
 
Want to get out of the box? 
Be a Learning Circler. 
Perhaps you spend your day sitting in a cubicle writing briefs about sticky social issues? 
Or perhaps you spend your day on your feet fighting fires? Or some combination in-
between? 

Whether you are a policymaker or service deliverer, you are trying to make and 
implement programs and policies that work. And yet, you are often frustrated by the 
seemingly slow pace, by the constraints, by the no-no-no culture. You’re intrigued by 
words like ‘social innovation’ ‘collaboration’ and ‘user-centered design’ but you also 
wonder whether it’s all just a lot of hype (ahem, bullshit). 

We wonder the same things. 

We’re InWithForward, and together with West Neighborhood House, we’re embarking on 
a six-month experiment. How do we show what it looks like when you flip the script on 
traditional policy and program development? Instead of starting in board rooms, with 
experts, what if you started on-the-ground with the people your policies and programs 
were intended to reach? What if you had access to a totally different type of data? What if 
you used that data to make and iterate alternative solutions? And what if you did real-
time evaluation and could make course corrections as you go? 

Our focus will be on street-involved adults. Our starting point will be the drop-in center. 
But, we will be applying an approach that’s relevant across social issue areas. It’s an 
approach we’ve been testing, tweaking, and improving over the past decade in five 
countries. 



Our big ambition is to co-design ways to shift our social safety nets into trampolines. 
There’s certainly no one way. So rather than just develop one new service or policy, we 
want to build collective capacity to think and work differently. That’s where you come in. 

We’re looking for 20-24 practitioners and policymakers who want to think and work 
differently. We’ll offer free professional development in exchange for your time and 
commitment.  

From November until May, we ask that you set aside three hours a week. Some weeks 
you’ll be introduced to a new concept (e.g ethnography, prototyping). Some weeks you’ll 
be shadowing our team, and immersed in the messy doing. Some weeks you’ll be reading, 
writing, and reflecting. And other weeks, you’ll be meeting-up with peers to translate the 
concepts back into your organizations. Because it can be lonely to learn on your own, 
we’re asking that you and a colleague apply to the learning circle together. That way 
you’ve got some support. 

We’re building on the lessons learned from a six-month experiment in Vancouver. There, 
we up-skilled 30 frontline, mid-level, and senior managers in the disability sector and 
developed ground-up solutions to pain points (see www.fifthspace.ca). On reflection, we 
realized we put too much focus on projects and not enough on day-to-day practice. The 
In/Out Learning Circle will be our next iteration of immersive learning, and you’ll help to 
shape the experience.  

Here’s what you need to know… 

More about the role 
As a Learning Circler, you’re part foreign exchange student, part cultural critic, and part 
translator. You’ll be immersing yourself in a foreign context with a new language, 
routines, and culture. You’ll be giving us needed critique, but also building bridges back to 
your every day context.  

Each month, for six months, you will toggle between four types of experiential learning: 

http://www.fifthspace.ca


(1) Guided, full-group learning. Here’s where we will introduce a method and a value - 
and share international examples and reference points.  

(2) Immersive, small-group observation. Here’s where you’ll spend time with our team, 
watching how some of the methods & values play out in real time.  

(3) In-context experimentation. Here’s where you’ll bring a concept back to your own 
setting, and try putting into practice.  

(4) Peer-to-peer reflection. Here’s where you’ll spend some time alone and in small groups 
debriefing, writing, and volleying ideas back-and-forth. 

That means over the next six months, you will be: 

• Reading social science articles and behavior change theory.  
• Going out to do ethnographic field work 
• Making tools and visual prompting materials. 
• Making assumptions explicit and testable. 
• Reacting to ideas, offering critique and alternative courses of action  
• Providing historical context and strategic advice.  
• Maneuvering around red tape and barriers 
• Reaching out to useful stakeholders 
• Writing or recording blogs and reflections. 
• Allowing yourself to be confused and not know the answer 

More about you 
You’re insatiably curious. Asking questions is one of your favorite past-times. You love a 
good book, article, or film and like to find connections between seemingly random things. 

You’re searching for something, even if you’re not sure what. You’re definitely not content 
with the way things are, and are ready for alternatives.  

You’re at a place where you can be a bit flexible. Things aren’t so crazy busy that you can’t 
make time for your own learning and reflection, even if that occasionally happens 
outside of 9-5, Monday to Friday. You find that you can adjust your expectations, when 
needed, and go with the flow when things change course quickly.   



You’re a pretty adept communicator and networker. You’re generous at sharing what you 
are thinking, doing, and learning. You find ways to engage your colleagues and make 
others feel included. 

You are opinionated, but can reserve judgement. You’re able to suspend disbelief long 
enough to ‘try on’ on a new way of looking at something - but you’re also not shy to 
express your thoughts, ideas, confusions, and concerns. 

You are willing to be vulnerable. To really learn requires letting your guard down and 
confronting assumptions. You’re able to admit when you’re wrong. 

A few expectations  
To set you up for success, we’re asking that 

- You apply with a colleague from your same organization.  
- You have management or executive board support. Practically, this means a 

supervisor, manager, or board member knows you are applying to the Learning Circle 
and agrees to come along to a session every three months! 

- You put in three hours a week to the Learning Circle from 1 November - 13 May. We will 
release a full schedule at the introductory party tentatively scheduled for the 6 
November.  

- You’ve got the energy and desire to try some new concepts and ideas in your own 
context.  

In exchange, we’ll try and makes sure that we 

- Create delightful, intentional environments for learning 
- Check-in with you frequently, and give/get 1:1 feedback. 
- Ensure there is space for iteration. If things aren’t working, we’ll try something else. 



How to apply 

We want to get to know you, just a bit. No need to write War & Peace. Using the questions 
below as a guide, answer in any way that excites you. Could be in written form, a 
drawing, a photo essay, a short video, a voice recording, an animation, anything. 

We highly encourage you to submit a joint application with a colleague - which means 
submitting just one application with both of your responses below! 

Send your materials to hello@inwithforward.com by October 30. Please make sure to 
PDF any word documents., and consolidate your files as much as possible! 

1) Tell us about the organization you work for. What it’s mission and purpose? Who does 
it serve? What does it do well?  

2) Create a short introduction to you (and hopefully the colleague you are applying 
with). What are some of the things that make you tick? What skills do you use at 
work? What skills don’t you use at work? 

3) Identify a few pain points you are experiencing. What are the most pressing 
challenges you, your organization, and end users face? 

4) Show us something you’ve seen that is innovative and really working. What’s good 
look like? 

5) Describe one of your most significant learning moments. Tell us about a particular 
time & place when something really stuck. 
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