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1. Executive Summary
SkillsActive sponsored and hosted a Management of Action Learning programme for Sector Skills Council (SSC) staff to increase their understanding of how action learning can support leadership and management development and create champions for the process. Delegates attended from SkillsActive, Financial Skills, Asset Skills, Summit Skills and Skills for Care and Development.
Seven delegates completed the five day experiential programme leading to a Level 5 Award in Management Coaching and Mentoring with the Chartered Management Institute (CMI) facilitated by Forward Together Consulting Ltd.

The reaction to the programme was very positive and when asked in the programme feedback about how they will use the things they have learned in the workplace over the next few months delegates responded:

· “An immediate project to work on.  This will help my Sector Skills Council”

· “Write a report – business case to introduce technique to sector. Set up Action Learning Project.  Set up Action Learning Programme”

· “Proposal to Summit Skills Executive”

· “Introduce to SMT & line managers. Introduce to working group – sit on”

· “Pilot to be run in SW. Work up sector offer.  Improve approach to RYA.”

· “Submitted a project to work on but will now include action learning at each stage of the pilot as it rolls out”
To complete the Award the delegates will each write a Project Brief on how they can implement action learning in the context of their sector. This assignment is designed to encourage them to actively use the skills they have acquired. Further evaluation will take place via an online questionnaire in 3 months time to identify how they have moved this forward.
The feeling of the delegates was that the programme would be of use to other SSC staff that are in a position to influence their sectors; build the understanding of how action learning can be used to support organisational objectives and integrated with programmes of learning; and design evaluation criteria to determine their effectiveness. 
2. Evaluation Plan

The evaluation model used for this project was:

· Context

· Input

· Reaction

· Outcome

CIRO – Ware et al (1978)
Data has been collected in the following ways:
· Set Review comments

· Observation

· Programme review
Further data will be available in three months’ time when assignments are completed and an online evaluation takes place at that time to identify further outcomes.
3. Programme Context
In September 2009 the Alliance of Sector Skills Councils asked SkillsActive to continue to lead the all-sector programme for management and leadership development. One of the key areas in the development plan is:

“Support SSCs’ use of the Action Learning Set Tool. There are new developments in Action Learning including issue-based sessions for both cross-sector, intra-sector and intra-organisation challenges. In addition there is now an Action Learning accreditation offered by CMI that we will be encouraging SSC staff to invest in. We will offer refresher workshops to SSCs on Inspirational Leadership and Action Learning to continue to build capability and capacity. We will encourage the professional bodies to provide regular updates.”
FTC has been working with Skills for Justice on developing sector capability in relation to the Management of Action Learning over the past 3 years and assisted CMI in the development of a level 5 qualification.
A very successful pilot project was run by SfJ and FTC in 2008/09. This project provided an experiential development programme for 69 women from across the main Justice Sector strands in five English regions between January and March 2009. The primary aim of this project was to develop women in work. The contention is that facilitating action learning in itself will add a more challenging and demanding aspect to women’s roles and support increased earning potential. 

As a result of the successful pilot the substantive project in 2009/10 was to provide Action Learning Set (ALS) Facilitator training to 400 women from across the main Justice sector strands in all nine England regions by March 2010. This project was funded by the UK Commission for Employment and Skills (UKCES) and employer contributions.
In this project Skills Active sponsored a programme for SSC champions to grow the understanding of how action learning can support leadership development in organisations.

Programme Objectives

The Management of Action Learning programme aims to provide learners with a solid grounding in the theory and practice of action learning, enabling them to both conduct action learning sets within their work place and manage programmes of action learning.

On completion of the programme learners will have:
· An understanding of the practice and operation of action learning against organisational objectives

· The ability to facilitate learning through action learning

· An understanding of the impact of action learning on organisational objectives
They will have been assessed on their ability to:

	· Explain the practice of action learning and the role of the manager

	· Identify the benefits of action learning in the development of individuals

	· Evaluate the impact of action learning on organisational objectives

	· Identify mechanisms to monitor that the individual is taking responsibility for their own decisions, actions and learning approach 

	· Establish practices to support individuals to elicit personal and organisational values

	· Describe how individuals are motivated and encouraged to apply learning to practice

	· Describe how the individuals can be supported to maintain focus and alignment to organisational need 

	· Identify programmes that integrate the practice of action learning with organisational needs

	· Evaluate the use of action learning across programmes

	· Analyse the organisational objectives and the impact of action learning towards achievement


They will also achieve a nationally recognised qualification for the Management of Action Learning – namely a Level 5 Award in Management Coaching and Mentoring with the CMI. 
Using their new found knowledge participants will be able to champion action learning in their SSC and sector and advise organisations on how to develop this approach to achieve organisational objectives and gain real benefit and return on investment.

