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Abstract

Action Learning is a holistic, interactive, and flexible teaching methodology. Students learn by solving a real world issue and accomplishing important tasks relevant to themselves and their organization.  The result is increased individual self-awareness, analytical ability, and critical thinking skills.  The concept encompasses the key principles of the andragogical theory of adult learning and is therefore especially conducive for adult professional development and executive education.  Popular in corporate America, Action Learning is gaining recognition and use within the public sector.  Because Action Learning requires a minimal resource investment it has significant potential for increased application in public administration education.  The authors examine the Action Learning model framework, its application to a U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service project, the flexibility it offers, and benefits of using such a teaching methodology in contemporary public administration education.

Introduction and Caveats
Throughout this paper, we will refer to both a project involving a Problem, and the Action Learning (AL) process through which is it is addressed.  The project occurs in the context of the AL process, but the success or failure of AL is not linked to the success or failure of the project’s recommended solutions.  Sometimes the very best process outcomes (i.e., learning) are derived from the experience of project failure.  This distinction is important, as the singular objective of the AL process is learning, whereas the project’s objective(s) is dependent upon the nature of the Problem being addressed and the creativity of the learner(s). The success of one does not guarantee success of the other.  Both the project and process fall within an AL program.

Context and Challenge

The National Wildlife Refuge System
The National Wildlife Refuge System (NWRS) celebrated its centennial in 2003.  This major program of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS) began humbly in 1903 with one refuge, one man, and one boat.  Now, 100-years later and 543 national wildlife refuges strong, the NWRS is experiencing many of the same organizational issues as other private and public sector institutions.  Two issues, however, are particularly troublesome, and perhaps worse for the NWRS than most other organizations:  recruitment and retention.

The NWRS mission is “to administer a national network of lands and waters for the conservation, management, and where appropriate, restoration of the fish, wildlife, and plant resources and their habitats within the United States for the benefit of present and future generations of Americans.” (USFWS 1999, iii TA \l "USFWS 1999" \s "USFWS 1999" \c 1 )  To accomplish this mission, the NWRS employs about 3,000 individuals, the slight majority of whom are wildlife biologists by either training or function.  Many individuals join the NWRS because they enjoy being and working outdoors, working with animals and natural ecosystems, helping maintain a healthy environment, or simply because they do not enjoy working closely with people. In the past refuge biologists and refuge managers were largely drawn from rural backgrounds.  This harkens back to the NWRS’ simple “one man, one boat” origins as an organization.   Historically, middle and upper management has been drawn from this pool of biologists.  Recent changes in society, such as the increase in dual-career families, and increases in agency field position grades diminished the ability to attract employees into staff and management positions in NWRS’ seven Regional and Headquarters (HQ) Offices and then retain them.  In addition, many field personnel perceive HQ employees as out of touch with field issues, and thus less credible.  These same individuals may also perceive work in HQ as purely reactive and crisis-driven, and concerned more with bureaucratic red tape and not with “saving dirt” (natural resource conservation activities).  Surveys indicated many employees believe experience at HQ, which we will call “national experience,” is neither valued nor appreciated in the field. Quite simply, the quality of life preferences and perceived lack of value of non-field experience created recruitment and retention issues in NWRS HQ.

Once managers have successfully recruited qualified field employees to HQ, retaining them becomes an issue.  This specific issued is addressed in Fulfilling the Promise (FTP), a NWRS strategic vision document.  (FWS 1999 TA \s "FWS 1999" 

 TA \s "FWS 1999" , 73)  The NWRS recognizes it will not retain every employee, noting: “However, leadership can maximize retention by caring, training, mentoring, and helping employees understand how they contribute to accomplishing the mission and what they must do to meet their personal career goals.”  (FWS 1999 TA \s "FWS 1999" 

 TA \s "FWS 1999" , 73)  The FWS also notes “These [retention] challenges for both employees and management must be recognized and addressed by open communication and counseling during appraisals and through employee development plans,” yet a number of HQ employees report they receive neither formal performance appraisals nor written development plans.  The current HQ manager’s recruiting practice of begging potential employees to “come in for just a year or two” exacerbates employee turnover issues.

