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What is learning?

It’s not a package tied with string,
or a machine with precise instructions.

It doesn’t obey rules or masters.

No-one can patent it though many have tried. 
It’s never been captured and bottled,
or dissected, defi ned or delivered.

It has many colours and scents,
many fl avours and textures,

it  can speak in every language.

And every time people tell a story
and others give their whole selves

to listening, it can happen.

And every time someone asks real questions
and honours unexpected answers

then acts on them, it happens.

It’s out there in the fi eld, waiting for you,
like a juicy red fruit or a pale blue fl ower, or the raindrop
you can catch in your hand because you watched as it fell.

By Tracey Martin



1Welcome

Welcome!
…to the Barefoot Guide 
to Learning Practices in 

Organisations and Social Change

Wamkelekile!

Th is is a practical resource for leaders, facilitators 
and practitioners wanting to improve and 
enrich their learning processes. It is intended for 
individuals, organisations and for social change 

practice in the fi eld.

Th is is not just another book on organisational 
learning and social change It is diff erent in that it was not 
writt en by one person. Neither is it a collection of essays 
writt en by diff erent people. Th is book is the joint eff ort 

of a group of development practitioners from across the 
globe. It was designed and writt en during three intensive, 

participatory writing workshops known as ‘writeshops’. 
Th rough this process we have created something to help 

us and others to start, and continue, a more fruitful journey 
towards learning and social change.

We (the writers) are all 
passionate about learning and 

have brought our diff erent 
experience and expertise to the 
book. It includes topics as diverse 
as community mobilising and 

development, adult learning, funding, 
evaluation, facilitation, and creative writing. 

In writing this book, we have tried to use 
accessible language and to avoid ‘development 
speak’. We hope community leaders, fi eld 
workers, NGO staff  and donor agencies 
struggling to make their organisations more 
learning-oriented will fi nd this book helpful, 
inspiring and thought-provoking. 
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Writing this guide has been a learning journey for us. Most 
of us haven’t really been writers in our professional lives – 
although we happened to have some poets amongst us. Most of 
us had never met before going to Kleinmond (South Africa) for 
our fi rst writeshop. And few had ever writt en a book together 
with others. To get acquainted and build trusting relationships, 
we shared our personal learning stories and practised the very 
values this book tries to inspire – knowing ourselves, creating 
safe spaces, losing our defenses, taking personal responsibility, 
creating refl ection in action and celebrating diversity. We 
learned to develop our writing voice and to give each other 
honest feedback on our chapters. We even painted each other’s 
portraits and learned to drum – all to get our creative energy 
fl owing. Over time, we grew stronger as a team and felt less 
resistance about lett ing go of certain parts of our chapters 
(‘killing our darlings’) and integrating various chapters into 
new, exciting pieces of work. Th is was a real collaboration.

Although this book stands on its own, it is closely connected 
to the Barefoot Guide to Working with Organisations and Social 
Change (BFG1). Th e idea to write a second Barefoot Guide on 
Learning Practices in Organisations and Social Change (BFG2) 
was born when the writers of the fi rst Barefoot Guide recognised 
that Chapter 7 on Learning and Innovating in Organisations 
(‘Staying Alive to Change’) could easily be a book in itself. 

Many organisations aspire to be ‘learning organisations’ but 
there is very litt le practical guidance available, except from the 
business world. Th at guidance is diffi  cult to interpret and apply 
to the more complex terrain of social change, and oft en guided 
by diff erent priorities. Th is book seeks to fi ll that gap for civil 
society organisations, and, as the feedback about the BFG1 
revealed, we will not be surprised if people in government and 
business also fi nd it helpful.

A big part of this book is about learning and its importance 
in enabling organisations to contribute more eff ectively to 
positive and sustainable social change. Our aim is not to help 
you just create a beautiful Learning Organisation but to assist 
you in strengthening your organisation and its work, so that it 

has a positive and lasting impact on its surroundings. 
At the same time, social change is a diverse, 

multifaceted phenomenon. We can’t think 
of any social change which does not 

have learning at its heart.

Learning is not a technical thing. 
We want to encourage you to 
embrace the strangeness. We hope 
to inspire you to not just wonder 
if you are doing your job in the 
right way, but to also ask the more 
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philosophical and political questions. We don’t want to 
mainstream any ‘best practice’ – in fact we strongly believe 
that the idea of a global best practice is quite colonising! We 
each must develop good practices for our unique contexts 
and be open to learning from others in this process. We 
are aware that a lot of learning is already taking place in 
communities, organisations and social movements. Our 
aim is to appreciate what is already there and to enable 
organisations to learn even bett er. We want to contribute a 
new fl avour to what is already good. 

Th is book is fi lled with real-life stories, images and ideas, 
and while it will not always answer your questions it will, 
we hope, help you to ask bett er ones. It will not tell you how 
your organisation ought to be but it will support the path 
towards becoming more eff ective and refl ective. Towards 
more positive and sustainable social change.

You probably won’t read this book from cover to cover. 
You will need to make your own unique journey through it. 
But don’t worry; there are plenty of signposts to help you. 
Remember that the end will just be the beginning – for you, 
for your organisation and for your relationship with the 
people you are working with to bring about social change.

We have used many stories – our own learning stories 
and stories that others have told us. We are aware of the 
fact that stories are very powerful. However, their power 
can have both positive and negative consequences. There 
is a danger in telling a single story, as it easily leads to 
generalisations and stereotyping. We know that in telling 
stories, we are always selective. We make our own stories 
depending on our world view, our interpretations and 
our assumptions. Especially when working with other 
people’s stories, we have a great responsibility to tell 
them and use them with care and respect. We hope 
we have managed to tackle this ethical question in a 
responsible way, by using only stories that we know 
people have told us in good faith. 

Finally, this book is humble in its aspirations. We know 
we have only touched upon a small part of knowledge 
and experience existing among the many development 
practitioners around the world. To build on the BFG2 
and continuously expand it, we strongly encourage you 
to contribute your own learning story and experiences to 
the book or website, and to connect with other people and 
organisations that have similar questions to yours. It is our 
desire that the content of the book is continually evolving 
and enriched. Our learning journey has only just started and 
we encourage you to take it one step further! 
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We’d like to hear your feedback

1. Has the Guide inspired any changes in how you do 
something or approach your work? It would be helpful if 
you could tell us a brief story of how you have used ít and 
what responses it has had. 

2. Which chapters have been particularly helpful? Why?
3.  Is there anything else that you would like to see in the Guide?
4.  Is there any part of the Guide that you have found diffi  cult to 

understand?
5.  Is there anything that you disagree with? Please tell us why 

and feel free to contribute alternatives.

Send your feedback to feedback@barefootguide.org.

Contribute your tools and resources
We also welcome additional materials for future editions 
and for the website. Th ese could be activities, readings, case 
stories or even poems or images that you have found useful, 
and that might be useful to others. We can’t promise that 
we will always include them, but each contribution will be 
seriously considered and acknowledged, if used. Email your 
contributions to contact@barefootguide.org.
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