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Introduction
Many organisations claim to be learning entities. But, on a closer look we see the focus tends to be on learning activities. While such activities may have value, over time, people in organisations lose interest and begin to question their usefulness. It is not uncommon for what is often described as “organisational learning” to only involve small groups while the majority of the people are excluded. It is important that organisational learning is not just a hollow term used by the organisation to position itself. There has to be a clear intent on the part of the organisation to want to improve practice. 

But, there are organisations where the focus is not only on learning activities; learning has become integral to organisational life. In such instances various learning practices are used to stimulate, facilitate and sustain learning in a way that leads to improved practice and organisational health. Learning practices can be described as thoughtful, life-giving processes through which learning happens in an organisation; they are particular processes through which organisations “do” learning that bring discipline and rigour to organisational learning.   

The action research process surfaced a diverse range of learning practices including structured, institutionalised processes as well as the less structured, informal ones. Different organisations make use of different learning practices and this is influenced by its culture as well as the context in which it operates. The real value of informal learning processes is realised where a platform exists for expressing ideas, new thoughts, providing healthy criticism or sharing ideas, to allow free discussion at convenient times. Important in such instances is that the barrier to get connected to this platform is as low as possible, and that people don’t feel limited by technologies or other barriers.

Learning practices cover a wide range from sharing experiences, reflection, sense making, harvesting learning, documenting learning, working with questions, reviews, designing workshops, team meetings, working with stories, thematic learning communities, communities of practice, having a learning facilitator and use of creative activities and metaphor. These learning practices find expression in different ways in different organisations – the culture, learning context and phase of development are critical influences in how they find expression. 

It is worth mentioning that some learning practices are commonly used by small as well as large organisations and form part of the structured, formal repertoire of processes through which learning happens. In many organisations, this is complemented by informal, less structured processes that hold a unique value.  For example, although reflection as a learning practice is used by many organisations, experiences of using this practice are different. While some organisations have created dedicated spaces for structured reflection, others have infused it into their daily activities in less structured ways. In the following sections we take a deeper look into the practice of reflection and the art of storytelling as commonly used learning practices and their value in organisational learning. 

Reflection as learning practice

Structured reflection, as mentioned above, involves the creation of a dedicated space where individuals in an organisation come together and collectively reflect on their experiences and practice. 

What makes structured reflection valuable? 

Preparation is important. This brings up the issue of recalling and capturing experiences in forms that help to recollect past events and encounters. Experiences can be captured in the form of write-ups or through use of alternative language, for example through use of proverbs, metaphors, pictures, journaling, daily diaries and video documentary. Capturing information in these varied forms is essential for one to be able to explore experiences around what has happened, what was helpful, what was not helpful and what could be done differently. In the absence of information, those involved will find it difficult to remember what experiences they have encountered. A crucial part of the process is the recollection of critical events and sharing experiences of significant things that have taken place regarding a specific situation.  

Reflection sessions are distinct from meetings and other group gatherings – through collective reflection the element of support for each person, based on the principles of transparency, honesty and trust is an essential ingredient. Transparency, honesty and trust must be present for each member to feel “safe” to share - where reflection as learning practice is institutionalised, it helps to engender honesty, openness and fosters relationships of trust and helps to build an inclusive culture as it allows for expression of the diversity of voices, experiences and ideas within the organisation. Further, reflection as learning practice allows for working with feelings – it opens up the space and opportunity for feelings/emotions to be expressed and worked with. In organisations where reflection as structured learning practice has been institutionalised, it brings discipline and rigour to organisational learning. Where it happens informally, it becomes a natural, effortless process of learning from experience. 

Structured reflection can happen either intra-organisationally or inter-organisationally. Where it is inter-organisational, a community of practice where different organisations are brought together to explore learning questions is created. Through this they engage in a collective process of sense making and create an environment through which peer support is provided in exploring organisational learning questions. Through the action research process we were able to see how learning facilitators, through the structured joint reflection sessions, gained self-confidence to lead their own organisational learning processes - learning facilitators received ideas and insights from the peers on how to sharpen their research questions so they became clearer and researchable. Where structured reflection happens consistently, it helps to grow reflection as a learning practice.  

We need to remind ourselves that reflection as learning practice is not always thoughtful, deep and change-promoting; it can be shallow, superficial processes which lack follow up action and therefore do not lead to sustained change.  There are many instances where reflection does not necessarily connect to action! Reflection that stops at the point of sharing experiences has little value – it falls way short of effecting meaningful change and transformative learning. 
The art of storytelling

The art of storytelling as a learning practice is ancient; in most cultures it goes back many centuries. Over the centuries it was common for people to gather and tell and listen to stories. While for some storytelling was a form of entertainment - it was largely the only available entertainment activity for village folk - embedded in the stories were lessons that were transferred through generations to the community. Stories were often used by the elderly to “teach lessons” to younger generations. 

