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Have you ever considered how you best learn?  Regardless of learning styles and preferences, we all have a common experience: by the age of two we mastered a basic vocabulary and were able to communicate pretty well what we wanted. We learned to use verbs and pronouns without studying any grammar- we just repeated sounds we heard and made the connection to meanings, and when someone corrected us, we rapidly adjusted and assimilated it. 

Unfortunately, this easy way of ‘learning in action’ was replaced a few years later by the institutional method of teaching, and we began to deal with concepts that were far away from our reality. We began to store knowledge using our memory, just in case we needed it some day.

This primary way of learning has been revived in Action Reflection Learning(1), a methodology that uses real challenges as the catalyst for learning at multiple levels. The Action Reflection Learning process (ARL) represents a refined approach to our natural learning style, that has been applied since the mid 80’s in education, community and in corporate training programs. It is a developmental process differing substantially from traditional training programs and workshops that rely on case studies, business simulations, and role-plays to help develop managers to improve their performance. ARL is a learning-by-doing alternative to this expert-based training approach. 

Some History

In the late ‘70s, the MiL Institute was founded in Sweden as a kind of 'protest movement' against the dominant traditional perspectives, both of management (mainly functional) and teaching (mainly lectures and cases). The idea was to focus on leadership rather than management, and on learning, rather than on teaching. 

Based on the pioneering work of Reg Revans on action learning in England, the simple premise adopted was that the learning would emerge from taking action on actual business problems and then from reflecting on the action taken. The MiL Institute proposed that managers develop new concepts and use new behaviors and techniques by working on current business challenges linked to an organization’s business strategy. Programs were established, together with the Ashridge Management College, the London Business School, INSEAD, IMI and IMEDE (now IMD). In 1986 the concept was brought to the USA(2), where it was further developed and refined, giving  rise to Action Reflection Learning.
Working on Reality

 In the classic teaching situations, an 'expert' transmits his/her knowledge, while the attendees memorize the contents and try to apply it some day, under similar circumstances. 

We all have attended this kind of teaching; we know there is little we remember, and that even this decreases over time. At the end of a seminar or course, it is very common to hear participants saying: 'Well, and now back to real life...' This emphasizes the gap that exists between the training and the real daily work. 

This is the reason why ARL uses real business challenges, as the best arena for learning. Project teams are selected to solve these actual strategic challenges and members of the team learn to think critically, take action to solve the challenge, and constantly reflect on what they are learning about themselves, teamwork, consulting, problem-solving, decision-making, organizational change, leadership and more.. 
People learn from doing, and by drawing lessons through reflecting on their actions. To act without stopping to reflect on what has been done, means to miss the opportunity to learn. A mistake can be corrected through an action. But if there is no reflection on why that mistake happened, and what the effects were, the potential learning is missed. And the probability of repeating the same mistake will increase. 

Something similar happens with success. We rarely stop to think why something went wrong and even less frequently do we reflect on why something went right. 

Thus, we are missing an invaluable chance to learn from every experience. If we don't acknowledge why something was a success, the chances are we won’t be able to repeat it. This means, that the success will have been merely 'by chance'. Considering the above, reflection is a key factor in Action Reflection Learning. In ARL, equal time is allocated to work and to extract lessons from the work through reflection.
Learning 'Just- in-Time'

As indicated, a key ARL principle is that the best learning scenario is the process of solving a real  challenge. As the team works on a project, it encounters several situations that will naturally emerge in the process -- situations that can be better understood or solved with a timely application of an appropriate conceptual or methodological tool. These are the opportunities for the team to do its 'Just-in-Time' learning. It is the task of the Learning Coach to assess when that learning opportunity has arrived, and then to offer the tools–just in time.

The Learning Coach

The Learning Coach is an 'observer' especially trained to help the team in its development as a high performing team. He/she acts as an external support, who encourages the team to reflect on its own performance: how they communicate, organize themselves, make decisions, distribute roles, manage time, consult, solve problems, etc.

The Learning Coach contracts his/her role with the team from the very beginning. An essential part of this contract is that the Learning Coach will, on occasion, stop the work and introduce questions about how  they are working as a team. This responds to another principle on which ARL is based --  that the knowledge is inside the person. 

Therefore the first intervention of a Learning Coach is usually a question addressed to the team, in order for them to uncover their own answers. Importantly, tools and concepts are provided by the Learning Coach   only after the team members have had the chance to  articulate their own insights and to assess their own behaviors. It is essential that the Learning Coach doesn’t ‘rescue’ the team members in their struggles, and thus rob them of them of their own learning.

A Learning Coach is not a 'moderator' or a 'facilitator'; s/he does not give answers nor interpret what is happening: her/his challenge  is  to find the best questions to be asked at the right moment, and help the team discover its own answers and meaning.

Another role of the Learning Coach is to provide tools and concepts that may help the team to be more efficient in its task, and that may provide a methodology to help it achieve its objectives.

A Learning Coach supports the team in achieving its autonomy, in taking ownership of the process, accountability for the outcomes, and completion of the common task. This means that the Learning Coach focuses on selecting the appropriate time to intervene in order to increase the team’s development. His or her aim is to get the team to make its own decisions. 

One of the key characteristics of a Learning Coach is the flexibility to respond in an effective way to the needs of the team's process. One of the keys for this is to take into account the four different learning styles in each intervention (3).

