Ceri Black – Opening Address to Beacon Gathering 24th May 2011
I’d like to begin by asking you to think of a really, really successful Beacons initiative or some other public engagement venture. It could be your own - or possibly someone else’s. Normally I’d ask people to discuss this with their neighbour, but because time is short, I’m just going to give you a few minutes to think about the initiative. I’d ask you to hold it in your mind’s eye as I speak.  I’m going to come back to it at end of presentation

I'm going to use this time to say a few words: 

· about Engagement and  how we do it in the Museum

· about some of our experiences of Cultural Change, and 
· about how we think about what it is we do – in other words, the Meta level, .reflecting on our practice/ achievements
Introduction
First by way of introduction, I should explain that Amgueddfa Cymru is a family of 7 museums - all very different. The smallest, the National Wool Museum has a staff of 12, while the largest, National Museum Cardiff has hundreds. 
I mention this because it seems to me that scale is very important in terms of thinking about cultural change. Quite often when we are introducing change it happens first in the smaller or more distant museums from Cardiff.  
Our museums cover a range of curatorial areas:
· Art

· Archaeology

· History - social and cultural.... as well as industrial history

· Natural History - Botany and Zoology

· Geology
Apart from displays and exhibitions, we are involved in a wide variety of forms of public engagement, including events, lectures, community programmes to disseminate academic with some of the most economically disadvantaged communities in Wales  
At present, we are working on a very big initiative to redevelop St Fagans National History Museum which involves collaboration between our Archaeology and Social and Cultural History departments. During the past year, I've become particularly acutely aware of differences between the two departments in relation to the way they understand and practice public engagement’. (I wonder if you also have the experience of this?)
Tangential Learning 
I should explain that I am a firmly convinced of the power of tangential learning. I believe strongly that some of our most inspiring, creative thinking happens when we hear or learn about a situation that is similar enough for us to find connection, but different enough to spark some creative leap!

Years ago, I was involved in the EU's programme on ageing, working with a number of subject networks that spanned Europe. One for example, led by Royal College of Art, looked at design for older people; another was about older workers; a third about volunteering an older people. My job was co-ordinating a kind of UK network of the British based organisations who had their working partners across different member states. 

It was a hugely energising experience, meeting people from elsewhere in Europe, explaining my practice, trying to understand theirs... looking for common ground, as well as differences... and above all having time to think critically and reflectively. 

I can't unfortunately afford to send my learning team on lots of European visits, but I've come to realise that one of the most powerful ways of shifting the practice of my colleagues and of the culture of the organisation, has been to send them off to other places where they can experience other ways of doing things and reflect on their practice. And as a result, that sort of benchmarking is now enshrined in people's forward job plans

But to return to my experience of co-ordinating the UK hub of these European networks, one of the most striking things for me was the very different ways that the different networks worked. Some seemed very collaborative - with all partners playing an equal role. Others were top down, with one partner really leading the way and setting the pace for others to follow. And yet others were more bottom up affairs. They all had different strengths. All needed different kinds of support mechanisms. And the dynamics sometimes changed over time. 

Part of my role in that job was to encourage learning between the different subject networks, so that good tried and tested ideas could travel across from one network to another, speeding up the learning for them all. As I was thinking about this last night, it occurred to me that I know comparatively little about how different Beacons operate.   It made me wonder about the mechanisms that are in place - or that could be put in place, to encourage greater learning across the different networks. 
Personally, I'm really interested in how we can encourage and develop the engagement skills of individuals. I imagine that there's at least one person like me in each of the other Beacons... and I know that some of you have done a lot of work in this field.  I'm guessing that part of the agenda for today is to think about how we can create clusters of people who work in different institutions or Beacons, but who could make faster progress, through sharing across networks. 

