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Introducing 
The Bridges Community of Practice Model: 

Supporting innovation and expansion of Bridges Out of Poverty concepts   
 
Developed by Jodi Pfarr, Terie Dreussi-Smith, and Philip DeVol 
 
Introduction 
 
People who are attracted to Bridges eventually take ownership of the core concepts (Appendix A). They 
recognize that Bridges is distinctly different from other approaches to poverty (Appendix B), and they 
want to know how to apply the ideas—or they have their own ideas for improving existing programs or 
building new ones. The Bridges Community of Practice Model (hereafter referred to as the CP Model) is 
designed to help both happen. 
 
Our purpose is to assist individuals, organizations, and communities in doing four things: 

1. Prevent poverty 
2. Alleviate the suffering of those in persistent poverty 
3. Assist individuals and families to make the transition out of poverty 
4. Eliminate poverty 

 
The Four Pillars upon which the CP Model stands are: 
 

1. Encourage innovation. 
 
Bridges is not a program, it is a way to think and talk about poverty. It is a set of constructs, 
principles, tools, and strategies that people use to build programs. There is no way that Bridges 
consultants can be experts on every discipline or sector. In the aha Process Platform for Economic 
Justice (2007), we stated that new learning comes from local leaders, history, culture, knowledge, 
and best practices. The following mental model depicts this platform: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The aha! Platform 2007 
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2. Transfer knowledge using sophisticated websites and social networking tools. 
 

The CP Model shares the explosion of new learning and expands the applications of Bridges 
work with new websites, starting with Bridges Communities, Getting Ahead, and different sector 
communities of practice, such as Business, Criminal Justice, Colleges, and Health. 
 

3. Make available independent data collection and evaluations. 
 

Replication and expansion must be based on independent research that tells the story and can be 
used by the community of practice as a quality-improvement tool. Bridges is working with 
Community Collaboration, Inc. and Northern Illinois University on an instrument that is 
consistent with Bridges and Getting Ahead concepts. 
 
Bridges sites can contract with CCI for the web-based data system. The instrument will have the 
capability of reporting on individual resource development, organizational changes, and 
community changes. 
 

4. Provide links to funding sources and assistance with fund raising. 
 

Bridges has contracted with an expert who can assist organizations and communities in finding 
and acquiring funding. 

 
Structure: Levels of Engagement in the CP Model 
 
The CP Model already exists. We are simply providing names for what already exists and suggesting that 
we become more intentional about the management of the CP Model. 
 
In such learning communities as the CP Model, innovation comes from those who apply Bridges 
concepts. This became evident very early in Bridges history when Cascade Engineering, a plastics firm in 
Grand Rapids, Michigan, used Bridges concepts and its own best practices to improve retention rates 
when hiring people from poverty. Cascade’s retention rate dramatically rose from 29% to 69%. CEO Fred 
Keller and his management team were innovators, not early adopters. This is an important distinction. 
Early adopters replicate a program; innovators create something new. 
(http://www.ssireview.org/articles/entry/bridging_the_cultures_of_business_and_poverty/)   
 
Cascade Engineering provided a Bridges training vehicle for managers, employees, and community 
partners, some of whom became Certified Bridges Trainers. This team, using the language of Bridges, 
met frequently in formal and informal settings to create solutions. These team members created the first 
organizational-level community of practice to do Bridges work. 
 
The community of practice depicted below is made up of people in the organization who are most 
invested in Bridges work. Ideally the CP would include people from all levels in the organization. 
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Organizational C/P

Trainer

Board

Getting 
Ahead Grads

ManagerExecutive 
Director

H.R.

Front Line

 
In Cultivating Communities of Practice, Etienne Wenger describes how communities of practice can 
operate in local, intimate settings like Cascade Engineering and in larger, geographical settings up to and 
including international learning communities. Communities of practice develop in all disciplines and 
sectors, wherever people gather to exchange ideas and share knowledge. 
 
In large communities of practice, such as the CP Model, innovations come from anywhere in the 
community, so managing the flow of information is crucial. It’s important to name and recognize the 
structures that exist in the Bridges community and to name the responsibility each has for doing the work 
of Bridges and his or her role in transferring knowledge throughout the community of practice. 
 