Academic Setting
In 2001, the authors entered into the Key Executive master’s degree program (Key) at American University (AU), the Nation’s sixth-ranked master of public administration degree. (U.S. News and World Report 2001).  Key prides itself on its practical, interactive, leadership-oriented, and competency-based curriculum that targets public sector practitioners.  In 2002, Key Director Dr. Robert Kramer expanded degree completion requirements to include the opportunity to write and present a paper on AL in lieu of a comprehensive final examination.  

Action Learning’s appeal was the opportunity to address a real-world problem, rather than providing untested solutions to the hypothetical situations often posed on academic tests.  While purely academic questions have their use and place, adult learners want to know the impact of their actions. ( TA \l "Noe, Raymond A.  Employee Training & Development.  2nd ed.  New York: McGraw-Hill Irwin, 2002." \s "Noe 2002" \c 1 Noe 2002, 115)  Action Learning provides an opportunity for organizations to benefit through the development of a recommended solution to an organizational issue or problem.  The primary benefit to these organizations is the development of employees’ questioning skills and other competencies.  Action Learning provides a “process for do-it-yourself leadership re-creation…most organizations can use it, no matter what traits they desire to develop in their emerging leaders.” ( TA \l "Dotlich and Noel 1998" \s "Dotlich and Noel 1998" \c 9 Dotlich and Noel 1998 TA \s "Dotlich and Noel 1998" , 50)  This also is why AL is clearly a tool of andragogy – the learning is learner-directed, not instructor-directed as in pedagogy.

The authors chose to address the NWRS HQ recruitment and retention issue.  We describe our experience below.  It is important to note that we selected this project in large part because of its strategic alignment (i.e., its contributions to the strategic needs and goals of the organization).  The previously mentioned NWRS document, FTP, recognized the importance of taking care of its employees and developing leadership at all organization levels.  “Leadership is about people.  Leaders put employee …training, personal growth, and empowerment above all else.  Nothing is more essential to mission accomplishment than the motivation and morale of people.” (FWS 1999 TA \s "FWS 1999" 

 TA \s "FWS 1999" , 69)

We undertook our AL project with two primary goals in mind:

1. Make HQ employees more effective in their current positions and marketable for future positions by providing strategically identified competencies through meaningful national experience; and

2. Make the HQ organization more effective by shifting the culture towards one of a learning organization composed of effective, skilled, and committed employees prepared to address the challenges of the future.

These goals reflect a necessary balance between individual and organizational benefits in order to garner support for the project itself.

As we worked on our project, we actively researched what AL is, what AL is not, and how AL is conducted.  We found AL, although not a new concept, was not common in the public sector, therefore limiting our ability to extrapolate from other public administration experiences.  Examples we did find included some programs within the Federal Aviation Administration, Veterans Benefit Administration, National Institutes of Health, and the Army Management Staff College.  We also discovered the newly revamped and prestigious Presidential Management Fellows Program recently incorporated an AL component. ( TA \l "Beckmann 2004" \s "Beckmann 2004" \c 8 Beckmann 2004 TA \s "Beckmann 2004" 

 TA \s "Beckmann 2004" )  We note there are many programs in the federal government offering characteristics of a classic AL program, but are not referred to as AL.  Because of AL’s flexibility in terms of model and format, making precise quantification of its use in public administration is difficult.  Before describing the classic AL model, we will first review some basic tenets of the andragogical theory of adult learning.

