that they were supporting the development of the 

community. He also posited, however, that not all the community members had 

benefited from the work of the organization, and collaboration with the government 
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would be needed to overcome further obstacles being faced. These examples illustrate 

the complexity of the work carried out by civil society organizations. 

 

Bandyopadhyay (2017) has suggested that the Indian government is not adequately 

tapping into the “energy, talent, knowledge, expertise and network of relations available 

within Indian CSOs”, particularly concerning the Ministry of External Affairs’ strategies 

for international cooperation. Dadrawala (2019) goes further and suggests that an 

inconsistent and restrictive regulatory framework for CSOs in India leads to the State 

controlling and harassing rather than enabling these organizations. He points out a 

general mistrust that the Central Government has of CSOs and how policy and practice 

that are aimed at promoting transparency have hindered their functioning. 

 

Steps to strengthen collaboration between the government and civil society 

organizations were being taken in the early 2010s. In preparing for the formulation of 

the 12th Five Year Plan, the National Planning Commission (2015) had suggested that 

the Government of India should adopt a collaborative or partnership model of 

engagement with CSOs. This would involve the government working together with 

CSOs to address the needs of citizens (Planning Commission, 2015). The Commission 

had undertaken a process of consultation with over 1,100 CSOs to get input on how to 

respond to core challenges that it had identified. They described this as the most 

participatory process it had ever engaged in when preparing a National Plan. In the 

same year, however, the Planning Commission was replaced by the National Institute 

for Transforming India (NITI) Aayog, which developed a Three Year Action Agenda 

instead of a Five Year Plan (NITI Aayog, 2017). The approach to development outlined 

in the NITI Ayog’s Action Agenda is highly centralized (Patnaik, 2015). NITI Aayog’s 

collaboration with civil society organizations is rather limited in nature. In the 2020–2021 

fiscal period, NITI Aayog’s most significant steps in this direction were to consult with 

CSOs on COVID-19 vaccine delivery, to engage CSOs in strengthening its POSHAN 

Abhiyaan (nutrition scheme), and to hold a series of consultations that engaged more 

than 1,000 civil society organizations across India in order to prepare its Voluntary 
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National Review, which was presented to the UN High Level Political Forum on the 

Sustainable Development Goals (NITI Aayog, 2021).  

 

Even before the Planning Commission was replaced by the NITI Ayog and development 

activities became increasingly centralized, Corbridge, Harriss & Jeffrey (2013) had 

noted a significant weakening of civil society organizations. They observed that 

organizations that throughout the 1980s had been important advocates for basic rights, 

such as the rights to work, to education, and to food, had weakened as conditions 

improved for the middle-class leaders of these movements. They pointed out that the 

leaders of civil society organizations in India have typically been from relatively 

privileged backgrounds and have gradually withdrawn from movements aimed at social 

justice. Drawing on data from a study carried out in the Dharwad District of Karnataka, 

Pattenden (2016) asserts that “…NGOs have become increasingly oriented around 

securing contracts from local government, while most community-based [organizations] 

reproduce or exacerbate existing inequalities.” (p.2). He found that several 

organizations had been created solely to procure funds from government institutions 

and that many of them only existed on paper with some members of the organizations 

not even being aware of their existence. 

 

There are examples of CSOs in India that have served limited segments of populations 

and reinforced inequalities within communities. There are also examples of 

organizations that have made significant contributions to overcoming challenges faced 

by marginalized populations. With the number of civil society organizations in India and 

the many roles that they play, identifying means of fostering capacity in organizations to 

function with a greater degree of effectiveness has the potential to strengthen capacity 

at the grassroots to contribute to addressing the social and economic challenges facing 

communities throughout the country. The organization that participated in this study 

provides one example of a civil society organization that is continuously making effort to 

learn how to increase the effectiveness of its interventions at the community level. 
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3.4 Summary 

The chapter begins by providing specific background on Bihar concerning 

demographics, economics, education, and youth livelihoods. This part of the chapter 

first describes how the burgeoning population of young people in India presents 

opportunities for strengthening the labour force while it also raises challenges with 

providing adequate education and livelihood opportunities. The chapter then offers a 

cursory analysis of the economic conditions of Bihar, which are characterized by rapid 

economic growth accompanied by high rates of poverty. The chapter then explains the 

difficulties facing the state’s education system, with decreasing learning outcomes 

associated with poor teacher performance. It then describes the prospects for youth 

livelihoods, pointing out the limitations in their education along with constraints on job 

opportunities leading to high levels of poverty and migration amongst youth in Bihar. 

 

The final part of the chapter offers a description of the rich experience gained in India 

with fostering community development through initiatives led by the State, the private 

sector, and civil society. The account of each area provides some historical context, 

examples of efforts, and an exploration of certain limitations. 
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Chapter 4. Methodology 

4.1 Introduction 

In this chapter, I describe the ontological and epistemological considerations that 

informed the research design as a Participatory Action Research (PAR) single case study. 

I then enumerate the methods used, explaining the impacts of COVID-19 on the research 

design, and I explain the approach that I took to validating and analyzing the collected 

data.  

 

4.2 Ontological and Epistemological Considerations 

The study employed a Participatory Action Research (PAR) single case study 

methodology that was informed by a pragmatic world view, which draws on tenets of 

various research paradigms as they are useful in examining a particular research 

problem (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). I did not adopt the mixed methods approach that 

is commonly associated with a pragmatist philosophy, however, due to limitations in 

time and resources. The ontological basis of the study could be characterized as post-

positivist as I approached the study from the belief that there exists an objective world 

beyond the experience and understanding of individuals, although our knowledge of it is 

socially constructed and imperfect (Leavy, 2014).  

 

Epistemologically, the study was largely influenced by social constructivism. My 

methodological choices were guided by the belief that our knowledge and 

understanding of the world is informed by our subjective experience, values, and biases 

and that the purpose of the study was not only to describe objective facts but also 

subjective experiences and meanings (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). On the one hand, I 

tried to achieve as much objectivity as possible in listening to the experiences and ideas 

of the study participants ensuring that I first heard clearly what was being said, thus 
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drawing insight from the post-positivist paradigm. On the other hand, I understood that 

the ways in which participants articulated their experiences were influenced by their 

subjective views and also that my perspective gave shape to how I interpreted and 

sought meaning in their words, a view situated in the social constructivist worldview. 

 

The study also resonated with the transformative paradigm since it was concerned with 

not only describing social processes but contributing to changing them through the 

empowerment of the study participants (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). I selected the PAR 

methodology to allow space for participant-led change to take place. The 

conceptualization of power that guided my research, however, was not focused on 

explicit critiques of political structures and questions of distribution as is often the case 

in the transformative paradigm. I was more concerned with a notion of power and 

empowerment associated with the capacity of individuals, groups, and communities to 

transcend limitations.  

 

A conceptualization of power based on transcendence warrants some exploration as it 

differs from the more commonly explored idea of distributional power. Christens (2019) 

describes the three-dimensional framework of power in which power involves 

influencing decision-making processes, deciding the issues that are included in the 

decision-making field, and determining perceptions and ideologies. According to this 

framework, in order for someone to gain power, someone else needs to give up power. 

Christens (2019) suggests that these three dimensions of power do not account for 

sources of power that enable people to transcend challenging situations and to work for 

justice within the constraints of limited resources. In this regard, he suggests that the 

notion of ‘power to’ is more relevant to the process of empowerment than the 

conceptualization of ‘power as domination’. Arbab's (2016) exploration of power sheds 

light on this distinction. While acknowledging forms of power that are distributional in 

nature, requiring that someone give up some amount of power in order for others to 
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gain an equivalent amount of power, she emphasizes the importance of powers that are 

not limited in their nature. She explains that “When these forms of power are 

recognized, empowerment can become a process that calls for the development of 

one’s capacity to accompany others and to release their powers and capacities. The 

process advances as power is generated and increased…” (p.28). This 

conceptualization of power replaces distributional notions of power with the idea of 

power as a limitless resource to be tapped. As powers of this type are increased in one 

individual or group, conditions are created that enable increases in power in more and 

more people. It is this conceptualization of power that serves as the foundation of my 

approach to this study. I did give up power in the process of decision-making to allow 

the study participants to assume responsibility for deciding the direction of the research. 

I acknowledge the importance of this shift in the distribution of power in the decision-

making process. What I was most interested in, however, was how the approach to the 

study could contribute to an increase in the power of both myself and the organization 

through the mutual development of capacity. Specifically, I was interested in how our 

collaboration could strengthen our power to understand and act within a particular 

context that had meaning and importance to both of us.  

 

4.3 Participatory Action Research Case Study Approach 

Based on the ontological and epistemological considerations outlined in the previous 

section, I chose a PAR single case study approach for this research project. I felt that a 

PAR case study would allow for a dialogical process that would serve the aims of 

fostering social change and generating meaning for both the participants and myself. 

This section describes how a PAR case study approach aligned with my research 

paradigm. It also explains how I selected specific methods based on PAR and case 

study methodology.  

 



 

 

 47 

4.3.1  Participatory Action Research Approach 

Creswell and Creswell (2018) have explained that some scholars think of PAR as a 

paradigm while others consider it to be a procedure. In this study, I have thought about 

it as both. At the level of paradigm, viewing my research through a participatory lens 

has given shape to my perspective on the role of the participants, my relationship to 

them, and the purpose of the study. Embedded in PAR are an aspiration for a more just 

and equitable world and a conviction that such a vision cannot be realized without the 

equal participation of all peoples (Elliott, 2013). Elliott (2013) suggests that PAR seeks 

to shift power balances, putting researchers in the position of servants to the 

community. As such, while I had to fit the study within the constraints associated with 

my master’s program, my primary concern in its design was that it would be of benefit to 

the participants. In discussions with the organization, I shared what I felt I might be able 

to do and asked the organization to decide if and how what I could offer would be useful 

to their work. I viewed myself as a resource for the organization to draw on and the 

study as a structure through which I could make myself available to the organization.  

 

Considering the relationship between researcher and participants in the context of PAR, 

begs the question of who is participating in what? On the one hand, it is possible to 

think of the participants as entering into my study and me, as a researcher, eliciting their 

participation. From another perspective, I entered into a process of learning that had 

begun long before I started working with the organization and that will continue long 

after. In this sense, I was the one participating in a process designed by the 

organization. PAR presents the possibility of blurring lines, with all those involved taking 

on roles of participant and researcher. 

 

Creswell and Creswell (2018) state that the intention of PAR is “to give voice to 

participants and collaborate with them in shaping the research”. In thinking about what it 

means to “give voice” to someone, whether one’s self or another person, it is important 
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to recognize that voice is not static. The very act of giving voice changes a voice. I 

intended for this study to give voice to the participants as well as to strengthen both of 

our voices in a way that would serve the needs of the organization and the communities 

with which it works. My hope with this study was not only to give voice but harmonize 

my voice with the voice of the participants as we identified mutual points of interest 

around which we could build a common understanding.  

 

At the level of specific methods and techniques, PAR guided me in making 

technological choices. Although a lengthy exploration of the concept of technology is 

beyond the scope of this thesis, I should mention that I view technology not only as 

electronics but as the methods and mechanisms that people devise to complete tasks. 

This can include things such as software applications that enable people to 

communicate across long distances, a notebook and pen used to record observations 

and comments, and facilitation techniques employed to elicit ideas. With this in mind, 

every choice I made about technologies and approaches was guided by the question of 

how all of us could participate as fully and meaningfully as possible in the research 

process with regard to design, implementation, and evaluation. The specific choices 

made and the considerations that informed these decisions are described in greater 

detail in a subsequent section of this chapter. 

 

4.3.2 Single Case Study Approach 

Creswell and Creswell (2018) have described case study research as an “in-depth 

analysis of a case” (p.14) and mention that a case could include “a program, event, 

activity, process, or one or more individuals” (p.14). Yin (2018) has defined a case study 

as “…an empirical method that investigates a contemporary phenomenon (the “case”) in 

depth and within its real-world context, especially when the boundaries between 

phenomenon and context may not be clearly evident” (p.15). He also explained that a 

case study “…copes with the technically distinctive situation in which there will be many 
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more variables of interest than data points” (p.15). Yin (2018) explained that case 

studies with a sample size of one are the preferred research method for exploring 

questions of a “how” and “why” nature since these questions are not concerned with 

specific instances of a phenomenon, but with processes that unfold over time. He 

further suggested that a case study methodology is appropriate to use when the 

researcher has little or no control over events and when the research is focused on 

contemporary rather than historical events.  

 

I chose a case study approach since I was interested in understanding a complex 

process of learning within an organization. I wanted to understand how the organization 

was approaching learning, why it was making the explicit and implicit choices that 

determined the trajectory of its learning activities, and how learning processes could be 

further strengthened. To allow for an in-depth exploration of the many variables 

associated with organizational learning, a small sample size was appropriate. I had 

initially intended to select a sample of two organizations, one with which I had an 

existing professional relationship and another with which I did not. The restrictions that 

came into place as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic forced me to change my 

research plans. Since I could no longer travel for my research and I had to shift to 

remote research, I decided to only include the organization with which I already had a 

relationship. 

 

For the study sample, I selected Society of the Universal Learner (SOUL), which is a 

Baha’i-inspired organization that works in the area of education in rural Bihar, India. The 

basis of selection was the prior experience of the organization with intentionally 

fostering its own learning processes, the organization’s desire and readiness to engage 

in a process of capacity building using PAR, the availability of members of the 

organization to participate, and my existing relationship with the organization. Before 

this study, I had been connected professionally to SOUL for around seven years 
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through my work focused on learning and capacity building with a network of Baha’i-

inspired organizations that are promoting the establishment of community 

schools. SOUL selected seven members of the organization to participate in the study 

based on their involvement in processes of learning at the organizational level. The 

study participants included all the core staff of the organization as well as a principal of 

a community school who assists SOUL with its work related to supporting teacher 

development. No full-time staff of the organization was excluded from the study. Two 

non-staff members of the core team, which meets periodically to discuss the overall 

development of the organization, did not participate, however. 

 

4.4  Background on SOUL 

SOUL was established in 2007 and registered with the government of Madhya Pradesh 

as a national organization in December 2008. The organization was created in response 

to concerns that the founders had about the prospects of young people in rural 

communities. The founders had various educational and professional backgrounds, 

including law, journalism, humanities, and social sciences. They all came from rural 

communities in Bihar and Madhya Pradesh but had moved away from their home 

villages. They had observed that generation after generation of youth were leaving their 

villages, often for labour jobs that paid them very little. The level of education available 

to young people in their villages was quite low and, as many parents themselves had 

not received education and had sought employment early in their lives, they also 

encouraged their children to start working from a young age. The founders were aware 

that the majority of the population of Bihar at that time was living in poverty. In 2005 in 

Bihar, 55 percent of the population was living below the poverty line (World Bank Group, 

2016). SOUL’s founders had observed that rural areas of the State lacked basic 

facilities for education, which was trapping communities in a cycle of poverty. At the 

same time, the founders saw hope in the large number of youth who made up the 

majority of the population of the state. In 2011, around half of Bihar’s population was 

under the age of 20 (Ministry of Home Affairs, 2011). The founders of SOUL had all 
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been involved in a program for the spiritual education of children, but they recognized 

that there was also a need for quality intellectual education in rural Bihar. They had 

hope that this could change and, over nearly two years, discussed what role they could 

play in addressing the need that they perceived for stronger academic education. They 

decided to establish an organization that could support youth to build capacity to 

contribute to improving the availability and quality of spiritual and intellectual education 

for children at the local level. SOUL does this by holding training seminars for youth and 

supporting them to contribute to education initiatives in their own communities. 

 

SOUL is a Baha’i-inspired organization, which means that it aims to learn about how the 

teachings of the Baha’i Faith can be applied to community development through 

systematically raising up human resources who can foster a process of generating, 

applying, and diffusing knowledge (Office of Social and Economic Development, 2018). 

At the heart of Baha’i belief is the principle of the oneness of humanity. Baha’i-inspired 

social and economic development efforts seek “to promote the well-being of people of 

all walks of life, whatever their beliefs or background” (Office of Social and Economic 

Development, 2012, p.6). As such, SOUL’s programs engage people from any 

background who are interested in contributing to the intellectual education of youth and 

children in a way that also fosters their moral empowerment. 

 

The first line of action SOUL developed was a state-level teacher training program. Its 

first training seminar was held in January 2009 in Patna, Bihar with four youth. The 

participants in SOUL’s teacher-training program subsequently return to their 

communities and work with other community members to start schools. The schools are 

operated with the resources made available by the community. Decisions about the use 

of resources, fees to be paid, and remuneration of the teachers are made through 

consultation between teachers, parents, and other community members who are 

interested in seeing a school take firm root. The schools begin at nursery level and each 
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year bring in a new teacher who teaches the incoming nursery class while the existing 

teachers move with their classes to the next grades. SOUL provides nursery training for 

all the new teachers each year and offers higher levels of training for the veteran 

teachers to be able to move with their classes to the next level. In addition to teaching, 

participants in SOUL’s program are supported to sustain ongoing conversations with 

parents about the education of their children. These conversations help the teachers to 

understand the challenges that parents face and assist the parents to understand how 

the school functions.  

 

Although SOUL’s focus is on Bihar, it is registered as an NGO in Madhya Pradesh to 

work nationally in the area of education. In addition to its efforts in Bihar, SOUL 

supports groups that are promoting the establishment of community schools in West 

Bengal, Madhya Pradesh, Chhattisgarh, and Manipur. Each of these groups is 

coordinated by a resource person. The resource persons come together to assist one 

another with teacher-training seminars, to visit one another’s activities, and to share 

experiences and insights. SOUL is also connected to a network of Baha’i-inspired 

organizations learning about the promotion of community schools throughout Africa, 

Asia, and the Pacific.  

 

Since 2009, SOUL has supported the training of around 150 teachers, approximately 65 

of whom are still actively teaching in 26 schools in India. Around 40 of the teachers 

trained were from Bihar, 14 of which are still active in three community schools. SOUL 

had previously supported 8 schools to be established in different villages in Bihar. Five 

of these schools stopped functioning. The main reason that schools stopped is that the 

teachers were women who moved to their husband’s villages when they got married 

and it was not possible to identify anyone to replace them. The remaining three schools 

had to close during the pandemic and have not yet been able to reopen. The teachers 
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of these schools began offering informal decentralized classes with children close to 

where they live. 

 

Since the Right to Education Act came into effect in April 2010, the Government of India 

has been taking steps to ensure access to education for all communities (Ministry of 

Human Resource Development, India, 2019). As the government opened more schools 

in villages in Bihar, SOUL observed that access to primary education was becoming 

less of a concern. It decided to give more attention to strengthening the quality of 

education available to children by delivering workshops for teachers in existing schools 

and assisting youth to offer tutorial classes that would complement the education 

children were already receiving in school. There was a big spike in demand for these 

tutorial classes when the COVID-19 pandemic resulted in school closures across India. 

Since the tutorial classes could take place in very small groups and at a hyperlocal 

level, they were able to start operating even though most schools have remained 

closed. Between 2018 and 2021, SOUL supported the establishment of 143 tutorial 

classes with over 2,000 students in Bihar. The majority of these were formed during the 

pandemic after formal schools closed. 

 

As SOUL has supported young people to serve as teachers in their communities, it has 

also developed its capacity to address questions related to the education of youth. In 

2020, SOUL began implementing a program aimed at assisting youth to develop the 

intellectual, moral, and service capabilities needed to contribute to the progress of their 

communities in relation to environmental conservation, food production, health 

promotion, and education. The participants in this program are referred to as “promoters 

of community well-being”. They are organized into groups that study a set of materials 

related to community development and they work together to carry out social action 

projects in their communities. 
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SOUL is working with 15 communities throughout Bihar. In all these communities, 

SOUL is supporting tutorial classes. In three of them, there are also community schools 

that were closed at the time of the study due to the lockdown but reopened in August 

2021. There are also three villages where workshops for teachers from government and 

private schools had been taking place before the COVID-19 pandemic. In two villages 

there are also groups that are involved in the youth program. Figure 4.1 shows the 

activities supported by SOUL in the villages in Bihar in which it is working. SOUL works 

in villages where there are many community members who have expressed a desire for 

education that addresses both the spiritual and intellectual dimensions of human 

existence. They have found that the conditions needed to engage in consultation and 

collective action are often well-developed in communities where Baha’i-inspired 

programs for spiritual education have embraced a large number of children, junior 

youth, youth, and adults from different religious and social backgrounds. In such 

communities, there is typically a collective vision amongst at least a significant segment 

of the population that aligns with SOUL’s vision for education. There are also usually 

human resources with experience offering spiritual education classes regularly and who 

can be assisted to also provide academic education. 
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Figure 4.1 Villages in Which SOUL Operates 
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Concerning structure, SOUL is a relatively small and flat organization. The overall 

direction of SOUL is set by the core team, which has five members. The day-to-day 

implementation of SOUL’s lines of action is followed by three state-level coordinators, 

two for community schools and one for its youth program. The coordinators are 

members of the core team. The other two members of the core team are individuals 

with experience in the field of education.  

 

At the village level, SOUL has recently formed education teams comprised of youth who 

are engaged in various educational processes within the village. They serve on the 

teams on a voluntary basis. Since the pandemic has restricted SOUL’s activities, the 

main focus of the teams has been to support teachers of tutorial classes. All the team 

members had started their own tutorial classes at the beginning of the pandemic and 

then started to accompany other youth to do the same. The teams have also been 

giving attention to fostering broader conversations about the development of the 

education system in their villages. It is envisioned that they will also be able to 

contribute to fostering the progress of all the lines of action that SOUL is pursuing when 

more activities are able to take place as restrictions are lifted.  

 

The community school, tutorial class, and government and private school teachers are 

not staff of SOUL. The community schools and tutorial class teachers receive financial 

support from the community, typically through fees paid by the parents. The government 

and private school teachers are paid through the schools they work for. They are all 

considered part of the organization, however, as they are actively engaged in carrying 

out activities in pursuit of the organization’s aims and are contributing directly to its 

processes of learning. Figure 4.2shows the organizational structure of SOUL.
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Figure 4.2 Organizational Structure of SOUL
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The seven study participants included the community school coordinators, the youth 

program coordinator, one member of an education team who also helps with teacher 

training, and all the youth program tutors. These seven participants are all the paid full-

time and part-time staff of SOUL. The participants were all male and were between the 

ages of 22 and 52 years old. Their educational backgrounds range from having 

completed 10th standard to having a master’s degree. 

 

4.5 Research Process and COVID-19 Considerations 

This section describes how the study was designed in light of restrictions imposed due 

to the COVID-19 pandemic. It begins with describing the overall design of the research 

process. It then looks at how the restrictions associated with the pandemic impacted the 

study design. It then outlines the key considerations in the research design and how 

these informed choices related to the technology to be used for carrying out the study 

remotely. 