As a relative outsider, I have the feeling that information has perhaps tended to travel between the centre and individual beacons. And so I am guessing that part of today may be about how Beacon can talk unto Beacon. Or put another way, perhaps the Beacons project have structured around a core - periphery model.... with a strong Bristol  centre and 5  dispersed hubs? Perhaps part of today is about rethinking relations and dynamics... even devolution?
Enabling Cultural Change
One of the key aspects of the agenda for today is to think about how far we have come and how much progress has been achieved, and so I've been trying to think about these points as they relate to my role at the museum. 
I've worked here for longer than I have in any other job. In this time, there have been a number of initiatives that have shifted or influenced the culture of the organisation. 

One of them was the arrival of the Inspiring Learning for All Framework, developed by the sadly no longer, Museums Libraries and Archives Council. I know that it will be known to at least some of you.  The resources that were developed are still accessible at http://www.inspiringlearningforall.gov.uk/. 
The framework worked - and influenced the way that we worked - through encouraging self evaluation and reflection, and through giving lots of examples of good practice. 

It helped us in our delivery by giving us a shared definition of learning, so that we could discuss with a wide range of our colleagues, as well as with peers in museums, libraries, archives elsewhere and in other learning organisations.  
It was also important in that it gave us a much broader and richer definition of learning than we had previously clearly articulated. 
Lastly, it had some powerful champions, which helped us in the task of getting our colleagues to engage with it. 

Another area in which there has been quite a big shift is around the creation of Learning Spaces. How much progress has been achieved? Well all of our museums have better spaces than they did when I started in post

How has this been achieved?  I suppose I'd point to two factors: 

· Firstly, the power of a good example 
And
· Secondly a powerful external champion. 

It all started when one of my colleagues managed to attract funding to create a significantly better learning space than we had in any of our other museums. Once that learning space was established it seemed easier to improve things elsewhere. In some cases, museums were inspired: In others the motivation was envy (- perhaps it doesn't matter which!). The end result was that all the museums in our family of 7 felt the need to change. They wanted to do things differently and better than they had previously.
The other powerful factor was the creation of good practice guide by a consortium of funders. (Space for Learning: A Handbook for Education Spaces in Museums, Heritage Sites and Discovery Centres (2004)) 
This book created by a group of respected organisations stated, and the advice for example, of the Clore Duffield Foundation, that we needed 2.8 m2 per child, has been extraordinarily helpful.  The influence of one of more powerful External Champions is not one to be underestimated. 

I've been reflecting on the influence of funders on culture change...
We work with a variety of funders, and I'm struck by the variety in the way they operate. Some are only interested in our outputs and outcomes. They are really task orientated. At the other end of the spectrum, we deal with one funder in particular, which seems almost entirely pre-occupied with process.  It seems as if we could almost be doing anything. As long as we're reflecting about our practice, that seems to be enough. The ideal of course, is somewhere in the middle...... with sufficient time and resources to make things happen... and also sufficient  time and resources, to  reflect, develop, articulate  and share the good practice. 

I imagine one of the things you'll be reflecting on today is: what is the right balance between action and reflection? 
So far I've mentioned two examples of cultural change in which external forces have played an important role. 

Our approach to case studies is in contrast a home grown initiative that has had an impact on the culture of the organisation and has enabled us to become better thinkers and communicators. 

I introduced a  case study format  as a way of encouraging my Learning colleagues to think more deeply about their practice and also to find ways of encouraging them to communicate - more simply, concisely and engagingly -  the essence of their work. Our then Director General happened on the format that we had devised and asked us to introduce it to colleagues across the organisation. After years of supplying the Welsh Assembly Government with the bald figures of our Key Performance Indicators, we found that our civil servants were delighted to receive a few case studies which brought our projects and our work alive for them.
We haven't completely cracked case studies. We write them mainly for an internal audience... although they are increasingly used in other contexts. I recognise - as one of the other Beacons did in its most recent reports – that we may need to write case studies differently for internal and external audiences.  The case studies we produce now sit on our intranet which means that more departments understand more about our work than ever before. Interestingly we are seeing colleagues in other departments produce case studies - not least because a selection of those deemed the best are circulated to our Senior Management team each quarter.  

Case studies can seem very modest and low key - but our experience is that they can have a very powerful effect.  

Which brings me to the final area that I want to explore.... which is how we think about what it is we're doing?   I want to say two things related to this. 

