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Action Learning

Category: Professional Learning, Coaching and Reflection

Action learning is a collaborative process in which a small set works on significant, real problems while
deliberately learning from action and reflection. Participants question, listen, test ideas in practice and
return with evidence. Revans expressed its logic as learning through programmed knowledge and fresh
questioning, rather than expert instruction alone.

A meeting without action is reflective discussion, while action without disciplined enquiry is ordinary
problem-solving. Effective sets protect time for questioning, distribute attention fairly and connect
individual development with a worthwhile organisational or educational challenge (Revans, 1982).

Core Process

1. Frame a real challenge: Select an important, influenceable problem whose solution is not already
known.

2. Form the set: Create a small, diverse group with confidentiality, participation and accountability
agreements.

3. Question and listen: Use open questions to surface assumptions, perspectives, uncertainty and
possible action.

4. Commit to action: Each participant specifies an intervention, evidence to gather and a review
point.

5. Reflect and iterate: Examine results, revise understanding and plan the next cycle of informed
action.

Examples in Practice

University support staff investigate why international students miss early appointments. Each member
brings evidence, receives questions rather than immediate advice, tests one service change and reports its
effects at the next set meeting. The group refines both its explanation and its response.

Why It Matters

Action learning develops judgement where uncertainty prevents straightforward application of a taught
solution. It integrates learning with useful work and exposes assumptions through multiple perspectives.
Powerful participants can dominate unless facilitation, psychological safety and critical questioning are
designed deliberately. Evaluation should examine learning, action and consequences, not merely
satisfaction (Cho & Egan, 2009).
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