The Learning Coach is also responsible for providing feedback to the team, in a deep yet appreciative (4) and motivating way. Feedback is also provided individually in personal conversations the participants have with the Learning Coach to receive support on their own development processes.

Sequenced Learning

A key characteristic of  ARL is sequenced learning. 
In leadership development programs the key focus is on addressing behaviors which need to be changed. However, the transformation of behaviors requires time; change seldom happens immediately. The participants have to go through their own internal processes: discovering their mental models, analyzing whether they are adequate for the situations they face or not, considering new responses, 'unlearning' behaviors, assimilating and adapting new models. This is not something that can happen in one day. 

Understanding learning as a change of behaviors, ARL is based on the following Change Cycle (5):




Source: Isabel Rimanoczy, 1998

This change cycle begins with an Action, and in order to start the learning process, it is necessary to receive Feedback about that action, be it through individual reflection, through the result itself or from others. If we don’t realize if and why  an action was successful or not, we cannot develop any learning. We just jump from one action into the next.

The next step is Awareness, which is the moment where we realize how WE  contributed to what we obtained as a result of the action. It is not enough to realize how successful or not we were. If we don’t discover what our contribution was, we lose our chances to learn.

However, the real turning point in the road towards learning is the next step: the Need. If we understand what happened, realize how we contributed to it, but don’t see any need to change our behavior no learning will occur. The Need is the engine for change. 

If a person doesn’t feel the need to change a behavior, nothing will happen. The energy required to effect behavioral change, to learn something new, to “unlearn” a pattern of behavior, is directly proportional to the benefits that are anticipated to accrue to the individual making the effort.

The next step is the Plan: we may have the wish to change a behavior, but in absence of a plan for making it happen, the risk is of failure. The plan connects what we want with what we can do and control, with what we can influence. A plan gives us back the power we think we had lost when we feel victims of failure. 

Finally, the learning is not really anchored until it is expressed in a changed behavior in other words, until the plan becomes  a New Action.  

During the course of a session, the Learning Coach will intervene at different appropriate moments to help the group and/or the individuals to move along this change cycle, with questions, tools and concepts. Now, learning does not occur in an instant, and it is critical that the learners put into practice what they have learned. For this reason, ARL interventions take place over time so that team members try out new behaviors, try out their new skills and get feedback from their colleagues on their results.  . Members then report on their experiences when they next meet and reflect with their teammates on their experience and what they have learned. With the help of the Learning Coach the team members analyze the obstacles and seek alternate ways to overcome them. 
A systemic approach

Transformation is more than a one-time different behavior. For learning to last, it is key  establish a systemic approach. ARL is based on the Pentagon Model:


An organization is a complex system composed of, and operating on, a number of interrelated levels: Personal, Professional, Team, Organizational and Business Level. 

The Personal level refers to behaviors and attitudes of the organization’s members; the Professional level  focuses on the skills, both technical and interpersonal that are required for leaders of all ranks to be effective in their work; the Team level refers to how individuals interact when approaching and implementing common tasks; the Organizational level refers to the host of processes, systems, structures and values that serve to maintain and strengthen the organization’s viability – all designed to promote and support new behaviors, and the transfer and institutionalizing of learnings;  and the Business  is in essence, the anchor of all the changes and refers to the maintenance and profitability of the organization. If any one of these levels is not taken into account when designing any developmental process, lasting change will not occur.

CONCLUSION

Action Reflection LearningTM is a learning methodology that uses real situations as an arena for learning.   People work and learn by reflecting on what they do, so that the business task becomes the vehicle for the learning. Through key questions introduced by a specially trained Learning Coach, individuals and teams uncover the knowledge they have accumulated throughout their life, review it, value it, and  optimize their effectiveness by unleashing their own resources. Exchange within the teams fosters multiple learnings, and the Just-in-Time interventions of the Learning Coach help with additional tools and concepts to ensure improved efficacy in completing the task.

The learning is powerful because of the ownership of the participants who select their own learning goals, and is lasting because it is sequential, systemic,  carefully structured yet organic and focused on results at multiple levels. 
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(1) Action Reflection Learning is a registered trademark

(2) In 1986 LIM was founded in the USA. Beginning in 1996, LIM expanded to South America, Europe and Asia, with a current network of over 150 Learning Coaches. For more on Action Reflection Learning, visit the Readings Section at www.LIMglobal.net

(3) The four learning styles are based on Bernice McCarthy’s work , which uses the Kolb learning cycle and defines 4 learning preferences: The Why Learners, who are interested in knowing the reasons, the What Learners, whose first interest in knowing the theories, concepts; the How Learners whose focus is in how to apply- use a concept, and the So What Learners, whose preference is first in what benefit they would get from applying/using the concept. See more in McCarthy, Bernice, About Learning, Excel Inc., Barrington Illinois 1996.

(4) The appreciative approach used in ARL is based on the work of David L.Cooperrider, Appreciative Inquiry - - Rethinking Human Organization Toward a Positive Theory of Change, Stipes Publishing, Champaign, Illinois, 2000.

(5) Rimanoczy, Isabel, Action Reflection Learning in Thailand: Defying Cultural Differences, in Effective Change Management using Action Learning and Action Research, Shankar Sankaran et al, Southern Cross University Press, Lismore Australia, 2001
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