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AIMS

•To Establish a clear understanding of 
what Action Learning is and its 
benefits
•To appreciate the history and

theoretical foundations that make it
so powerful
•To develop the core skills to deliver 

Action Learning within your 
organisation
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OVERVIEW
• Session 1

• Introductions
• Checking in

• What would people like to get from the experience?
• How can we help each other to get the best experience?

• What is Action Learning?
• History and Theory
• Benefits of Action Learning
• Open questions
• Core Structure of an Action Learning Set
• Practice & Reflection

• Session 2
• Listening & Levels of Intervention
• Single and Double Loop Learning
• Powerful Questions
• Practice & Reflection

www.garybuxton.co.uk/ALS
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SESSION 1
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INTRODUCTIONS

•Name
•Role
•How long you’ve been with your 

organisation
•What previous experience you’ve had 

of Action Learning
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WHAT WOULD YOU LIKE TO GET?

•What do you expect from Gary?

•What do you expect from others?

•What do you expect from yourself?
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HOW CAN WE HELP EACH OTHER 
HAVE THE BEST EXPERIENCE?

• iPad Scribbles
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ACTION LEARNING IS…

L = P + Q
L = Learning

P = Programmed Knowledge - deployed by experts

Q = Questioning insight - exercised by leader  

There can be no learning 
without action, and no 
sober and deliberate 
action without learning                                             

(Reg Revans 1940’s)
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ACTION LEARNING IS…

An approach to working with and 
developing people that uses work on 
an actual project or problem as the 

way to learn. Participants work in small 
groups to take action to solve their 

problem and learn how to learn from 
that action. 

(Yorks et al 1999)

A real problem that is important, 
critical and unusually complex

A diverse problem solving team or 
“set”

A process that promotes curiosity, 
inquiry and reflection

A requirement that talk be converted 
into action and ultimately a solution

A commitment to learning
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LEARNING STYLES

(Kolb 1984)
Action Learning Associates 2015

Experience

Review

Conclude

Plan

• The presenter tells the story of their 
experience and begins the process of
review and reflection
• Set members extend that reflective 

process through questioning and 
insight
• This enables the presenter to 
conclude and plan different actions
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LEARNING STYLES

Activist Reflectors

Pragmatist Theorist

Processing Continuum
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Concrete Experience
(Feeling)

Abstract Conceptualisation
(Thinking)

Reflective Observation
(Watching)

Active Experimentation
(Doing)

(Honey and Mumford 1986)

Experiencing
(Activist)

Reviewing 
(Reflector)

Concluding 
(Theorist)

Planning 
(Pragmatist)
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BENEFITS OF ACTION LEARNING

• iPad Scribbles
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BENEFITS OF ACTION LEARNING
What can action learning offer me? 
• a space for individual reflective learning
• an opportunity to solve real work problems
• support and challenge from peers
• the chance to work smarter and be more effective
• creative exploration of the changes you need to make
• a safe environment to explore your strengths and weaknesses
• a place to test your assumptions and learn from good practice elsewhere insight into how others problem 

solve and achieve different outcomes 
• an opportunity to develop new ideas; new ways of thinking and doing 
• practice in asking open and insightful questions and developing active listening skills 
• improved ability to give and receive feedback
• greater self-awareness from the process and as a result of feedback from peers connections to wider 

networks
• structured and productive time away from immediate work demands 

What can action learning offer my organisation or business? 
• a proven form of successful organisational development
• fresh approaches for organisations seeking new directions or facing change 
• a chance to put established practice and development under the spotlight 
• testing more efficient ways of working 
• learning which underpins improved delivery for customers, clients and beneficiaries 

Action Learning Associates (2015)
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OPEN QUESTIONS

How…? What…?

When…?

Where…?

Concise:

Why…?

Look out for:
Do…
Is/are…
Would/will…
Could/can…
Was/were…
Have/has…

Who…?
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Presenting
Facilitator offers the presenter some time 

to explain their challenge.
Everyone listens attentively with no 

interruptions.
Moments of silence are welcome, we 

don't move on to the next stage until the 
presenter is finished.

Pitch Round

"If I were to present today, I would present on..." Facilitator will gather consensus on who will present their issue.

Check in

How is everyone? What happened since we last met? If you presented last time, what actions 
have you taken?

15 
mins

5-10 
mins

~5-10 
mins

15

Reflection Round
Every member offers their reflections to 

the presenter. Each person shares their own learning.
Final words sit with the presenter. What 
was their experience and what are they 

taking away as a result?

