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Preface

HUMANS are, by their nature, learning beings. They learn all the time by finding and
solving problems, watching other people, asking their friends or co-workers for
help, and accessing such records of human experience as stories, books, and online
information. While many people associate learning with their educational experi-
ences, most learning actually occurs outside educational settings as individuals
grapple with the daily challenges they face in life and in work (Zemke and Zemke,
1995). “Adults,” writes Malcolm Knowles, “are motivated to devote energy to learn
something to the extent that they perceive that it will help them perform tasks or
deal with problems that they confront in their life situations” (1990, p. 61).

Action Learning (AL) is one strategy that can be used in organizations to help
workers meet these challenges. AL is focused on solving problems. While many
models and approaches to AL exist, they share several elements in common:

e People usually—but not always—work in teams or groups to find, frame,
or solve problems or address issues.

e Equal emphasis is placed on addressing issues of importance to the
organization and developing individuals and a team or group.

e Learning experiences occur in or near the work setting.
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Since AL is focused on solving problems in real time, it is a powerful means by
which to build intellectual capital, realize the promise of learning organizations
(Watkins and Marsick, 1993, 1996), and develop individuals both for the present
and for the future.

AL relies on learning projects. A learning project is a “series of related episodes,
adding up to at least seven hours. In each episode more than half of the person’s
total motivation is to gain and retain fairly clear knowledge and skill” (Tough,
1979, p. 6). Tough's research showed that “almost everyone undertakes at least
one or two major learning efforts year, and some individuals undertake as many
as fifteen or twenty ... It is common for a man or woman to spend 700 hours a
year at learning projects” (p. 1). Project formats can be powerful tools for learn-
ing and developing people (Bowen, Clark, Holloway, and Wheelwright, 1994).

At one time, AL was often associated with executive and management devel-
opment conducted in classroom settings (Brown, 1991). It is also sometimes used
as a means to customize purchased training programs so that they fit in a unique
corporate culture (Filipczak, 1995). But AL can be applied to other uses as well. It
has more recently been seen as a strategy for developing all job categories—not just
executives or managers.

First, AL can be focused on finding or solving real-world problems. Teams or
groups are commissioned to clarify a problem or issue, gather information about it
and find possible solutions to it, experiment with innovative solutions, and evalu-
ate the results of team experiments. By forming a group or team that is knowl-
edgeable about an issue, the organization’s decision makers demonstrate a genuine
commitment to empowering employees and giving them free rein to try out cre-
ative solutions to tough problems. In this sense, AL bears some resemblances to
quality circles or process improvement teams.

Second, AL can be applied as an alternative to traditional approaches to train-
ing design in which instructional designers shoulder most or all of the burden to
answer such questions as:

¢ Is it a problem or issue that can be solved by training?

e What is the gap between what people need to know or do to perform and
what people presently know?

* Who are the targeted learners, how will the work setting influence the
application of training, and how will the work that learners do influence
the application of training?
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e What should learners know, do, or feel upon completion of training?
e How will learners’ mastery of training be measured?

¢ In what sequence should topics be presented to learners?

¢ What methods and materials should be used to present training?

e How should training be delivered? |

¢ How can training be field tested before widespread delivery and how can
the results of a field test be used?

e How should the results of training be evaluated?

Using Action Learning teams to answer any or all of the questions stated above
conforms with current trends that favor empowering learners to assess their own
learning needs, find the means to meet their needs, carry out learning in real-time
and on-the-job situations, and evaluate the results (Rothwell, 1996c¢).

Third and finally, AL places equal emphasis on problem solving and on indi-
vidual or group development. People learn as a byproduct of their experience.
Work on an AL team is an important source of learning about approaches to prob-
lem solving and working cohesively in teams or groups. Individuals learn from
their peers as they participate on an AL team, usually with the help of an AL set
advisor (who is also known as a team facilitator).

Familiarity with AL is increasingly important to practicing managers and
human resources (HR) professionals alike. Developing individuals and teams will
increasingly occur in busy work sites and away from quiet classroom settings.
Managers will often take ownership of this process, either through their own coach-
ing or by creating an Action Learning process by which to encourage real-time
problem solving and learning (McCall, 1997) . According to HR guru Warner Burke
(1997), HR practitioners in the first decade of the twenty-first century will need to
be familiar with nine key concepts: performance improvement, restructuring, orga-
nizational change, globalization, groups and teams, Action Learning, time shifts,
power shifts, and interrelationships. AL is thus a topic of growing importance.