The Andragogical Theory of Adult Learning

There are many theories of adult learning, but the one we found most relevant to both our AL project and process was andragogy, as described by Malcolm Knowles et al in The Adult Learner. (Knowles et al 1998 TA \l "Knowles 1998" \s "Knowles 1998" \c 9 )  From its Greek roots, andragogy roughly translates to “the art and science of helping adults learn.”  (Knowles et al 1998 TA \s "Knowles et al 1998" , 61)  Andragogy is occasionally characterized as adult education vis-à-vis pedagogy, which is often characterized as child education.  Greatly simplified, andragogy is learner-driven, while pedagogy is primarily instructor-driven.  Adults may be taught information solely identified by the instructor in a pedagogical manner, while children may learn what they desire in a collaboratively-planned andragogical manner from an instructor who functions more as a guide.  The manner of instruction is not tied to the chronological age of the learner (but the learner’s maturity and experience may be a factor in the efficacy of the method chosen).  Neither is universally good or bad, but rather both are tools that should be appropriately applied.  Knowles, often described as the “Father of Andragogy,” espoused the key principle of mutuality - both the instructor and the learner are actively involved in creating the learning experience and ensuring learning occurs. (Knowles et al 1998 TA \s "Knowles et al 1998" 

 TA \s "Knowles et al 1998" , 116) 

There are six key assumptions or principles of andragogy. (Knowles et al 1998, 133-150) TA \s "Knowles et al 1998" 
1.  TA \s "Noe 2002" Adults have the need to know why they are learning something.  They “need to know how learning will be conducted, what learning will occur, and why learning is important.” 

2. Adults have a need to be self-directed.  This means incorporating the concepts of self-teaching, where adults teach themselves, and personal autonomy, or autodidaxy, “[which is] taking control of the goals and purposes of learning and assuming ownership of learning.  This leads to an internal change of consciousness in which the learner sees knowledge as contextual and freely questions what is learned.” 

3. Adults bring more work-related experiences (prior experiences) into the learning situation.  When learning through experience, training needs to “provide opportunities for (the students) to experience something new and discuss it or review training materials based on their experience.”  (Noe 2002 TA \s "Knowles et al 1998" , 116)  This impacts the learning in four ways:  

(  Creating a wider range of individual differences;


(  Providing a rich resource for learning;


(  Creating biases that can inhibit or shape new learning; and


(  Providing grounding for adults’ self-identity.

4. Adults’ readiness is increased when their personal situations create a need to learn.

5. Adults enter into a learning experience with a problem-centered approach to learning or an orientation to learning and problem solving.

6. Adults are motivated to learn by both extrinsic and intrinsic motivators.  This motivation has been grouped into four key categories:


(  Success:  adults want to be successful learners;


(  Volition:  adults want to feel a sense of choice in their learning;


(  Value: adults want to learn something they value; and


(  Enjoyment: adults want to experience the learning as pleasurable. (Wlodowski 1985 in Knowles et al 1998 TA \s "Knowles et al 1998" , 149)

According to Knowles, there is a distinction between education and learning.  Pure education is instructor- or professor-driven.    It is “an activity undertaken or initiated by one or more agents that is designed to effect changes in the knowledge, skill, and attitudes of individuals, groups, or communities.  The term emphasizes the educator, the agent of change who presents stimuli and reinforcement for learning and designs activities.” Conversely, learning is student-focused and “is the act or process by which behavioral change, knowledge, skills, and attitudes are acquired.” (Knowles et al 1998 TA \s "Knowles et al 1998" , 10-11)  In addition, learning incorporates change as outlined below: 

1. Acquiring new habits, knowledge, and attitudes, which enables one to make personal and social adjustments;

2. Personal change due to interaction between the individual and his/her environment; and

3. Reflects a personal change in behavior as a result of an experience.  (Knowles et al 1998 TA \s "Knowles et al 1998" , 12)

Andragogy is based upon the simple concepts that adults learn best when they collaboratively participate in the development and delivery of education and training, desire and value the learning, and can apply their life experiences to the learning process.  This theory also might be applied to a learner of any age with sufficient maturity and experience to identify, value, and co-develop their learning needs. Following our review of AL below, we will demonstrate how it meets the needs of adult learners under the andragogical theory.  

