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Introduction

A religion based on the universality of suffering would not seem to have much to offer to the appreciative tradition of social and organizational change.  And yet Buddhism has survived as a distinct religion for 25 centuries by adapting to new territories and conditions and by incorporating new technologies to preserve and distribute knowledge.  The Buddhists are clearly doing something right -- but would Buddha himself have been welcome at this conference with his uncompromisingly negative premise?  

This is the Noble Truth of Suffering:

Birth is suffering:  Decay is suffering; disease is suffering; death is suffering; association with the unloved ones is suffering:  separation from the loved ones is suffering; not to get what one desires is suffering

This is what Buddha said at the famous Deer Park outside of Benares a few days he attained full Enlightenment.  He called it the first Noble Truth.  

A university which includes the infusion of Buddhist values in its Mission Statement would thus seem to be a poor candidate for a positive lens.  And yet University of the West, founded by the Fo Guang Shan monastic order, is undertaking a massive organizational change with the faith that a commitment to core principles and an acceptance of impermanence is the best guide.  

As the Director of Extended Studies and a Professor of Instructional Technology, I am a designated change agent.  New technology is being introduced into every dimension of the university.  Roles are changing.  Revenue sources are changing.  Power is changing.  The process is embraced easily in some quarters, resisted in others.  

University of the West

Located in Rosemead, CA, east of Los Angeles in the San Gabriel Valley, University of the West was established in 1990, and has achieved Candidacy status for full accreditation under WASC, (one of the 7 major US accrediting agencies).  The Accreditation vote will be in February, 2006, and since Candidacy status itself is not readily conferred by WASC, there is a reasonable basis for expecting a positive end to the process.  And significant a milestone as it will be, we hope, it is still just the surface expression of a much deeper and even more difficult change of state.

The University is owned by a large, world-wide, Taiwan-based Humanistic Buddhist organization lead by the Venerable Master Hsing Yun, who has established dozens of elementary schools, middle schools and high schools, as well as several universities and colleges, in Taiwan.  Not surprisingly, the academic study of Buddhism is the core strength of University of the West.  Business, Language, and Humanities Departments have also been slowly nurtured.  

Students generally fall into two categories:  Graduate Students seeking Masters or PhDs in Buddhist studies, or young undergrads from Taiwan whose parents are Fo Guang Shan devotees.  These threads will not go away; in fact, they will grow.  But they are being joined by many new threads, so the predominantly Taiwanese influence is being gradually diluted.  Koreans, mainland Chinese, Japanese, Nepalese, Uzbeks and more are joining the mix.

The Faculty is multi-national, multi-ethnic, and multi-religious.  Core faculty and adjuncts have reacted to new formats in a variety of ways, but each has bought into the basic assertion that new methods of facilitating learning must at least be tried.  The President and the Dean for Academic Affairs have lead the way by example, as has the Venerable Master Hsing Yun, who has conducted live, two-way Q&A sessions with literally hundreds of participants using UWest's low-cost videoconferencing system, which relies on the free public Internet.

The culture of the university has had a strong monastic influence, which is being modified during the university's coming-of-age as an academic institution, symbolized by Accreditation. The monastic culture itself is powerful and resilient, one of Buddhism's great contributions.  But a secular university, even if it is infused with Buddhist values, needs to move beyond the monastic model by introducing a more entrepreneurial mindset.  Monastic economics is based on donations and extreme frugality.  Entrepreneurial economics involves spending a little in hopes of making a lot.  In the grand scheme of paradigm shifts, this is not among the most excruciating.  But at the ground level, it is a significant change.

The Transformation

The need to increase revenue and diversify sources of revenue, is one of the main forces driving the organizational change.  Accreditation is an economic necessity, since it is crucial in student recruitment.  Accreditation not only validates the degree, but is a requirement for most student loans as well.  By the very nature of the standards it is based on, Accreditation changes the fundamental structure and culture of the university.  For example, informal social networks among monastics staffing the university were perfectly adequate communications channels at a certain point.  But the "Institutional Preparedness" phase of Accreditation insists on more public and explicit channels; e.g., a Faculty Senate, a specified Grievance process etc.

Economics is also partially responsible for the development of an off-campus Extended Studies program.  The main campus itself is physically small, eleven acres.  With the limits on current and potential dormitory and classroom space, student tuition will never provide a sufficient contribution to overall university revenue.  Given the price of acquiring additional property in the Los Angeles area at this time, the only realistic choice is to expand off-campus, through Extended Studies.  

Extended Studies necessitates a new approach.  The university has developed and implemented a clearly defined teaching and learning model for non-classroom programs which presents challenges across every front -- administration, quality assurance, pricing, student services, student fees, faculty roles, teaching assistant responsibilities, and assessment.  The program was launched in the Fall 04 semester; the greater part of the challenges are still ahead of us.