Firstly - I think it’s really important to think very clearly about the distance we have travelled. I say this because; I know that I and my colleagues are inclined to over look or to forget enormous gains that we have made. 
This afternoon you’ll be working in a new learning space that we have created. It has taken a lot of hard work by a lot of people over an extended period of time. For years, I used to despair of its predecessor space, which we knew didn't work. It was a source of intense irritation... and there was no obvious way of getting it changed. 

Now it's all done, we had a brief moment of pride.... but already we're thinking about the things that need to be fixed..... and all the other learning spaces which still need to transform... or the spaces we need to create from scratch.  

It's very easy to lose sight of how far we've travelled - but I think moments like this one day today are very important ones - to stop, step back and take stock.
Bruce Hetherington, the co-ordinator of the  Cardiff Beacon, summed up the really big  change that the Beacons of Public Engagement have made when he described to me the way that  that the conversations with many researchers have shifted.  Instead of having talking about 

‘Why should we do public engagement?’ he described how researchers now have conversations about ‘What is the best way to do it? ‘and ‘ How can we make our engagement better?’ 

This is a really profound shift and one that is evidenced by the experiences of the Beacon team and some of the work undertaken lately by the Cardiff Beacons Researcher Richard Watermeyer. 

So I'd encourage you not to underestimate the effect that you have had in your institution. 

Secondly, I wanted to briefly introduce you to a small part of an approach that we have been experimenting with at the Museum. At the end of very big projects, the Museum has in the past engaged in the creation of Post Project Appraisals. The results are big documents that very few people read.... These appraisals analyse in depth the problems and mistakes. They are (I imagine) depressing to create and even more depressing to read. Which is why on the whole people don't. And unsurprisingly the organisation finds that the same challenges seem to recur! 
However, about a year ago, two of us, independently, discovered an approach called Appreciative Enquiry which we have now started to experiment as a way of initiating change in the organisation. 

One could easily spend a day or two being trained in the technique or reading the books about it. However, I'm not going to do a whistle stop tour of the technique, but instead want to introduce you one particular aspect of the approach. 

A key element of Appreciative Inquiry is a very rigorous approach to discerning what works.... and to clear thinking about what success looks like. The person who introduced me to the technique explained that the reason for this is that we move towards the direction of what we study.  

One of the most helpful books about the technique is The Thin Book of Appreciative Inquiry. I’d like to share with you a small extract that had a big impact on us.  The author Sue Annis Hammond  writes,  

‘We are very good at talking about what doesn't work. 

We have all had years of practice in the act of problem-solving and in being exhorted to be part of the solution. 

It is my opinion that we have little practice looking for what works and finding ways to do more of that 

It never occurs to us that we can fix things... by doing more of what works. 

We are obsessed with learning from our mistakes. But why not allow our success to multiply enough to crowd out the unsuccessful?’ 

As our Appreciative Inquiry trainer commented, ‘People who spend their time concentrating on problems, become very knowledgeable about problems. People who study success become experts in that field.’ 

So has all this Appreciative Inquiry worked at the museum?    Are we now having more productive conversations?  

It is early days, but tentatively I think the answer is yes. I'd be fibbing if I said that it always easy. There are some people who seem to default to talking about what hasn't worked or has gone wrong.  But we are gaining confidence in being able to turn that round and to gather some really clear ideas about the directions we should be travelling in.  We haven't ignored problems, but we have found a less depressing and much more energising way of thinking about them. We've had some great conversations about what we've done well, what’s succeeded and the directions we want to move towards, in the future. 

I started by asking you to think about a Beacons project you felt has been successful - and by now it must be obvious why.  It’s because the rest of the morning is going to be about doing some really focused thinking about what are the ingredients of success.... what are the critical success factors...what do we need to do more of? 
Within the museum, through our use of Appreciative Inquiry, we’ve gained knowledge, confidence and inspiration from the things that we've done well. We have a much keener awareness of what works and why. And we're getting better at articulating that awareness. So on that note, all that's left for me to do is to wish you - or wish us - good luck!  