4. Programme Input
Our Methodology

Action Learning was introduced by Reg Revans in the 1940s and since then has become a popular method of coaching, described by Mike Pedler
 as “an approach to individual and organisational development”, where a group of learners form an action learning set and meet regularly to reflect on real work issues.

“Its basic philosophy is that the most effective learning takes place when we are faced with a real problem which we are obliged to solve.”

Action Learning is now widely used as a tool for peer coaching, especially in the personal and professional development of leaders in organisations and an effective method of problem solving. 

Action Learning is based on the principle of learning by reflection and is underpinned by the Experiential Learning Cycle (David Kolb (1984)) which gives the learner the opportunity to take action, experience and then reflect on that experience before planning the next steps to take. The premise of the action learning set is to work through this cycle as a group.
The impact of Action Learning can be measured through the changes that people then make in their organisations and to the way they lead.
Our Programme Plan
In designing the programme we have used our significant experience of action learning and leadership development and taken account of the 20 Good Practice Guidelines identified by Skills for Business and Henley Management College. 

The programme is accredited and leads to the level 5 Award in the Management of Action Learning with the Chartered Management Institute. This Award is worth 6 credits and is part of a broader Diploma in the Management of Coaching and Mentoring.
This CMI qualification is designed to support managers in the development of action learning skills and identifying the links between this learning method and the achievement of business goals. 

It was an assessed programme with group work, observed practice and an assignment contributing to the assessment. The programme was experiential and designed to give learners practice in a learning environment as a set adviser. We therefore worked on real problems and issues for learners through the programme. 

The programme workshops were in two parts – a 3 day workshop (19-21 April 2010 )and a 2 day workshop (12 and 13 May 2010). 
	Day
	Core Content

	Pre programme
	Registration with CMI – 12 months’ study membership

Pre reading and problem research

	1 

0900 registration and coffee 

1630 finish
	Action Learning history, benefits and process 

Contracting and real problems, questions, listening 

Introduction to working as an action learning set

	2 

0900 start 

1630 finish
	Role of the Set Adviser 

Questioning styles 

Experience action learning 

Review learning

	3 

0900 start 

1630 finish
	Learning styles 

Experience action learning 

Act as set adviser 

Review learning

	4 

0900 registration and coffee 

1630 finish
	Developing good practice 

Experience action learning 

Act as set adviser 

Review learning

	5 

0900 start 

1630 finish
	Managing action learning in support of organizational objectives 

Evaluation of action learning 

Develop a project brief in groups 

Review learning

	Within 3 months’ of completing the 5 day workshop 
	Assignment: 

Project Brief on implementing in the organisation

Reflections and CPD Action Plan


5. Programme Reaction
Reaction to the programme was collated from verbal responses and the end of programme questionnaire. 
At the end of day 1 delegates had appreciated:

· “willingness to help other re solutions/support”

· “honesty from group”

· “effectiveness of action learning and its impact on you”

· “other people’s willingness to share”

· “how quickly ‘group’ has formed”

· “level of dialogue”

· “opportunity for everyone to contribute”

· “good pace of learning”

· “introduction to conceptual model of action learning”

· “really testing articulation of issues & sharing insights with other members of the group”

· “clear & concise overview of process”

· “supportive & engaging environment”

· “good pace & structure”

· “sharing ideas”

· “positive”

· “enjoyable”

· “group formed quickly & well”

· “willingness to cooperate and support each other”
At the end of the programme delegates were asked to rate their satisfaction on a Likert scale with a range from Very satisfied to Very dissatisfied. The diagram below shows the percentage of delegates who were Very Satisfied with the aspects of the programme shown
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Delegates comments on delivery:

· “Relaxed, helpful & thoughtful. Enjoyable. Stephen gauged the mood of the group well. When was needed breaks/further explanations”

· “Excellent”

· “Excellent/well paced”

· “Very good & professional. Everyone was given the opportunity to contribute. Kept to time, relaxed. Really shared a genuine interest in the delivery and in us as learners/people. The group got to know each other because of the good facilitators”

· “Involving, relaxed but focused.  Managed group well.  Professional & knowledgeable”

· “Varied, interesting, engaging. Used real examples which has helped significantly”

All delegates attended the five days of the programme and engaged in all the activities. One delegate had to leave the programme before the final presentations but was involved in the preparation and hence is able to complete the Award qualification.
6. Programme Outcomes
The programme outcomes are based on each delegate’s comments and observed assessment. 

