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The Sheffield Pilot

The Sheffield Pilot was funded by the Community Fund and used Action Learning to develop managers. Eighteen people attended an introductory day and as a result 10 of them signed up to join Action Learning ‘sets’. 

The first two sets operated between June 2003 and January 2004, each set having six sessions. Three people dropped out during the course of these sessions. 

We started one more set in November 2003 and continued to run one of the original sets for a further six sessions, slightly changing the format to enable the introduction of specific techniques alongside the Action Learning method. 

Participation in Action Learning

Feedback from managers who decided not to  take up Action Learning was that it involved too much investment of time. However, participants state that in terms of the learning and real change experienced, the time involved is time well spent.

Participants found Action Learning a rich experience providing much more than off-the-shelf solutions. They appreciated the inquiry process that seeks to treat problems as an opportunity for wider learning. This helps managers learn to learn, rather than seek one-off solutions each time they face a problem. It creates reflective practitioners, able to see every aspect of their work as an opportunity for learning, rather than seeing learning as something that happens on training courses. 

Content and outcomes

There were substantial outcomes for all the participants. One person has completely turned around difficult relationships with her management committee. Two people who have been dealing with conflict have found useful strategies for using it in a positive way to bring about organisational change. One person has been able to make a career transition. One person is tackling issues of work/life balance more successfully. Another person has successfully managed a radical change in her organisation in a firm way with minimal negative fallout. One participant reports significant change in his management style, which has resulted in a shift in organisational culture.

I kept a learning diary and encouraged all participants to do so. People learned a great deal about the content of their own and others’ issues, but also from the process. They valued the approach, which encourages thinking and learning through listening and questioning, rather than giving

advice and offering solutions. Many of them have used similar approaches to managing, supervising and mentoring their own staff, with good results. 

People brought a variety of issues to the sets, including:

· handling conflict between stakeholders

· balancing the learning needs of staff with the demands of the job

· working with multiple stakeholders, especially when roles are not clear

· creating the right level of support for themselves

· managing themselves and their work/life balance

· clarifying their responsibilities;

· creating time for creative forward planning

· managing change

· building teams.

Reflections on the process

· The effective use of Action Learning skills takes time. As a facilitator, I had to get across that if I asked them how they could do it differently, I was doing this to aid learning. People are generally used to a model that involves criticism, rather than experiment and learning.

· Open questions encourage deep learning. For example, someone was struggling with how to find creative ways to get the committee members to take responsibility and work well together. Someone asked: "What could you focus on in your job that would bring you real joy?". The participant was liberated to see that she would inspire herself and others more if she focused on their original motivations for doing the job.

· 
People found it helpful to consider their motives for asking questions. We never set out in the session to devise a solution, or achieve an outcome. We focussed on the feelings and thought processes, exploring them for insight and meaning. Questions are good questions if they contribute to learning.

· Suggestions for making a person less ‘stuck’ were: "Can you think of someone who is good at doing what you want to do – how do you see them handling it?", or "What are you assuming about this situation that stops you doing what you would like to?".

· Action Learning gives participants quality attention and allows people who do not necessarily know each other very well to connect. How can we use this learning in the outside world?

A report on the work of this project is available from Voluntary Action Sheffield, www.vas.org.uk
Sheffield gets a piece of the Action





Tthe Action Learning for Managers (ALM) project has inspired others.  Sue Beardon reports on one such project at Voluntary Action Sheffield.








Action Learning in Sheffield





Inspired by the Action Learning for Managers (ALM) project, others have been developing their own action learning programmes.  Sue Beardon reports on an action learning project at Voluntary Action Sheffield.
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