Levels of Engagement in the 
Bridges Community of Practice

Organizations and  
Communities not yet in the 

Community of Practice

Bridges Communities,   
Organizations, and Certified 

Trainers

Sector Communities of 
Practice 

Licensed Sites and 
Sector Leaders

Bridges Consultants
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Levels of Engagement 
 Bridges Work Transfer of Knowledge 
Bridges Consultants Produce books and products, train 

and consult 
Manage the four pillars of the CP Model; 
engage in regular contact with all levels 
and sectors 

Licensed Sites Develop critical mass in specific 
regions; develop Bridges sites and 
communities 

Connect Bridges sites and communities 
to communities of practice 

Sector Leaders Apply Bridges concepts in own 
area of expertise 

Conduct regular phone conferences; send 
information to the appropriate websites; 
encourage CP development and 
innovations 

Sector CPs Apply Bridges concepts in own 
settings 

Participate in exchange of information 
and development of new ideas, programs, 
and initiatives 

Bridges Communities 
and Organizations 

Apply Bridges concepts in own 
settings 

Link members of Sector CPs; share best 
practices with other CPs; learn from 
other CPs 

Certified Trainers Develop critical mass; support 
follow-up for organizational and 
community change 

Engage in CPs according to interest 

 
Sector Communities of Practice 
 
The first CP to evolve was the business/employer sector, which has many members and has produced 
programs and initiatives with proven results. The second to evolve were the communities with Bridges 
Steering Committees, whose meetings have evolved into an annual conference. Next were the Criminal 
Justice and Colleges sectors. The Health sector is the most recent to emerge. As other sectors evolve, they 
will be assigned a leader and be brought under the overarching CP. 
 
The following table describes the structure used to provide support to CPs and encourage the transfer of 
knowledge between CPs. This sample worksheet will be filled in as the CPs’ work gets done. 
 
 

Business 
and 

Employers

Colleges Criminal 
Justice

Bridges
Steering 

Committees

Social Service, 
Nonprofits
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Leader TBD Karla 
Krodel

Judge Carol 
Robb

Philip DeVol Jodi Pfarr Terie 
Dreussi 
Smith

Team Members

Handouts/PPTs

Products/
Programs

Website

Communication
Phone and 
Electronic

Communities of Practice - Sector
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Each CP sector has a Sector Leader who is responsible for: 
 

1. Conducting quarterly phone conferences with the CP sector membership. These will be recorded 
for those who cannot attend. 

2. Sending products, ideas, and news to the sector website. These may include PDF files and Word 
documents of program descriptions, best practices, results and outcomes, forms, video clips, 
Power Points, discussions, blogs, audio clips, and all other forms of web-based information. 

3. Attend regular phone conferences with all Sector Leaders and Bridges Consultants. 
4. Provide updates to Bridges Consultants. 
5. Manage sector representation at annual Bridges Conference. 

 
Sector Leaders sign a Memorandum of Understanding regarding their roles and responsibilities. 
Compensation may include free registration to the annual conference, one free Trainer Certification 
registration, and/or other considerations. 

 
The Chaos of Innovation 
 
The following mental model represents the variety of members in the community of practice. Starting at 
the 12 o’clock position, you will see: 

a) Communities with Bridges Steering Committees 
b) Statewide alliances of Bridges communities and organizations 
c) Individual organizations  
d) State-level collaborations and organizational change 
e) College sector (representing all sectors) 
f) Circles™ sites 
g) Bridges International 
h) Business sector (representing all sectors) 

 
The center circle represents the structures and supports defined in this paper. 

 
The lines between the elements represent the relationships that tie the learning community together. These 
exchanges of information, formal and informal, are the source of new learning and innovation. 
 

Bridges Community of Practice Model
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The Importance of the Annual Conference 
 
Etienne Wenger states that communities of practice are most effective when people frequently meet face 
to face. (This building of relationships of mutual respect is a core construct of Bridges.) And while in 
some settings, the community of practice is local, the Bridges CP Model is also national and, 
increasingly, international. The fact that now there also are sites in Canada, Australia, and Slovakia makes 
face-to-face meetings with everyone involved increasingly difficult. 
 
The annual Bridges Conference plays an important role in the community of practice. It provides three 
days to meet and get to know one another. The contacts made at the annual conference are as important as 
learning about the innovations generated by the Bridges Community of Practice. 

