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Summary

This paper describes the developments in Action Learning at Clements School of Management, Adelaide, South Australia. The Action Learning approach has been used, since 1993, for the final subject, Applied Business Practice, within a Diploma of Business. The success of this approach has lead to the presentation of a Graduate Certificate in Business Leadership wholly in Action Learning. The participants will normally be graduates of the Diploma in Business or experienced senior managers. The choice of the program of study arises from the recognition that leadership is the difference between high performing and successful organisations and others. The success of the Action Learning process suggested to the curriculum development team that this should form the basis of learning within the proposed Graduate Certificate. The major activity for participants will be an Action Learning Project that involves their workplace team (or an equivalent; for example a senior management team). The Action Learning Sets will meet on a participant determined timetable and reflect on the four major topics (and other issues as they arise) using a critical reflection process developed by the author. This paper will outline the processes to be used to design, implement and evaluate the Action Learning Project and the organisation of the Action Learning Sets. 

Introduction

The application of Action Learning, since 1993, to the final subject, Applied Business Practice, within a Diploma of Business at the Clements School of Management has been described by Manuell and Sandercock (1998). The success of the Action Learning approach has lead to the development of a Graduate Certificate in Business Leadership wholly in Action Learning. 

The choice of the program of study arises from the recognition that leadership is the difference between high performing and successful organisations and others. Many prospective participants have expressed to Clements School staff that leadership and innovation are major obstacles to enterprise development. This is supported by the findings of The Karpin Report Enterprising Nation and articles by Kotter, Drucker, Fitz-enz, Handy, Peters, Ulrich, and many others.

The success of the Action Learning process suggested to the curriculum development team that this should form the basis of learning within the proposed Graduate Certificate. For the accreditation process three major competencies have been proposed:

· An ability to set direction for constructive change

· A capacity to align people committed to achieve change

· An ability to motivate and inspire people to release untapped human needs, values and emotions

The participants will normally be graduates of the Diploma in Business or experienced senior managers (at least seven years experience at a significant level of responsibility). The major activity for participants will be an Action Learning Project that involves their workplace team (or an equivalent; for example a senior management team). The Action Learning Sets will meet on a participant determined timetable and reflect on the four major topics (and other issues as they arise) using a critical reflection process developed by the author.

This paper will outline the processes to be used to design, implement and evaluate the Action Learning Project and the organisation of the Action Learning Sets. Feedback from the Conference participants will impact on the development of this workplace study program.

Action Learning Approach

At Clements School of Management, we are regularly amazed at how many training managers or managers responsible for professional development of staff in their organisations reject out of hand the opportunity to use an Action learning approach for manager and executive development, change management, and / or customer value improvements. We might be generous by suggesting that they are cautious or unsure about Action Learning but we suspect it is from ignorance and closed mindedness. This is a product of the closed system which pervades the education and business worlds. Despite the overwhelming evidence that most of the traditional methods of training are ill-suited to the demands of the business world 2000 and beyond, these managers are too easily convinced by training tenderers to adopt (and pay for) classroom and other traditional approaches that have little or no impact on learning in the workplace.

I have noted from our experiences at Clements School of Management, and the anecdotes and illustrations from Action Learning proponents, that the Action Learning process can be successfully applied to deal with:

· customer value issues

· changes brought about by new technologies

· the removal of functional silos commonly found within organisations

· the development of effective teams

· changes in organisational culture.

It was also noted from the literature and experience that:

· Case histories considered “best practice” are often irrelevant or difficult to apply to specific situations because of differences in organisational culture, industry, history or business context.

· Learning needs to balance the cognitive, emotional, and experiential.

· Learning in the business world needs to link development strategies with business strategies.

· People involved in learning experiences should be accountable for the real consequences of their learning experiences.

· If people are going to change their traditional practices and behaviours, they need to reflect on a wide range of meaningful feedback.

· A broader view of the business should be encouraged.

· The learning might encourage people to shake up the system and help the organisation move forwards.

· Coaching should nor be reserved for special people or problem people.

Thus when it was decided to offer further studies for experienced managers, we naturally decided to continue our adventures into Action Learning. One of our options was a Graduate Certificate. The next decision to be made was the topic for study.

Leadership

The choice of the program of study for this Graduate Certificate arises from the recognition that leadership is the difference between high performing and successful organisations and the many others. Many prospective participants have expressed to Clements School staff that leadership and innovation are major obstacles to enterprise development. This is supported by the findings of The Karpin Report Enterprising Nation and articles by Kotter, Drucker, Fitz-enz, Handy, Peters, Ulrich, and many others.

The key to creating and sustaining the kind of successful twenty-first-century organization ….is leadership – not only at the top of the hierarchy, with a capital L, but also in a more modest sense (l) throughout the enterprise.

Kotter (1996:175)

Thus the new award was named Graduate Certificate in Business Leadership.

What are the attributes of an effective leader? After a search of the literature and the outcomes of several focus groups of managers, the following attributes have been identified.

· Integrity – the linchpin of leadership; modeling behaviour is crucial

· Vulnerability – vulnerable leaders trust in the abilities of others. They allow people who follow to do their best.

· Discernment – lies between wisdom and judgement

· Awareness of the human spirit – all the leadership qualities may stem from this.

