Doing Action Learning

What is Action Learning and How does it work

Action Learning is a continuous process of learning asnd reflection, supported by colleagues with the intention of getting things done. Through Action Learning individuals learn with and from each other by working on real problems and reflecting on their own experiences.

Action Learning is based on the relationship between Reflection and Action. We all learn through experiences by thinking through past events, seeking ideas that make sense of the event and help us to find new ways of behaving in similar situations in the future. This thinking through or reflection is the essential link between past action and more effective future action

In times of crisis or radical change, reflection becomes more important and also more difficult: it is at these times that we make powerful decisions about our future. Action Learning builds on this normal process of learning, making the links more clearly in order to make them more effective. The belief is that Reflection is a necessary precursor to Effective Action and that Learning from Experience can be enhanced through deliberate attention to the relationship.
Action Learning involves a group of people (called a set), working together for a concentrated period of time. Making powerful or significant decisions within a group is greatly enhanced by working with others. The focus however is essentially on the individual. It is the individual who comes to the set to learn from experience and to move on to more Effective Action. The set enables this process to take place through concentrated group effort focussed on the issues of each individual.

Why use the term Action Learning

The term Action Learning says it all: learning through Action. ‘Action’ because the group is more than a simple support group; each member takes Action on their own issue after Reflection with the group. ‘Learning’ because the opportunity to reflect on experience with the support of others followed by action means that set members engage in a learning from experience in order to change rather than simply repeatng previous patterns. The essential point is that Action Learning is an intentional strategy based on normal, but unusual Effective Practice
If, for example, I am really finding it difficult to motivate my students despite my efforts and I am not sure what next to do, I will seek out a colleague to discuss what else could I do. The people who may help me most will usually not attempt to tell me what I should do but rather listen attentively, and help me to find my own way in seeking a solution (the next step) in increasing the motivation of my students.
This is what I need in order to act decisively and in a way which will take me forward. Sometimes I feel that to ask for this quality of attention is an imposition even though I will be able to reciprocate at another time. The joy of Action Learning in Sets is the feeling of helping as much as receiving help- - - sometimes in the same session. It allows me to explore this way of Learning from Experience for less crucial events, making this part of my normal approach to life, rather than kept only for times of crisis. It also legitimises something rare in normal interaction- - -  a situation where a group of people focus all their attention on supporting one person, without the stigma of the individual losing his or her Self Esteem. Thus this Action Learning Set or Group provides the opportunity for Teachers to legitimately meet, engage in meaningful yet very friendly conversations about their work (practice), listen to advice from their colleagues, then possibly making decisions about changing their practice as necessary. So often teachers discuss their professional concerns with an individual colleague who may or may not be able to help them,  the Action Learning Set therefore is an effecient way of accelerating this kind of support. 
Thus within the framework of Teaching and Learning, the Action Learning Set can be regarded as a necessary first step to Doing Action Research. It provides the collaborative support for teachers to engage in Reflection as a valid mechanism when reviewing their practice. It feels much more comfortable to ask yourself the following:

What am I doing? and How am I doing it? 
The Action Learning Set becomes a forum for Thinking and Reflecting about Teaching and Learning.

Examples about Teaching can include the following:

Planning, Progression, Pace, Aims, Matching pupils’ needs, Assessment, Motivation, Range of Activities, Range of grouping, Participation, Appropriate Methodology, Expectations, Providing Challenge and Support, Feedback, Homework.

Examples about Learning can include the following:

Response to Challenge, Concentration, Commitment, Enjoyment, Confidence, Support, Progress: Gains in Knowledge, Skills and Understanding, Adaptable, Research Skills, Realistic, Evaluation, Collaboration, Success.
How is the set formed.
The Set, is a voluntary yet Structured Group, and is formed when a group of teachers agree to meet and discuss their Professional Concerns /Iinterests within their Profession. Dates of Meeting Times are arranged which are convenient to everyone and Duration can vary, lasting approximately an hour or more.. There should be recognition within the Department of this Professional Activity  as part of the Continuing Professional Development of Teachers. Leadership of the Set rotates, hence seniority within the institution is not a criterion for leading the Set. New or Junior Teachers can also lead the Set on any occasion, depending what is being discussed. Thus, individual teachers have the opportunity to review their own Practice without the Feelings of Isolation and the Fear of Being Ridiculed. Varying levels of Professional Development are the expected outcomes from this sort of collaboration.

Research has shown that some participants from Action Learning Sets do feel much more confident to engage in Action Research as the involvement of Reviewing and Reflecting on one’s Practice and engaging with others, provides the confidence and motivation to identify an area for development and engage in this Reflective Research Process.
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