 

4.5.1 Research Process 

The study applied an iterative cycle of learning and capacity building, as illustrated in 

Figure 4.3.  
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Figure 4.3 Research Process 

 

The exploratory phase of the study was used to identify key informants within the 

organization, to obtain their consent to participate in the study, to gain an understanding 

of the experience and perspectives of individual participants concerning organizational 

learning, and to create a schedule for activities related to the study.   

 

In the next phase, the participants identified questions to learn about in relation to the 

work of the organization and selected one on which to focus throughout the course of 

the study. They then selected tools for learning that were appropriate to use in relation 

to the organization’s question and developed and carried out a plan for using the 

selected tools.  As the participants carried out their plans, I met with them, according to 

a schedule they decided on, to facilitate reflection on the steps that they were taking 

and so that they could make any adjustments that they felt were needed along the way. 
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The participants began analyzing the data they had collected to respond to the question 

they had identified in the exploratory phase. I supported them to consider approaches 

that they could take to analysis and they decided how to carry it out.  

 

The study participants identified further action they could take based on the initial 

results of their investigation. The organization also reflected on the entire process that it 

had gone through and identified key insights that it had gained about learning. Four 

months after the initial analysis was completed and further steps to take identified, we 

had two follow-up focus group discussions so that the participants could share what had 

happened since and could reflect further on the process. 

 

4.5.2  COVID-19 Restrictions 

When I was initially developing my plans for the study between September 2019 and 

March 2020, I had intended to carry it out in person, visiting the organization and 

spending several weeks conducting interviews, workshops, and focus group 

discussions. When the COVID-19 pandemic hit, however, travelling from Canada to 

India to conduct research was no longer possible. The lockdowns and quarantine 

requirements put in place in both countries made international travel very difficult and 

policies put in place by the University of Guelph prohibited international travel for 

research purposes. For this reason, I decided to carry out the study remotely using 

online tools for data collection. Although this change presented certain limitations, it also 

created new opportunities.  

 

Carrying out the research remotely presented technical constraints as well as 

challenges related to interpersonal dynamics. One limitation had to do with me being in 

a different time zone from the participants. With a time difference of 10.5 hours, there 
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was a small window of time each day of around 5 hours that was suitable for me to 

meet with the participants to carry out research activities together. Another constraint 

was the quality of the internet connection. Although all participants and myself had 

consistent internet access, the connections were not always strong. At times 

participants would have difficulty hearing or being heard and would sometimes drop off 

the call or not be able to join in the first place. I also had problems with my electricity 

that resulted in my internet cutting out during one focus group discussion. In addition, 

most participants joined using their phones, which limited some of the tools that they 

could use with ease. At the same time, certain online tools were easy and helpful to 

use. For example, the poll feature in Zoom allowed participants to provide input using 

their phones and without leaving the Zoom application. Their input was automatically 

tabulated and displayed, which allowed for ease of eliciting input to inform a discussion 

and decision. 

 

In terms of interpersonal dynamics, carrying out the interviews and discussions online 

with simultaneous interpretation removed nearly all cues other than the words being 

spoken. Because of the weak internet connections that the participants had, they would 

typically only turn on their videos when they first entered the session and then would 

turn them off after greeting others so it was not possible to observe facial expressions 

during most of the interviews, focus group discussions, and workshops. Since I used 

interpreters during the sessions, it also was not possible to listen to the tone of voice of 

participants. It was also not always clear when participants were finished speaking 

because of the delay with interpretation and lags caused by the internet connection. 

These limitations made it difficult to have a nuanced reading of participants’ 

engagement and to use social cues, such as glances, to elicit participation.  

 

Despite the challenges that arose from carrying out research remotely, there were also 

important benefits. Remote research allowed for a degree of flexibility in the timeframe 
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of data collection that would not have been possible with a research trip. Instead of 

conducting the fieldwork over eight weeks, it was possible to carry it out over several 

months and to fit it into the rhythm of activity of the organization. Remote research also 

enabled members of the organization to participate from the communities in which they 

live and work, which was helpful for them to be able to act. This allowed the activities 

associated with preparation and reflection to be much more closely connected with the 

organization-led research activities.  

 

4.5.3  Selection of Online Tools 

In pivoting to a remote process of data collection, I had to consider which online tools to 

use and how to make use of them. One criterion for selecting tools was that they 

needed to enable simultaneous interpretation. I also needed to be able to record 

sessions to be able to later prepare transcripts. Another consideration was whether 

technologies would be accessible to the participants. I thought about accessibility in 

terms of physical access to the necessary hardware and software, understanding of the 

language needed to navigate the technology, and having the technological abilities 

needed to use it. I was aware that all the participants had smartphones with access to 

the internet, but that most of them did not have access to a computer. I also knew that 

the participants understood enough English to navigate a platform with simple English 

words, but that most of them would not be able to comprehend many full sentences in 

English. Further, I understood that the participants had experience with online platforms 

that allowed for video and voice calls and text messages, but that many of them were 

not comfortable with using word or data processing applications. 

 

In light of the aforementioned criteria and considerations, I decided to use Zoom as the 

main online platform for data collection. This was because it has a simultaneous 

interpretation feature that I had used before and had found to work well. Zoom also has 

a phone-based application that I knew some of the study participants had used before 
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and were comfortable with. Further, it has features, such as a polling tool and a virtual 

whiteboard, that can be used for participatory processes of discussion, idea-generation, 

and decision-making without having to leave the application. Although I considered 

making use of complementary tools that can be used alongside Zoom for brainstorming, 

discussion, and decision making, I decided to work within the constraints of Zoom to 

avoid the need for participants to make use of more than one application at a time. I did, 

however, use Microsoft Word and PowerPoint to display information and images using 

the share screen feature in Zoom. The use of these applications did not require 

anything on the part of the participants. 

 

I used interpretation for the formal parts of the interviews and focus group discussions 

to ensure my expression and understanding were as clear and precise as possible, 

although I can converse in Hindi at an intermediate level. Having some Hindi language 

skills made it possible to talk with the participants informally before and after the formal 

parts of our sessions. This helped me to connect with the participants on a personal 

level even though we were not able to be together in person. It was also helpful to be 

able to discuss nuances in the meanings of different words with the interpreter. I viewed 

the interpreters as collaborators and reflected with them after each session to ensure 

that I had understood as accurately as possible what the participants had been saying 

and to consider whether there were any ways in which we could refine our approach to 

ensure that we were communicating as clearly as possible with them.  

 

4.6 Methods 

This section describes in detail each of the specific methods that I used in the study. It 

offers an overview of the participant interviews, focus group discussions, and 

workshops. 
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4.6.1 Online Participant Semi-Structured Interviews 

One purpose of the interviews was to explain to the individuals participating in the study 

background information about the study and to obtain their consent to participate and be 

recorded using Zoom. The interviews were also intended to allow me to gain insight into 

how various words and concepts related to organizational learning were understood by 

participants so that I could identify appropriate language to use in the focus group 

meetings and workshops and to help me to understand the participants’ perceptions of 

how learning and change have taken place within the organization. 

 

During the interviews, I spoke in English and the participants spoke in Hindi. An 

interpreter provided simultaneous interpretation both from English to Hindi and from 

Hindi to English. I began by summarizing the contents of an information and consent 

letter that I had sent to participants in Hindi and English in advance. I then provided 

them with an opportunity to ask questions and I obtained their consent to participate in 

the study.  

 

The interview was organized into three parts. In the first part, I asked questions about 

the participants and their experiences. The second part of the interview involved 

questions about the participants’ observations of how learning takes place within the 

organization. The third part of the interview involved a word association exercise. I 

showed the participants 15 words related to organizational learning one at a time. For 

each word, I asked what the word meant to the participants, whether other words came 

to mind when seeing that word, and whether any images came to mind when seeing the 

word. The interview guide I used is in Appendix I – Interview Guide. 
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4.6.2 Online Focus Group Discussions 

During the study, I carried out 15 focus group discussions with the participants. These 

discussions served different purposes in different phases of the study. The purpose, 

date, approximate start time, and approximate duration for each of the focus group 

discussions are shown in Table 4.1. 

 

Table 4.1 Details of Focus Group Discussions 

Phase Purpose Date Start (IST) Duration (h) 

Prioritizing Describing previous 
experiences with learning 
and identifying current 
question about which to 
learn 

11 Dec 2020 6:15 pm 1.5 

12 Dec 2020 6 pm 2 

15 Dec 2020 5:30 pm 2.25 

Preparation Selecting strategies to use 
for learning process and 
making plan 

19 Dec 2020 6 pm 1.25 

12 Jan 2021 7 pm 1.75 

22 Jan 2021 7:30 pm 1 

26 Jan 2021 7 pm 2 

Organization-led 
Research 

Reflecting on how plans are 
unfolding and making any 
necessary adjustments 

28 Jan 2021 7:30 pm 1.5 

Analysis Beginning to conduct 
analysis and creating plan 
for completing analysis 

3 Feb 2021 7:30 pm 2.5 

13 Feb 2021 8 pm 1.45 

1 Mar 2021 7:30 pm 0.5 

3 Mar 2021 7:30 pm 2 

Reporting, 
planning, reflection 

Reflect on entire process 
and identify next steps 

5 July 2021 7:30 pm 2 

16 July 2021 5 pm 1.5 

Total Time 23 hours 

 

At the end of each focus group discussion, I discussed the next steps with the 

participants, sometimes offering different possibilities. I always asked for which parts of 

their plans they would find it useful for me to be involved in and when they would like to 

meet next. This allowed the content of each focus group session to be determined 

based on the expressed needs of the participants coupled with my perceptions and 

abilities. 
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During the focus group discussions, I used the chat, the whiteboard, and an MS Word 

document to capture and organize ideas that were shared. The interpreters assisted 

with this process and with translating ideas shared verbally or in chat. I also used Zoom 

polling to narrow down ideas during one session when a decision needed to be made. 

The main tool used, however, was discussion. Even when a poll was carried out, I then 

asked the participants to give their feedback about the results of the poll to provide an 

opportunity for further input to be provided and to ensure that everyone was satisfied 

with the decision that was suggested by the results. The guide used for the initial focus 

group discussions is in Appendix II – Initial Focus Group Discussion Guide. 

 

4.6.3 Online Workshops 

The participants asked me to plan and facilitate workshops about semi-structured 

interviews and the Socratic wheel. The participants felt that these tools could 

complement the other tools SOUL was already using for learning and they wanted to 

learn more about them. Table 4.2 shows the topics, dates, start times, and approximate 

durations for the workshops. 

Table 4.2 Details of Online Workshops 

Topic Date Start time (IST) Duration (h) 

Socratic Wheel 22 Dec 2021 7:45 pm 1.5 

24 Dec 2021 8 pm 3 

Semi-structured Interviews 10 Jan 2021 7:30 pm 1.75 

Total Time 6.25 hours 

  

In developing the content for the workshops, I aimed to keep the ideas shared at an 

introductory level, while supporting the organization to gain sufficient understanding of 

the tools to be able to (1) decide whether or not to draw on them and (2) start using 

them if desired. Each workshop included a presentation of information, examples, and a 
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practical exercise based on the organization’s work. English translations of the 

PowerPoint slides used in the workshops can are in Appendix III – Workshop slides. 

 

4.7 Data Validation 

During the process of data collection and analysis, I took several steps to ensure the 

validity of the data. Throughout the interviews and focus group discussions, I would 

restate what I had understood and ask the participants to clarify any misunderstandings. 

At the beginning of each focus group discussion, I summarized what we had done in the 

previous session and what we had decided to do for the next steps and gave the 

participants the opportunity to make any corrections or adjustments.  

 

During the analysis, I was able to compare the interview responses of different 

participants to one another to identify any inconsistencies. After writing up the 

preliminary results, I had them translated into Hindi and shared them with the 

participants. I then met with the study participants to see if they had any corrections or 

additions to suggest. 

 

4.8 Data Analysis 

To develop the case study, I recorded all the interviews, focus group discussions, and 

workshops in Zoom and I took detailed field notes. I hired a translator who is fluent in 

Hindi and English to prepare transcriptions of the interviews and focus group 

discussions since they were carried out in both languages. I then reviewed the 

transcripts and field notes to identify information describing the setting and the 

organization.  

 



 

 

 68 

In the first stage of analysis, I was focused on gaining insight into how the study 

participants conceptualized learning. I created a concept map based on the word 

association exercise the participants did during the interviews. I used Gephi to visualize 

the associations between words made by the study participants. The visualization 

assisted me to see clusters of concepts. I then compared these clusters to the 

definitions, images, and examples that participants connected with the concepts, and I 

identified broad themes that described the relationships between the clusters of 

concepts. 

 

 I then looked to see how study participants thought about learning related to SOUL’s 

learning practice. For this part of the analysis, I identified examples of learning 

experiences that the participants had shared during the interviews and the initial focus 

group discussions that illustrated the clusters of concepts and the broad themes that 

had emerged from the analysis of the interview data.  

 

In developing the case study of the learning experience, I laid out the steps taken 

chronologically, framing the process in terms of a series of decisions, actions, and 

reflections. I focused on explaining the logic underlying each decision, how action was 

taken based on the decisions, and the participants’ reflections on their action. 

 

I then drew on the conceptual framework that I had developed through my literature 

review to analyse the data I had collected through the lens of complex systems theory. I 

made use of four key concepts––adaptive cycles, feedback loops and leverage points, 

system goals, and implicit boundaries––to understand how SOUL’s approach to 

learning reflecting principles of systems thinking. I used Vensim PLE to visualize 

feedback loops that influenced and were influenced by SOUL’s work. 
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4.9 Constraints and Limitations 

Although the methods used in this study allowed rich data to be collected, some 

constraints also limited the study. Many of the processes of learning in which SOUL is 

engaged are long-term. This study was being completed in partial fulfillment of my 

master’s thesis and, therefore, needed to be carried out within the timeframe of my 

program. The main activities related to data collection spanned approximately four 

months. While this provided a rich source of insight into a few steps in a learning 

process, it did not offer a complete picture of the dynamics of learning over an extended 

period. Due to these constraints, the decisions the participants made about how they 

took certain steps did not necessarily reflect how the organization would approach a 

learning process outside of the context of a research study. This did, however, provide 

an opportunity for the participants to explore new ways of approaching learning and to 

identify strategies that they may wish to incorporate into their ongoing functioning in the 

future. The constraint of time also made it so that I was not able to capture the entire 

process of data analysis that the participants went through since this extended beyond 

the timeframe of the study. 

 

The number of organizations involved in the study was also limited. This made it so that 

I could not compare findings between multiple organizations. While this raises questions 

of the extent to which the results can be generalized, the depth of exploration allowed 

for a thick description of the context that could assist other researchers or organizations 

to identify similarities and differences and to determine the relevance of the findings for 

various situations.  

 

Another major limitation was the restrictions that were put in place in India due to the 

COVID-19 pandemic. The biggest constraint in this regard was the limitations that the 
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participants faced in what they were able to do within and between communities. For 

instance, the participants had been planning to meet to complete the analysis. They had 

also made plans to meet with me two months later so that they could share their 

findings and the implications of their findings for their actions and so that we could 

reflect together on the entire process. Within a few weeks of starting the analysis, 

however, the second wave of COVID-19 hit India with a severity much greater than the 

first wave. Sadly, during this second wave, the virus spread to many rural areas that 

had not been as significantly impacted during the first wave, including villages in which 

SOUL works and in which most of its staff live. This limited the ability of the participants 

to travel between communities and even within their own communities. The situation 

also required the attention of the organization to be directed to immediately urgent 

matters. For this reason, activities associated with this research process were put on 

hold. With the existing time constraints, the extent to which the participants could 

engage in the last stages of analysis, reflect on the research experience, and identify 

further actions that could be taken was more limited than we had originally anticipated. 

 

4.10  Summary 

This chapter began with an exploration of the ontological and epistemological 

considerations underlying this research project. I explained how the study is informed by 

a pragmatic worldview, which draws on the ontological idea from post-positivism that 

there is an objective external reality that exists, but which also adopts the notion from 

social constructivism that our understanding of reality is built through subjective 

interpretation of interactions with the world. I also highlighted the relationship of the study 

to the transformative research paradigm as it seeks to not only shed light on social reality 

but also to contribute to social change. I clarified that the conceptualization of power at 

the heart of this study differs from the distributional notion of power common in most 

studies carried out within a transformative worldview in that the stance taken is that there 

are certain forms of power that are limitless and which enable individuals and groups to 

transcend limitations and to work together for their own progress.  
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I then described how these ontological and epistemological considerations led me to 

choose a participatory action research single case study approach for the study. 

Participatory action research allowed me to position myself as a resource for the 

participating organization to draw on and provided a framework for choosing specific 

methods that would allow the organization to guide the research. In the next part of the 

chapter, I provided background on the participating organization, SOUL, which was 

established in India in 2008 to contribute to improving education systems at the local level 

in rural communities.  

 

The chapter then described the research process itself, and the influence of the COVID-

19 pandemic on the process. I explained how I designed the research process as a cycle 

of learning and capacity building that involved prioritizing learning objectives, preparing a 

plan, following research that was led by the organization, carrying out analysis, reporting 

on findings, deciding whether to act based on the findings, and reflecting on the entire 

process. Due to COVID-19, I was unable to travel to India to carry out the research so I 

drew on tools that allowed me to conduct the study remotely. In making choices about 

which tools to use I considered the accessibility of the technology for the participants, the 

ease with which they would be able to use it, and the ability of technologies to allow for 

simultaneous interpretation. I decided to use Zoom, Microsoft Word, and PowerPoint as 

the main technologies to support the research project.  

 

The chapter then described the specific methods I used, which included key informant 

interviews, focus group meetings, and workshops. I then explained how I took an 

emergent approach to data analysis, going through the data multiple times to identify 

themes and patterns. The chapter concluded with an examination of the constraints and 

limitations of the methodology.  
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Chapter 5. Findings 

5.1 Introduction 

This chapter presents the main findings from the research in relation to the objective of 

describing tools, strategies, and approaches already being used by the participating 

organization to advance its own processes of learning. It examines organizational 

learning praxis (theory in practice) within SOUL prior to the study. The findings 

presented are based on the interviews I carried out with participants, which involved a 

set of questions about the participants and their experiences with SOUL. The interviews 

also included an exercise in which I presented a series of words related to 

organizational learning and asked the participants to provide brief definitions of the 

words, to mention any other words that came to mind when thinking about the given 

word, to describe any images that came to mind, and to offer examples of the concept 

within SOUL. The methodology used for the interviews is described in greater detail in 

Chapter Chapter 4. 

 

The first part of the current chapter draws on the definitions, associated words, and 

images that the participants provided to describe how they conceptualize organizational 

learning. It begins by presenting the associations that the participants made between 

different concepts. It then elaborates on the meanings of the concepts as expressed by 

the participants through the definitions they provided and the images that they 

associated with the given words. 

 

The second part of the chapter describes SOUL’s practice of organizational learning. It 

lists specific tools, strategies, and approaches that the participants had indicated that 

SOUL had previously used to engage in learning. I have classified the tools, strategies, 

and approaches into five categories that emerged from my analysis of the findings. The 

chapter then mentions qualities of individuals and groups that participants identified as 

being important for learning and describes how SOUL’s conceptualization of 

organizational learning informs the decisions it makes about the use of learning tools, 
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strategies, and approaches. It concludes with examples of specific learning experiences 

to illustrate how SOUL’s conceptualization of learning manifests in its efforts to 

contribute to strengthening education in villages in Bihar and how it uses some of the 

tools, strategies, and approaches previously outlined. 

 

5.2 SOUL’s Conceptualization of Organizational Learning 

This part of the chapter explores how SOUL conceptualizes organizational learning. It 

begins by presenting a network of concepts made up of words that participants 

associated with the concepts related to organizational learning that I presented during 

the interviews. The section then describes the participants’ understandings of the 

meanings of the concepts explored through the word association exercise based on 

their responses to questions about the definitions of the words and images that came to 

mind when they thought of the words. 

 

5.2.1 Network of Concepts 

During the interviews, I presented a series of words related to organizational learning to 

the study participants and asked them to share any other words that came to mind 

when thinking of the given word. The participants’ responses formed seven clusters of 

concepts that are associated with one another. These clusters are outlined in Table 5.1. 

 

Table 5.1 Word Clusters 

# Cluster Name Associated Words # Nodes 

1 change/transformation change, transformation 
(parivartan)*, transformation 
(rupantaran)*, refine, 
deteriorate, institution, 
development, progress, 
knowledge 

9 
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2 development/progress development, progress, 
growth, advancement, 
upliftment, prosperity, better, 
change, transformation, 
knowledge 

10 

3 experience/knowledge/learning experience, knowledge, 
learning, practice, better, 
intelligence, insights, 
competency, great, 
knowing, awareness, 
education, information, 
understanding, hard work, 
art, do, effort 

18 

4 capability/capacity/competency/skill capability, capacity, 
competency, skill, attitude, 
understanding, power, 
strength, retentiveness, 
volume, organization, 
perfection, new, talent, 
workmanship, learning, 
experience 

17 

5 institution/organization institution, organization, 
foundation, purpose, 
structure, arrangement, 
forum, unity, team, 
solidarity, union, rally, 
capacity, transformation 

14 

6 understanding/wisdom understanding, wisdom, 
cleverness, knowledgeable, 
judgement, sense, prudent, 
capability, learning 

9 

7 adaptation adaptation, correspondence, 
preparation, according, 
coherence, equality 

6 

*See p.82 and 83 for an explanation of the similarities and distinctions between parivartan 
and rupantaran 
 

Figure 5.1 visualizes the network of associations that the staff made during the 

interviews. The figure was generated using Gephi, which is an open-source network 

mapping software. The size of the circles in the diagram indicates the number of 

connections made with a particular word and the thickness of the lines connecting the 

circles shows how many of the interviewees made that particular association. The 
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direction of the arrows indicates the direction of the association, with the word that I 

gave to the interviewee situated at the start of the arrow and the word or words that 

interviewees associated with the given word at the tip of the arrow. 

 

The organization/institution cluster is connected to the change/transformation cluster 

through the concept of transformation (parivartan) and connected to the 

learning/knowledge cluster through the concept of capacity. The development/progress 

cluster is connected with the change/transformation cluster through the concepts of 

transformation (parivartan) and change. The capacity/competency/skill/capability cluster 

is connected with the learning/knowledge/experience cluster through the concepts of 

experience, learning, and knowledge. The experience/knowledge/learning cluster is 

connected with the change/transformation cluster through the concepts of learning and 

knowledge. The understanding/wisdom cluster is a peripheral cluster that is connected 

to the capacity/competency/skill/capability cluster and the 

learning/knowledge/experience cluster through the concept of understanding.  