· Courage in relationships – followers expect leaders to face up to tough decisions

· Sense of humour – essential to living in ambiguity

· Intellectual energy – responsibility for continuous learning

· Curiosity – lifelong learning

· Respect for the future, regard for the present, understanding of the past – move constantly back and forward between present and the future. Perceptions become clear and valid if the past is understood.

· Predictability – must be calculable forces in the organisation; they are not free to follow a whim.

· Breadth – a vision of what people and a group or the organisation can become. All contributions are accepted for reflection.

· Comfort with ambiguity – healthy organisations exhibit a degree of chaos. A leader will make some sense of it.

These attributes have been used to guide the curriculum design.

Curriculum Design

While it is somewhat difficult to develop the traditional formal curriculum design, the demands of accreditation bodies requires some form of a design. The main thrust of the study will be the development of a team-based activity that is carried out in a participant’s workplace. The diagram in Appendix 1 outlines the Action Learning Process.

The participants will form Action Learning sets and meet on a regular basis to be determined. The assessment will include a report of the participant’s Action Learning Project: such a report maybe written, or verbal or a multi-media presentation. The nature of the Project and wishes of the participant will determine the assessment medium. The Project will involve the participant’s work team of peers and so broaden the learning process.

The desired competencies will be developed from the work of Kotter (1990) under the following headings:

· An ability to set direction for constructive change

· A capacity to align people committed to achieve change

· An ability to motivate and inspire people to release untapped human needs, values and emotions

These competencies will be used to guide the development of the Project proposals and the selection of topics for study in seminars and workshops.

Study Topics

While much of the study direction will come from the needs of each group of participants the following are suggested as core topics to be discussed at the initial meetings with the participants.

· Leadership and teams

· Learning organisations

· Balanced Scorecard

· The network economy

These topics are outlined below.

Leadership and teams

This will be based on the work of Laikin (1993), (Sandercock (1996) and Wellins and Associates. The emphasis will be on the leader’s role in team development and the maintenance of teams.

Learning organisations

These seminars will cover the writings of Senge, de Geus and Garvin. Practical activities will be development to assist leaders take their people on the learning organisation journey.

Balanced Scorecard

The work of Kaplan and Norton (1996) will be applied to demonstrate how to use measures in financial performance, customer knowledge, internal business processes, and learning and growth to align indiviual, organisational and inter-group activities to meet organisational goals.

The network economy

This study will consider the impact of globalistion and the associated network economy on the participants’ organisations. It will include the work of Kelly (1998) and Friedman (1999).

Action Learning Sets

While participants may have worked on teams before , they probably have not worked on a team where task and learning goals are present. Action learning Sets will contain people from different backgrounds, organisations, functions and  organisational levels. 

There is no formula for selecting members of a Action Learning Set (6 to 7 members). The overarching goal will be a good mix of organisations, functions and perspectives. 

Each Set will have a coach, who understands the social architecture of groups. The coach may need to intervene in team situations where emotions run high and individuals are vulnerable. The participant workplace team may also need a coach, although the participant will be made aware of team developments skills and needs during the Action Learning process.

Critical Reflection

Reflection means simply thinking seriously or critically about something. It refers to the concentration of one's thoughts upon an idea, issue, dilemma or topic. There are four basic phases:

1. identifying

2. exploring

3. connecting

4. applying

Reflective approaches provide a challenging way to enable people to engage in real issues and events that lead to implications for their work and life activities, insights and action.

This process allows the participants to: 

· learn and understand the world of organisations

· discover the relationships between business, experience, culture and personal beliefs and values.

· identify implications for the workplace

· develop personal insights

· take action from these implications and insights.

A reflective process developed by Sandercock  (1995) will be used to develop critical reflection skills.

Feedback from Conference Participants

Feedback on this approach to learning will be sought from Conference participants during and after the Conference.
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Appendix 1

Roadmap of an Action Learning Process


Senior management follow-up 


(within 2 weeks)





Debrief and Reflection (1 day)





Data analysis and development of action plans or recommendations





Data-gathering (2-5 weeks)





Team building and orientation to selected issues





Selection of issues and participants





Issues recommended by Institutional Heads and/or Community Leaders


Real, significant and impactful


Cut across departments, institutions and community groups


Relevant reports or research


Participants


Recommended by participating Departments and/or Community Groups


Based on a talent review process


Done on a Province or District wide basis





Decision on actions to be taken


Assignment of responsibility to be taken


Continuous update on Project status.





Structured debrief with coach


Recommendations


Team Process


Individual development opportunities


Individual learning and personal action plans


Celebration





Institutional Heads


Community Leaders


Other stakeholders


90 minutes per team (30-minute presentation, 60-minute discussion)





Presentations





Data analysis (1 week)


Identification of gaps


Critical Reflection


Development of recommendations


Formulate Action Plans


Draft presentations


Coaching





Travel within region / province


Consumers


Community 0rganisations


Best Practice organisations


Experts in educational institutions


Focus groups


Senior officials closest to the selected issues








Purpose and objectives


Introduce coaches (may need to be trained)


Team building exercises


Diverse teams of 6-8 people


Overview of selected issues and deliverables


Background presentations


Existing data


New knowledge


New skills


Best practice


Team planning time








