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Barefoot Guide Toolbox

Practical 
Action Learning
By Samantha Fox, VSO
(winner of BFG2 best exercise competition)
1. Aim of the tool

We used this tool to introduce the concept of action learning and the different stages of the action learning cycle. By first introducing the theory, and then allowing participants an opportunity to practically experience each stage of the cycle we were better able to demonstrate its usefulness. This tool is designed to be used at all level of an organisation and can be used by participants who speak different languages, are illiterate and we even had some deaf and blind participants. It enables a practical understanding of how action learning works, as we had found many participants had a good theoretical familiarity with the concepts but no idea of how to apply them in a practical context.

It also opened the floor for different groups to start working together on a topic that is non-controversial but yet had plenty of room for differing opinions and ideas.

The tool is adapted from the original World Café tool

Reference: http://www.kstoolkit.org/The+World+Cafe
2. Necessary time and materials for using  the tool properly

We took an hour and a half for the whole exercise with a group of about 20 people. 

Materials: Flip chart / large sheets of paper, markers. 

3. Maximum and minimum group size for using the tool properly

Between 4 people minimum and 30 people, although more participants may be possible if more facilitators are available. 

4. Preparation for the organizer or facilitator

Prepare an introductory presentation on Action Learning and the Action Learning cycle to describe each stage with some other practical and relevant examples (we used building a house and cooking a stew).

5. Preparation for the participants

None, it is better to come into this activity without having given it any previous thought. 

6. How we used the tool

We used the tool to further demonstrate the practical uses of action learning and to allow the participants an opportunity experience the action learning cycle in a practical context. After introducing the cycle we asked small groups to draw a map of the surrounding area. Following this one or two group members were sent to other groups to observe and comment on their maps. At the end of the session the groups came back together to talk about how they could improve or develop their original map.

In detail: 

A. We gave a presentation on Action Learning and the Action Learning Cycle including descriptions of all four stages (planning, action, reflection, learning). It was important to give practical examples at this stage as well and we talked about building a house and making a stew as simple examples.

B. We then asked groups of 5 to go away and draw a large map of the surrounding area (action). We purposefully did not give any specific guidance on how to go about it, or what to include, this allowed lots of room for discussion in the groups about what should and shouldn’t be included and each group had their own representation.

C. After about 30 minutes the markers were collected and one to three members of each group were asked to visit the other groups. The remaining members presented their maps to other visitors, explained details and asked for feedback and comments (reflection).

D. After about 20 minutes all participants went back to their original groups and talked about what they had seen in other groups or comments that had been made by visitors. They specifically talked about what they had learnt from the process (learning).

E. Finally the groups looked at their own maps once more and planned how they would change, or even re-draw the map to fit in with their learning and reflection (planning).

F. At the end we came back together as a group and asked participants to comment on their experience, whether they felt they had experienced the action learning cycle and their general reflections. They were also asked to give ideas of how they could incorporate simple action learning cycles into their everyday work or life.

7. Limitations of the method

This is only one way of using action learning, there are many others, and because it is designed to demonstrate practical action learning it is very simplified. It needs to be complimented by other examples, case studies and ideas.

8. Your experience with this tool (give examples)

· It was a great way to bring together different levels of the organisation including the board, staff and beneficiaries. As the topic was non-controversial (a map) they were able to relax and participate more, and the general atmosphere was very fun as many participants were not used to being creative in this way. It also enabled participants to get used to working together and relaxed some tensions surrounding hierarchy and social status that sometimes got in the way of more formal or controversial discussions.

· This allowed for a very practical introduction to action learning and the feedback was that the participants had a much better understanding of how action learning works on a practical level with some good ideas for how to take this forward and start implementing more concrete learning strategies throughout the organisation.

9. Tips for the facilitator

· Try to make it fun, some participants may be reluctant to start drawing at first as they may not be used to it or they may feel they cannot draw well. I found that an example of my own terrible drawing helped and got everyone laughing so they realized that the quality of the drawing is not important.

· Do take the markers away after the initial stage of the activity. Otherwise participants have a tendency to try and start changing the maps during the reflection and learning stages. If participants want to do this it is a good opportunity to point out that it is important to complete the cycle before starting a new action (ie changing or re drawing the map) and this can lead to a good discussion of why this is important. For example, they would have to keep changing it as more comments come and as other group members report back, whereas if they wait and discuss it together they can plan the changes and are less likely to waste paper (resources) or make a mess of the map.

· Try to keep the stage at which group members visit different groups as controlled as possible as some participants had a tendency to wander off (as our groups were working in different rooms), take breaks or start discussing other things. A good way to maintain control may be to set stricter time limits (for example ring a bell after 5 mins and ask everyone to move groups)
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