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Facilitating Distributed Groups

Communities of Practice are likely to include members who are geographically dispersed. Most CoPs will flourish if there is a combination of face-to-face and asynchronous work sessions. While you should aim for a face-to-face meeting with some of the community’s membership at least once per year, groups that are geographically distributed can be just as creative as face-to-face groups.
 This may be because there is a greater potential for some degree of anonymity and members have more time to reflect on ideas.

The facilitator's role becomes more important in distributed groups. Facilitators typically use a variety of tools to connect group members, including e-mail, listservs, message boards, wikis, blogs, podcasts, collaboration sites, and virtual meeting software for group tasks, interaction, and decision-making.
 In a PHIN CoP, facilitators will likely be required to promote connections between members in an online environment.

Facilitating Distributed Group Meetings

Meetings with distributed groups require the same careful planning and facilitation as face-to-face meetings. Keeping the group on-task during and after the meeting can be accomplished by ensuring there are clear ground rules, and the facilitator accomplishes particular tasks before, during, and after the meeting or event.

Ground Rules

At the beginning of the CoP meeting, establish ground rules to generate a respectful, collaborative environment for discussion. The community leader or facilitator should state the rules up front and get agreement from the group about the ground rules prior to the start of the meeting.

Sample ground rules can include the following:2
· Participate actively. The CoP meeting is an opportunity to learn and collaborate with other community members. Participation allows the CoP members to get the most out of the meeting.

· Start and finish meetings on time. Facilitators and SMEs can work together to keep the meetings on schedule. Prompt beginning and ending times are respectful of everyone’s time.
· Listen to and respect all opinions. Participants are encouraged to discuss different ideas to encourage collaboration and learning about subjects from different points of view. 

· Take turns speaking. Participants should identify themselves when speaking and not interrupt fellow speakers. 
Synchronous Facilitation

Communication can happen synchronously or asynchronously. Direct communication, where all parties involved in the communication are present at the same time (an event), is a form of synchronous communication. Community leaders or facilitators can use chat rooms, conference calls, and web and videoconferencing software to maximize communication among CoP members during synchronous events.2, 

Before the meeting:

· Distribute materials in advance. Agendas and other materials should be distributed prior to the meeting.

· Be sensitive to time zones when scheduling meetings.   

· Announce additional collaborative options. Remind participants that the use of the telephone for verbal communication is optional. Participants can use the mute button when calling into meetings or conference calls.
· Make sure you have the correct teleconference number and pass code available.

· Plan ahead for technology issues. Have a “Plan B” ready in case the technology is not working.
· Consider hosting a practice session to help isolate technological barriers. One option might be to consider attending another PHIN Domain CoP meeting to see what was successful and where challenges were encountered.
During the meeting:

· Go over virtual etiquette. Clearly articulate what you expect from other members:

· Close other applications so you can focus only on the meeting.
· Set phone to forward calls directly to voicemail.
· Keep telephone on mute when not speaking.
· Do not put your phone on hold.
· Hang a “Do Not Disturb” sign outside your office/cube.
· Keep participants on the same page. Facilitators should create comfort with the technology and ensure that all participants are following the discussion.

· Be explicit about transitions. Inform CoP members as one activity is closed and another is started.  
· Do not allow silences to last long, or speak haltingly while multitasking. Let people know if you need a minute to prepare. Announce what is about to occur and post the information on LiveMeeting, WebEx, or other tools during the meeting. 

· Ensure that all items you will share are either uploaded or ready to share.

· Test all web links before the meeting.

· Log out of all applications except those you need during the web conference.

· Give participants visual access only to the public screen during a webinar. Some webinar programs allow the facilitator to disable the function that permits participants to add ideas to the public screen. By disabling this function, one person controls the materials viewed by the entire group.
After the meeting:

· Use online, paperless evaluation forms to collect real-time information about the session/meeting. 

· Evaluate the technology’s effectiveness. Hold a debriefing session to discuss lessons learned and suggestions for changes.