 
Connecting with the Bridges Community of Practice 
 
Ways to learn about and join the Community of Practice: 

1. Call aha! Process at (800) 424-9484. 
2. Check the websites frequently: 

a. www.bridgesoutofpoverty.com 
b. www.gettingaheadnetwork.com 
c. www.ahaprocess.com 

3. Join the Sector CPs that interest you. 
4. Bridges Steering Committees can place people in each of the Sector CPs. 
5. Attend the annual conference. 
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Appendix A 
 

Bridges Out of Poverty 
Core Constructs 

 
1. Use the lens of economic class to understand and take responsibility for your own societal experience, 

while being open to the experience of others.  
2. At the intersection of poverty with other social disparities (race, gender, physical ability, etc.), address 

inequalities regarding access to resources. 
3. Define poverty as the extent to which a person, institution, or community does without resources. 
4. Build relationships of mutual respect. 
5. Base plans on the premise that people in all classes, sectors, and political persuasions are problem 

solvers and need to be at the decision-making table. 
6. Base plans on accurate mental models of poverty, middle class, and wealth. 
7. At the individual, institutional, and community/policy levels: Stabilize the environment, remove 

barriers to transition, and build resources. 
8. Address all causes of poverty (four areas of research). 
9. Build long-term support for individual, institutional, and community/policy transition. 
10. Build economically sustainable communities in which everyone can live well. 
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Appendix B 
Hard Differentiators: Bridges Community of Practice Model 

 
These tables explain some of the things—the hard differentiators—that make the Bridges Out of Poverty 
model stand out from other groups and organizations that address poverty and community sustainability. 
 

Hard Differentiator Explanation 
We use the lens of economic class to 
address poverty. 

There are other lenses that we recognize: race, ethnicity, age, 
gender, disability, and sexual identity. While we 
acknowledge/honor all lenses, our contribution to discussions 
on poverty is primarily the lens of economic class. 

We define poverty as “the extent to 
which an individual does without 
resources.” 

This gives us something to do about poverty—namely, build 
resources/assets. 

We engage and learn from people in 
poverty. 

People who are living in poverty give us concrete, local 
information about poverty. They provide us with an accurate 
mental model of poverty. Without this local mental model of 
poverty, planners (who are usually from middle class) operate 
according to their own perception of what poverty is in the 
community. 

We engage people in poverty as 
problem solvers; they are at the 
planning and decision-making tables. 

Typically people in poverty are invisible, absent from the 
decision-making process. The middle class and upper class 
make plans and decisions about and for people in poverty. In 
Bridges, everything is based on the premise that people in 
poverty are problem solvers and need to be at the planning and 
decision-making table. 

We have a comprehensive approach; 
we address all causes of poverty; we 
prevent and alleviate suffering, support 
transition out of poverty, and work to 
eliminate poverty; we cover all stages of 
life with the Bridges Continuum. 

Typically, planners have a favorite and narrow view of the 
causes of poverty and plan accordingly.  

We recognize the impact that income 
and wealth disparity has on individuals 
and communities. 

Individuals and communities suffer when people live in 
unstable environments. The individual loses a job because of 
the lack of resources; the business owner has higher turnover 
costs, the community neighborhoods decline. 

We help people understand their own 
economic and societal experiences in 
order to help them obtain a better 
understanding of those in other 
economic classes. 

Typically the person from middle class learns about people 
from poverty so he or she can help them improve their 
circumstances. This usually is accomplished through the 
expectation that the person in poverty will change his or her 
thinking or attitude. In our work, the change in thinking and 
attitude must take place in people from all classes. 

We use the hidden rules of class to bring 
people together across class lines to 
solve community problems. 

We raise class issues in order to help people make 
relationships of mutual respect across class lines, as a way of 
solving problems. This isn’t about class warfare.  

We promote sustainable communities 
where everyone can live well. 

Often communities define themselves in such a way as to 
leave out people in poverty and to award a sustainable life to 
one’s own circle or class. 

We engage people from all classes, 
races, sectors, and political persuasions.  