The art of storytelling can make learning more effective and meaningful in organisations. Capturing experiences in a manner of narrations, and writing them out in an easy way can be motivating for individuals and organisations. We are always learning - in our encounters in the field, in our engagement with colleagues and partner organisations. We are being transformed by these experiences, encounters and interactions. Recounting these experiences in story form brings life to both our tacit and explicit experiences – it encourages us to relate. Storytelling is effective for remembering and processing own experience; this art form helps us to re-shape our individual experiences into meaningful knowledge that can be passed on to future generations through working with story. 

The art of storytelling as a learning practice is very effective in helping individuals to generate abstract themes - this challenges a dominant paradigm of our working practice, where we start exploring ideas by first formulating themes and so inhibiting the power of imagination and creativeness that are reinforced through storytelling. When working with story, we help individuals to collect their personal experiences and to recount them in a way that helps others re-live them. We can then use the stories to generate new thematic areas. 

The true power of storytelling as a learning practice lies in its ability to touch the part of our consciousness that is associated with creativity and imagination. In addition, due to its connection to underlying emotions, it can be used to convey deeper messages. For this reason, it transcends the current environment and transports us out of our own environment into the realities of others – in this way it makes the experiences of others accessible to us. When using storytelling as a learning practice, it enables us to see each other in one another’s mind and experience.

What then, is the real value of learning practices? 

From the stories and experiences shared by practitioners and organisations that participated in the action research process, the real value of learning practices lies in their ability to bring discipline and rigour to organisational learning. They provide some “structure” through which learning becomes a thoughtful, properly designed process that brings together individual and collective learning. These learning practices have embedded within them an authority that ensures learning that is experience-based becomes rooted in the organisation in a way that leads to change and improvement of practice. They help to turn organisational learning into a disciplined, intentional process that ensures connection between organisational purpose, strategy and practice. 

Looking deeper into these learning practices, we see that they help to bring together individual and collective learning. The action research process revealed that if you want meaningful collective learning to be realised, it is important to pay attention to individual learning and focus on the stories of individuals to ensure that the big story of learning in the organisation is taken care of. The challenge of organisational learning is that an organisation as such does not learn, it is the individuals who learn. There are, however, practices that allow an individual to learn and connect that to the learning of the collective. Learning practices therefore create a platform for bringing together individual and organisational learning in a way that creates a shared understanding of what the organisation is good at, and where the organisation could improve. This is what organisational learning is about, creating organic systems of learning.

So then, in order to facilitate bringing together individual and collective learning, it becomes important to work with the questions of individuals and to use these to explore the challenges of the field practice. Working with the questions of individuals provides opportunity for critical reflection and making sense of their own experiences. Paying attention to the learning of individuals enables experience-based learning with the individual’s experiences serving as an important source of learning. 

Learning practices allow individuals and organisations to embark on a journey of questioning and reflection that not only leads to improved action but also generates new energy and cultivates new abilities and sensibilities. Through questioning, reflection, dialogue and conversation both the individual and the organisation are lifted to new insights, perspectives and understanding. They help to cultivate an inquiry orientation in the organisation. In cultivating such an orientation, the use of action learning as methodology is effective and helpful as it allows for a journey of learning that can be seen as a quest for a “holy grail”, in which the grail itself matters less than the way leading to this. In action learning, what matters are the steps we take, and that each step will lead to the next step. The journey can be at times tiresome or scary but can also be inspiring and create energy.

Lastly, their real value lies in the following uses:

· For helping with “collecting data” and different ways of capturing observations, information and individual/collective experiences the following are useful learning practices:  working with stories, emergent planning, reviews, learning surveys and creative processes (they enable the use of alternative language).

· For helping with looking deeper into their intentions, values, beliefs, attitudes and helping to make things visible for individuals and organisations, the following practices are useful: reflection, use of creative processes (stories, metaphor, drama and poetry). In order to help make invisible things visible within an organisation we have to rely on use of what can be described as “alternative language” which is different from the logical, head processes that we have become used to. 

· For helping individuals and organisations to make connections between what they have discovered and what they know or believe and to help with sense-making, the following learning practices are useful: working with questions, working with stories, harvesting learning, dialogue and conversation and documenting.