 

Out of the seven participants, four were not familiar with the word adaptation. Even the 

participants who did have some understanding of the concept did not associate it with 

any of the other concepts in the network. Some participants shared that they were 

uncertain of the meaning of the word, but offered associated words based on words that 

sounded similar in Hindi. The absence of connections between the adaptation cluster 

and the other parts of the network can be seen clearly in Figure 5.1. This indicates that 

the term adaptation (translated as anukulan) was new for many of the participants and 

that it has not been significant in the organization’s conceptualization of learning. 
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Figure 5.1 Organizational learning word association map 
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5.2.2 Meanings and Definitions 

While carrying out the word association exercise, I also examined how participants 

defined the given words as well as the images that they connected to these words. The 

way in which I framed the exploration of these concepts focused the discussion on the 

organization and the communities with which it works. Although participants did make 

reference to certain external forces influencing learning, change, and transformation 

within communities, an in-depth exploration of broader social, political, economic forces 

influencing communities in Bihar was outside of the scope of this study. 

 

This section describes how the participants explained the range of concepts explored 

and the relationships between them. I have grouped the ideas presented according to 

the main clusters that emerged from my analysis of the word association. I have 

identified four broad themes that describe the relationships between the clusters of 

concepts in light of the meanings, images, and examples provided by the study 

participants. These are,  

• Development is a process of individual and collective transformation  

• Organizations and institutions are structures that can contribute to transformation 

• Learning is a continuous process of acquiring, applying, and generating material 

and spiritual knowledge in order to foster individual and collective transformation  

• SOUL is striving to develop its capacity to carry out its work with excellence and 

wisdom through an ongoing process of learning characterized by action, reflection, 

and consultation  

 

Development is a process of individual and collective transformation  

All of the participants associated the concepts of development and progress together, 

saying they were the same or similar or providing similar definitions for both. Participant 

2 (P2), for instance, defined development as “going to another level from where one is” 

and progress as “to move a step ahead from where one may be”. 

 



 

 

 78 

Participant 1 (P1), Participant 3 (P3), and Participant 6 (P6) all suggested that 

development and progress have both material and spiritual dimensions. P3 explained 

that “We can understand it with the help of the example of a bird. Only when both wings 

are equal it can soar high.” P6 also mentioned the social dimension of progress and 

suggested that it advances as relations among people change. Similarly, P3 talked 

about transformation taking place on both an individual and collective level,  

Transformation applies to both our individual lives and the life of the 
community. For example, there are many aspects in which transformation is 
required––in our thoughts, in the negative forces within us, or prejudices. In 
legal procedures and other such aspects, it is required.  
 

Along similar lines, Participant 7 (P7) shared that, “We can connect it [change] with 

development because if the individual develops then change also comes about.” P3 

elaborated on this further, explaining that, “When individual change takes place, it 

happens at the level of attitudes, character, and conversation.” P3 then explained how 

individual changes can eventually lead to changes in culture in a community,  

If we are educating others but we ourselves are doing wrong things, then 
somewhere we will fall back and not be able to bring about change within 
ourselves. Because when we explain to others, we should see how we 
ourselves can follow those things. There are some people who learn by seeing 
it in others, so when they see us doing those things, when they see that our 
main purpose is to bring about change, they learn. Apart from that, if we look at 
the reality of our community, we see that there are positive forces at work and 
there are also negative forces at work. We recognize that in our community 
there are some rituals and prejudices and negative forces that are prevalent. 
How can a change be brought about in them? This perspective comes to mind, 
that everything changes. We observe the negative forces and are trying to 
work in a way to bring about a change in them and attain our dream of having 
vibrant communities. 

 

Other participants also talked about the relationship between development, progress, 

and transformation at the individual and collective levels. P1 explained how the 

progress of youth in their education is part of the progress of the community and 

society. P6 provided the following example of how transformation takes place within an 

individual and the structures of society simultaneously,  
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To give an example, if we look at the society in which we live, it is patriarchal 
and it is assumed that men are higher. But as we are enhancing our 
understanding and are getting to know about the equality between men and 
women, so also the structures of society are being transformed and women 
are now being respected and have a place in society. They are moving forward 
with men. The structures of society are changing, and we can say that they are 
becoming transformed. 

 

P2 shared that there are two kinds of transformation, outer transformation and inner 

transformation. P6 shared a similar idea and connected this notion to the work that 

SOUL is engaged in,  

In a particular field or a particular community when we consider an activity and 
carry out work in that area, then after some time, we get to see some 
transformation in the people there. Certain transformation is of a kind that is 
visible from outside, meaning in their way of living, their talking, and their 
language. But certain transformation is such that it becomes a cause for 
change in their inner lives. For example, changes in culture, changes in their 
thinking, changes in their actions and approaches. This happens in a very 
organic way. Like the work that we are engaged in, gradually as its effects are 
felt, it results in some transformation which we can see. 

 

Participant 4 (P4) used the analogy of a seed growing into a tree to describe the 

concept of transformation,  

When we plant a seed in the soil, first the seed itself gets destroyed. It sprouts 
and then a stem and branches emerge from it. Here we can say the seed is 
getting sprouted. When it becomes a tree, we can say it has become 
transformed. Before becoming a tree, many factors are taking place within it, 
its stem and branches grow. There we can say that the seed is transforming. 

 

In addition, P4 described the movement of the planets around the sun as a 

transformation. P3 and Participant 5 (P5) also drew on nature to explain their 

understanding of transformation. P3 talked about a piece of fallow land being 

transformed into a beautiful garden full of greenery. P5 described a rosebud flowering 

and a plant giving fruit as examples of transformation. 
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P3 explained the perspective that transformation is necessary in all aspects of the 

community, including education, health, and agriculture. P5 described how the vision of 

social transformation in the Baha’i Faith is a source of motivation, 

Everyone would live in peace and happiness. There would not be any 
casteism, nor divisions based on religion or creed. We would all be as one 
humankind. I had liked it a lot that this [the Baha’i Faith] is a platform where all 
religions and creeds live together unitedly. I don’t know if we will be able to see 
that transformation in the whole world but it is good that a number of youth are 
coming in this and it is a good sign that some change can happen. 

 

P1, P2, P3, P6, and P7 all thought of images of people and communities in relation to 

change and transformation. The word change made P3 think of people standing in a 

circle holding hands in unity. P4, P1, and P7 all thought about the changes that they 

had observed in their villages. P1 specifically mentioned the example of the damaged 

path to the village being made into a beautiful road and P7 spoke about how instances 

of child marriage have decreased and modes of communication have changed. P2 

described a small child learning to walk and younger generations in a family receiving 

an education as examples of transformation. P1 also talked about the transformation of 

the education system in Bihar, 

In all fields, we can observe transformation. Because even now we see how a lot of 
transformation has taken place in the system of education here over the years. 
Earlier, there wasn’t even a single school or tutorial center in the village. But now 
there are many schools and tutorials. In this way, we can say education has 
undergone a transformation. This is what I understand. 

 

The nature of the changes and transformations that the participants are concerned with 

fostering are very much connected to their conceptualizations of development and 

progress. P4 talked about progress in a village taking place on the social, spiritual, and 

material levels. P3 emphasized the importance of women and men progressing together 

equally. P2 related development to the establishment of basic facilities, including 

electricity, roads, health services, and education. P2 also talked about how education 

and knowledge go hand in hand with material progress, saying that because of the 

material progress in Bihar intellectual progress also came about. P7 described 
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developments in the social realm, explaining how people are moving beyond casteism 

and caste violence as an example of one way in which society has developed. 

 

Some of the participants talked about the role of effort and hard work in contributing to 

transformation, change, development, and progress. P4 talked about this on the 

individual level, saying that, “When a person makes effort on their own, changes come 

about within that person.” P6 described a similar idea on the collective level, explaining 

that “When we carry out a task, the small instances and occurrences which come about, 

the effects which take place in our system, that is what we can call change.” 

 

The word change in English can be translated both as badlaav and as parivartan in 

Hindi. The word transformation can be translated both as parivartan and as rupantaran. 

In the Harper-Collins English-Hindi online dictionary, both the words change and 

transformation are translated as parivartan. In the Harper-Collins Hindi-English online 

dictionary, the word rupantaran is translated as transformation. In the same dictionary, 

both badlaav and parivartan are translated as change. The participants closely 

connected the words badlaav, parivartan and rupantaran together. Some of the 

participants viewed parivartan and rupantaran as synonyms. For example, P6 said that 

“Because I do not see much difference between the words parivartan and rupantaran, I 

do not have separate definitions for them.” P6 said that badlaav means parivartan and 

rupantaran. Both P1 and P5 said that badlaav means parivartan. P5, however, 

attempted to explain the distinction between badlaav and parivartan,  

In Hindi parivartan and badlaav are understood as the same thing, but 
fundamentally, they are different. If we talk of parivartan, then it is the badlaav 
that comes about naturally, like we can say change in seasons. If it was 
summer and now it is winter, we can call it parivartan. The change that comes 
about naturally, maybe we can call it parivartan. We can understand this 
through an example. When we organize classes for children, then we are 
teaching them that we must pray every morning and evening. Then gradually 
what happens is that they develop this habit of saying prayers. At times they 
may forget. Then the teachers or parents help them to say prayers regularly. A 
time may come when they may change completely and very naturally this habit 
develops such that it becomes a part of their nature, that when they wake up in 
the morning, they say prayers and so also in the evening. We can call this 
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parivartan. And when we are teaching them about certain habits, such as how 
we must pray, how we must not fight with one another, when it happens 
sometimes and does not happen at other times, then we call it badlaav. But 
when these habits become a part of their nature, then we can say it was 
parivartan that took place in the child. 

 

Figure 5.2 illustrates the relationship between the words badlaav, parivartan, and 

rupantaran. 

 

 

 

Organizations and institutions are structures that can contribute to transformation  

In relation to the concepts of organization and institution, the participants in the study 

described both as a group of people working together to achieve a particular purpose. 

Participants associated the ideas of solidarity, collaboration, union, and unity with the 

concept of an organization. P5 described the image of an army contingent that has 

been given a task that the entire team works together to achieve. P2 connected the 

concept of organization to the image of a fist in which the five fingers joining together 

give more strength than each finger separately. 

 

P3, P 2, and P1 described organizations and institutions as structures. P3 thought of the 

image of a building with pillars, walls, and a floor all connected to one another. P2 

explained how institutions operate according to certain policies and regulations and P1 

Figure 5.2 Relationship Between Badlaav, Parivartan, Rupantaran 

change transformation 
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and P6 both suggested that institutions are important for activities and work to be 

carried out. P5 and P4 talked about institutions carrying out programs and taking 

responsibility for development in a particular area while P3 said that institutions enable 

the process of change, talking about institutions uniting the individual and the 

community together to create change. When P3 thought of the word institution, the 

image of a tree came to mind because P3 sees institutions as connecting the 

community together. 

 

P6 explained how organizations can be both formal and informal and that both are 

important,  

There are some organizations that are formal, and which are working in a 
formal way such as SOUL. Side by side there are other organizations that are 
informal. In a community, there may be many such organizations, but they are 
quite effective, and their efforts may be informal in nature, but they play a great 
role in bringing about the progress of the community. Like a group of friends, or 
a group of youth in the village working with others, or a group of people 
belonging to a society. These are informal organizations, but they exert a great 
influence and are quite necessary as well.  

 

P5, P1, and P7 talked about the role of institutions and organizations in working towards 

the betterment of society. P1 explained how local youth formed an organization to be 

able to help with any work that needs to be done in the community and talked about the 

work that institutions do to raise awareness about various issues. P7 gave the specific 

example of how many institutions in the community are working on preventing child 

marriage by helping people to understand the harm that it causes. 

 

Learning is a continuous process of acquiring, applying, and generating material and 

spiritual knowledge in order to foster individual and collective transformation  

The concept of learning had a lot of meaning for the participants and all of the 

participants emphasized its importance. They thought about learning in relation to 

change, effort and hard work, knowledge, and experience.  
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P3, P2, and P1 described learning as a process. P5 and P7 used analogies to illustrate 

how learning takes place over time through continuous effort. P5 shared a story about 

an ant that kept trying to climb up a pipe and falling down but eventually made it to the 

top through perseverance. P7 drew on the idea of a path and talked about learning as a 

long journey. P1 explained that,  

It means in whatever field we may be involved we have to continuously be in a 
process of learning, to advance in that field. Because until now, I don’t think 
anyone is perfect in any field. Learning never ends. 

 

P6 explained how SOUL tries to approach learning in a scientific way,  

This is really an interesting word, ‘learning’, and in general when we use it in 
any field, we say we are all learning. But since I have been observing the 
efforts of SOUL and learning from their approaches, I found it was a different 
kind of approach that can help us to learn. Then, I became familiar with a 
scientific way of learning and now we are trying to learn in that way. When a 
person or an organization learns, at present what we are doing, we have 
systems but first we make it clear as to what are we learning. We ask 
ourselves what questions we are learning about and we select a system in 
which we can learn about those questions where there are some processes 
and events taking place. We try to observe them very closely and we do it 
several times until we are satisfied with our results. And then, whatever result 
we get, we record it, we document it in a clear way. In this way, we are making 
efforts to learn. Hence, I feel this scientific way of learning is helping us more 
as to how we can learn about something. 

 

P4 explained that learning involves the acquisition of knowledge and skills and defined 

knowledge in terms of learning, explaining that “whenever we learn something or 

acquire certain information, we can say we have knowledge of it.” P4, P5, and P6 all 

described images of books when they thought about the concepts of experience, 

knowledge or learning. They talked about how books and documents enable people to 

access existing knowledge. P6 mentioned the necessity of not only acquiring and 

applying existing knowledge but also generating new knowledge. P5 expressed a view 

of knowledge as not being limited to formal education or only certain professions and 

talked about the importance of knowledge in every field of activity, including building a 

mud hut or repairing a bicycle. P5 explained that one does not need to be able to read 

or write to have knowledge. 
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P6 described science and religion as two necessary sources of knowledge. Similarly, 

P1 shared that both spiritual knowledge and material knowledge are necessary and 

explained this idea using the example of a doctor. P1 said that,  

When we have that material knowledge, we say that when we study we 
become a doctor. But when we don’t have the spiritual knowledge, when we 
become a doctor then our actions will not be for the betterment of humanity. 
We may take out the kidney of patients [for the black market]. When one 
doesn’t have spiritual knowledge, one will do improper actions, bad deeds. 
Then the actions which we do will not be for good.  
 

P1 stated that when an individual has both spiritual and material knowledge then he or 

she can progress. P1 connected the concept of knowledge to transformation. P2 also 

talked about knowledge as resulting in learning, change, and progress in an individual’s 

life, saying that, “As long as we do not have knowledge, we will not be able to move 

ahead in the world.” In a similar vein, P7 shared the idea that knowledge can free 

people from difficulties. 

 

P6 explained the relationship between learning and experience,  

After carrying out action, the understanding that we develop or that which we 
learn is gained in the form of experience. Experience is something that 
continuously develops. The more we carry out action and reflect, that much 
more our experience becomes enriched. 
 

P5 also talked about how experience is connected to learning,  

For example, if a child studies less but spends more time outdoors, it doesn’t 
mean that he or she is not learning. But he is learning in some other field. 
When he plays football, he is learning in that. When he plays cricket, he is 
learning in that. When he plays volleyball, he learns in that. Sometimes what 
happens is that the parent tells the child that you should study. That is fine. But 
he gains experience in many other things. Along with his studies, he can learn 
many other things.  
 

Along similar lines, P1 explained how people gain knowledge in whatever field they gain 

experience in. P7 also talked about how experience leads to learning, saying that, 
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“Experience helps us to become better, like how practice can help us do better in 

something.”  

P2 drew on a saying learned in school, “Practice makes a man perfect and intelligent, 

like when water is repeatedly drawn from a well the rope leaves a mark on the stone.” 

P2 explained that,  

As and when we carry out a task or any action, based on our experience, our 
intelligence becomes sharper. It is like when a rope is used to draw water from 
a well, each time it scrapes against the stone it leaves a mark that becomes 
deeper and deeper with time. 

 

SOUL is striving to develop its capacity to carry out its work with excellence and wisdom 

through an ongoing process of learning characterized by action, reflection, and 

consultation  

The participants described a close relationship between the concepts of capacity, 

capability, and competency. P7 said that competency and capacity are the same. P3, 

P4, P5, P6, P1, and P2 all talked about competency in terms of being able to do 

something very well. They explained how competency is developed through both 

theoretical knowledge and practical experience. P6 also mentioned the importance of 

drawing on past learning in the development of competency.  

 

The participants had some similar ideas about the concepts of capacity and capability, 

but there were also some distinctions. For instance, P2 described capability as “the 

special ability of being able to carry out a task” and said that capability is the 

combination of competency and capacity. P1 also described the idea of capability in 

relation to capacity, saying that, “In any field when we are able to develop our capacity 

then we can say that we have acquired a capability.”  

 

P6 defined capability as being able “to think and act in a purposeful manner in a certain 

area” and explained that capabilities develop as understanding of concepts, spiritual 

qualities, habits, and skills develop within an individual. P2 also connected the 

development of capabilities with understanding, skills, and attitudes. P6 shared that 

capabilities are not something that a person either has or does not have, but that there 
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is no end to their development. P4 also talked about capacity as something that 

develops, sharing that people acquire capabilities as their capacity develops. P3 

connected the idea of capacity with learning, saying that capacities are fostered within 

people and that they are based on the learning that we have.  

 

P5 talked about capacity as something that differs between people and explained that 

when you look at the capacity of an elephant it is quite strong and powerful compared to 

a smaller animal. P5 talked about how people have different capacities; someone may 

have a great capacity for study, another person may have the capacity for writing, and 

someone else might be exceptional in sports.  

 

Although the participants did not use the word wisdom in their descriptions of the 

concepts of capability, capacity, and competency, how they talked about wisdom was 

connected to the concepts of knowledge and understanding. All of the participants 

talked about wisdom in terms of the application of intellectual knowledge in making 

decisions about how to act or respond in relation to a difficult problem. For example, P2 

said, “There is not a human being on earth who does not have intellect but the proper 

and timely application of it is what is called wisdom.” 

 

5.3 SOUL’s Practice of Organizational Learning 

SOUL’s understanding of concepts related to organizational learning influence how it 

engages in learning in practice. This section describes SOUL’s organizational learning 

practice and how it is informed by the organization’s conceptualization. It begins with 

outlining some of the tools, strategies, and approaches that the study participants 

described that SOUL makes use of in its learning practice. The section then illustrates 

how some of these mechanisms have been used for learning by presenting some of 

SOUL’s experiences with learning as shared by the participants. 
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5.3.1 Tools, Strategies, and Approaches Used for Learning 

In the interviews and initial focus group discussions, the participants described several 

learning strategies, tools, and approaches that it makes use of. I identified 26 distinct 

tools, strategies, and approaches, which I grouped into five categories. Five of the tools, 

strategies, and approaches had to do with the structure and dynamics of the overall 

process of learning; five were related to framing and clarifying thinking about a particular 

line of inquiry or area of learning; two had to do with conceptualizing learning; nine were 

related to gathering knowledge and taking action; five had to do with distilling and 

disseminating insights. Table 5.2 lists the specific tools, strategies, and approaches in 

each category. 

 

Table 5.2 SOUL's Learning Strategies, Tools, and Approaches 

Category Strategies, Tools & Approaches 

1. Process a. Consultation, action, reflection 
b. Working in teams or committees 
c. Focus and intensity 
d. Expanding organically as experience is gained and 

capacity is developed 
e. Building relationships 

2. Framing & 
Clarifying 

a. Identifying clear questions to learn about and where to 
learn about them 

b. Having a clear long-term vision 
c. Reflecting in light of a vision to identify gaps between 

current reality and vision 
d. Clearly defining the area of learning 
e. Knowing the reality of a community, including what its 

needs are, where there is receptivity to a particular 
vision, and the social forces acting on people within it 

3. Conceptualization a. Exposure to new ways of doing things 
b. Studying relevant documents 

4. Gathering 
Knowledge & 
Taking Action 

a. Meaningful conversations at the individual and 
collective levels 

b. Community meetings that encourage others to take 
ownership and generate new knowledge 

c. Taking action and overcoming obstacles along the way 
d. Assessment of community needs and possibilities 
e. Reflection meetings 
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f. Knowledge exchange meetings 
g. Collecting stories of experiences 
h. Evaluation 
i. Pilot studies 

5. Distilling & 
Disseminating 

a. Documenting insights gained 
b. Sharing insights with a broader pool of people 
c. Training human resources for particular areas of action 
d. Workshops 
e. Sharing and drawing on strong experiences and 

examples that reflect the vision 

 

In addition to these tools, strategies, and approaches, the participants identified six 

qualities necessary for people involved in learning. Some of these qualities were 

characteristics of individuals and others were attributes that are manifest at the 

collective level. These qualities included a commitment to learning, a long-term 

commitment to working in a particular area, a willingness to make sacrifices to work 

towards a vision, making effort to enhance one’s own capabilities through trying to do 

something new, a desire for learning, and strong relationships.  

 

SOUL makes use of these tools, strategies, and approaches to learn as it works 

towards its vision for social transformation. In deciding how to approach learning about 

particular questions that arise along the way, the organization is guided by its 

understanding of concepts related to organizational learning. These concepts and some 

of the questions that guide choices about the approaches the organization chooses to 

take to learning are outlined in Table 5.3. The questions in the table are based on the 

responses of the participants although they were not necessarily articulated in exactly 

the way they are presented. 

 

Table 5.3 Concepts and Questions that Guide Decisions About Learning Tools, Strategies, and 
Approaches 

Concepts Question 

Developing capacity to act 
with excellence and wisdom 

How effective have our efforts been so far? 

To what extent do our efforts fit local needs and 
conditions? 
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How can we better understand the social, economic, 
and spiritual conditions of the community? 

How can our efforts be improved and better respond 
to local needs? 

Organizations and 
institutions as structures for 
transformation 
 

What will help us to strengthen relationships at all 
levels within the community so that we can work in 
unity to improve the education system?  

Development as a process 
of individual and collective 
transformation 

How can the approaches we take foster the growth of 
the individuals involved in the learning process in a 
way that enables them to increasingly contribute to 
the development of society? 
 

How can we foster a greater level of ownership and 
participation on the part of a growing number of 
community members? 
 

Learning as a continuous 
process of acquiring, 
applying, and generating 
material and spiritual 
knowledge 

What relevant experiences have we already gained 
and how can we build on these? 

 

5.4 Examples of Organizational Learning and Change in SOUL 

This section describes SOUL’s experiences with learning that participants shared during 

interviews and focus group discussions. The examples illustrate factors that have 

contributed to learning and change within the organization as well as the results or 

effects of learning. Throughout, I have noted how these experiences demonstrate 

SOUL’s conceptualization of organizational learning and show how it employs certain 

tools, strategies, and approaches to learn. I have indicated specific tools, strategies, 

and approaches that are exemplified in the experiences in brackets using the related 

number and letter from Table 5.2. 