William J. Rothwell
University Park, Pennsylvania
December 1998
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Introduction

THIS BOOK is meant to introduce Action Learning to anyone who works with peo-
ple. The audience of the book may include business and industry trainers, instruc-
tional designers, supervisors, managers, executives, team leaders, team facilitators,
organization development practitioners, and human resource management profes-
sionals.

This book is a primer that serves a three-fold purpose. The first purpose is to
show how Action Learning can be used as a real-time strategy for problem finding
or problem solving. It can be a valuable tool by which to tackle business problems
and meet business needs. The second purpose is to show how Action Learning can
be applied to training design. It is intended to stimulate the thinking of instruc-
tional designers about a new way to analyze needs, design and develop training,
deliver training, and evaluate results. The third purpose is to show how Action
Learning can be maximized to build intellectual capital and enhance human talent
(Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995). In this sense, the book shows how team or group
work can become a means for developing people in its own right.

This book is organized in three parts.

Part One introduces Action Learning. It consists of Chapters One and Two.

Chapter One, entitled “What Is Action Learning?,” opens with six vignettes that
demonstrate typical problems encountered by an organization. It then compares how
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Introduction

those problems would be solved using a traditional approach and an Action Learning
approach. The remainder of the chapter defines Action Learning, lists barriers prevent-
ing its application, reviews ways to overcome those barriers, and introduces a founda-
tional model of the Action Learning process. Chapter One concludes with some
thoughts about the relationship between AL and individual learning.

Chapter Two is entitled “Why Use Action Learning?” It summarizes the bene-
fits that may be expected from using Action Learning.

Part Two describes how to facilitate Action Learning. It consists of Chapters
Three through Seven.

Chapter Three, entitled “How Can Situations Appropriate for Action Learning
Be Recognized?,” addresses such questions as:

e Who decides when Action Learning is appropriate?

e How do decision makers recognize situations suitable for the use of Action

Learning?

e When should a problem or improvement opportunity be handed over to
an Action Learning team?

This chapter is written for decision makers who contemplate using an AL team to
solve a problem or find an improvement opportunity.

Chapter Four is entitled “How Should the Members of an Action Learning
Team Be Recruited, Selected, and Oriented?” It describes how to target individuals
to be recruited for an AL team and how to select and orient team members.

Chapter Five focuses on the role of AL team facilitators. This chapter examines
the competencies essential for team facilitators. It also reviews how team facilita-
tors should work with Action Learning teams at each stage of group development
and what pitfalls team facilitators should avoid.

Chapter Six offers suggestions and guidance for Action Learning teams
engaged in finding improvement opportunities, troubleshooting problems, and
experimenting with solutions. Chapter Seven explains how AL teams can under-
take training design with the help of a facilitator with exceptional project manage-
ment skills and knowledge of the instructional systems design (ISD) process. AL
teams may tackle any or all of the issues in the ISD process, which include
(Rothwell and Kazanas, 1998)

® Conducting performance analysis

* Conducting needs assessment
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e Assessing relevant learner, work setting, and work characteristics

e Writing performance objectives, creating performance metrics, and
sequencing performance objectives

¢ Specifying instructional strategies and media

¢ Making, buying, or buying and modifying instructional materials
e Delivering instruction

¢ Evaluating instruction

Part Three points toward the future and concludes the book. Chapter Eight
explains what is meant by the phrase evaluating Action Learning, summarizes why
AL is worthy of evaluation, describes who should evaluate AL, offers advice about
when to evaluate AL, provides suggestions for the focus of efforts to evaluate AL,
and discusses how members of an AL team should be debriefed about the
experience.

The book concludes with three appendices and a reference section. Appendix
One is an executive summary of the book, presented in question-and-answer for-
mat, that can be delivered to an organization’s executives as a starting point for
stimulating their interest in Action Learning. Appendix Two is an assessment tool
that can help select or develop prospective or current Action Learning team facili-
tators. Appendix Three presents a series of critical incidents in the practice of
facilitation and explains how specific facilitators chose to deal with these incidents
and the outcome. The reference section can be useful to those who want to deepen
their knowledge of Action Learning through further pursuit of the topic (see also
Coghill, 1991; Lawlor, 1991; Lessem, 1991). Finally, a diskette is included to make it
easier for users to customize and copy the worksheets found in this book.

xix
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