· For helping individuals and organisations apply their learnings and ground the change in their organisations in a way that fits in with their existing plans, the following learning practices are useful: emergent planning, design workshops and writing. 

Strengthening and deepening learning practices

The seeds that have been sown through the action research process do point to its power and effectiveness to strengthen or deepen learning practices. It enabled individuals and organisations to look critically at their own experiences and practices, and systematise and document such experiences. In addition, it enabled individuals and organisations to engage deeply with their learning questions.  As a learning practice itself, action research injects new life into the learning practices of organisations. But, we can only make such a claim once we have evidence that the changes stimulated have been grounded in practice and sustained over time. 

However, we need to recognise the seeds that have been sown through this process and the small improvements that hold promise for a deepening of learning practices. In VVOB (Zimbabwe) the following helps to illustrate: 
“The action research process helped us create a platform of sharing with our partners. We sat together, listened to one another. Relationships were strengthened. This space was a valuable process that helped us all to value each other’s contribution and this brought about togetherness and unity”. 

They go on to say 
“for us at VVOB (Zimbabwe) the action research process became a valuable vehicle that made our organisation work better; we questioned things more, looked for better ways of doing things, and engaged our partners in different ways. Throughout this process, bit by bit our practices were fine-tuned and changes were grounded. We saw a new wave of life in the organisation. Happy faces, better action and meaningful changes. In other instances, the action research helped to stimulate the introduction of new learning practices into the organisational life”. 
In the story of NWADO (West Africa), the organisation was awakened to the importance of reflection practice. At the end of the action research process the organisation, in reflecting on its experience, indicated that

“there is a need to take a break from discussions and allow time where people can be more retrospective and reflective before you move onto decision-making”. 
It is interesting to note that where the seeds for improving learning practices have been sown, it is grounded in the challenges of field practice. This also comes through in the stories of the organisations from other hubs – for many organisations, it is the struggles connected to field practice that point to the need for deepening or improving their learning practices. Many of the stories further confirm that the very act of deepening or improving a learning practice is within itself a learning process – for this reason, it requires thoughtful outcomes and should not only be about changing learning activities. 

The action research has helped to bring a consciousness about organisational learning processes and practices; learning is not a “project” and deepening or improving learning practices is equally not a “project” but a process of continuous learning. Towards this, action research can be a helpful project to inject new energy into existing learning practices. 

Moving on to the practice of working with questions – there is no doubt that asking better questions can be a helpful way of deepening learning practices. However, we need to be reminded that it is important that the explorations of questions be in service of the mission, strategy and practice of the organisation  

On another level, having a learning facilitator helped to strengthen learning practices. Although this role unfolded differently in organisations, it is the competence and the human qualities of the learning facilitator that helped to stimulate learning in some organisations as well as strengthen certain learning practices. 

Within an organisation, you need a critical mass of people to say “we will be more learning oriented” in our process and ensure that they actually do. See, the organisation is made up of different individuals spread across different departments. If you can, have at least people in different parts and levels of the organization committing to learning, then learning can be strengthened within the organisation. Of course, one person can start the process by leading it and where others have seen the benefits, they follow. But for it to be sustained as an organisation-wide practice, there is a need for the learning to be supported by those who have authority to effect the needed changes. The support of leadership is critical. 

With critical mass and people who have the authority to effect changes involved in learning, there is also the need to ensure that learning is integrated into all processes of the organisation - from planning to evaluation, across programme teams to the administrative unit, with a strong link to the vision of social change the organisation is committed to. 

In order to become a “living” learning organisation it is important to nurture a learning attitude and culture, in which learning runs through everything the organisation does, right from strategic thinking to meetings and relationships. To strengthen learning, make it integral to every process of the organisation. How do you nurture a learning attitude and culture? Firstly, ensure learning is captured in the strategic thinking of the organisation, then secondly, move to allocate the resources, including time, and finance to act on it. Thirdly, just as we measure every strategic area, we have to measure learning too – its impact and how it is contributing to improving the internal and field practice of the organisation. By doing so, it will ensure the organisation and the people within become accountable!

Learning from peers during team meetings, focus group discussions and field trips came up as a valuable learning practice; it does not require much effort and preparation. How easy it is to walk into a colleague’s office to ask a question to understand a concept much better, give a write-up or concept note for a colleague to peer review, and better still jot down a point someone has raised that caught your attention in your note book. I am sure a lot of us identify with these examples. We find the insights gained from engaging with peers useful for our personal and professional development. But, because it is so effortless we are less likely to see peer learning as a learning practices. 
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