 

One of the most central concepts to the work of the organization is the idea that 

development involves a process of individual and collective transformation. P2 

described how this concept has influenced SOUL’s approach to its work, 
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When we talk about the organization, ten years ago, when the organization 
had started working in some of the villages of Bihar it was done in a very 
informal manner. Earlier when we would have conversations with the youth 
from the village about the current system of education in the village, some of 
the things which emerged during our conversations with the youth were that 
there is a lack of education in the village. There is no sense of responsibility 
towards this important matter of systematizing the process of education in the 
village. There were some government schools in the village, but they were far 
and difficult for everyone to have access to. This is what it was ten to eleven 
years back. We had informal conversations with some youth about what were 
the efforts that could be made in this area. How could we help our future 
generations in this? Through this conversation, some youth expressed their 
willingness to become a part of it and to assist in the education of children. But 
then we (the organization) did not have any experience either. We then called 
the youth to come for a few days. We explained to them matters related to 
education, the science of education, about children, what is the meaning of 
education for our lives, the role of a teacher. We had some informal training for 
them in these matters. They then returned to their village and very informally 
initiated this process. But gradually, as the efforts moved forward, some things 
took on a formal nature, for example, a school came into being, where they 
started with educating children in their homes or courtyard or veranda. In some 
places, the physical structure of a school came into being. If we inspire the 
youth, this transformation can come about, and they take initiative to carry out 
positive actions for bringing about change in the village. They just need some 
help with deciding what they wish to do, to formulate their perspective or a 
vision. Once this is done, then they will progress in that area of service, in 
education, which is the main area of work of the organization. This is an 
important transformation in the sense of learning how we should have 
conversations with youth to enable them to understand the twofold purpose of 
their lives––individual growth and contributing to society. This concept has an 
important place in our organization and its work. 

 

P2 also described how SOUL’s functioning has changed over time as its pool of human 

resources has grown and how this has enabled the organization to foster the 

development of its programs. P2’s description offered an illustration of how consultation 

takes place within the organization (1.a.) and also demonstrated the value that it places 

on working in teams (1.b.). 

In the initial phase, there were only one or two people. Gradually, as the 
number of resources increased, more people became involved in the process 
of decision-making because of which the decisions began changing. Earlier the 
decisions would be taken by one or two people, but gradually it changed to a 
process of collective decision-making. The platform of collective decision-
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making helped the program to move forward at various levels and helped it to 
adopt a new approach. 

 

P2 also shared that the organization’s way of functioning was informal in the beginning, 

but has become more formal. The organization now has a five-member team that 

reflects together on its work and consults about how to foster the advancement of its 

programs. P2 explained that “This collective nature of the consultation strengthens the 

organization.” P7 also described how the people within SOUL work together for the 

progress of the organization. He said that “They assist one another to learn, to 

understand and side by side they help one another as to progress further.” (1.a. and 

1.b.) 

 

P1, P2, P3, P6, and P7 described how, as SOUL has gained experience engaging in 

conversations about education in communities, it has deepened its understanding of the 

conditions of the communities, strengthened its relationship with the people in the 

communities, and developed its capacity to support communities to start and sustain 

schools. P1 explained that a lot of learning in this regard takes place in meetings with 

teachers of community schools (4.e.). P1 said that in those meetings the organization 

learns more about the challenges the school and the community are facing and can see 

ways in which it can improve its work. P7 shared that,  

There were many places in which schools were started and then many places 
in which they were closed. If I think of the area in which I am working, nearby a 
school was opened by SOUL in which I was involved. But due to the teachers 
leaving the community it had to be closed. One change that came about was 
that we realized that we would have to speak to the people in that place. We 
became clearer about the way we must speak to them and make them aware. 
Earlier too we would have conversations, but we hadn’t learned how we can 
have better conversations, how we can get to know about their needs. But 
today we know more about their needs and requirements, and we discuss 
them. Earlier people used to think that this school, which is part of this 
institution, is working for its own benefit. But then when we began conversing 
with the people, we consulted with them, we had discussions, we felt that 
whatever we are doing or talking about is for your welfare, for the well-being of 
your children so that we can help the society prosper, for your children so that 
they go forward and bring change within themselves, how to progress amidst 
the concerns and difficulties facing us. We would talk about all these things. 
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Initially, we would not have that many conversations because we did not have 
much experience. But then, gradually, as we worked more and more in this 
area, we gained experience and a lot was developed. Capacities and 
experiences were gained. (4.b.) 
 

P6 explained this in terms of what he called “the principle of being and doing” and said 

that, “It [SOUL] is making efforts in this way, and as it is making efforts, its capabilities 

are being developed and as its capabilities are being developed, its understanding is 

deepening, the quality is being enhanced.” (1.d.) 

 

P6 explained how SOUL’s approach of consultation with communities has contributed to 

transformation at the level of culture, contrasting the ownership that local people and 

teachers have for community schools with tendencies that P6 had observed in private 

and government schools, 

Regarding the education system in Bihar, particularly the education system in 
the village – there used to be two kinds of schools, one was government 
schools and the other was private schools run by individuals. If we talk of 
government schools, then the quality of education in primary and secondary 
schools was not good. In private schools, there was quality, but it gradually 
began taking the form of a business and it lost its purpose of raising the level 
of education in the village. What I have observed in some of the villages, it is 
becoming deeper day by day, but it is about how the village itself can take 
ownership of its education. The purpose behind the community school was that 
the community itself would take ownership for the education of the children of 
its village. SOUL helped them in identifying those youth who could render this 
service. It then identified the places where the school could function and the 
children who would go to the school. All these initial aspects, including things 
such as fee structure, the schedule of the school, the community would be 
involved in these conversations. Its entire functioning was based on 
consultation with the community. In this way, with some initial assistance, the 
village started taking ownership. Whenever challenges related to the school 
would arise, related to the space or fee collection or the lack of teachers, then 
the community of teachers there, irrespective of whether their children were 
studying in the school or not, would assist. It is the first time that we have 
begun to observe this kind of culture in which the community itself can take 
ownership. Otherwise, it would most of the time remain dependent on the 
government. This is a big transformation which we are gradually getting to see. 
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These descriptions of experiences demonstrate the organization’s conceptualization of 

itself as a structure that contributes to transformation as well as its commitment to 

developing its own capacity to act with excellence and wisdom by gaining experience. 

They also provide an illustration of how SOUL uses reflection on experience––both 

internally (1.a.) and in community reflection meetings (4.e.)––to learn about the social 

reality of a community and to identify improvements it can make in its work. The 

descriptions further show how the organization approaches expanding its efforts 

organically and enhancing their quality as it gains experience and develops capacity 

(1.d.). 

 

P3 and P5 explained the importance of encouragement and strong relationships in 

SOUL’s efforts to learn about education (1.e.). P3 explained that the nature of 

encouragement that SOUL provides is enduring rather than temporary. P3 referred to 

the study of documents that assist as one source of encouragement (3.b.) and shared 

that when those working with SOUL face difficult situations they receive encouragement 

from the organization. P3 illustrated this point with the following example, 

When the participants of our PSA group stopped coming, when the continuity 
stopped, even then they encouraged the tutors by studying certain documents 
with them because they knew that if the tutors will remain strong, the program 
will be strengthened. They helped us not to get discouraged if the participants 
do not come but rather told us to focus on the nature of our relationship with 
them and how we could carry out a conversation to establish a strong bond. 

 

P5 shared how SOUL’s connections to other organizations that are supporting the 

establishment of community schools in different parts of the country have also assisted 

the organization in its learning (3.a. and 5.e.). 

In several states, there are communities that have a lot of experience. From 
three of them, we get very good learning. Like the example from Bengal, where 
the schools of Kaalcheeni and Chaaibangan are located. This gives us a 
spiritual strength that girls facilitate schools and go against some of the 
negative elements of society. By listening to these things our morale increases 
and what SOUL does, its resource persons, they too get the strength. 
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P5 described how this relationship of support extends to the teachers in community 

schools (1.e.). At one level, teachers are learning from one another’s experiences and 

are receiving encouragement from each other (5.e.). P5 referred to the efforts of a 

woman who started teaching children informally and then gained the support of her 

parents-in-law to initiate a community school in the village. P5 was inspired by this and 

also decided to start a community school with support from family. P5 also shared how 

the support of the organization encourages the teachers to continue in their efforts 

despite challenges. P5 explained that although the schools are financially independent 

and SOUL cannot provide salaries for the teachers, it supports them by providing 

training and, at times, scholarships so that they can advance further in their education 

while they are teaching. P5 explained that the schools become sustainable through the 

efforts and hard work of the teachers, but SOUL is there with them helping them along 

the way (1.e.). This story offers one example of the role that SOUL plays as an 

organization that is supporting processes of transformation at the community level. 

 

P6 explained how the teachers in community schools make effort to build strong 

relationships with parents in order to learn together about fostering the progress of the 

children (1.a. and 1.e.). 

Usually, it is seen that a school does not establish the kind of relationship with 
the parents that should be there, even though they have parent-teacher 
meetings. The nature of the conversation between the school and the parent is 
not very fruitful. If the child is not progressing, then the school may blame the 
child’s family. The parents in turn blame the school. Both have one purpose: 
the progress of the child. But their opinions on this are divided. The parents’ 
gathering that we have in the context of the community school is different, 
however. There is consultation between the parents and the teacher. The 
teacher is aware of the value of encouragement for the children from their 
parents and in the environment in which they live. To this end, home visits are 
carried out. They consult with parents during parents’ gatherings. They 
converse about the changes being observed in the children. Here the nature of 
the conversation is different. The nature of the relationship between the school 
and the parents is different. There are changes taking place at the level of 
culture that we do not get to usually see in the schools in the village. 
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P4 and P6 described how SOUL has made changes to its programs and activities as it 

has engaged in a process of action, reflection, and consultation (1.a.). One major 

change they both pointed to was a shift from focusing only on supporting community 

schools to getting involved in education more broadly and providing support to teachers 

of government schools, private schools, and tutorial classes. This offered an example of 

how SOUL’s clarity about its long-term vision helps it to be able to make shifts in its 

programs while still maintaining a degree of consistency in its action (2.b.). It also 

illustrated how SOUL approaches learning within clearly defined areas (2.a.). P6 

explained that,  

Initially, when SOUL was carrying out its work, it was only working with 
community schools. But gradually, it began to feel that its area of work is not 
just community schools but rather how to enhance holistic education at the 
level of the entire village. When its understanding was enhanced, then its way 
of working became transformed. Then it started working with the other schools 
there and with the other teachers and establishing relations with other tutorial 
centers. 

 

SOUL’s work with schools has also grown in scale as it has strengthened its 

relationships and developed capacity. The number of schools with which the 

organization is working has grown while the pool of people involved in these efforts to 

promote education at the village level has also expanded (1.d.). P2 mentioned that 

there are now around 150 youth who are receiving support from SOUL to contribute to 

education in their villages and P7 shared that,  

When SOUL started its work there were very few schools, only about four or 
five schools were started. But today we can see in the whole of India many 
such community schools are running with many teachers involved with them. 
This is also progress, that we can see that so many schools are running. 
Earlier only a few people were involved but now more and more people are 
becoming aware and many are working.  

 

How SOUL offers training and support for teachers has also changed as the 

organization has gained experience and learned more about the circumstances of the 

teachers. P2 and P7 both described how the training seminars offered by SOUL had 

previously taken place once a year for 30 days at a time. P2 explained that it was very 

difficult for the teachers to come for an entire month and shared that,  
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In the initial phase, we would organize resource persons’ training seminars in 
which our resource persons from Bihar, Madhya Pradesh, Chhattisgarh, West 
Bengal, and Manipur would gather at one place like a central program. When 
the training would end, we would reflect on it and think about how we could 
further improve it. At the end of the training, the participants who would come 
from different states and villages would be given an opportunity to write their 
experiences––what they liked or did not like, what changes could be made not 
just in the materials but also in the physical arrangements or the relations with 
the community. The trainer would also write his or her experiences. We would 
reflect on how the training went and where there was room for improvement, 
based on which we would make improvements in our next training.  

 

Through this process of consultation, action, and reflection, the organization came to 

see how challenging the 30-day training seminars were for participants and they 

decided to split the training into two 15-day seminars to be held once every six months 

(1.a.). P7 shared that this change enabled teachers to advance in learning during the 

training seminar and then go and apply what they had learned right away and come 

back to reflect on what they learned through experience after a relatively short period of 

time. At the same time, SOUL gave more attention to supporting the teachers in 

between the training seminars and this helped them to overcome challenges they faced 

with greater ease. This experience demonstrated SOUL’s conceptualization of learning 

as a continuous process of acquiring, applying and generating knowledge. Although the 

organization had initially structured its training seminar in a particular way based on its 

understanding of the needs of teachers, as it gained further knowledge of their 

circumstances, SOUL was able to apply that knowledge in making adjustments to the 

structure of its seminars. This change led to possibilities for generating further 

knowledge about the process of capacity development with teachers. 

 

A major change in SOUL’s activities that P1, P2, P3, P4, and P6 mentioned was when 

the organization adopted a new program. Since its inception, SOUL had been focused 

on learning about strengthening primary education by supporting youth to teach 

children. In 2020, however, the organization began implementing a program for youth 

that aims to enable the participants to develop intellectual, moral, and service 

capabilities. To assist the youth to prepare to study the materials of the program, SOUL 
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first studied some introductory materials that helped to familiarize the participants with 

some of the concepts they would find in the program (3.b.). P1 shared that even though 

the youth participating in the program were still just at the beginning, it was possible to 

see certain changes in them. One example that P1 gave was that the youth were 

thinking more deeply about their communities and were able to express their thoughts 

with greater clarity. This experience exemplified SOUL’s conceptualization of 

development as a process of individual and collective transformation. The organization 

began with helping to foster an understanding of certain concepts amongst the 

participants of the youth program with the vision that this would enable them to 

contribute to transformation within their communities. 

 

P2 shared how SOUL has made adjustments in response to changes in the social, 

physical, and political environment, demonstrating the dynamic interplay between 

individual and collective transformation and how changes at the societal level lead to 

new possibilities for transformation within individuals at the local level. In a similar vein, 

P1 explained that as the organization's work has advanced, the government has also 

been taking steps to ensure access to education for all communities. As the government 

started opening schools in every village, SOUL considered what it could offer to 

contribute to further strengthening local level education systems (2.e.). It decided to give 

more attention to enhancing the quality of education available to children by assisting 

youth to offer tutorial classes that would complement the education children were 

already receiving in school.  

 

The onset of the COVID-19 pandemic catalyzed further changes in SOUL’s functioning. 

P2 explained that,  

During the time of the pandemic, one of the things which was most affected in 
the country was the education system. It came to a point where after each 
lockdown people were waiting for educational institutions to open. But when it 
did not happen, then this question arose in two places. One was where this 
question arose in the minds of the teachers and the youth from the village. And 
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secondly, this question arose in the minds of the parents that now there is no 
other way for our children, so we leave it to God. We started some initial 
discussions with the teachers of our community schools. We have some 55–60 
teachers in the whole of India from different states who are teaching in the 
schools. First, we tried to inspire them to gather some information about the 
children in the schools: what they are doing, how they are going about their 
studies, and what ways can we adopt to assist them in this. What emerged 
from this discussion was that some teachers suggested that they could have 
decentralized ways of teaching. The teachers suggested that they could start 
teaching those children who lived nearby them in the same locality. In this way, 
the teachers began working in a decentralized way. What happened was that 
other children and junior youth residing in their localities who used to study in 
other schools became part of this as well. We started a conversation with the 
youth about how we can help these children as well because the concept of a 
tutorial had informally emerged, and several tutorials had been initiated. This 
emerged as a great opportunity before us, to prepare some 100–150 youths in 
Bihar who could play a role in educating the children and junior youth of the 
village. 

 

This experience demonstrates the continuous nature of the organization’s approach to 

learning and the importance of consultation in the process (1.a.).  

 

5.5 Summary 

This chapter begins by exploring how SOUL conceptualizes learning based on the 

perspectives of the study participants. It presents a network of concepts related to 

organizational learning that emerged from the input of the study participants. The 

chapter then describes the participants’ understanding of the meanings of these 

concepts as articulated through definitions, analogies and imagery, examples, and 

stories. From my analysis of these meanings, four broad categories of concepts 

emerged that describe the relationships between clusters of concepts.  
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After offering an analysis of the study participants’ conceptualization of organizational 

learning, the chapter continues to explore how SOUL’s understanding of learning 

informs its learning practice. The section begins by describing tools, strategies, and 

approaches that SOUL had already been using to engage in processes of learning prior 

to the research study. The chapter then shares examples of instances of learning that 

SOUL had experienced before the study began and highlighted how these illustrated 

particular tools, strategies, and approaches and exemplified its conceptualization of 

learning. 

 

The next chapter moves from looking at SOUL’s prior experience with learning to 

engaging in a learning experience in the present. The chapter presents an in-depth 

case study of a specific learning experience that SOUL engaged in during this research 

project, which offers a more detailed exploration of how SOUL makes decisions about 

learning and carries out and reflects on action related to learning. It also provides one 

example of the role that individuals external to an organization can play in supporting 

processes of organizational learning and the co-creation of knowledge by describing 

how I engaged with SOUL throughout this learning experience. 
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Chapter 6. Case Study of a Learning Experience 

6.1 Introduction 

This chapter addresses the objective of supporting the organization in selecting tools 

and applying them in the context of one or more of its processes of learning. It presents 

a case study that provides an in-depth snapshot of an experience that SOUL engaged 

in during this research project as part of a long-term process of learning that the 

organization is pursuing. It first describes how the study participants selected a question 

on which to focus and their reflections on prior experience that formed the basis for the 

selection of the question. It then outlines the plans that SOUL already had in place to 

learn about this question and what further plans were made after exploring several 

learning tools and strategies together, some of which they had previous experience with 

and some of which were new to them. The chapter then describes the actions that the 

organization took to learn about its question and the insights that the participants gained 

from the experience. It concludes with sharing the participants’ reflections on the whole 

experience. 

 

6.2 Defining the System and Leverage Point 

6.2.1 Identifying Possible Questions  

To select a question to learn about during the study, the participants started with 

identifying several questions about which the organization was interested to learn. Each 

participant had a turn to share one or more questions. After each participant had shared 

one question, I invited the participants to share any additional questions they thought 

should be considered. I then invited everyone to suggest revisions, but none of the 

participants wished to revise any of the questions.  Table 6.1 includes translations of the 

questions that the participants identified.  
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Table 6.1 Possible Questions About Which to Learn 

# Questions 

1. How can the youth in the community acquire higher education? How will this 
help to enhance the level of education overall? 

2. How can the capabilities of youth be developed and what can be the process of 
their intellectual development? 

3. The youth program has been established in the community. It is a new program. 
How can it be established in a way that it is further strengthened? 

4. How can a community education center be established in a community in an 
organic way? 

5. How can the teachers become independent materially? 

6. How can some youth in a village contribute as promoters of community well-
being for the progress of their community? 

7. How can we establish more loving relations with the parents of the children? 

 

6.2.2 Choosing a Question 

We then discussed whether the participants felt that any of the questions would be 

particularly helpful to focus on for the following few weeks. P1 suggested focusing on 

the first question since the organization had already started to have conversations about 

it with members of the communities in which it works. P2 shared that all of the efforts of 

the organization are related to the purpose of raising the level of education within the 

communities in which it works and suggested that the participants keep this overall 

purpose in mind when selecting a question. P2 then recommended focusing on the 

fourth question about establishing community education centers since it was related to 

all of the questions that the participants had identified. P2 also shared that this question 

was connected to both of the main programs of the organization. P5 and P6 agreed with 

this suggestion. Some of the participants also pointed out that more questions would 

inevitably arise when they started to gain insight into any one of these questions.  

 

After the participants shared their thoughts about the questions, we carried out a poll to 

assist in the decision-making process. Although SOUL does not typically use polls to 

make decisions, I decided to include a poll to ensure that there was an opportunity for 
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each participant to offer a perspective on the questions even if they did not wish to raise 

specific ideas or thoughts during the initial discussion. Using the poll, the participants 

indicated which question they felt was the most important for the organization to learn 

about at that time and which question would be easiest to learn about in the timeframe 

of the study, which was approximately two months. I had identified these criteria in 

advance to help with ensuring that the question chosen would be of benefit to the 

participants while also fitting within the constraints of the research study. Some 

participants indicated that the first and second questions were most important. Four out 

of the seven participants, however, felt that the fourth question was the most important 

one to learn about. Regarding which question would be easiest to learn about in the 

coming weeks, one of the participants chose the second question, three selected the 

fourth question, and another three picked the seventh question. The fourth question, 

therefore, had the largest number of total votes for being the most important and the 

easiest to learn about. What had emerged from the poll also reflected the thoughts that 

had been shared in the previous discussion. We discussed whether this would be a 

question that we would want to look at more closely and everybody agreed that this 

would be a helpful question to focus on for the study.  

 

6.2.3 Clarifying the Question 

The participants shared background information related to the question that they had 

selected to learn about. To start, I asked them to help me better understand what the 

organization meant by a community education center and its relationship to the 

community schools that they had already been promoting for several years. P2 clarified 

that it is envisioned that such a center would be separate from the community school, 

When we talk of a community education center, we are talking about a space 
where the children, junior youth, and youth from the village, as well as the 
elders, can come together and first consult about the education system in the 
village, about the situation of education in the village. Secondly, they should be 
able to come to that center to study and help one another in learning. Thirdly, 
there should be certain books at that place from which the people may benefit, 
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like a library functioning at the level of the village. Those who come there for a 
certain period of time each day are engaged in this process of learning for 
themselves as well as helping others to learn. This will be the nature of that 
center.  

 

In short, a community school is a school established through the support of the 

community that offers formal academic education to children in classes organized by 

grade levels. On the other hand, a community education center is a space in which a 

range of conversations and efforts related to education can take place. It does not have 

a fixed structure or content in the way that a school does, but provides a space in which 

anyone of any age can engage in the pursuit of knowledge, largely in informal ways. 

 

The participants explained how the question they had selected had emerged from 

experience in the village of Kothiya. One of the participants shared that in Kothiya there 

is a team of eight people that has been formed around the community education center. 

Initially, they had discussed how to contribute to the advancement of the system of 

education in the village. They were particularly interested in enhancing the level of 

education of the youth who were already involved in assisting younger children with 

their education. They had observed that many youth were not completing their studies 

and were wondering how to assist. They first thought about the different sources of 

education in the village and identified several different sources, including schools, 

libraries, tutorial classes, and coaching centers, online classes, children's spiritual 

education classes, the program for the empowerment of youth, and others. 

 

P1 explained how the education center did not just come about instantly from the efforts 

of a few people going there from outside and described its emergence as organic, 

saying that “When something emerges organically, it is more effective, because in that 

there is a sense of collective ownership on the part of the community.” This principle of 
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community ownership has been central to SOUL’s approach since the beginning of its 

work promoting the establishment of community schools. P6 shared that the experience 

with the education center in Kothiya is still in the early stages and that they are learning 

about how it can be further strengthened. P6 then explained that there is a library, a 

tutorial center, a youth group, and spiritual education classes for children that are all 

taking place at the center and that these activities are gradually becoming more formal. 

