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This past summer IFP held three Leadership for Social Justice Institutes (LJSIs), in Chiang Mai, Thailand (July 4-9), Brattleboro, Vermont (July 25-30) and Soesterberg, Netherlands (August 7-13), respectively.  A total of 211 fellows from 21 countries attended the week-long meetings.
  The Thailand meeting was the second meeting in an IFP “selecting country” and focused on social justice issues in Thailand.  As in previous years, the Vermont-based School for International Training (SIT) and the Washington, D.C.-based Advocacy Institute (AI) organized the institutes.  The LSJI in the Netherlands drew heavily on collaboration with Kontakt De Kontinenten (KDK), while in Thailand the team worked with the IFP International Partner for Thailand, the Asian Scholarship Foundation (ASF).

Members of the IFF Board of Directors, the IFP Program Advisory Committee (PAC), Ford Foundation staff and representatives from International Partner organizations, representing Thailand, the Philippines, Palestine, Nigeria, Senegal, India, Brazil and Peru, attended this summer’s institutes.

At the January 2004 Institute in Oaxaca, Mexico (Jan.2004), IFF Board and Program Advisory Committee members offered many useful suggestions for improvement, including: a) paying greater attention to the Fellows’ leadership experience as the basis for the institute curriculum; b) strengthening the analytical and conceptual framework for the institute; and c) enhancing and sustaining the impact of the leadership institutes by conceiving of them as a centerpiece in a more expanded and coherent set of leadership and cohort-building activities across the IFP.

The LSJI design team from SIT, AI, and IFP endeavored to address these issues in the 2004 LSJ summer institutes by redesigning the LSJI curriculum in a number of ways.  The first task was to enable the fellows to draw more on their own experiences and to share more of their own intellectual and social justice interests, as this had been repeatedly suggested by many institute observers.  To facilitate communication among the fellows and assist in the formation of international working groups based on the fellows’ academic and social justice interests—for example, poverty alleviation, education and environmental management—a module on intercultural communications was introduced at the start of the sessions.  Although language differences and the imperfections of simultaneous translation were still obstacles to smooth communication, the fellows were able to use the techniques presented to form their groups more rapidly and communicate more effectively.  Each group spent time developing an action plan and produced specific ideas on how to work together once the institutes had concluded.  The working group sessions, in particular, emerged as a natural linking point for fellows from different countries and should be further developed.

Second, more use was made of case studies, submitted by the fellows prior to the institutes, that were based their own leadership and social justice work experiences.  A total of 15 case studies were used in the three institutes this past summer.  The cases were presented in plenary sessions, with fellows subsequently divided into smaller groups to facilitate in-depth discussions about the issues raised.  In the future, the case studies should be prepared in accordance with more detailed common guidelines and should be presented in written form to the other participants prior to the institutes.   

Finally, more alumni coordinators were appointed and their role was increased.  Nine fellows who had distinguished themselves through their participation in previous institutes were selected to act as liaisons to the first-time participants.  Especially because they represented different nationalities and spoke all of the major institute languages, these fellows played a very important bridging role, providing an important feedback loop to various regional groups of fellows and to the institute organizers.   The alumni also assumed more formal responsibility for organizing and leading particular sessions and activities—convincingly demonstrating that the fellows themselves could exercise strong leadership among their peers. 

The second issue to be addressed by this summer’s institutes was achieving a deeper analysis of key concepts, such as leadership, among the participants.  A number of changes were made for this purpose.  First, the organizers prepared background papers on social justice and on leadership concepts for all fellows to read before attending an institute.  Second, training manuals for LSJ Online were sent out to the Fellows before the institutes, to ensure that they were already signed on to the network and could access the posted resources before traveling, which significantly reduced the need to use valuable institute time for online training.  (The alumni carried out additional training in the evenings for thematic team leaders and others who wanted to utilize LSJ Online on site.)  To deepen discussions on leadership, however, the design team still needs to examine different leadership models in greater depth and recommend more resources for fellows to read before the institutes.  Outside experts and inspirational role models should also be invited.