Action Round

The facilitator asks the presenter what actions they will commit to as a result of their thinking.

Question Round

First, everyone gets the chance to ask clarifying questions. 
These are to gain more information only.

The we move on into the open question round. Each question 
has to be an open question (and they can't be used to smuggle 

a suggestion!)

20-40
mins

5 
mins

~5-10
mins
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SESSION 2
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DIFFERENT LEVELS OF LISTENING

Listening for 
the gist
• Does what 

they say fit 
with my own 
views?

Listening to 
respond
• Listening for 

long enough 
until it hits a 
trigger in me

Listening for 
logic
• Why is this 

logical for 
them?

Listening for 
emotion
• What's 

important to 
them at an 
emotional 
level?

Listening for 
their point 
of view
• I can 

appreciate 
their view of 
the world

Active 
Listening

www.garybuxton.co.uk/ALS
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DIFFERENT LEVELS OF LISTENING

Listening for 
the gist
• Does what 

they say fit 
with my own 
views?

Listening to 
respond
• Listening for 

long enough 
until it hits a 
trigger in me

Listening for 
logic
• Why is this 

logical for 
them?

Listening for 
emotion
• What's 

important to 
them at an 
emotional 
level?

Listening for 
their point 
of view
• I can 

appreciate 
their view of 
the world

Most likely level of listening

Most likely to lead to change

19

LADDER OF INFERENCE

From Peter Senge's book -
Fifth Discipline

I take actions based on my beliefsActions

I adopt beliefs about the worldBeliefs

I draw conclusionsConclusions
I make assumptions on the meaning 
I addAssumptions

I add meaningMeanings

I select data from what I observeData

Observable data and experienceThe world

Our beliefs 
affect what 

data we select
Reflexive Loop
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SINGLE AND DOUBLE LOOPS

Assumptions
Why we do what we do

Strategies & 
techniques
What we do

Results
What we get

Single loop 
learning, the 

most common 
learning style –
problem solving

Double loop learning. More than just problem 
solving this learning style questions the 

underlying assumptions, values and beliefs 
behind what we do
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WHAT IS INTUITION?

Unconscious 
Mind Communicating Conscious 

Mind

Thoughts, feelings, 
sensations, 

imagery & sounds
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POWERFUL QUESTIONS

www.garybuxton.co.uk/ALS
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Presenting
Facilitator offers the presenter some time 

to explain their challenge.
Everyone listens attentively with no 

interruptions.
Moments of silence are welcome, we 

don't move on to the next stage until the 
presenter is finished.

Pitch Round

"If I were to present today, I would present on..." Facilitator will gather consensus on who will present their issue.

Check in

How is everyone? What happened since we last met? If you presented last time, what actions 
have you taken?

15 
mins

5-10 
mins

~5-10 
mins
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Reflection Round
Every member offers their reflections to 

the presenter. Each person shares their own learning.
Final words sit with the presenter. What 
was their experience and what are they 

taking away as a result?

Action Round

The facilitator asks the presenter what actions they will commit to as a result of their thinking.

Question Round

First, everyone gets the chance to ask clarifying questions. 
These are to gain more information only.

The we move on into the open question round. Each question 
has to be an open question (and they can't be used to smuggle 

a suggestion!)

20-40
mins

5 
mins

~5-10
mins
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ALTERNATIVE MODELS

Takeaway Version

If lots of people would like to 
present, but you don’t have 
enough time, you could:

• Have the Presenter present
• Ask everyone to write down one or 

two questions
• Pass the questions to the Presenter to

takeaway
• Or maybe choose their favourite one 

or two to answer

Fly On The Wall Version

If the Presenter is very keen on 
getting some insight from others, 
you could: 

• Ask the presenter to turn their chair 
around or turn off their camera

• Ask each participant what their
thoughts are about what they’re 
noticing.

• Invite them to speculate on which
areas might be productive for future 
questions.

• Ask the presenter to re-join and ask 
them how they would like the set to 
focus their questions.

• If the presenter is still keen on
insight…

• Ask the presenter to turn their 
chair around or turn off their 
camera

• As each participant to identify 
options that the Presenter 
could consider.

• Avoid instruction: ‘Should do 
or needs to’

• Use terms like: ‘Could think 
about…’
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www.garybuxton.co.uk
07815 138 084
@GaryBuxtonMBE
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