They are all for community members from any background. 

 

The participants described the education center in Kothiya as a space in which efforts 

related to various educational processes are taking place and becoming unified. Now 

the team in Kothiya wants to learn more about how to further strengthen these 

processes. They felt that it would be easiest to start with a focus on coaching and 

tutorial centers. They had plans to meet all of the teachers that were offering private 

home-based tutorial lessons to hear about their experiences. Based on that 

conversation, they were planning to consult further about steps to take to strengthen 

education in the village.  

 

The organization had already been planning to learn about the question of establishing 

new community education centers in 10 villages in Bihar, starting in two of them: 

Hathwan and Tetrawan. They had formed teams of youth in these two villages to assist 

with this learning process. SOUL was planning to begin to have conversations with the 

teams of youth to get a better understanding of the state of the education system in 

each village. 

 

In Hathwan, SOUL had formed a team made up of 12 community members who were 

already involved in education within the village. Some of them had been involved in 

spiritual education, others were running private schools, and some were holding tutorial 
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classes. Four of the members take responsibility for organizing the activities of the 

team. The team had already had one meeting and was planning to meet more and 

study some relevant documents together. The main purpose of the team was to help 

SOUL to learn at the village level about the questions that have arisen in its work. SOUL 

had been wondering about how this team could contribute to promoting collaboration 

and coherence amongst the various activities taking place in the village. Another 

purpose of the team was to engage in meaningful conversations with people involved in 

the area of education. Just as was done in Kothiya, the team in Hathwan was planning 

to prepare a list of people who were teaching in order to initiate conversations with them 

about education in the village, generally, and about the community education center, 

specifically. At the time of this study, SOUL had had some initial conversations with the 

team in Hathwan about the idea of an education center. 

 

In deciding how to approach the learning process in this study, the participants 

considered their existing relationships to the communities of focus. Each of the 

participants was already connected to at least one village where SOUL was trying to 

learn about the process of establishing community education centers. Two of the 

participants lived in Hathwan, two lived in Kothiya, and one lived near Tetrawan. The 

two others lived in Patna but were involved in SOUL’s efforts in the other communities. 

The study participants decided to form two teams to learn about the selected question: 

one focused on Hathwan and one focused on Tetrawan.  

 

6.3 Designing the Intervention 

6.3.1 Examining Tools, Strategies, and Approaches for Learning 

I suggested two options for how I could support them in the process of learning in which 

they were already engaging. One option was for them to go ahead with their plans as 

they were and for me to meet with them from time to time as they carried out their plans 
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to document the experience. The other option I shared was to look at some additional 

tools, strategies, and approaches for learning to see if they would like to incorporate any 

of them into the process that was already unfolding. They said that they would like to 

learn about other tools that they could use for learning so we decided to discuss the list 

that I had put together of learning tools, strategies, and approaches. An English 

translation of this list is in Appendix I. I shared the list of tools, strategies, and 

approaches with the participants before our focus group discussion. Some of them were 

able to read through it in advance, but others were not so we decided to read and 

discuss it together to ensure that each item was clear. We focused on discussing the 

tools, strategies, and approaches with which the participants did not already have 

experience. We read one page at a time, pausing to discuss questions that participants 

had. As we went, some participants indicated which tools they felt could be useful for 

the organization. We then discussed this more thoroughly after we had read through the 

list. 

 

P2 suggested that it may be helpful to use semi-structured interviews and suggested 

that this would be a particularly useful tool when having conversations in the village 

about establishing a community education center or when the organization needs to 

learn more about the system of education in a village. P2 mentioned that the 

participants may need to formulate certain questions to ask that could be put into a form 

for collecting responses and shared that this could help the organization to identify ways 

in which it could assist communities to enhance their understanding. I added that, 

although semi-structured interviews are in some ways similar to having conversations––

which is something that the participants had already gained a lot of experience with––

they are more oriented towards collecting information or perspectives rather than a two-

way discussion of ideas. P2 suggested surveys could also be helpful for gathering 

information from community members. 
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P1 proposed that community meetings could allow them to share the idea of an 

education center with community members. In addition, P1 suggested that having 

meaningful conversations with community members individually and in groups could 

help the organization in addressing its question. P1 also asked about the Socratic 

Wheel. I explained briefly that the Socratic Wheel allows a group to rate multiple options 

or activities in relation to multiple criteria at the same time. I mentioned that it could be 

used to make decisions about different options or to evaluate the progress of activities. 

 

6.3.2 Workshops on Selected Learning Tools 

I suggested that we could look more closely at some of the approaches to learning that 

the participants were less familiar with to help them in deciding whether any of them 

would be useful. The participants decided to learn more about two tools that they 

thought they may find helpful, namely the Socratic Wheel and semi-structured 

interviews. The intention of the workshops was not to make the participants experts in 

the use of the tools, but simply to assist the organization to gain enough familiarity with 

the tools to be able to decide whether they would be useful and feasible to use during 

this study. 

 

I prepared some introductory workshops on each of the tools. The slides for both of the 

workshops with English translations can be found in Appendix III – Workshop slides. In 

both workshops, I shared some background information about the purpose of the tool 

and how it is used. I then provided an opportunity for the participants to practice using 

the tools with simple examples.  
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6.3.3 Preparation 

To prepare to begin learning about their question, the participants reflected on related 

prior experience and clarified their vision for the learning process. They also identified 

learning objectives, determined what approaches, strategies, and tools to use, and 

developed a detailed plan. This section describes each of these steps. 

 

 

6.3.3.1 Reflecting on Related Prior Experience and Clarifying Vision 

To prepare to learn about the question of how to foster the establishment of community 

education centers in an organic way, the participants shared their observations about 

the existing community education center in Kothiya. They described how this 

experience informed their vision of how community education centers can contribute to 

communities generally. 

 

The participants described some of the cultural shifts that they envisioned community 

education centers could contribute to fostering. They viewed these education centers as 

places that could promote collaboration, cooperation, and friendship amongst youth and 

children as they help one another in their academic education. The participants also 

talked about the role the education centers could play in shifting attitudes towards 

education. They noted that education is often viewed as only being important to get a 

job. Their hope was for education to come to be appreciated as something relevant for 

day-to-day life. Several participants also expressed the hope that the education centers 

could promote the education of women. They emphasized the importance of ensuring 

women, in particular, were engaged in the activities of these centers.  

 

They also described the centers as spaces in which consultation and discussion about 

education could take place amongst community members. The participants saw the 

centers as repositories of resources for the community, including a library of books that 

they could make use of as well as a space that would help parents to consider 
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possibilities for their children to advance in their education and for youth to receive 

support in making decisions in their lives. One participant expressed the hope that the 

education centers could help with preventing young people from migrating out of their 

villages. Several participants mentioned how the education centers could help the 

organization to better understand the community and also how the centers could help 

the community better understand SOUL’s programs. The participants also described the 

importance of community members having a sense of ownership for the centers. As 

with the community schools, the vision for the education centers is that they will flexibly 

serve the needs of the community and will be sustained through the resources made 

available by community members. In Kothiya, the education center had started simply 

as a space for youth to help one another prepare for their exams. As the youth began to 

study there, it became clear that they needed more books to assist them so the 

community established a small library with books related to secondary school courses 

and exams. Many of the youth who were using the library and the study space were 

also involved in spiritual education classes for children and moral empowerment groups 

for junior youth. They began using the space to hold their classes. Some of them also 

started offering tutorial classes. Community members started to meet there to discuss 

the education of the children in the village and eventually, they decided to start calling 

the space the community education center. The center had emerged gradually over 

time in response to needs and aspirations and according to the resources that were 

available in the community. 

 

6.3.3.2 Identifying Learning Objectives 

After discussing what they hoped the education centers would be able to contribute to 

the communities in which they might be established, we talked about specific learning 

objectives that they felt would be helpful to focus on to gain insight into their question of 

how an education center can be established in a community organically. After some 

discussion about various learning objectives related to their question, they decided that 

it would be important to start with gaining a better understanding of the existing 
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education system in the communities on which they were focusing. To do this they 

decided to give attention to the following questions: 

• What are the current facilities for education?  

• What are the attitudes, expectations, and understanding of community members in 
relation to education?  

• What are the topics of conversation that the teams in the villages are discussing 
with different groups in the communities (with youth, with parents, etc.)  
➢ With whom will we speak in the village?  
➢ How will we have conversations with them?  
➢ What are the topics of conversation?  
➢ How can our conversation promote universal participation in the establishment 

of the education center? 

 

6.3.3.3 Determining the Approaches, Strategies, and Tools to be Used 

After clarifying the specific objectives for this learning process, the participants 

considered how to approach this particular experience. We began by considering the 

system in which the learning experience would take place. We thought about the 

system in terms of where they would look and with whom they would speak to gain 

insight into their learning objectives. The participants discussed how they would need to 

talk with many different groups of people within the communities, including youth, 

parents, educators, and elders. They decided, however, to start with conversations with 

the teams of youth that SOUL had formed to assist with learning about education in the 

villages of Hathwan and Tetrawan. 

 

After selecting the system in which they would engage in the learning experience, we 

explored the tools, strategies, and approaches that they could use. P2 first suggested 

the idea of drawing on surveys and semi-structured interviews to address their first 

learning objective, which was related to existing educational facilities. P2 also 

suggested using semi-structured interviews and the Socratic Wheel to explore the 

second question, which was about the attitudes, expectations, and understanding of 

community members in relation to education. P2 shared that a survey could be done to 
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get numerical data about existing educational facilities, but semi-structured interviews 

could allow for collecting both numerical data as well as addressing the question of 

attitudes and expectations of community members concerning education. P4 suggested 

that the Socratic Wheel could be helpful in evaluating the existing education facilities in 

the villages and proposed carrying out group interviews with the members of the 

education teams as well as one-on-one interviews with parents and elders in the 

communities. P4 felt that doing the interviews in groups with the team members would 

be helpful so that they could quickly learn from one another and explained that there are 

certain facilities available in a community that not everybody knows about. P4 shared 

that the team in Kothiya had been surprised when they brought together the knowledge 

of all of the members of the team and realized how many different sources of education 

existed.  

 

In relation to forming and strengthening relationships with the education teams, P2 

suggested that exposure visits could be helpful, saying that the organization’s staff 

already do visits along with team members to the homes of families in the communities 

to have various conversations. P2 then suggested using community gatherings to learn 

about conversations in the community and to create a space in which community 

members can develop a commitment to sustaining the education center. P2 also 

brought up the idea of a community study and shared how it is valuable in getting a 

broad perspective on a community and that they have created profiles for Kothiya and 

Hathwan. P2 felt, however, that it would not be very practical to do this for Tetrawan in 

the timeframe that we had as carrying out such a study requires exploring many 

dimensions of a community and can take a significant amount of time. The process of 

profiles for Kothiya and Hathwan had spanned several months. 

 

P1, P3, and P5 talked about the importance of having conversations that build 

understanding within the communities in order to create conditions that could lead to the 

emergence of an education center. For example, P5 said that, 

When we talk with people from the community or with the youth, we should 
bear in mind the kind of language that we use. The level of our language 
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should be simpler to enable them to gain a better understanding of it. To 
enable them to understand the topic being discussed and the purpose behind 
it. It is more for them to understand this. The understanding of the youth, 
elders, and women in the community about this center is necessary. They 
themselves must come forward with their families’ support. They will need to 
work for the progress of each and every one, whether it is their son or daughter 
or daughter-in-law. Only when they understand these things, will an 
environment be created where it will emerge organically. It is necessary that 
we enable them to understand better and better. 

 

6.4 Extending the Knowledge Boundaries 

6.4.1 Developing Plans for Action 

After exploring various tools that could be drawn on, the participants decided they would 

meet separately in the teams that would be taking action at the village level and each 

would make its own specific plan. Each of the teams decided that, while they would 

eventually want to use a variety of tools to engage with a wide range of people in the 

communities in which they were learning, they would start with having conversations 

with the members of the education teams they had formed. They decided to use semi-

structured group interviews, also known as focus group meetings, to collect basic 

information about the education systems in the villages and also to gain insight into the 

perspectives and attitudes of the team members. Although they had considered using 

the Socratic Wheel as well, they decided to focus on starting with just one tool. They felt 

that focus group meetings would be a helpful way to gain insight into the initial 

questions they were starting with and also that it would build on their existing capacities. 

 

In Hathwan, the education team had 12 members and the study participants decided to 

carry out the focus group meetings with them in three groups of four. In Tetrawan, there 

was an education team of five members and the study participants decided to carry out 

a single focus group meeting with all of them at one time. In both places, the 

participants felt that the focus group meetings could be a first step that would assist 

them to identify the subsequent steps in the learning process. They had also decided 

that they would record the focus group meetings on their mobile phones to be able to 
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share them with one another and to work together to analyse the responses of the 

interviewees. At the beginning of the focus group meetings, they shared that the 

purpose of recording was to assist them to prepare a report, they requested permission 

and ensured that there were no objections. 

 

As a final step in preparing to carry out the focus group meetings, the participants 

discussed what specific questions they could use to guide their conversations with the 

interviewees. P6 had suggested three broad questions that they could explore with the 

interviewees.  

• What is the purpose of education in our lives? 

• What are the current sources in the community for the education we have talked 
about? 

• How can we collaborate to acquire this type of education? 

 

P2 asked what other questions they could raise that would help the interviewees to 

move from these broad questions to narrower questions. I suggested that they could 

think about the idea of probes. I explained these as questions that could help the 

interviewees to respond if they are unclear about how to answer a particular question, 

or that could help them to elaborate further after providing an initial response. The 

participants went through the questions one by one and thought about probes for each. 

As they discussed the questions and the probes, I encouraged them to think about 

phrasing the questions in an open-ended way that would encourage the interviewees to 

go beyond simple yes or no answers.  

 

The participants assisted one another to think through ideas and come up with 

questions to guide their focus group meetings. At times one participant would raise a 

concept that they felt would be helpful to explore with the interviewees and then the 

other participants would assist with formulating questions that they felt could be posed 

to elicit the interviewees’ insights about that concept. For example, P1 suggested that 

they could explore the importance of education for an individual who wishes to make 
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progress spiritually or materially. P1 was having difficulty, however, articulating an open-

ended question that would invite the interviewees to explore this theme. P3 suggested 

asking about the various kinds of education that can help us to progress in our lives. P5 

then brought in the idea of trying to simplify the question and ensure that it is very clear 

for the participants and suggested simply asking “How does education help bring about 

change in our lives?” P3 followed this up by suggesting that the idea of spiritual and 

material education that had come up could be incorporated into the second question 

about sources of education in the community. With each question, the participants went 

through a similar process of working through ideas together and helping one another 

formulate questions. Box 6.1 shows the questions that the participants came up with to 

guide their focus group meetings. 

 

 

1. What is the role of education in our lives?  

a. How has education helped to bring change in our lives?  

b. How important is education for our material and spiritual progress?  

c. If everyone in a family or society is educated, what are the signs that we see in that family or 

society?  

 

2. What different types of education do we need?    

a. What different types of education are there?  

b. Which types of education are important?   

c. Why are these different types of education important for our lives?   

 

3. What sources of education exist in the community?  

a. What level of education is available in the community?  

b. How many individuals in the community are engaged in providing education? 

c. Where do children, junior youth, and youth go to study (e.g. private schools, coaching 

centres, government schools, home tuition)? 

d. What provisions are there for moral education in our community? 

  

4. What could be the benefits of establishing a community education centre?   

 

5. How can we collaborate to establish a community education centre? 

a. To establish a community education centre, what are the different means and suggestions? 

b. How can we talk about the organic development of an education centre at the grassroots 

level? 

c. How can each member of the community take responsibility for the education centre? 

d. What books and materials will there be in the education centre? 
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In addition to discussing what questions to ask, some of the participants also described 

the attitudes that would influence their approach to the focus group meetings. P2 shared 

the following thoughts, 

We will need to pay attention to the way these questions are posed. And for 
this, we may need to give more opportunity to the respondents. There may be 
times when we have to repeat the question. Initially, they might also be 
hesitant to answer. But when we build a relationship with them and have a 
conversation with them, then this will work better for us and will help us to 
inspire in them the desire to learn, to know, to realize that both they and we are 
learning from one another. It will also depend on the attitude with which we are 
asking a question; whether we are just trying to get some information or do we 
wish to gain certain insights from them. 

 

6.4.2 Action and Reflection on Action  

After the plan was clear and the interview questions were created, P1 and P3 carried 

out the first group interview in Hathwan with three youth who were all part of the 

education team that SOUL had formed. The day after the interview took place, I joined 

the participants for a reflection on this initial experience. P1 and P3 shared what they 

had done, the responses of the participants, and their reflections on the action they had 

taken. The other participants asked questions and also offered their reflections based 

on what P1 and P3 had shared.  

 

P1 explained that the focus group meeting started three hours later than it had been 

scheduled, but then it went very smoothly. P1 shared that they began with requesting 

permission to record and then asked the main questions that the group had come up 

with. They then explored the probes to enable the interviewees to be able to respond 

with ease. P1 also mentioned that they shared some background information about the 

experience with the community education center in Kothiya to help ensure that the idea 

of a community education center was clear for the interviewees. Aside from this 

Box 6.1 Focus Group Meeting Guide 
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information, they tried to focus on asking questions and allowing the participants to 

respond, rather than sharing their own views. They recorded the focus group meeting 

with their mobile phones. 

 

In our reflection meeting, P3 went through each of the focus group meeting questions 

one by one and summarized the responses of the interviewees. P1 and P3 shared 

several insights that they gained from the experience. P1 said that the experience 

demonstrated the importance of preparing questions in advance. P1 saw that the 

probes that had been prepared elicited good responses from the interviewees that went 

beyond simple “yes” or “no” answers. P1 also shared that other questions emerged 

during the focus group meeting and thought that some of these could be used in 

subsequent interviews. 

 

P1 also noted that all of the participants shared their thoughts during the focus group 

meeting. P1 felt that being in a group helped them in responding to the questions and 

explained,  

In a group, if one person begins sharing their thoughts then the others gain an 
idea and further build upon it and share their views. In my understanding, they 
can express themselves in more detail when they are in a group.  

 

P3 added to this, saying that,  

Another thing with doing it in a group is that if for some reason a person is not 
able to understand a certain question then when others express their 
responses, that person can understand better and express views on it. So far, 
the group experience has been quite good.  

 

P3 also described the benefits that interviewees get from focus group meetings, 

explaining, “Also, when we are in a group there may be some of us who have more 
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information about a particular topic. This benefits the others. There is depth in the 

consultation.” 

 

P1 and P3 both shared that they felt that focus group meetings are a valuable tool. They 

explained that it helped them to get a deeper understanding of the perspectives of the 

interviewees than they often do with conversations. They suggested that it would be 

helpful to follow up with conversations to exchange information from both sides, but that 

this was a useful way to start. P2 expressed enthusiasm at hearing about the 

experience that P1 and P3 had gained, 

We used to have conversations collectively either with the entire community or 
in smaller groups. We would put forth our views, they would share their views 
and experiences, this would take the form of a conversation. But here, we are 
focused on our main question, based on which we ask them questions and get 
to know their views on the topic. We are not sharing our views with them. We 
are trying to understand their thoughts, feelings, and perspectives. Based on 
that, the steps which will be taken have the main aim of establishing a 
community education center. When we are listening to their views and not 
sharing our own, one of the beautiful things which emerges out of it is that from 
the beginning it becomes clear for them that this is their project because it has 
come about from their views and to address their needs. So first, this sense of 
ownership comes about within them which inspires them to participate actively. 
Second, like how we were discussing earlier about how this should come 
about organically. It should not be that someone from outside is coming and 
creating something for the inhabitants.  

 

After reflecting on this initial experience, each team continued with its plans for the 

focus group meetings. P1 and P3 carried out two more group interviews in Hathwan and 

P2, P5, and P7 carried out one group interview in Tetrawan. The following sections 

share how the participants approached analysing the data collected from this 

experience and their reflections on the entire process. 
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6.4.3 Analysis 

Although we had touched briefly on the topic of analysis when making the initial plan for 

this learning experience, we discussed it further after the participants had completed 

their focus group meeting. In order to decide how to approach the analysis, we 

considered how the insights from this process would be used, how the results would be 

shared, and who should be involved in the analysis. 

 

P2 suggested that the purpose of the analysis was to identify patterns in the needs and 

situations of the two communities in which the participants carried out the semi-

structured interviews, to be able to think about changes that SOUL could make in its 

programs and to identify the next steps in the work of the organization. Both P1 and P2 

suggested that the seven participants in the study who had been involved in conducting 

the semi-structured interviews could also be the ones to carry out the analysis. They felt 

that this would keep the process simple since bringing other members of the 

organization into the analysis would require first familiarizing them with the entire 

process of action research that they had gone through so far, which they thought could 

be difficult. They also mentioned that the challenges with the quality of internet 

connections could make it harder to have more people participate in online discussions. 

The other participants agreed. 

 

In discussing what technique to use for the analysis, we referred back to the workshop 

about semi-structured interviews and discussed using a grounded, emergent, or 

combined method. The participants agreed that they wanted to use a combined method 

so we decided to start with considering some themes that they would like to have in 

mind before listening to the interview recordings. The participants identified the following 

three themes: 

• Patterns of study amongst youth 
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• Culture of cooperation/collaboration/mutual assistance (as opposed to a culture of 
competition) 

• Educational environment in the village 

 

We then listened together to the first few minutes of a recording from one of the focus 

group meetings to gain some experience analysing the data together. I asked each of 

the participants to have a pencil and paper ready so that they could note down 

statements from the recording that they felt were significant as we listened to it. The 

participants identified eight statements that interviewees made that they felt were 

significant. We began to explore whether these statements related to any of the themes 

that they had already identified or if new themes were emerging. This was challenging 

to do considering the relatively small number of statements. The participants decided to 

listen to more of the recordings, identifying statements that stood out to them and 

thinking about which themes they related to. 

 

Two weeks later, we met again to continue discussing the analysis of the focus group 

meetings. P1 and P3 had listened to two and half of the focus group meetings, P4 had 

listened to the recordings of two of the interviews, P2 had listened to some of the 

recordings, P5 had listened to part of one of the focus group meetings, and P7 had not 

been able to listen to any of the recordings. P6 was not able to join us for this part of the 

process due to other commitments. We started by discussing the analysis that the 

participants had been carrying out and the insights that they had been gaining from it. 

Two themes that came up a few times in our conversation were ownership and the 

purpose of education. The participants shared perspectives from the focus group 

meetings as well as their own thoughts about what the interviewees had shared. A few 

of them mentioned that they felt that there was a lack of ownership for the idea of a 

community education center based on what came out of the focus group meetings.  

