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Differentiating Between Approach, Method and Procedure in
Facilitating Study Circles

Sonda Nozomu

Human resource development is one of the central themes of the current Five-Year Plan. in
Japan, it is promoted through the Ruhi courses, In impiementing them, however, there seem
to be some challenges the Japanese Baha'i community is facing. That is, learners often have
difficulty understanding the contents of the course, while facilitators themselves have
difficulty facilitating it.

The latter category of difficulties seems to be related to the very point Ruhi Book 7
attempts to explain in Chapter 2: The difference between approach, method and procedure.
It defines “approach” as “a way or means of reaching something, the method used in dealing
with or accompiishing” (Ruhi Book 7, p. 52). “Method” is defined as‘a means or manner of
procedure, especially a regular and systematic way of accemplishing something; an orderly
arrangement of parts or steps to accomplish an end” (p. 52). Finally, “technique” is said to
be"the systematic procedure by which a complex or scientific task is accomplished” (p. 52).

edagogic terminology which corresponds to these three terms defines them as follows
(Richards and Rodgers, 2001). “Approach” refers to theories about learning that serve as the
source of practices and principles in teaching, while design lies at the level of “method”
analysis where the following elements are considered: leaming objectives, content selection,
types of learning tasks and teaching activities, the roles of leamers, the roles of teachers and
the role of instructional materials. Finally, “procedure” is the actual moment-to-moment
techniques, practices, and behaviors that operate in teaching according to a particular
method. Hence, a participatory method is conducive to learners’ participation.

More specifically, if we analyze the Ruhi Institute process, we find that the approach
we are expected to follow is based on the premise that the students are to take charge of
their own learning. The methed employed in the Ruhi Institute process is a participatory
method in which several participants leam together with the aid of a facilitator using Ruhi
Books. The role of the facilitator is to aid and facilitate the process of learning. The
participants are expected to actively join in the learning activities and discussions. Finally,
the specific procedures and techniques used are, for example, reading the expositions and
quotations twice, looking up difficult words, asking each otheér questions to facilitate
comprehension, applying the Teachings to daily life, spending three nights at a facilitator's
home and doing the course intensively, and memorizing the quotes.

It is important to remember that the Ruhi Institute emphasizes the approach taken, not
the method or procedure used {Chapter 2, Boaok 7)., and that the approach is to be active
learning. it makes it clear that active learning can occur even if the method is not
participatory. On the other hand, if the learner does not become an active participant or take
responsibility for his or her own learning, the participatory method becomes useless.
Likewise, in the Institute process, procedure and technique are designed to stimulate
learning and motive learners. .

In order to illustrate this point, Chapter 2 of Book 7 gives two contrasting exampies.
One is a young Baha'i attending a large and long public talk, listening attentively, thinking
and taking notes. The listener generates questions, goes home and reads books to find
answers. The other is a multitude of college students fighting through boredom and yawning
in a large classroom where a professor is giving a lecture. The students simply copy what
the professors says or writes. The former learner is active: The method is that of a lecture
but the learner takes initiatives and responsibility for learning, actively participating in the
process. In contrast, the latter learner is passive: The professor is doing everything and the
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students try to write down everything that the professor says or may give up on iearning
altogether while succumbing to slumber.

If we focus our attention on this distinction between an active learning approach and
the methods and techniques suggested to support that approach, the answers to many
common questions about the institute process become clear. For example, look at the
following questions and consider whether it concerns approach, method, or procedure.

There is no facilitator nearby. Can a person read a Ruhi Book a study alone?
(Approach)

Can we use Skype to do a study circle with an isolated believer up in a mountain?
(Method)

A new Baha'i does not want us to visit him but says he can come to my house. Can
this be considered one of the“visits"which Book 2 talks about? (Procedure}

Depending on the type of leaming activities, can we group leamers according to the
pace they want to learn at? (Procedure. See“To Collaborators in Book 3 for the
answer.)

Someone is dying to learn about life and death and can't wait. Can we start with
Chapter 3 of Book 1 and go back to Chapters 1 and 2, making sure all three
chapters fit together at the end? (Procedure)

There is someone who has been actively involved in children’'s classes and is very
familiar with the 15 lesson plans contained in Chapter 2 of Book 3, but she has
never taken Book 3 formally. Can we just focus on Chapters 1 and 3 and quickly
review Chapter 27 {(Approach)

As stated above, the main emphasis of the Ruhi Institute Process is on the approach,
which involves participants becoming active learners and taking responsibility for own
leamning. In order to facilitate this, a participatory method is adopted. In order to further assist
this, specific techniques and procedures are discussed in Chapter 2 of Book 7. If we
understand this and maintain fiexibility in the areas of method and technique but not at the
level of approach, t seems that we can solve many of the questions and difficulties we are
facing while facilitating study circles.
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