We have the tools to attract these people and bring them 
together to work for the good of all. 
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Hard Differentiators About Bridges Structures and Operations 
Hard Differentiator Brief Explanation 

Bridges is a set of concepts, strategies, 
and tools, as well as a language or 
lexicon; it is not a program. 

People, organizations, and communities use Bridges to make 
their programs better, to get better outcomes. 

Bridges operates under the principles of 
attraction and ownership. 

Those who are attracted to Bridges are encouraged to take 
ownership of the ideas and apply them in their own 
organizations and community. 

Bridges operates above the 
“silos”/departmental thinking. 

Organizations can use Bridges to improve their outcomes, but 
when people come to Bridges Steering Committees, they leave 
their silos at the door and focus on how to help people make 
the transition out of poverty. 

Bridges is applied locally according to 
the history, leadership, best practices, 
and unique characteristic of the 
organization and community. 

Bridges recommends principles but doesn’t impose programs 
and strategies; it isn’t “one size fits all.” 

Bridges is an evolving community of 
practice where organizations and 
communities share knowledge with each 
other at the local, sector, national and 
international levels. 

Bridges encourages innovation. 

Bridges is a form of participatory action 
research. 

The participants review their work and adapt and improve 
their models accordingly. 

Bridges is a form of participatory 
democracy. 

Communities come together to solve problems; they don’t 
necessarily wait for the “authority” to act. 

Bridges helps develop sophisticated 
service delivery systems. 

Communities that embrace Bridges can reorganize to focus on 
helping people get out of poverty.  

Bridges is a community engagement 
model. 

Bridges helps design pathways to economic self-sufficiency 
and well-rounded lives by engaging the business, educational, 
civic, and faith sectors. 

 
 

Hard Differentiators Found in Getting Ahead in a Just-Gettin’-By World (GA) and 
Investigations into Economic Class in America (IECA) 

GA and IECA are workbooks that community members and college students from poverty use to investigate the impact of poverty 
on themselves and their communities. GA and IECA are done in groups. There are 15 two-hour sessions with a trained 
facilitator. 

Hard Differentiator Brief Explanation 
People in GA and IECA are 
“investigators.” 

They are not students, participants, or members; they are not 
taught or told or forced to change or comply. They investigate 
their world and make informed decisions about the results of 
their investigation.  

Investigators inform and add 
knowledge. 

While many take an active role during GA and IECA sessions, 
some investigators might be passive learners. Both types of 
investigators can be beneficial to the sessions. 
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Hard Differentiators Found in Getting Ahead in a Just-Gettin’-By World (GA) and 
Investigations into Economic Class in America (IECA) (continued) 

GA and IECA are workbooks that community members and college students from poverty use to investigate the impact of poverty 
on themselves and their communities. GA and IECA are done in groups. There are 15 two-hour sessions with a trained 
facilitator. 

Hard Differentiator Brief Explanation 
GA and IECA address relevant 
economic class issues and use life itself 
as the context for education. 

Economic class issues are seldom talked about in any detail in 
other programs serving first generation, low-income 
students—and the genius of the GA and IECA approach is that 
life itself informs the educational process rather than 
education simply preparing one for life. To be sure, though, 
academic and research constructs also are integral aspects of 
GA and IECA. 

GA and IECA put the investigator in 
charge of his or her own learning. 

This is different from the “righting reflex” of many middle-
class individuals and organizations that try to quickly change 
things or fix things (make them “right”) for people in poverty. 

Investigators deal critically and 
creatively with reality and discover how 
to participate in the transformation of 
their world. 

Many programs teach the “logic of the system” and attempt to 
bring people into conformity to the system. The goal of GA 
and IECA is not to make people compliant workers, 
employees, or students, it is to give them tools to think 
through and create what works for them. 

GA and IECA work because of 
sequencing/reinforcement and 
deepening of learning in an agenda-free, 
safe, and neutral environment. 

Typically, organizations teach by telling and providing “the” 
answers. Instead, GA and IECA provide the opportunity for 
the investigator to learn what will work best for 
himself/herself. 

GA and IECA reveal the theories of 
change upon which the work is based. 

Typically clients, students, and customers are not exposed to 
the theory behind the change or learning process. They are 
simply told what to do. 

GA and IECA help investigators create 
a new future story. 

Our work is about changing lives, not just learning new 
subject matter. 

  