 

In our previous exploration of analysis, I had observed that there were times when 

participants were using the comments of one interviewee as a basis for making 

statements about the community, that sometimes it was not clear in the language of the 
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participants which ideas came from the interviewees directly and which ideas were the 

participants’ perspectives, and that there were also some statements that the 

participants made that were not as precise as they could have been and resulted in a 

vague understanding of the comments made during the focus group meetings. I had 

prepared a simple presentation about analysis to assist the participants as they were 

documenting and sharing their observations based on the focus group meeting 

recordings. In particular, I touched on the role of using language that is precise, clear, 

and accurate to express findings. Appendix V – Summary of presentation about 

analysis provides a summary of the ideas that I presented for their consideration. 

 

After discussing these points and coming up with some of their own examples, the 

participants decided that they would meet together physically as a group to continue 

with their analysis and to make plans for further action. They also discussed some 

possibilities for the next steps but did not make detailed plans. One step that they 

decided to take was to carry out more interviews and focus group meetings with other 

people in the same communities to get a better sense of the various perspectives 

existing in the communities. We decided we would meet again after two or three months 

so that they could share what they had done and their reflections on the entire process. 

 

Within a few weeks of this session, which took place on 3 March 2021, India was hit by 

a devastating second wave of COVID-19 and many parts of the country were put into 

lockdown. The participants had begun to take a few steps to consult with the education 

teams about engaging in further focus group meetings with more youth, as well as 

elders and local leaders in the community. They had had some initial discussions about 

this learning process with local institutions. They were not, however, able to continue 

with the plans that they had made as their ability to interact face-to-face was restricted 

and their attention was turned towards responding to the pressing needs brought about 

by the pandemic. We were able to meet together two more times on 5 and 16 July 2021 

to reflect on the process that we had gone through and to identify key insights into 
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organizational learning gained from the process. The insights identified are shared in 

the following section. 

 

6.4.4 Reflections on Organizational Learning 

In the final three focus group discussions, the participants shared their reflections on 

what they gained from participating in the study and also shared insights about how 

SOUL and other organizations can approach learning. This section summarizes the 

participants’ main reflections and insights.  

 

Several participants shared that learning to use semi-structured interviews or focus 

group meetings as a tool was very helpful for the organization and also assisted them to 

develop capacity individually. P2 said that the focus group meetings helped the 

participants to think about how they could get the perspectives of different people and 

explained that through this process they had learned how to prepare questions in a way 

that would allow people to understand them and respond in detail. P2 also felt they had 

learned how to analyse responses that people give to questions and to organize them in 

a way that can allow them to reach conclusions. P1 also commented on how the 

approach to preparing the questions for the semi-structured focus group meetings made 

it very easy for the interviewees to understand what was being asked of them. P1 felt 

that this tool could be used in other areas of SOUL’s work as well. P5 also shared that 

this would be a useful tool for the organization. P3, P6, P4, and P2 shared that using 

this tool helped them to gain a deeper understanding of their communities. 

 

The participants also shared that they appreciated the process that we went through. P2 

said that this approach was more organized than how they had been carrying out 

activities before. There were also some things that they felt could be improved in their 
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next efforts to learn about a particular question. P6 said that the process took a long 

time and he felt that in the future they could go through it more intensely so it takes less 

time. P2, P6, and P7 all mentioned the need to engage more and more people in this 

learning process. P2 said that “When we have more and more conversations then it will 

help us know the reality of the community. If we do it more and more, each time it will be 

more helpful.” 

 

In sharing their insights about organizational learning, the participants described the 

steps involved in the learning process and the considerations that would inform 

decisions that need to be made along the way. They explained that a question needs to 

be selected and a focus area needs to be chosen. Several participants talked about the 

importance of understanding the reality of the area in which the learning activities are 

taking place. P1 said that when a question is chosen to learn about it is important to 

consider how it will be helpful. P2 emphasized the importance of the question being 

related to the organization’s vision, in this case, education. P2 also shared that tools 

and strategies need to be selected based on the needs, aspirations, and capacities of 

the local population as well as the capacity of the organization. P1 also mentioned the 

value of identifying other relevant experiences to build on when learning about a 

particular question. P1 gave the example of how the experience in Kothiya helped them 

to think about education centers in other communities. The participants also talked 

about the need to reflect throughout the process of taking action and how it is necessary 

to analyse the results of the action in order to come to sound conclusions.  

 

6.5 Summary 

This chapter described the plans that SOUL made to advance a process of learning 

about a particular question with which the organization was already grappling. The 

organization had observed the benefits that a community education center had brought 
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to the people in one village and the organization had been wondering about how it could 

support other communities to establish similar education centers. Although this is a 

long-term process that will continue for several years, SOUL decided to make use of 

this study to take some initial steps.  

 

The participants selected two villages in which to start learning. They decided to begin 

by using focus group meetings because this is a tool that they felt would build on their 

existing capacities and would assist them in deepening their exploration of the social 

reality of the communities in which they were working. They formulated a set of 

questions to help them to gain insight into existing education facilities in the two 

selected villages as well as attitudes that people had towards education and towards 

the idea of establishing a community education center. They carried out their focus 

group meetings in small groups with youth who were part of education teams that the 

organization had formed to assist in learning about education at the village level. After 

carrying out the first set of focus group meetings, the participants decided that they 

wanted to get perspectives from a broader cross-section of community members, 

including more youth, parents, elders, and local leaders. They felt the use of focus 

helped them to ask questions in a clear and organized way that elicited thoughtful and 

detailed responses from the interviewees. They contrasted this with previous 

conversations in which they would often get very brief responses from a small number 

of people in community meetings. 

 

Regarding organizational learning, the participants expressed the feeling that this 

experience assisted them to be systematic in their approach and to gain a deeper 

understanding of their community. They described the key steps in a process of 

learning, which include choosing a question to learn about, identifying where it can be 

learned about and with whom, selecting tools and strategies, reflecting while carrying 

out action, and analyzing the results. They suggested that in planning a learning 
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experience it is important to consider the needs, aspirations, and capacities of the 

community as well as the capacities and vision of the organization. 
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Chapter 7. Discussion 

7.1 Introduction 

This chapter discusses the results of the research project. It then presents an analysis 

of the findings in light of the aims of the study in light of the conceptual framework 

outlined in Chapter 2. This analysis begins by examining how SOUL has moved through 

cycles of adaptation, how its approach to learning has been shaped by implicit local and 

external knowledge boundaries, how its goals and values have guided its efforts to 

learn, and how its work has influenced and been influenced by reinforcing and 

balancing feedback loops.  

 

The chapter then presents a framework for making decisions about the use of learning 

tools within an organization. This framework was co-created with participants by 

drawing on their input during the interviews and focus group discussions, their 

reflections on the learning experience we engaged in during this study, and my own 

observations. The framework presents the key insights gleaned from the study that 

could have relevance for other organizations operating in resource-constrained settings.  

 

7.2 Learning Praxis in SOUL 

The study sheds light on the dynamics of learning within a community-based 

organization operating in resource-constrained settings in rural Bihar. It describes tools 

and strategies for learning already being used by the organization, to support the 

organization in selecting tools and applying them in the context of one process of 

learning, and to co-design a framework for making decisions about the use of learning 

tools within an organization. 
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The findings suggest that conceptualization of learning among the study participants 

was characterized primarily by six clusters of concepts organized around four major 

ideas, which emerged from the analysis of the participants’ responses to interview 

questions. The four major ideas included the following: 

• Development is a process of individual and collective transformation 

• Organizations and institutions are structures that can contribute to transformation 

• Learning is a continuous process of acquiring, applying, and generating material 
and spiritual knowledge in order to foster individual and collective transformation 

• SOUL is striving to develop its capacity to carry out its work with excellence and 
wisdom through action, reflection, and consultation 

 

Before this study, SOUL was already drawing on 26 tools, strategies, and approaches 

(see Table 5.2 in Chapter 5) to advance its processes of learning. Some of these were 

related to the structure of the process itself. Others had to do with framing and clarifying 

the aims and purpose of a process of learning. Some related to expanding 

understanding of relevant concepts. Another category involved the organization’s 

engagement with others through gatherings and other actions. A final set of tools, 

strategies, and approaches had to do with documenting and disseminating insights 

gained from the learning process. 

 

The study participants also identified certain attitudes and qualities related to learning 

that SOUL makes an effort to cultivate within individuals in the organization as well as at 

the collective level. These included a commitment to learning, a long-term commitment 

to working in a particular area, a willingness to make sacrifices to work towards a vision, 

making effort to enhance one’s own capabilities through trying to do something new, a 

desire for learning, and strong relationships. 
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During the study, the participants had identified seven questions that were important to 

the organization at the time and decided to focus on learning about the question of how 

community education centers can be established in villages based on a sense of 

collective ownership on the part of the community. Although learning about this question 

is a long-term process of learning, the study participants began with conducting four 

focus group meetings in two villages in Bihar to learn more about the existing education 

system, the vision that the youth had for the development of education in their 

communities, and the perspectives of the youth about the idea of a community 

education center. 

 

7.3 SOUL as a Complex Adaptive System 

Four key characteristics that are drawn from the literature indicate that SOUL, as an 

organization seeking to contribute to education in rural Bihar, can be characterized as a 

complex adaptive system. First, SOUL has moved through various cycles of adaptation 

since its inception. Second, there is evidence of feedback loops that have influenced 

and been influenced by SOUL’s work. Third, SOUL’s goals and values have shaped its 

approach to learning and fostering systemic change. Fourth, SOUL has implicit 

boundaries that have expanded as the organization has tapped into local and external 

knowledge. I will elaborate on each of these characteristics and how they were 

displayed by SOUL in the following sections. 

 

7.3.1 Adaptive Cycles 

The input provided by study participants about learning and change within SOUL 

illustrates the adaptive cycle as explained by Gunderson and Holling (2002), with 

phases of reorganization, exploitation, conservation, and release characterized by 

varying degrees of connectedness and potential for change. As Gunderson and Holling 

(2002) have theorized, the adaptive cycles that SOUL has moved through have 
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occurred at different scales and different speeds and the approach that the organization 

has taken to moving through these cycles has led to resilience. Meadows (2008) 

emphasized the importance of managing systems for resilience, which she describes as 

the ability of a system to restore itself after a perturbation. How SOUL has approached 

learning reflects Holling's (1973) principles of “adaptive management”, in which the goal 

is to achieve resilience within a system rather than stability. Holling (2001) suggests that 

resilience is not a static property of a system, but that it increases with decreased 

connectedness of resources and increased potential for use of resources, and 

decreases with increased connectedness and decreased potential. Potential comes 

from the accumulation of resources and connectedness is characterized by resources 

that are bound together in inward-oriented relationships that resist variability caused by 

external forces (Gunderson & Holling, 2002). Oscillation in connectedness, potential, 

and resilience is necessary to achieve sustainability of a system over time (Holling et 

al., 2002). The data suggest that SOUL has experienced several perturbations to which 

it has adapted in a way that has maintained the identity of the organization over time 

even as specific activities and structures within it have changed. The following 

paragraphs with accompanying figures illustrate SOUL’s movement through a series of 

adaptive cycles. This movement demonstrates how the variables of connectedness and 

potential have changed throughout the phases of adaptive cycles giving rise to a 

fluctuating degree of resilience that has resulted in sustainability and adaptability within 

the system. 

 

When SOUL started, it had a few human resources, a vision, and some questions it 

wanted to learn about. At that early stage, the organization could be thought of as being 

in the reorganization phase. During that period the organization’s potential for change 

was high and the connectedness between its resources was low since it was not yet 

committed to any particular programs or activities. While in this phase, SOUL explored 

possibilities for assisting youth to develop capacity to serve as teachers and to support 

their communities in establishing simple schools. At that point, its resilience was high 
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since the resources it had available to it were able to respond flexibly to any 

perturbations as they were not yet rigidly connected to one another through any 

particular structures. 

 

SOUL held an initial training seminar for four new teachers in early 2009. Gradually, the 

organization moved into the exploitation phase of the adaptive cycle as it offered its 

training program to a growing pool of new teachers. As this happened, its potential to 

use its resources in different ways decreased while the connectedness of its resources 

began to increase. During this period, it experienced lower resilience as its resources 

were being directed towards a particular set of activities and were not readily available 

to respond to major perturbations.  

  

By 2010, SOUL had established a pattern of activity that seemed to be effective, its 

teacher-training program became formalized, and it had developed a gained some 

experience engaging in conversations with parents and other community members 

about education, moving the organization into the conservation phase. At that point in 

time, its resources were all directed towards a single program. In this sense, the 

organization had a high degree of connectedness. It also had a high degree of potential 

for use of resources because it had developed capacity, knowledge, and relationships 

of trust that allowed it to take action. In the conservation phase, a system can risk 

entering a rigidity trap that can make it maladapted if it uses mechanisms of control to 

maintain a high level of connectedness and persists in sustaining particular types of 

activities (Holling et al., 2002). This makes it vulnerable to collapse when faced with a 

strong enough disturbance. If a system is adaptive, however, it will be able to release 

resources rapidly and quickly move into the reorganization phase in response to a 

disturbance. 
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SOUL experienced such a disturbance as the education system in Bihar changed due 

to State policy. In 2009, the Government of India had introduced the Right to Education 

Act, which stipulated that every child in India had the right to basic education and that 

the government was responsible for ensuring access to education for all children 

(Department of School Education & Literacy, 2018). By 2018, SOUL had observed that 

more and more schools had been started in villages of Bihar where access to education 

had previously been very limited. It recognized that there was not going to be as much 

of a need for communities to establish new schools. This change acted as a 

perturbation that moved SOUL into the release phase and required the organization to 

shift attention and resources away from its existing programs towards exploring new 

ways of contributing to education. SOUL’s movement through this cycle of adaptation is 

illustrated in Figure 7.1. 
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Figure 7.1 SOUL's Movement Through a Cycle of Adaptation 2007–2018 
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After 2018, SOUL continued to move through cycles of adaptation as a result of 

changes in external circumstances as well as the results of its own processes of 

learning. The further cycles of adaptation that SOUL has been moving through since 

2018 are summarized in Figure 7.2. 

 

Figure 7.2 SOUL's Movement Through Cycles of Adaptions, 2018–2020 
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SOUL has experienced various types of disturbances since its inception in 2007. Some 

of these took the form of gradual changes in external conditions, such as changes in the 

access that rural children in Bihar had to primary education. Others came about as a 

result of the organization’s increased experience and capacity, such as the decision to 

begin implementing a new program. Other changes were swift and wide-sweeping and 

required the organization to adapt quickly, such as the onset of the global COVID-19 

pandemic. SOUL’s approach to learning assisted it to move through multiple cycles of 

adaptation, responding to a wide range of disturbances while maintaining its integrity as 

a cohesive system. SOUL’s experience with adaptation up until now provides a good 

example of what Ramos-Villagrasa et al. (2018) have called “healthy variability”, in 

which variation is neither so low as to limit the ability to modify behaviour according to 

changes in circumstances, nor so high as to derail the efforts of a team of people. 

SOUL’s responses to disturbances were influenced by system dynamics and also 

served as interventions that attempted to alter those same dynamics. For example, 

when the COVID-19 pandemic caused the closure of schools across India, SOUL 

recognized that there would be a sudden gap in access to education and a spike in 

demand for education offered in alternative formats. At that time, SOUL shifted its focus 

from enhancing the quality of education to ensure access to at least a minimal level of 

education and intervened by rapidly scaling up tutorial classes in villages across the 

State. The next section will examine how the feedback loops that give rise to system 

dynamics have affected SOUL’s work and how it has intervened at particular leverage 

points in order to continue to work towards its vision of enhancing access to high-quality 

education in rural Bihar. 

 

7.3.2 Feedback Loops and Leverage Points 

Miller and Page (2009) explain that feedback enters and changes the dynamics of a 

system when interactions within the system are not independent of one another. 
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Negative––also known as balancing––feedback loops quickly counteract changes in the 

system, while positive––or reinforcing––feedback loops amplify them (Miller & Page, 

2009). A structure made up of different types of feedback loops is essential for a system 

to tend towards resilience. Meadows (2008) explains that, 

Resilience arises from a rich structure of many feedback loops that can work in 
different ways to restore a system even after a large perturbation. A single 
balancing loop brings a system stock back to its desired state. Resilience is 
provided by several such loops, operating through different mechanisms, at 
different time scales, and with redundancy—one kicking in if another one fails. 
(p.76) 

 

SOUL’s efforts to contribute to increasing access to high-quality education in rural Bihar 

are influenced by several feedback loops. The data collected through this study 

demonstrated SOUL’s capacity to identify and act on leverage points that also influence 

these feedback loops. Figure 7.3 shows the main feedback loops that emerged from the 

data. The figure was generated using Vensim PLE software based on the interactions 

described by the study participants. Not all interactions that influence village education 

or SOUL’s work are represented in the figure. Rather, it includes those that were most 

significant based on the input of the study participants. 
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Figure 7.3 Feedback loops and leverage points in SOUL’s work 
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When the founders of SOUL began thinking about forming an organization in 2007, they 

perceived there to be a lack of schools and teachers in rural areas of Bihar. This 

resulted in a high level of demand for schools and prompted them to initiate efforts to 

promote the establishment of community schools. Around the same time, the 

Government of India took steps to achieve universal access to primary education in 

India and began establishing schools throughout the country, including in rural Bihar 

(Department of School Education & Literacy, 2019). As the number of schools in 

villages in the State increased, the demand for the establishment of schools decreased. 

This relationship can be seen in the balancing loops, “B1” and “B2”, in Figure 7.3.  

 

The question of access to education was starting to be addressed, but challenges with 

the quality of the education available to children in rural communities persisted. 

Interestingly, as SOUL supported schools to increase the quality of education available, 

this did not lead to a decrease in the desire that community members had for improved 

quality. Instead, when the quality of education increased in some schools in a 

community or even in a single classroom, the expectations that parents and other 

community members had of how much children in the village could benefit from 

education increased. This resulted in greater support for local education and an 

increase in demand for processes that would enable educators to develop capacity to 

teach with increasing effectiveness and, thus, increase the quality of education further. 

This can be seen in the reinforcing feedback loop, “R1”. This relationship between 

quality and community expectations has been seen in other education programs in 

India. Rao and Kaul (2018) found that the India Child Development Services program, 

which involves the establishment of early childhood education centers, increased in 

scale at a rapid pace but did not also strengthen in quality at the same time. They 

observed that this affected parents’ expectations of the education centers and their 

support for them. Their findings suggest that parents typically view the centers set up as 

part of the program simply as feeding stations, not as education centers, and they prefer 
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to send their children to private schools to receive education. In this case, a decrease in 

quality as the program scaled up led to a decrease in parents’ expectations and a 

decrease in support.  

 

Another reinforcing feedback loop, “R2”, illustrates how SOUL’s efforts to promote 

village-level education were strengthened over time as it built trust with communities. As 

the organization carried out its work, it gained experience within local communities, 

which increased its local knowledge and, thus, increased the trust the communities had 

in the organization. This trust created an environment that was more conducive to 

SOUL’s work and allowed it to increase its efforts to promote the progress of education 

in the villages. At the same time, “R3” shows that as SOUL gained trust in communities 

and the environment became increasingly conducive to the work it was carrying out, its 

ability to learn also increased. This contributed to increasing the effectiveness of its 

process for developing capacity in educators, which built further trust in the community. 

Similarly, Bandyopadhyay (2017) has identified mutual trust and local ownership built 

through engagement with local actors as important factors in creating a “favourable 

institutional ecosystem” conducive to knowledge production, capacity development, 

and, ultimately, the effectiveness of development interventions carried out by civil 

society organizations in India. 

 

SOUL’s experience demonstrates how it has focused on different leverage points at 

different times that have influenced the feedback loops associated with rural education 

systems in Bihar. SOUL’s interventions focused on different leverage points have 

influenced system dynamics at the village level in tangible ways. Although the 

organization and the study participants did not use the language of feedback loops, their 

consistent process of action, reflection, and consultation that characterizes their 

approach to learning has allowed them to gain insight into system dynamics and 

become increasingly adept at identifying strategic leverage points to focus on. This 
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same process has enabled them to identify, apply, and refine the use of mechanisms to 

effectively influence these leverage points. This process is advanced through the efforts 

of individuals tied together through the framework of collective action undertaken under 

the agency of the organization. The relationship between individual learning and 

collective learning is a feedback loop in itself. As individuals develop capacity they are 

more capable of contributing to collective change and learning and as conditions within 

a community are improved the environment becomes more conducive to individual 

growth and development. Steiner and Hanks (2016) have described some of the 

characteristics of individual and collective learning within complex systems in the 

context of rural development, 

At the heart of the change process is a commitment to personal learning while 
working collectively with other like-minded individuals and organizations. To 
the extent that constituents are engaged in the collective learning process, a 
greater sense of agency and ownership is engendered. When learning 
becomes the norm at both the individual and organizational level, then a new 
culture of learning emerges. In many cases, developing the capacity to bring 
people together across divides and to work together requires a bridging 
leadership born from an attitude to advance learning, not control or dominate. 
Such groundwork establishes new cooperative norms that increase respect for 
diverse contributions. Constituents are encouraged to both drill down and to 
have an outward-looking orientation in order to manage the complexity of the 
whole. They need to observe the system they are striving to change. Capacity 
is built to identify root causes and system blockages and through consultation 
to find solutions. Periodic reflection and specific spaces for personal reflection 
are encouraged, as a means of helping people connect to their personal 
values and to constantly align their actions and attitudes with those guiding 
principles. This process encourages the constituents at all levels to be open-
minded, open-hearted, trusting and open to learning, and to engage others in 
an ever-widening conversation about the importance of those values to 
facilitate learning and advancement. It takes time to build the necessary trust 
for collaboration and collective learning, as well as patience and perseverance. 
(pp.2–3) 

 

The following section explores how SOUL’s efforts to achieve increasing degrees of 

consistency between goals, values, and practice have enabled it to foster the 

characteristics needed to engage in this process of individual and collective learning. 
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7.3.3 System Goals 

Meadows (2008) explained that, due to the complex interaction of feedback loops, the 

goals of a system do not necessarily reflect the goals of its individual elements. There 

are several traps that complex systems such as organizations can fall into that can 

prevent them from behaving in a desirable way and achieving the intended goals 

(Meadows, 2008). For instance, Meadows (2008) observed that changing standards 

according to past experiences can lead to eroding goals and cause a system to drift 

towards poor performance. For interventions in a system to be effective, beyond 

accounting for reinforcing and balancing feedback loops, they also need to achieve a 

degree of consistency between goals, values, and practices. Having clarity about goals 

and values allows those intervening within a system to ensure practices align in a way 

that will more likely foster the emergence of desirable behaviour within a system.  

