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ACTION LEARNING

MOTIO

DICCUrES

REG REVANS WAS ONE OF THE GREAT UNSUNG HEROES OF
modern management. His influence stretches from the
NHS to Japanese car factories, from the British coal indus-
try to the entire Belgian economy. As the father of action
learning, he is owed a debt by all those whose development
includes discussion of their own workplace problems.

But there is evidence that while action learning is gain-
ing in popularity, people’s understanding of it varies con-
siderably and departs from some of the basic principles
Revans advocated. In fact, surveying and classifying the
proliferating variety of “action approaches” to research
and development has become something of an academic
cottage industry in recent years, with writers going to
some lengths to try to define it.

This contrasts with Revans's own refusal vo define
action learning once and for all, stressing instead “what
action learning is not” (see panel, right). Despite this lack
of definition, we launched a research project last year to
find out how closely practitioners are sticking to what
might be termed the classical principles of Revans’s con-
cept, in which “comrades in adversity” come together in
groups to question, challenge, reflect and learn from
each other’s mistakes and successes, rather than relying
on “experts”. Our interest is not in definitions, but in
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When Reg Revans died in January he left a
great legacy. But how far are his principles

of action learning being applied in practice?
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the practice of action learning. There has heen little
research into this.

We do know from other studies that the take-up of
action learning is uneven. For example, surveys have
shown that business schools are making only modest use
of it, still preferring to teach about management rather
than help people learn how to do it (Pfeffer and Fong, 2002).
We hope our research will map out the field in more detail.

Revans pioneered the concept and coined the term
“action learning” while working for the National Coal
Board in the 1950s. The ideas were taken up enthusiasti-
cally by the health service, among others, early on. But it
is only in the past decade that many organisations have
Jatched on to the approach.

Early findings from the first 78 people to respond to
our survey show that 42 per cent hegan using action
learning less than five years ago; 32 per cent between five
and 10 vears ago; and 26 per cent before that.

Encouragingly, 71 per cent say that, at present, they are
using action learning more now than when they started,
with 12 per cent saying they are using it less. As for the
future, 67 per cent anticipate using action learning more,
3 per cent less, and 27 per cent about the same (crypti-
cally, 3 per cent didn’t answer).

This is good news f[or those who support action learn-
ing, although the research so far has concentrared on
what we term the “action learning community of prac-
tice”. This first sample of 78 people does not include
results from private-sector organisations and large con-
sultancies. This is the start of a two-year research project
and we will eventually ensure thatr there is a cross-
section from all types of organisation. To date, 35 per cent
are from small or medium-sized consultancies, 35 per
cent from the NHS, I8 per cent from higher education,
8 per cent from local authorities, 4 per cent from the vol-
untary sector and one person who has retired.

The nexr question is: what are they doing? The early
findings are highly provisional, but they throw up some
interesting points.

Respondents were asked to identify up to four
out of seven statements that were most cen-
tral to their view of, and practice in, action
learning. The results included: =
@ personal change and development
(85 per cent);

@ action on real problems at work
(83 per cent),

@ reflection on action (78 per cent);
® organisational change and devel-
opment (49 per cent);

® working in a set of six or so peers
(35 per cent);

® guestioning (32 per cent);

@ [acilitation (12 per cent).

The emphasis on personal change and
development is striking and suggests that
this may be the focus of much action
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learning practice. Also interesting is the relatively low
“score” for questioning, given Revans’s espousal of learn-
ing through questioning - although contrasting evidence
is seen in the next section.

Lastly, the low response to facilitation throws up more
questions, Does this indicate an increasing move rowards
self-managed sets — in line with Revans's principle of
“teaching little and learning a lot” ~ or does it reflect the
uncertain status of the facilicator in action learning, again
given Revans’s well-known reservations? Data from the
next section suggests the latter, so this could be one area
where practice is different from reality.

We listed 14 features of action learning and

invited participants to tick as many as

applied. The results reveal interesting

contradictions and the following

data supplied by our respondents
will need investigation.

® “We work in sets of six or so
people” (91 per cent).

@ “There is real action taken in

the workplace” (87 per cent).

There must be real action

taken, although there will be

argument about what that

action should look like,

otherwise there can be no
action learning.

o “Participants were helped

WWW FEOPLEMANAGEMENT.CD. UK

through questioning, rather »
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FURTHER INFORMATION

To complete the survey, visit
www.henleyme.ac.uk/quest/
actionlearningpractices.pdf
Respondents will get an
electronic report of the results.

Mike Pedler and Cheryl Brook
are based at the Revans
Institute for Action Learning and
Research, University of Salferd.
John Burgoyne is at Lancaster
University Management School,
Cheryl Brook can be contacted at
action.learning@ntiworld.com or
at The Revans Institute for
Action learning &r Research, the
University of Salford, Technology
House, Lissadel St, Salford.

Tel 0161 295 4088 or 0161 278
2623, fax o161 737 7700.

J Pfeffer and CT Fong, The End
of Business Schools? Less Success
Than Meets the Eye. Academy of
Management: Learning and
Education {2002)

See also “Learning centre”,
10 October 2002
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than being taught or told what to do™ (86 per cent).

e “Fach person worked on an individual problem”
(82 per cent).

® “Problems were chosen by the individual concerned -
not the organisation” (71 per cent). But 12 per cent said
that problems were identified and chosen by the organi-
sation, and 36 per cent mentioned joint negotiation.

® “We used a facilitator in set activities” (81 per cent),

® “We developed ground rules as part of the process”
(69 per cent).

® “We were participating in action learning linked to a
qualification” (49 per cent).

The evidence emerging from these two sets of data is
contradictory in places. This may, in part, result from the
use of simple questionnaires to enquire about complex
issues. It seems, for instance, from the second set of
responses that questioning and the use of a facilitator are
more central to practice than in the previous responses.

Two other points: the emphasis on personal issues
chosen by the individuals suggests there has been a drift
away from Revans's classical principles. There are two
aspects to this: one is the principle of addressing organisa-
tional problems, and negotiating them with an organisa-
tional sponsor; the second is the loss of the idea of working
on collective problems. Revans placed emphasis on tack-
ling collective issues in some of his NHS work.

Lastly, the large number working for qualifications
needs some explanation. In part, this may reflect an over-
representation of respondents from the Revans Institute,

- - who are all enrolled on
Action learning  research degrees by
) action learning, Even so,
is a method for  this finding requires fur-
ther investigation in
light of Revans's low
opinion of qualification
organisational programmes ~  most

famously in his interpre-

individual and

deve|0pment tation of MBA as “Moral
' Bankruptcy Assured”.
Working in small As part of our research

we are secking to identify
an action learning com-
munity of practice and
trying to contact as many
interested people as pos-
sible. We intend to share
our findings with them so
that we can best consider

issues or problems yow action learning can

groups, people
tackle important

organisational

be used and developed.
and learn from B Ber, oe o
i Revans's memory, we
their attempts will question, share

experience and relate it

to change things  tothe real world.
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