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Why I got hooked

I have never lost the child-like capacity to ask endless questions. So I felt very at home – at an NACVS (project host) Action Learning for Managers (ALM) introductory day – when I found out that one of the key elements of Action Learning is asking what are known as 'insightful' questions.

Action Learning takes place in a group of about five or six people. One of the group, a ‘presenter’, describes a work based ‘issue’. This is often a problematic or challenging issue; the type of experience we tend to learn from. The rest of the group, the ‘supporters’, ask the presenter open questions about this work issue. The questioning provides supportive challenging. After about twenty minutes of questioning, the presenter must produce an ‘action plan’ in order to move forward on the situation they have outlined.

It sounds simple, but a short introduction and a chance to be a presenter and a supporter showed me that it is a potentially powerful tool for learning and making change. It’s effective because the presenter has the opportunity to describe their situation, be listened to and reflect. Also, the questions offer new perspectives from which to look at the issue. This helps to challenge the presenter’s own way of looking at the problem and shows new possibilities that can then be put into action. It is a fascinating process. A person can present one issue and the questioning can reveal other more pressing, underlying issues. 

Action Learning is a process that respects the individual. Each person has equal 'air time' and controls their own agenda. The action they take on the issue will be unique to them and their own style of learning and doing things.

I organise a lot of training events and it’s often difficult to know how much impact they have once people are back in their workplace. In Action Learning, the individual goes back to work and implements their action plan. The fact that they will have to report on progress to the next Action Learning set (usually in about six weeks’ time) provides further incentive to take action. 

How did the training help?

The introductory day provided me with the inspiration to take up NACVS’ ALM Facilitator training. This consisted of a two day residential course and membership of an Action Learning Set for five sessions. 

The training provided a theoretical underpinning to Action Learning, an in-depth 

look at the role of an Action Learning Facilitator (or Set Advisor) and practical tips about setting up an Action Learning Set. Much of the learning was carried out using an Action Learning approach. 

What is being part of a set like?

Being part of a set is challenging. You never know where the questioning might lead. You never know which question will have the most impact. It involves intense concentration. A set meeting may last almost a whole day. It means focussing on other people’s issues as well as your own. Sometimes it may stir up things that have been lying low or challenge values/attitudes that have become set in stone. An Action Learning set provides the encouragement and support to take action on the issues that have been a thorn in your side. It’s a process, so you see what you have achieved from the beginning of the set until its end (after about five sessions). And you learn so much about yourself in the process: how you think, your habitual ways of problem-solving, your Achilles heels, your strengths and your talents. Hopefully, you also do some good for your workplace: you take the action and improve a problematic situation.

What is being a Set Advisor like?

A facilitator makes the process as easy as possible by helping to define the groundrules, maintaining the rules of the process, modelling questions and helping to keep a supportive atmosphere where participants will be able to explore with confidence. Because part of the role is to be unobtrusive, sometimes it’s difficult to assess how effective one is being. It’s enjoyable to watch the interaction from a detached position and to become more aware of the recurring issues being presented. In my own experience, the key issues for managers are: managing organisational change, personnel issues and the trustee relationship.

What have I learned from the process?

I’ve learned that learning works when:

· it starts from the experience of the person and is relevant

· when learning and action go together

· when people learn from their peers

· when learning happens in a supportive atmosphere and the individual is respected.

The Action Learning project has finished, but NACVS is working on ways to continue the development of Action Learning in the voluntary and community sector. See

www.alm-vol.org.uk or email alm@alm-vol.org.uk.
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Jane Holdsworth of CVS-Warwick District explains why she's hooked on Action Learning.
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