· Communicate with participants how their input was used in the final meeting summary. Document issues that have been raised but deferred until a future session because of time constraints (“parking lot” items).

Asynchronous Facilitation

Asynchronous interaction takes place between community members at different times and in different places. E-mail is the most obvious medium through which members correspond with each other over distance and time. Asynchronous interaction can also be conducted through an electronic bulletin board that functions much like e-mail. Unlike e-mail, all postings to the bulletin board are stored as an archive so that threads of particular discussion topics can be read together as a group without the distraction of unrelated postings.2, 4,
   
Several models of asynchronous learning exist in which participants gain access, socialize online, exchange information, construct knowledge, and finally develop external (to the group) connections to outside information sources. In functional online groups, members engage and post regularly in response to requests or other posts.  Member needs are met and the interaction serves as a forum to exchange honest opinions.

The facilitator’s role in asynchronous facilitation involves many distinct activities.  

As in face-to-face facilitation, the facilitator avoids becoming the central arbiter of knowledge or information and manages the process, ensuring that all members are adequately represented. Asynchronous facilitators play a significant role in managing a discussion rather than an agenda, providing a timeline and calendar, initiating and closing major discussions, overseeing the discussion process, and contextualizing and summarizing major threads.6 

Additionally, facilitators are required to:

· Monitor too little or too much posting. The facilitator may need to step in and guide members back to the stated objectives of the discussion thread or forum.

· Allow for flexibility. Structured activities and discussions are great, but getting off-track can sometimes be productive. An asynchronous interaction allows more time and space for this.

· Relate the interaction to members’ social and learning needs. People participate because they are passionate about an issue. That passion should be translated into productive discussions. If members are using the forum as a way to gripe about their own work constraints or to attack the work of others, you may need to reframe the issue.

Before the Interaction: 
· Ask community members about their experiences with other asynchronous groups to find out what has worked in the past.

· Work to eliminate differential access if you think it exists. To engage community members effectively in an online collaboration, everyone must have access to the shared conversation.2
· Provide an orientation to members to show them how to locate, post, and read messages, and to locate, review, and comment on pertinent messages and materials.2 

· Become familiar with the technology and assume you will need to troubleshoot—there is almost always a glitch.
 

· Start slowly. If your community has not yet gelled, structure online discourse to be lighthearted and helpful. One of your first priorities should be to build a sense of community through carefully structured online activities. You don’t have to develop a breakthrough innovation on your first discussion board.

· Be explicit with your expectations for participation and work collaboratively to establish ground rules that are respectful and that support your community’s rules of participation.8,9
During the Interaction:6,8
· Manage the process and be flexible—structured debates have impact as long as the ground rules are followed.

· Allow members to explore other discussion areas, perhaps by teams or groups, but remember to manage the discussions simultaneously to allow members to explore themes of interest without losing sight of the original thread or discussion topic.

· Request additional feedback from other participants, particularly when there are conflicting opinions.

· Invite experts (who are not regular members) to participate in discussions.8
· Use straightforward, simple language and sentence construction.

· Avoid humor and sarcasm, especially if members don’t know each other well. 

· Tactfully correct questionable behavior. An asynchronous conversation is not a free-for-all. 

· Understand that there will be non-vocal participants, and that is okay!

After the Interaction:6,7,8
· Identify unifying threads for additional follow-up and discussion. 

· Provide a list of participants. 
· Bring closure to the discussion. Don’t let conversation wander for a long time. 

· Remove unrelated comments or threads. 

· Contextualize or summarize the discussion from your point of view, then put your summary out to the community for review.

· Weave salient points together. 
· Consider having a debriefing session with participants to ask about their experience with the process. It is important to check in frequently to see if the process is working. 

· Keep your eyes out for new technologies and opportunities for interaction. The goal is not to be in sync with the latest trend, but to capitalize on opportunities to build relationships between members and to support your learning agenda. 
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