 

As described in Chapter Chapter 2, Manohar and Pandit (2014) have studied the role of 

values and beliefs in the effectiveness of a firm’s efforts to learn and to innovate. They 

identified particular values that seemed to consistently lead to effectiveness in firms that 

were recognized for being successful in innovation. One of the most important values 

was providing excellent customer care. Another related value was giving importance to 

the quality of products and services. The context of Manohar and Pandit's (2014) study 

was private firms involved in product development so the relationships between the 

organizations and their stakeholders––in this case, customers––were transactional in 

nature. In the context of a non-governmental organization such as SOUL, the 

relationship with community members is collaborative, rather than based on a series of 

transactions. The emphasis that SOUL places on building strong relationships with 

communities and achieving excellence in its efforts to contribute to education in rural 

Bihar reflects similar values. In this context, rather than calling these values customer 
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care and quality of products and services, they could perhaps be thought of as 

community engagement and excellence in program implementation.  

 

Beyond simply espousing a set of values, Manohar and Pandit (2014) also realized the 

importance of integrity within a firm. They described integrity in a few ways: the values 

and beliefs of the firm being practiced at all levels within the organization; the practices 

and policies of the organization being based on its values and beliefs; and consistency 

between the beliefs of those in leadership roles and their own practices. Similarly, 

Ramos-Villagrasa et al. (2018) highlight leaders being trustworthy as a factor that is 

important for the performance of a team. These different forms of integrity can be seen 

clearly in the examples that the study participants have given of how SOUL engages in 

learning.  

 

Although SOUL is a relatively flat organization and does not have as many levels of 

hierarchy as the firms in Manohar and Pandit's (2014) study, one striking characteristic 

of the organization is the degree of consistency in the values and beliefs articulated by 

various members of the organization. In the interviews and the focus group discussions 

that were part of this study, all of the participants talked about the need for spiritual and 

material progress to go hand in hand, the mutually reinforcing relationship between 

individual and collective transformation, the importance of community participation and 

ownership for fostering development, and the centrality of unity and collaboration. All of 

these values were held by all of the study participants and represented a degree of 

integrity within the organization. This high level of consistency in the values espoused 

by the participants was at least in part due to the faith-based nature of the organization. 

Although individuals no doubt have differing interpretations and understandings of the 

different Baha’i teachings that inspire the organization’s work, there is a common 

framework that they can all draw on in exploring the values held at the collective level of 

the organization. While not all faith-based development organizations are influenced by 
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their faith in the same ways, SOUL represents a category of organizations that, like 

Bradley (2009) describes, have a worldview and conceptualization of development that 

are shaped by faith.  

 

Further, the study participants described certain patterns of activity within the 

organization that demonstrated consistency between its values and beliefs and its 

practices. For instance, the pattern of consultation, action, and reflection with 

community members that participants described several times can be seen as a 

practical expression of the importance that SOUL gives to community engagement. P6 

had described how consultation with community members had contributed to a stronger 

sense of local ownership for community schools than what could be observed in private 

and government schools. Further, when the government efforts to expand access to 

education contributed to decreasing demand for community schools to be established, 

SOUL did not view this as competition. Instead, the organization considered how it 

could collaborate with and support the government schools. It shifted some of its 

resources and attention away from the multiplication of community schools to give focus 

to building new connections with government and private schools. 

 

With regard to the third form of integrity described by Manohar and Pandit's (2014), it 

was apparent that the way in which the participants in this study were thinking about 

learning and about fostering transformation at the community level found expression in 

the way in which they went about their work. P6 described this as “being and doing” and 

P7 explained how he himself had been learning about how to treat children and help 

them overcome their difficulties. The emphasis placed on individual and collective 

transformation is another example of how the study participants gave importance to 

practicing upholding the values and aims of the organization individually. They saw this 

as a way of contributing to these values and aims becoming manifest within their 

communities.  
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Goals, values, and practices are embedded in and given expression through the 

relationships within an organization. Manohar and Pandit (2014) highlighted the 

importance of relationships within an organization being characterized by care and trust. 

The study participants spoke frequently about the importance of relationships. Their 

reflections on previous experiences with learning and their approach to the experience 

during this study demonstrated how learning advanced as relationships strengthened. 

Relationships gave shape and meaning to the participants’ use of tools and techniques. 

For example, the study participants described the focus group meeting as a tool that 

can foster ownership because it encourages listening and drawing out the experiences 

of others without emphasizing one’s own ideas. P4 explained how focus group meetings 

could allow people to learn from one another and advance in their knowledge. In 

general, the participants viewed the focus group meetings not only as a way of gaining 

information or insight for the benefit of the organization but also as a means of 

strengthening the capacity of and the connections between the people engaged in 

them. This demonstrated the care that they have for the community members with 

which they engage. It also reflects the insight of Bandyopadhyay (2017) that CSOs in 

India have been most effective when they have engaged all stakeholders in acquiring 

new knowledge, practices, and capacities. 

 

In engaging in learning about change within complex systems, SOUL has made effort to 

achieve increasing levels of integrity between its goals, values, and practices as 

expressed through relationships of care and trust within the organization and between 

the organization and the communities with which it works. Kożuch & Jabloński (2019) 

have noted the importance of trust for developing relationships that are characterized by 

integrity and commitment. They describe trust as “the basis of all organized activities 

performed by people in the organization” and as “an element that ties [intellectual] 

capital to relationships” (p.ix). From this perspective, relationships based on trust and 

care become a foundation for learning activities. 
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Figure 7.4 illustrates the relationship between values, beliefs and practices at the 

individual and collective levels within an organization. It shows that when individuals 

within an organization share a common set of values and beliefs and put these into 

practice in their own lives, then relationships of trust are formed that bind the members 

of the organization together. When the practices and policies of an organization are also 

consistent with the organizational values and beliefs, then the members of the 

organization, who share these values and beliefs, will be enabled to learn about working 

towards organizational goals, which should also reflect organizational values and 

beliefs. 

 

Figure 7.4 Illustration of relationship between goals, values, beliefs, practices & procedures within 
an organization 

 

While SOUL strives for integrity in its actions and places importance on building 

relationships of mutual trust and care, it is clear that it has not achieved perfect 

consistency between beliefs and practice. This gap provides SOUL with a valuable 

impetus for learning. For instance, the strong value of community ownership and 

participation that guides SOUL’s work is something that the organization is continuously 

striving to learn to foster to a greater and greater extent. The organization’s use of the 
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new tool of focus group meetings demonstrated that the study participants were eager 

to find ways to continuously enhance their ability to engage community members in 

meaningful conversations about education systems. P2 had explained how the 

organization had often had difficulty eliciting in-depth responses from community 

members during conversations and community meetings and the experience with this 

tool helped them to see how they could prepare to ask questions in a way that could 

better support more community members in providing more thorough responses. Senge 

(2006) described the gap that exists between vision and current reality as “creative 

tension”. He explained that there are two possible responses to creative tension. One is 

to adjust the vision to match the current reality. This leads to what Meadows (2008) 

described as eroding goals and, ultimately, results in undermining the performance of a 

system. The other response to creative tension is to change the reality to move toward 

the vision. SOUL’s firm commitment to a long-term vision has allowed it to consistently 

take action, reflect on its action, and adjust its action as it tries to learn how to contribute 

to strengthening local education systems that meet the needs of communities. On the 

one hand, it does not get discouraged by the fact that it has not yet fully accomplished 

its vision because it recognizes that this is a long-term process that will need to continue 

well into the future. On the other hand, this vision motivates the organization to continue 

to strive to continuously improve its efforts through a process of learning driven by 

consultation, action, and reflection. 

 

 The next section of this chapter will look at how SOUL’s deepening relationships within 

the communities with which it works as well as with external actors have contributed to 

extending its implicit boundaries and enabled the process of knowledge generation.  

 

7.3.4 Implicit Boundaries 

Pfister (2009) has explained that social systems have many boundaries that cannot be 

observed directly. He describes the internal environment of an organization as the 
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employees and members of the organization and the external environment as being 

associated with stakeholders and external actors. The separation between these 

environments can be thought of as the structural boundaries of an organization. The 

concept of implicit boundaries suggested by Tandon and Nair (2020) is helpful in 

understanding how boundaries that are not readily observed influence an organization’s 

ability to acquire and generate knowledge. Tandon and Nair (2020) have made a 

distinction between social boundaries, which are based on knowledge of the social 

context in which an organization is working, and competence boundaries, which are 

based on access to expert knowledge related to an organization’s work. This 

characterization is based on the study of social enterprises in India and does not fit as 

well in the context of a community-based organization that has non-transactional 

relationships with community members. The knowledge that the study participants 

described as being important for SOUL’s work came from both the community as well 

as external sources. What Tandon and Nair (2020) refer to as competence boundaries 

and social boundaries, I suggest can both be thought of as knowledge boundaries. The 

distinction that I would make is where that knowledge is coming from. One boundary 

can be described as a local knowledge boundary, which would delineate the limits of 

access of the organization to the knowledge available in the local setting in which it is 

embedded. This could include both context-specific knowledge as well as universally 

relevant expertise. Another boundary can be described as an external knowledge 

boundary, which delineates the organization’s access to knowledge outside of the local 

setting. Both local knowledge and external knowledge contribute to SOUL’s learning 

and competence.  

 

The relationships that SOUL has cultivated over time within the communities in which it 

works have extended its local knowledge boundary well beyond its structural boundary. 

Pearson (2011) has acknowledged that significant time and resources are required to 

build relationships of trust but notes that such relationships are indispensable for 

learning to take place. The author observed that trusting relationships resulted in 
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“participation, honest communication, openness to new ideas and willingness to 

change” (p.1043) during capacity development activities carried out with community-

based organizations in Cambodia. Simply spending time and resources in a community, 

however, are not sufficient to build the trust required for effective learning. Liu et al. 

(2018) point out that programs that are carried out with significant gaps between the 

perceived needs and aspirations of a community and the priorities of an organization 

can result in mistrust and hamper learning. SOUL was able to build trust and extend its 

implicit local knowledge boundary not only because of the time it spent with 

communities but also because of the attitudes demonstrated by those working with the 

organization. As was observed during the participatory action research process, the 

study participants had a strong desire to hear and understand the input of community 

members. They were also willing to reflect honestly on any gaps that they noticed 

between themselves and community members. These attitudes allowed the time spent 

to generate trust and extend SOUL’s local knowledge boundary. Even as SOUL’s local 

knowledge boundary has been extended outwards through building relationships in the 

community, it has also been drawn further into the organization as staff members have 

become more familiar with the social and economic conditions in communities and as 

inhabitants of the communities have joined the organization in formal roles.  

 

SOUL’s external knowledge boundary has extended outward as SOUL has built 

relationships with people who do not work for the organization and live outside of the 

communities in which it works but who have relevant experience and knowledge. For 

instance, P5 had described how SOUL learns from the experiences of organizations in 

other states in India that are also working to promote community schools. This 

connection to other organizations allows SOUL to benefit from insights gained through a 

broader range of experiences and, thus, accelerate its own learning. This is supported 

by Arts and de Koning (2017), who found participation in a community of practice to be 

one of the most significant factors in determining the effectiveness of ten community-

based organizations in Cambodia. SOUL’s external knowledge boundary has also 



 

 

 148 

moved outward as the organization has accessed other sources of knowledge, such as 

documents capturing experiences and insights from other places. The external 

knowledge boundary has moved inward as SOUL’s staff have become increasingly 

knowledgeable about various topics related to the work of the organization. Figure 7.5 

illustrates the movement of SOUL’s local and external knowledge boundaries over time 

as it has gained experience and engaged in learning. 
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Although SOUL did not use the language of knowledge boundaries in describing its 

approach to learning, it was apparent that the organization placed great value on 

knowledge from various sources, both local communities as well as external people or 

organizations. This was demonstrated in the way that SOUL responded to the 

Figure 7.5 Movement of SOUL's Local and External Knowledge Boundaries Over Time 

structural boundary 
 
local knowledge boundary 
 
external knowledge boundary 

Local knowledge and external 
knowledge boundaries both limited.  

 

 

 

Local knowledge boundary moved 
outward as staff became familiar 
with communities and built 
relationships in them. External 
knowledge boundary moved 
outward as staff built relationships 
with other people with relevant 
knowledge and accessed relevant 
documents. 

 

 

Local knowledge boundary moved 
inward as community members 
joined organization in formal roles. 
External knowledge boundary 
moved inwards as staff became 
more knowledgeable about their 
work. 

member of organization 
 
community member 
 
external knowledge source 
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restrictions associated with the COVID-19 pandemic. SOUL reached out to the other 

organizations in its network to find out how they were adapting to the changing 

circumstances. At the same time, the organization turned to the teachers in the 

communities in which it works to understand what possibilities they saw based on their 

knowledge of conditions in the local settings.  

 

The following section presents a framework for organizational learning that draws on the 

previously described elements of systems thinking. It is intended to be relevant in the 

context of other organizations operating in resource-constrained settings and seeks to 

demystify the idea of systems thinking in the context of planning organizational learning 

processes. 

 

7.4 Framework for Making Decisions About the use of Learning 

Tools 

This section presents a framework for organizational learning based on the insights and 

reflections shared by the study participants. Although SOUL does not explicitly draw on 

systems theory in its work, the examples of learning provided by the study participants 

demonstrated an appreciation for system dynamics in the context of education in rural 

Bihar. Implicit systems thinking has informed the decisions that SOUL has made as it 

has learned about contributing to strengthening village-level education systems in Bihar. 

The framework presented in Figure 7.6 shows key decisions that the study participants 

made in moving through the learning process, it identifies reflexive questions that 

support these decisions, and it connects this decision-making process to broad 

concepts from systems theory.  
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The outer circle shows three aspects of systems-based learning. The third circle from 

the outside shows decisions that need to be made in the process. The second circle 

includes questions that can assist in making decisions in a way that seeks coherence 

between leverage points, strategies, and tools and a community’s needs, aspirations, 

and capacities as well as an organization’s purpose, previous experience, and 

capacities. Although there may be a general sense of movement clockwise around the 

circle as an organization plans and advances through a process of learning, the 

questions are often thought about in parallel and iteratively and the decisions are not 

necessarily made in sequential order. Throughout the process of learning, the 

organization is engaged in reflection in light of feedback that is continuously received 

from the system with which it is engaging. In response to reflection on this feedback, an 

organization may return to questions previously explored or decisions previously made 

and adjust them accordingly. 
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Figure 7.6 Framework for Making Decisions About the use of Learning Tools 

 

This framework can be applied to assist in planning for a learning process. It can also 

be used reflexively by organizations to understand or evaluate a process of learning that 

they have already started. The value of this framework is its ability to deal with 

complexity while maintaining simplicity and flexibility. It takes into consideration the 
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challenges of learning about complex processes of social transformation and the 

uncertainty associated with dynamic relationships within a system. It does not, however, 

require organizations to have in-depth knowledge of complex systems theory and does 

not need the use of sophisticated software or complicated techniques. Underlying this 

framework is an assumption that organizations operating in resource-constrained 

settings are already engaging with complex systems. The framework can assist in 

bringing greater clarity, focus, and intention to their work and assist them to learn in an 

adaptive way.  

 

Table 7.1 offers an example of how this framework can be applied to understanding the 

process of learning that the study participants engaged in during this study. This table 

presents a simplified representation of the case study for illustrative purposes and does 

not capture the richness of the thought process that the participants engaged in as 

elaborated in Chapter Chapter 6. It is presented only to demonstrate how the framework 

can relate to a concrete example and would not likely be a sufficient tool in itself for 

planning or evaluation.
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Table 7.1 Application of Framework for Organizational Learning to Study 

Decisions Factors Case Study 
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Defining the System and the Leverage Points 

Area What is our purpose? Improve access to quality education in villages in Bihar 

What areas do we work in? 
 

Education (promotion of community schools, teacher training, tutorial classes, 
promoting local discourses on education, education of youth) 

Which needs attention now? Tutorial classes, education of youth, promoting discourses on education 

Question What questions do we have? 
 

How youth can acquire higher education; How youth can develop capabilities; How 
the youth program can be further strengthened; How a community education center 
can be established in an organic way; How teachers can become materially 
independent; How youth can contribute to the progress of their villages; How SOUL 
can establish more loving relationships with parents of children 

Which is a priority? How can we establish a community education center in a village in an organic way? 

Places & 
People 

Where is learning about this 
needed? 

Communities where access to education is limited, where the quality of existing 
education is low and there is a collective desire to improve education. 

Where is there capacity to learn 
about this? 

There are 10 villages in Bihar where there are large numbers of youth who have been 
providing classes for the spiritual education of children and junior youth as well as 
academic coaching classes. In five of these villages, there are community schools 
that are supported by SOUL. In two of these, the schools have become well-
established and community members have developed a pattern of consulting about 
education regularly. There is capacity to learn about this in all ten villages of these 
villages. The greatest capacity to learn about this question exists in the two that have 
gained the strongest experiences with establishing community schools 

Who has interest in this? In each of these two villages, SOUL has formed teams of youth who are all involved 
in the education of children.  

Designing the Intervention 

Strategies What strategies have we used 
before? 

Working with teams of people from the community; consulting with the community to 
build vision and make plans 
 
In Kothiya, the community opened a space for youth to help each other study. This 
evolved into a community library and eventually into an education center. 



 

 

 155 

How can capacity be 
strengthened? 

Learning to formulate questions that elicit in-depth responses from community 
members; Strengthening ability to engage in analysis of information and perspective; 
Enhancing capacity for documentation and dissemination of insights 

Tools What tools have we used in the 
past? 

Conversations with individuals and small groups; Community Meetings 

What new tools could we use? Surveys for getting numerical information about the education system and for getting 
basic information from a large number of people; Interviews for getting in-depth 
perspectives from smaller numbers of people; Socratic Wheel for assessing the 
strength of the education system in communities 

Approach What values will guide us? Everyone has a role to play in the progress of the community; The community has the 
right to take ownership for its own development 

What attitudes will we have? Commitment to learning; Long-term commitment to working in a particular location; 
Willingness to make sacrifices to work towards a vision; Making effort to enhance 
one’s own capabilities through trying to do new things; Desire for learning; Strong 
relationships; Listening deeply to understand 

What relationships will we build? Strengthening relationships with teams of youth; Building relationships of 
collaboration with local leaders and parents; Strengthening the organization’s 
connection to the communities by deepening its understanding of the state of 
education and the aspirations of some members of the community concerning 
education 

Extending the Knowledge Boundaries 

Action When will we act? The group interviews took place at the end of January and in early February 

Who will take the action? The study participants formed two groups to carry out the group interviews 

Who will participate? The group interviews were conducted with members of the education teams that had 
been formed by SOUL in two villages 

How will we use the tools? In one village, they split the education into three small groups for the group interviews 
and in the other village they kept the interviewees all together 

Analysis Who will be involved? Study participants 

Who will use the knowledge? Staff of SOUL; other organizations, agencies, and institutions engaged in similar work 

What will we analyse and how? Listened to recordings of group interviews and identified statements from group 
interviews that offered reflected themes that SOUL felt were important; identified new 
themes during analysis 

How will we share the 
knowledge? 

Through training seminars and workshops for members of SOUL; As a case study for 
other organizations 

How does this inform the next 
step? 

SOUL decided that it would need to get perspectives from a broader range of people 
in the two communities, thus bringing it back to making decisions about “People & 
Places” in the “Defining the System and Leverage Points” phase of the learning 
process 
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This study demonstrated that SOUL was already using a wide range of strategies, 

approaches, and tools to learn in the context of working towards a clear and consistent 

vision. Regardless of the size of an organization and the scale of its resource base, 

taking time to articulate with clarity the vision about which it is learning, to identify its 

existing approaches to learning, and to create opportunities for meaningful consultation, 

action, and reflection can strengthen its ability to learn and its effectiveness in working 

towards its aims. Reflecting on the questions presented in the framework for 

organizational learning can assist organizations to achieve this clarity. 

 

The decision-making process supported by the framework not only aims at fostering the 

generation of knowledge, but also at cultivating the relationships necessary for an 

ongoing process of acquiring, generating, and applying knowledge. Building intentional 

connections with other organizations can extend the external knowledge boundaries of 

organizations and can accelerate learning. Through these relationships, organizations 

can identify approaches, tools, and strategies that other organizations have used and 

can benefit from the insights gained about their application. These relationships can 

also create opportunities for collaborations that can serve to stretch limited resources 

further and allow for greater impact. In engaging in processes of learning within 

communities, community-based organizations can also extend their local knowledge 

boundaries as they act, reflect on their action, and consult with community members. As 

this happens, they become increasingly aware of the dynamics of interaction at the local 

level and are able to take approaches that foster growing levels of inclusion and 

participation in the process of knowledge generation.  
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7.5 Summary 

This chapter began by summarizing the purpose, aims, and key findings of this study. It 

then examined how SOUL’s experience with learning reflected certain characteristics of 

complex adaptive systems, namely cycles of adaptation, feedback loops and leverage 

points, consistency between goals, values, and practices, and implicit boundaries. It 

related these characteristics found in SOUL to theoretical and empirical literature 

related to organizational learning and systems thinking. The chapter then presented a 

framework for organizational learning in resource-constrained settings based on the 

insights shared by participants throughout the study. The framework included questions 

that could support organizations in making decisions about learning processes, drawing 

on principles of systems thinking in a straightforward way. The framework was then 

applied to analyzing the process of action research that the participants engaged in 

throughout this study and explored ways in which the framework could be useful for 

other organizations operating in resource-constrained settings. 
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Chapter 8. Summary, Conclusions & Recommendations 

8.1 Introduction 

This chapter provides a final summary of the study and presents conclusions. It then 

concludes by offering recommendations for further research, for agencies supporting 

community-based organizations, and for donors.  

 

8.2 Final Summary 

The literature suggests that small organizations play a significant role in coordinating 

activity in the civil society sector in India, with estimates for the number of NGOs in the 

country ranging from over 100,000 to over 3 million (NITI Ayog, n.d.; Asian 

Development Bank [ADB], 2009; Dadrawala, 2019). The vast majority of these are small 

organizations (ADB, 2009). The effectiveness of their functioning is of great significance 

to efforts aimed at community development. These organizations work in complex and 

dynamic environments with limited access to financial and intellectual resources so 

adaptation and learning are crucial for their functioning. How they learn about the 

complex questions which they face, however, has largely been overlooked in the study 

of community development and organizational learning. The majority of academic 

research on organizational learning from India and Bihar has been carried out in the 

context of public and private sector organizations, including a growing body of literature 

about learning within social enterprises (Dhaliwal & Tulloch, 2012; Manohar & Pandit, 

2014; Geoffrey Desa & Koch, 2014, 2015; Wagh et al., 2018; Lall, 2019; Koon et al., 

2020; Scott et al., 2016; Tandon & Nair, 2020). Although some of the insights from 

these contexts can be applied to civil society settings, there are also specific 

characteristics of community-based organizations that have a particular influence on 

their learning processes. For example, their collaborative, non-transactional 

relationships with communities and their degree of embeddedness within local settings 

present specific challenges and opportunities with respect to learning. 
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This thesis offers an example of learning within the context of SOUL, a small 

community-based organization that operates in rural Bihar, India. The study employed a 

PAR single case study methodology to examine the dynamics of learning within SOUL 

based on the input of seven members of the organization. I conducted one-on-one 

interviews with the study participants during which they explained their understanding of 

various concepts related to organizational learning and described experiences with 

learning within SOUL. The participants then planned, carried out, and analysed a 

learning experience in relation to a particular question that the organization was facing 

at the time.  