Initial Strategy

University of the West receives the bulk of its revenue not from public tax-supported sources, but from the Fo Guang Shan monastic order and its extensive lay community.  Thus, the immediate focus for the tools and techniques of Extended Studies has been these primary stakeholders.  For example:

--
The videoconferencing system is used to bring the best Fo Guang Shan teachers to temples (and private homes) all over the world in live two-way events featuring direct interaction from remote sites.  

--
Very basic audio production facilities are used to produce podcasts, featuring the Young Adult groups in a discussion format, with storytelling and sharing experiences as young Buddhists.  

--
DVDs of selected courses are developed and distributed to the temples.  

--
Live discussions on Buddhist topics are organized and facilitated among groups gathered at temples located in different regions.

One year ago, none of these activities was taking place.  For the university, it has been an opportunity to learn and develop new practices and procedures without going fully public.  When, as hoped, Accreditation is achieved, UWest will be ready to compete in the open marketplace of transnational education.  For the Fo Guang Shan and its millions of followers, it has already been used by many as an opportunity to actively participate in a unique worldwide learning community.

If a Needs Assessment and a Gap Analysis had been conducted prior to undertaking these initiatives, the overall program would have appeared impossible.  Fortunately, we did not stop to dissect our numerous shortcomings.  Our initial efforts were primitive, even from the perspective of one year later.  But there has been gradual and continuous improvement at connecting people and producing digital media in a distributed manner.

The Second, Third, and Fourth Noble Truths
It turns out that craving is the cause of suffering, and that ignorance of the way things really are is at the base of a complex causal sequence which leads to the unending selfish desire.  Of course there is, in Buddhism, the idea of an Ultimate Awareness, leading to the cessation of all suffering -- but the concept has a relative and more every-day-functional aspect as well.  That is, to the extent that we see things as they really are, not bound by the status quo and negative assumptions about change, the conditions are right for more positive outcomes.  

Isn't this exactly what Appreciative Inquiry asserts?  While Buddhism is most frequently accused of being negative and pessimistic, Appreciative Inquiry is sometimes seen as overly optimistic and only open to more good news.  But the real meaning of Appreciation does not involve rose-colored lenses -- merely lenses which are open to a full awareness of the inherent qualities.  

At the heart of Buddhism is a theory of change which is ultimately liberating and certainly the product of a positive lens.  Results come about due to actions.  It's that simple.  Everything that we see and everything we are so immersed in that we don't see emerges out of the dynamic process of causes and effects, at every level of detail.  There is nothing supernatural in this formulation.  We make change through our own actions alone, which are based on the quality of our view of things.

Collaboration

University of the West is a multicultural laboratory located at the intersection of sacred and secular, alms giving and entrepreneuring, old-school and cutting edge, and of course East and West.  The campus is an experiment in ethnic intermingling -- mostly inter-Asian at the moment, but everything is impermanent.

Here are a few ideas for collaborative activity after the 'Designing Information and Organizations with a Positive Lens'  Workshop is over and we've all gone home:

1)
Continue the discussion of Buddhism and Appreciative Inquiry.  Shared elements.  What can be learned from each other; strategically, philo.  University of the West is merely one tiny instance of the larger question of Buddhism's adaptation to 21st century western culture.  This discussion could be conducted at Nicenet, appropriately named for an appreciative discussion, a free and flexible forum University of the West uses for many of its on-campus as well as Extended Studies courses.

1a)
Have a self-selected group of people representing different communities collaborate on a Wiki dedicated to Buddhism and Appreciative Inquiry and Buddhism and Management by Design

2)
We would welcome external review and critique of the way we have implemented our Extended Studies model in a set of courses about Buddhism -- it's history, it's doctrines, regional versions, it's psychology.  We have explored very elaborate and sophisticated online development models used by major universities or well-funded private companies.  Unfortunately, the level of resources available does not permit us to follow a very elaborate model.  So, our model is very simple.  Some models are based on a Periodic Table of Learning Elements.  Ours just has three steps.  It's a model for organizations without very much money.

3)
We can provide a live two-way connection, and an on-going channel, to a very large Buddhist organization with several million members around the world

4)
Many of the young adults working with us are highly engaged doers and self-selected leaders.  They represent the type of candidate who makes the best Intern or summer worker.  University of the West is interested in student exchange programs, and in recruiters who are seeking the types of students and student networks we attract.

5)  
University of the West is involved in podcasting because it is an inexpensive, human and engaging way to reach many people.  We are open to any and all co-podcast or co-podcast series ideas.  