Third, the field visits at this summer’s institutes were more varied and reinforced the conceptual discussions about social justice leadership as it is manifested in different types of organizations.  Organizations were selected that work on themes relevant to the overall LSJ idea:  for example, promoting social justice in Thailand; promoting social justice at local and international levels in the U.S.; and international cooperation in the Netherlands.  Prior to these visits, prominent speakers involved in international development organizations gave keynote speeches about their work to the assembled fellows.  Both the field visits and the keynote speeches generated lively discussion about strategic planning for social change and how social change organizations actually function.  To deepen these reflections, more time was given this summer to post-visit discussions, which proved to be stimulating to the fellows, who had both positive and negative views about the organizations they visited.    

Finally, LSJ Online has considerable potential for sustaining fellows’ networking and deepening their thematic discussions by providing an electronic forum for the exchange of ideas, academic papers, related links, etc.  With more fellows being trained to access LSJ Online before the institutes, this tool can be used before as well as during and after the institutes to familiarize participants with key social justice and leadership concepts.  The LSJ Online is also a powerful means to sustain the fellow-led thematic working groups beyond the scope of the actual institutes, as well as to involve other fellows in the discussions.  The LSJ Online “postings” have increased in number and relevance since the tool was introduced, but much potential remains to be explored.   

As was pointed out during the May 2004 Board of Directors meeting, building the IFP LSJ Initiative is a long-term process.  While a number of changes were implemented this summer, additional changes and improvements can be made within the LSJ format itself.  Some ideas to be considered include:  restricting the institutes to one language only, thereby eliminating the need for costly translation; inviting experts on topics of broad interest to groups of fellows, corresponding to their academic and social justice interests, inviting inspirational leaders to share their experiences; increasing the time allocated for presentation of the fellows’ academic work; grouping fellows and therefore designing institutes according to fellows’ broad thematic interests (e.g. poverty alleviation, environmental management) as well as by language and location of study; and increasing still further the role of fellows as facilitators, organizers, and leadership trainers.   In general, many fellows have suggested that the institutes be more practical and oriented toward their professional activities, as well as include greater debate and interaction about their academic work.

Alternatively, IFP will consider reducing the number of planned LSJ institutes and replacing some of them with different types of leadership and cohort building activities.  In particular, our preliminary thinking is that the program should focus more of the LSJ resources on the roughly 30 percent of fellows who are studying in their own countries and regions, to ensure that they benefit from some kind of international experience.  For example, as lack of English is still a major barrier to the participation of the in-country/in-region fellows in international meetings, some resources could be redirected toward longer duration English language training courses that would bring together international groups of fellows in an English-speaking environment.  The “substance,” at least in part, could reinforce the leadership for social justice theme.  For fellows who are already studying in North America and in Europe, we could organize larger, single-language conferences at which they would present papers on their own academic and social justice work, with discussions led by experts on those topics.  An important goal of such larger-scale meetings would be to provide the fellows with real world networking opportunities, not only with each other but also with key leaders in their academic/social justice fields.  

Another idea under consideration is working with IFP’s strategic university partners (such as the East West Center and Brandeis University) to organize smaller seminars on key topics for fellows and other students studying at or near those institutions.  Finally, leadership for social justice is also the central theme of cohort-building activities now starting to emerge at the national and sub-regional levels of the program, both for fellows-elect who have not yet started their academic programs and for IFP alumni.  This year, IFP will work more closely with the International Partners to coordinate the centrally designed and implemented LSJ work with activities done in country and in region—one of the principal suggestions made by the IFP Board and Program Advisory Committee.  Overall, the strategic objective is to create a coherent set of leadership and cohort-building activities across the IFP.

To review the LSJ institutes to date and recommend new approaches to the IFP leadership work, a major consultative meeting will be held in New York in October 2004.  International Partner representatives and IFP fellows and alumni, as well as staff from SIT, AI and IFP, will attend.  The conclusions from this meeting will be discussed at the 2004-2005 IFP regional meetings as this critical area of the program takes shape over the course of the coming year.  

� Another LSJ Institute was held in Oaxaca, Mexico on January 11-17, 2004.  58 fellows from 14 countries participated.  Since 2002, IFP has held a total of seven LSJ Institutes. 440 fellows from 20 countries have participated.
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