 

The study findings show that SOUL was already making use of a wide range of tools, 

strategies and approaches in order to learn about strengthening education systems in 

rural communities in Bihar. The analysis in Chapter Chapter 7 demonstrates the value 

in organizations being able to engage in a thoughtful process of becoming familiar with 

new tools, strategies and approaches to strengthen one or another aspect of a learning 

process. For example, although the organization already had extensive experience with 

having conversations about education, the study participants found that using semi-

structured group interviews helped them to think more deeply about how they formulate 

questions to elicit the perspectives of community members. Chapter Chapter 7 also 

offered a framework for organizational learning in resource-constrained settings that 

reflects key insights about how decisions can be made in relation to a learning process 

in light of certain concepts from systems thinking. 

 

8.3 Conclusions 

This study concludes that participants in a learning process do not need to refer 

explicitly to systems thinking in order to be systems thinkers, and develop learning 
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practices that allow them to engage effectively with system dynamics. SOUL 

demonstrated several significant characteristics of complex adaptive systems. The 

study participants’ descriptions of experiences with learning showed how SOUL has 

been moving through cycles of adaptation since its inception. The narrative of SOUL’s 

experience with learning that emerged from the participants’ input demonstrated how 

feedback loops and leverage points within local education systems influence and are 

influenced by SOUL’s work. The study also found that growing consistency within SOUL 

between its goals, values, and practices assists it to avoid eroding goals. Finally, 

SOUL’s learning experience provided an example of how an organization’s implicit 

knowledge boundaries can extend well beyond its structural boundaries while also 

deepening within the structural boundaries. 

 

Methodologically, this study concludes that study participants’ reflections on their 

experience with organizational learning are vitally important. The study enabled the 

design of a framework that could be used by SOUL and other small organizations in 

resource-constrained settings to make decisions about learning processes in a way that 

takes into consideration the dynamics of complex adaptive systems. The framework 

articulates key questions that were significant for SOUL in making decisions about its 

learning process. It allows for the practical application of systems theory without the 

need for sophisticated software or complicated techniques and builds on the knowledge 

and experience that has already been acquired by an organization. 

 

I state the conclusions of this study recognizing the limitations of the methodology. The 

scope of this study was constrained by a few factors. The timeframe for data collection, 

the number of organizations involved, travel restrictions, and pandemic lockdowns all 

limited the depth and breadth of the research. The findings of this study suggest that 

there could be rich insight gained by examining the dynamics of learning with a larger 

number and diversity of small community-based organizations in Bihar or other parts of 
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India. It would also be worthwhile to investigate the relationship between learning 

practices and an organization’s effectiveness in achieving its aims. 

 

In conclusion, this study has provided one example of how a small organization has 

been able to learn with a great deal of flexibility and responsiveness to local conditions. 

Finding ways to create an environment in India that enables such learning within small 

organizations could contribute to strengthening efforts to foster community 

development. Government, academia, large NGOs, and small community-based 

organizations themselves can all play a role in creating such an enabling environment. 

To this end, the thesis identifies some specific recommendations. 

 

8.4 Recommendations 

This section enumerates recommendations for further research that could address 

these limitations and build on the findings of the study. It then offers recommendations 

for how the results of this research can inform policy and practice. 

 

Research on learning within small community-based organizations is limited. Much of 

the literature on organizational learning is based on the experiences of private firms, 

public agencies, or, increasingly, social enterprises (Dhaliwal & Tulloch, 2012; Manohar 

& Pandit, 2014; Geoffrey Desa & Koch, 2014, 2015; Wagh et al., 2018; Lall, 2019; Koon 

et al., 2020; Scott et al., 2016; Tandon & Nair, 2020). Considering the large number of 

small organizations in India, it would be valuable for more research to be carried out on 

the dynamics of learning within small community-based organizations operating in 

resource-constrained settings. This would not only be beneficial for generating 

knowledge about the particularities of learning in this context but would also assist with 

identifying what patterns may have a degree of consistency between different types of 
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organizational contexts. Arts and de Koning's (2017) analysis of conditions that 

contribute to the effectiveness of community forest management (CFM) groups sheds 

some light on learning in the context of community-based organizations but does not 

provide in-depth explorations of these factors. It is also limited to organizations 

operating in the area of CFM. Manohar and Pandit's (2014) examination of beliefs and 

practices that contribute to innovation in firms offers a richer description of conditions 

that can be conducive to organizational learning but is limited to private organizations 

engaged in product development.  

 

Both of the aforementioned studies examine static factors at a given point in time and 

do not provide an analysis of the dynamics associated with learning and how they 

change over time. Ramos-Villagrasa et al. (2018) have highlighted the importance of 

longitudinal studies that consider time as an important component of team behaviour. 

Studies that look longitudinally at how the conceptualization of learning as well as 

learning strategies, approaches, and tools used by an organization change and persist 

over several years would shed valuable light not only on how organizations learn but 

also on how they develop capacity to learn. Pearson's (2011) study of learning within 

organizations in Cambodia is based on data spanning seven years related to an 

ongoing capacity development intervention. Similar studies carried out in an Indian 

context could provide a rich comparison.  

 

It would also be worthwhile for further action research using the framework developed 

through this study to be carried out with a larger number of organizations. This would 

offer the opportunity to compare and contrast learning dynamics using common 

definitions with different organizations working in similar contexts. Such studies would 

also allow for the identification of additional strategies, approaches, and tools that 

organizations draw on to advance learning processes beyond those identified in this 

study. They would also test the robustness of the framework in different contexts and 
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could contribute to its further development so that it can become increasingly useful for 

community-based organizations. 

 

An area that continues to be a challenge in India, as well as other countries, is learning 

to scale up promising community development initiatives while maintaining their integrity 

and quality (Pérez-Escamilla et al., 2018). Pérez-Escamilla et al.'s (2018) study found 

that early childhood development programs face a tension between learning about 

increasing their scale or enhancing their quality. Exploring how community development 

programs can scale up while maintaining their quality and their responsiveness to local 

conditions is important for a country like India with such a vast population living in rural, 

resource-constrained settings. Such studies could focus on networks of organizations 

supported by larger agencies or organizations, such as the network of Baha’i-inspired 

organizations promoting the establishment of community schools in India of which 

SOUL is a member or the thousands of community-based organizations in India that 

receive support from Participatory Research in Asia (PRIA) (Participatory Research in 

Asia[PRIA], 2010). 

 

SOUL’s experience with learning highlights the agility that a small organization can have 

in responding to constraints and possibilities at the local level. Government agencies in 

India concerned with community development, such as the Ministry of Rural 

Development, can learn from and support the efforts of such organizations in order to 

foster local-level development. Supporting and drawing on small organizations across 

the country could allow for a much higher level of responsiveness to local conditions in 

efforts to meet the needs of rural populations. The NITI Aayog should return to the 

model of partnership with CSOs that the Planning Commission had begun to develop in 

2015 and consider how it can support and tap into the potential of civil society in 

working towards the country’s development aims. In the formulation of its next action 

agenda, it can consider including an enhanced role for community-based organizations. 
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Promoting the development of networks of community-based organizations can 

contribute to strengthening learning processes for all of the participating organizations 

and provide opportunities for capacity development. Agencies supporting these 

networks can strengthen their capacity development efforts within these networks by 

thinking about them in terms of complex adaptive systems. The network of Baha’i-

inspired organizations promoting the establishment of community schools in India of 

which SOUL is a member, as well as other networks of community-based organizations, 

can draw on the framework for organizational learning developed through this study to 

apply systems thinking to their own learning efforts in a way that is straightforward and 

feasible with limited access to resources.  

 

Funding agencies that support organizations working in the area of rural development, 

such as Global Affairs Canada (GAC) and the International Fund for Agricultural 

Development (IFAD), should recognize the community-based organizations that they 

fund and the communities in which they work as complex adaptive systems. GAC’s 

Canada Fund for Local Initiatives (CFLI) provides funding for local organizations 

carrying out development activities (GAC, 2021b). The funding provided, however, is 

short-term, with application deadlines typically in May and project completion deadlines 

in February of the following year. While such an approach to funding can be helpful for 

organizations at particular times, it does not support them in long-term processes of 

learning about the complex questions that they are grappling with. GAC does accept 

unsolicited funding proposals, but they are reviewed according to a results-based 

management (RBM) framework that limits projects to activities that will likely lead to 

predetermined outcomes (GAC, 2021a). This does not support the emergence of 

unanticipated results or give value to the knowledge generated through learning 

experiences that are responsive to feedback in complex systems. Similarly, IFAD has 

adopted an RBM approach to development that is focused on “top-quality project 

design” and achieving intended objectives (IFAD, n.d.). GAC and IFAD should consider 

how the principles of complex systems theory can inform their approach to funding. 
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Placing greater emphasis on processes rather than projects and on the generation, 

application, and diffusion of knowledge at the local level rather than on narrow, 

measurable outcomes, would allow resources to be directed towards efforts to learn that 

are locally responsive and that have the potential to foster meaningful social 

transformation over time.  
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Appendix I – Interview Guide 

Purpose:  

• To explain to the individuals participating in the study key information about the 
study, and to obtain their consent to participate and be audio recorded 

• To gain insight into how various terms and words are understood by participants 
in order to identify appropriate language to use in the focus group meetings and 
workshops 

• To understand the participants’ perceptions of how learning and change have 
taken place within the organization 

 

Obtain consent 

• Review contents of consent form and offer opportunity for interviewee to ask 
clarifying questions (see: Summary of Information Letter) 

• Ask interviewee for consent in relation to each of the points on the final page of the 
consent form 

 

Overview of interview 

• Mention that the purpose of the interview is to get the perspectives and experience 
of the interviewee and that there are no right or wrong answers 

• Share that the interviewee is free to take time to think about his or her responses 
if he or she wishes and is also free to skip any questions that he or she does not 
wish to respond to 

• Describe the structure of the interview 
o In the first part, I will ask a few simple questions about you and your 

experiences 
o In the second part of the interview, I will ask you a few questions about 

learning within the organization 
o In the third part of the interview, I will show you a series of words and ask 

you a few questions about each word. There are 15 words that we will look 
at in this part. 

 

Background on key informants 

1. What professional experience do you have? 
2. What education and training do you have? (probe: school education and other 

training) 
3. How long have you worked for the organization? 
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4. What is your role within the organization and what activities are you most involved 
in? 

5. How does learning take place within the organization? 

 

Background on the Organization (For the interview with Sandeep only) 

6. Share the story of your organization.  
o How did it start and why?  
o Who was involved in the formation of the organization? 
o Why were these people signification in the formation of the organization? 

7. How would you describe the current mission and mandate of the organization? 
8. Describe the activities that the organization carries out. 

 

Understanding of words and terms – word association exercise 

9. I am going to show you a word and I will ask you to share what you understand it 
to mean and any other words that you think of when you see this word. I will also 
ask you about what images come to mind when you see the word. These do not 
have to be related to the work of the organization directly, but can be images that 
may be connected to or may be representations of the word. For example, if the 
word is “understanding”, the image of a book might come to mind because reading 
books can help to develop understand. Or someone may say that the image of a 
path comes to mind because understanding advances one step at a time. For 
some of the words, I will also ask you about your experience with the concept in 
your work with the organization. 

 

learning (sikhna) 

 

a. I would like you to share with me what this word means to you (probe: can 
also phrase this as “I would like you to share how you would define this 
word”, or “could you please provide a definition of this word?”) 
 

b. Are there any other words that come to mind when you think about this 
word? (probe: What is the connection between the words? Why do you think 
these words come to mind?) 
 

c. Are there any images that come to mind when you think about this word? 
(probe: Why does this word make you think of these images?) 
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d. Can you describe a time when you observed or experienced (learning)* 
within the organization? (probe: May need to change the wording of the 
question based on the specific word in the brackets. For example, with 
experience, it could be “Can you describe some of the experiences you 
have gained with the organization?” Or “Can you describe your experience 
with the organization?”) 

 
e. What led to this (learning)*? (probe: May need to change the wording of the 

question based on the specific word in the brackets or not ask the question 
depending on how they respond to the first questions. For example, with 
experience, it could be “How did the opportunity to have this experience 
come about?” or “Why did that experience happen?”) 

 

 *Do the same for the following words 

change (badlav), progress (pragati), development (vikas), experience (anubhaav), 
adaptation (anukulan), knowledge (gyaan), wisdom (budrimata), transformation 
(rupantar), transformation (parivartan), organization (sangatha), institution 
(sansthaa), capacity (kshamtha), capability (samaarthya), competency (yogyeta) 
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Appendix II – Initial Focus Group Discussion Guide 

 

Purpose: 

• To develop a collective description of the organization 

• To identify strategies that have been used effectively to foster change and learning 
within the organization in the past  

• To identify questions to learn about during the study 
 
 

Examples of learning and change within the organization 

1. Can you describe a change that took place in the functioning, work, or activities of the 
organization that you felt was very significant? What caused this change? What were 
the effects of this change? 

2. Can you describe a time when the organization learned something that was very 
helpful for it? What led to this learning? What were the effects of this learning? 

 

Questions and plan 

3. Describe something you have observed in carrying out your work that is challenging 
or interesting. 

4. What are some questions that you feel are significant that you are facing now in 
relation to your activities? (instructions: take turns giving each person a chance to 
articulate a question and continue going around until everyone feels satisfied with the 
list of questions) 

5. (Using Zoom Polling) 
o Which of the questions do you think is the most important for the 

organization to learn about at this time? 
o Which of the questions do you think would be easiest for the organization 

to learn about in the next few weeks? 
6. Looking at the questions that received the most votes, which one or two would you 

like to focus on learning about over the next several weeks? 
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Appendix III – Workshop slides 

 

Socratic Wheel Workshop 
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Semi-structured Interview Workshop 
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Appendix IV – Learning Tools, Approaches and Strategies 

 

Name Purpose Brief Description 

Semi-structured 
Interviews 

Collecting 
information, 
insights, 
perspectives, and 
stories from 
people. 

Identify theme or topic of interviews, identify 
participants, formulate some initial questions and 
prompts to guide conversations, carry out 
conversations with participants using the 
questions and prompts as needed but following 
the lead of the interviewee.  

Community 
Mapping 

Understanding 
characteristics of a 
community that are 
related spatially. 

Identify the topic or purpose of the map, draw a 
general map of the community with the main 
features, keep adding more elements to get a 
more complete picture in relation to the topic and 
identify quantities on the map as useful. 

Surveys Systematically 
collecting 
information from 
specific entities in 
order to describe a 
phenomenon 
quantitatively. 

Identify the overarching question to be answered 
through the survey data, identify the survey 
participants, formulate a series of questions to 
collect data to answer the overarching question, 
distribute the survey and collect and analyse the 
results. 

Causal loop 
diagrams 

Understanding 
how parts of a 
system interact 
and where 
reinforcing and 
balancing 
feedback loops 
exist within the 
system. 

Define the problem, identify the primary, 
secondary, and tertiary elements of the system, 
draw arrows indicating which elements cause an 
increase or decrease in another element. Look for 
feedback loops and identify which ones are 
reinforcing and which ones are balancing. 

Scenario 
Development and 
Analysis 

Create and select 
between possible 
alternative future 
scenarios and 

Identify a range of possible future outcomes or 
solutions to a given problem, select various points 
along the range and describe in as much detail as 
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associated 
courses of action. 

possible the future outcomes and the actions 
taken to achieve the outcome. 

System 
Dynamics 

 

Modifications: 

Causal Dynamics 

 

Social Dynamics 

 

Activity Dynamics 

Understanding 
how parts of a 
system interact 

Identify the key elements of the system, establish 
a rating scale for the degree of influence of one 
element over the other, rate the influence of each 
of the elements over each of the other elements, 
plot results on quadrants to see a visual 
representation of the nature of interactions in the 
system 

Activity Mapping Understanding of 
various activities 
and how they 
relate to one 
another 

Write down all activities carried out on cards and 
arrange the cards in groups according to 
similarities and/or dependencies 

Ranking To develop order 
within a hierarchy, 
from first to last, 
using one or 
several criteria 

Define the topic and create a list of elements to 
be ranked, identify criterion on which to base the 
ranking, then carry out the ranking individually or 
as a group. 

Rating To grade elements 
using one or more 
criteria 

Define the topic and create a list of elements, 
identify criterion on which to base the rating, 
establish a rating scale, then rate the each of the 
elements according to the scale either individually 
or as a group. 

The Socratic 
Wheel 

To assess and 
compare activities, 
options or learning 

Define the topic, identify criteria, establish a rating 
scale and rate each criterion accordingly. Draw 
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goals using 
multiple criteria 

each criterion as a spoke of a wheel and indicate 
the rating along the spoke. 

Organizational 
Diagnosis 

Gaining an 
understanding of 
problems in 
relation to the 
organization as a 
whole. 

Start with identifying the symptom of the problem 
that is the focus of the need for change. From that 
point, list all of the causes of the problem 
symptom keeping in mind the vision, goals, and 
strategies of the organization, the organization’s 
relationship with external agents, motivations of 
staff, decision-making processes and leadership 
within the organization, administrative processes 
and procedures, and relationships with various 
stakeholders.  

Exposure Visits Peer learning and 
strengthening 
relationships. 

Visit a location to see actual practices being 
carried out and to learn from observation and 
discussion with the people in involved. 

Community 
Meeting 

Building a common 
understanding of 
an idea amongst a 
group of people 
within a 
community, 
making collective 
decisions, 
exploring collective 
experiences within 
a community 

Identify the community that you need to consult 
with and invite them to come together to discuss 
a topic. 

Meaningful 
Conversations 
(one-on-one or 
collective) 

Explore a topic 
with an individual 
or small group 

Identify a topic to explore and the individuals that 
you could explore it with. Identify the people you 
would want to engage in these conversations. 
Consider how to introduce the topic to them. 
Think about any questions or concepts that you 
may want to bring into your conversation. 

Community study Understanding the 
community better 
and assessing its 
needs 

Identify what you want to understand better about 
the community, where you can get the information 
you need, and how you can get it. Then collect 
the information accordingly. 
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Reflection 
meeting 

For people 
engaged in an 
activity, program or 
process to 
exchange 
knowledge with 
one another. 

Identify the topic for the reflection meeting and 
the participants. Decide how to structure the 
reflection meeting and bring the participants 
together. 

Study of literature To draw on 
knowledge from 
outside of the 
experience of the 
organization. 

Identify the topic to learn about and what 
literature is available that can help you to learn 
about the topic. Study the literature and identify 
relevant insights. 

Story-telling Collect stories of 
experiences of 
people engaged in 
a particular 
activity, program, 
or process. 

Ask people to share the stories of their 
experiences with the topic that you are interested 
in. Record or document the stories that you 
collect.  

Learning teams Provide structure 
and collective 
strength to an 
effort to learn. 

Form teams in different communities in which you 
want to learn about something. Work with the 
teams to formulate and carry out plans of action 
and compile the insights gained from the teams. 

Selecting a focus 
community 

Gain initial 
experience with 
something new. 

Choose one place to try something new and give 
focused attention to learning about it before 
sharing insights with other communities. 

Document 
Creation 

Record 
experiences and 
insights to share 
with others. 

After collecting information, decide how to 
organize it in a written form so that it can be 
accessible to others and prepare a document 
accordingly. Consider the process for creating the 
document and who should be involved. 

Evaluation Assess progress in 
relation to specific 
indicators. 

Identify the indicators that are important to 
consider and collect information that shows how 
and individual or group is progressing in relation 
to those indicators. For example, using a test to 
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assess how well a student has learned a 
particular math skill. 

Workshop To support others 
in developing 
understanding, 
skills, or capacities 

Organize content based on the objectives of the 
workshop and bring together participants to go 
through the content. 

Formulating 
questions 

Have clarity about 
what the focus of 
learning is. 

Before starting a process of learning, clearly 
articulate the question to be learned about. 

 

Dynamics of a learning process: 

• Based on strong relationships of love  

• Fostering a sense of ownership for the process of learning 

• Maintaining an attitude of humility 

• Maintaining focus and intensity 

• Nurturing a desire for and a commitment to learning 
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Appendix V – Summary of presentation about analysis 

 

When we are making observations, we want to be sure that we are clear, precise, and 

accurate. In order to do that, we want to avoid overgeneralizing. It can be very easy to 

carry out some interviews and then to start making statements about an entire community 

or an entire group of people. When we are making our statements in our analysis, we 

want our statements to be based on what we actually heard and observed in the interview 

and we do not want to attribute perspectives or experiences to people that did not actually 

come up in our interview. For example, if all of the interview participants said that they 

would support the idea of establishing a community education center, we could say that 

all of the interviewees were supporters of the idea of establishing a community education 

center. Only based on these interviews, however, it would be an overgeneralization to 

say that the community is supportive of the idea of establishing a community education 

center. There may be other things that indicate to you that the community generally is 

supportive, but just based on interviews a few people in the community, we cannot 

necessarily make a statement about the entire community.  

 

Another idea is that our observation statements should be based on the responses of 

interviewees. In some ways this seems obvious, but one thing that can be very easy to 

do is to mix together what the participants said and our own perspective or our own beliefs 

about things. For instance, we might see that seven out of ten participants described ways 

by which they have seen education contribute to positive change in their communities. So 

then we can say that 70% of the interviewees have observed positive change brought 



 

 

 200 

about by education. But then, just based on the interviews, we cannot say that education 

is the most important factor in creating positive change in a community. We might believe 

this is true, but our observations alone are not enough to necessarily make this claim. We 

could still state this as a belief if we believe this to be true, but it is a little bit different from 

making statements based on what the interviewees said. Thus, it is important to be clear 

about what is coming from the interviewees and what is coming from ourselves. One thing 

to keep in mind is that it is fine to have your own perspectives and it is fine for those to 

also be shared alongside what participants have said but we want to distinguish between 

what is our perspective and what is the perspective of the interviewees or the participants.  

 

Finally, our language should also be as precise as possible. For example, the following 

sentence might be useful: “Eighty percent of the participants perceived education to 

contribute to strengthening unity in the community and to improving the physical well-

being of the families of the educated members.” This sentence may be less useful: “Most 

of the participants felt that education is good.” We can see that both are sharing 

perspectives of the participants, so both are accurate. But both are not precise. The first 

one gives a lot more specific detail that makes it more precise and makes it much clearer 

what the participants in the interview were saying and what their meaning was. The 

second one is much more vague and it is harder to have a clear sense of how many of 

the participants had this perspective and also what is meant by “education is good”. 
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