At the end of day 3 what the delegates had learnt about themselves:

· “Identifies strengths and AFI – summarising is difficult when loads of things churned out – learnt can ask others in group”

· “Confirmed my traits i.e. directive and will process – need to reflect more on space – learnt to let go”

· “Reinforced (really hit home) at times far too self reflective – dwell on what want to achieve”

· “Interesting to see way handles same set in different ways and how different personalities have handled things – learnt to be more flexible in approach”

· “I actually began to feel my frustrations at others frustrations – I feel irritated by that – I have learnt from some of the others actions”

· “I learnt that in a supportive environment it is useful to air issues and ‘let off steam’ and let oneself off hook”

· “Feel more confident & reassured and learnt that there is another way to solve problems than being on your own”
What the delegates consider to have been the main benefits of this programme:

· “Experience every role of the triad and how they work together to provide the platform for taking action learning forward. Sharing the experience with others”

· “A technique to deploy”

· “Chance to see the process in action. Better understanding of action learning process”

· “Has been a very useful 5 days and I feel very fortunate to have been offered this opportunity. Looking forward to running this programme in the organisation and being a champion”

· “Enjoyed programme. Practical experience of action learning. Discussion of personal issue”

· “Helped me have an increased awareness of new styles of working with others. Project management skills have improved”

What the delegates have learned as a result of taking part in this programme:

· “How to facilitate promote and design an action learning set. Some more about my own style of working with new challenges”

· “A non-threatening process to enhance solution focus approach”

· “Action learning makes sense and is effective”

· “New skill set learnt. How to identify learning styles. Facilitation skills. Being considerate of varying knowledge in a group”

· “Benefits of action learning. How to run a set. Application of different learning styles”

· “New skills particularly in group work. How to achieve my project objectives much more quickly and improve the outputs”

Observed assessment

During the programme each delegate had the opportunity to facilitate at least one round of action learning and be assessed on the following assessment criteria:

	· Identify mechanisms to monitor that the individual is taking responsibility for their own decisions, actions and learning approach 

	· Establish practices to support individuals to elicit personal and organisational values

	· Describe how individuals are motivated and encouraged to apply learning to practice

	· Describe how the individuals can be supported to maintain focus and alignment to organisational 
need 


All seven of the delegates met the assessment criteria in observed practice by the end of the programme and are able to facilitate learning through action learning.
At the end of the programme delegates worked in groups to present their thoughts on how action learning could be used in one of the sectors. Their presentations covered the assessment criteria:

	· Explain the practice of action learning and the role of the manager

	· Identify the benefits of action learning in the development of individuals

	· Evaluate the impact of action learning on organisational objectives

	· Identify programmes that integrate the practice of action learning with organisational needs

	· Evaluate the use of action learning across programmes

	· Analyse the organisational objectives and the impact of action learning towards achievement


Following the programme they are each writing a Project Brief about how they can use action learning  in their sector based on the above assessment criteria. When asked in the programme feedback about how the will use the things they have learned in the workplace over the next few months they responded:

· “An immediate project to work on.  This will help my Sector Skills Council”

· “Write a report – business case to introduce technique to sector. Set up Action Learning Project.  Set up Action Learning Programme”

· “Proposal to Summit Skills Executive”

· “Introduce to SMT & line managers. Introduce to working group – sit on”

· “Pilot to be run in SW. Work up sector offer.  Improve approach to RYA.”

· “Submitted a project to work on but will now include action learning at each stage of the pilot as it rolls out”
7. Conclusion

This programme was well received and clear benefits have been identified by the delegates. Each delegate identified areas where they could use action learning to develop leaders and managers but not all were in a position to do so. 

The feeling of the delegates was that the programme would be of use to other SSC staff that are in a position to influence their sectors; build the understanding of how action learning can be used to support organisational objectives and integrated with programmes of learning; and design evaluate criteria to determine their effectiveness. 
FTC have been delighted to work with SkillsActive and will continue to offer a support service to delegates as they complete their assignments.
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Tel: 0870 890 5764    Fax: 01264 738147    Email: support@forward-together.com














� Mike Pedler, “Action Learning for Managers” (2008)


� CIPD – Action Learning (� HYPERLINK "http://www.cipd.org.uk" �www.cipd.org.uk�)
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