Action Learning
“Action learning” was coined by the late Reginald Revans, who believed learning was facilitated by initiating action on a problem without pre-set answers and occurred by studying what was done. (Margerison 2002 TA \l "Margerison, Charles.  How To Learn From Action: A Practical Guidebook.  Action Learning Institute.  20 Nov. 2002 <http://www.action-learning.org/Services/?Display=View_ActionLearningBook" \s "Margerison 2002" \c 9 , Chap. 2)  Action learning usually involves: 

●   A small group of individuals, called the Set; 

●   Interested in and committed to resolving; 

●   An actual problem; 

●   In a short time period;

●   Who studies their actions; and,

●   Learns from that study.  ( TA \l "Action Learning Associates.  Introduction to Action Learning.  PUBLICATION DATE.  20 Nov. 2002 <http://www.alaint.demon.co.uk/actionlearning.htm>" \s "ALA 2002" \c 9 ALA 2002; Margerison 2002 TA \s "Margerison 2002" , Chap. 2-3; Noe 2002 TA \s "Noe 2002" , 235)   

Revans described AL in the following equation, in which L is Learning, P is Programmed Knowledge, and Q is Questioning Skills:  L=P+Q.  Programmed Knowledge is acquired through coursework, formal training, on-the-job training, and through practical experience.  Questioning Skills are the ability to constructively question Programmed Knowledge, enhance learning ability, and adapt to a rapidly changing world. (ALA 2002 TA \s "ALA 2002" )  According to Raymond Noe (2002), AL is believed to “maximize learning and transfer of training because it involves real-time problems employees are facing.” (236)

Action Learning is also what Chris Argyris (Argyris 1982 in Knowles et al 1998 TA \s "Knowles et al 1998" , 140) calls “double-loop” learning.  In contrast to “single-loop” learning, wherein learning fits the learner’s past experiences, beliefs, and values, “double-loop” learning involves a change to the learner’s mental schema (“cognitive structures that are built as learning and experiences accumulate and are packaged in memory”) and thus as a catalyst for real change.  (Knowles et al 1998, 140)

Revans created what we refer to as the classic AL model.  While we will discuss the composite model we used later in this paper, we feel it important to provide a standard basis for future discussion.  Revans’ AL model is comprised of five elements:  (ALA 2002 TA \s "ALA 2002" )

1. The Problem, which must be an actual significant problem or issue without an obvious solution that is important to the learner(s);

2. The Client, who “is the person who owns the Problem”; TA \s "ALA 2002" 
3. The Set, who are the learner(s) who are actively engaging in and committing to AL;

4. The Sponsor, the organization’s senior manager who is responsible for the AL project TA \s "ALA 2002" ; and,

5. The Advisor or Facilitator, who has no responsibility for resolving the Problem, but every responsibility for creating and supporting an interactive, reflective learning environment and experience.  Other models refer to this individual as a Coach.

Revans focused on the individual’s personal development in AL, although other models emphasize benefits to the organization, especially organizational productivity. (ALA 2002 TA \s "ALA 2002" 

 TA \s "ALA 2002" )    We believe organizations cannot help but benefit from employees who have undergone AL and will describe these benefits toward the end of this paper.  In an academic setting, we believe a model that emphasizes the individual and his/her learning, personal growth, and development is the most beneficial framework.

Other AL models use a slightly different structure or elements.  For instance, Michael Marquardt ( TA \l "Marquardt, Michael.  Action Learning in Action.  Palo Alto: Davies-Black, 1999." \s "Marquardt 1999" \c 1 Marquardt 1999, 5-8 TA \s "Marquardt 1999" ) describes six elements:

1. A Problem;

2. The Group (another term for Set);

3. The Questioning and Reflection Process;

4. The Resolution to Take Action;

5. The Commitment to Learning; and

6. The Facilitator.

The Problem, Group (Set), and Facilitator are the same as the Revan’s model.  However, Marquardt’s three remaining elements are different:  Questioning and Reflection Process, Resolution to Take Action, and Commitment to Learning.  (Marquardt 1999 TA \s "Marquardt 1999" 

 TA \s "Marquardt 1999" 

 TA \s "Marquardt 1999" , 23)  As with Revans’ model, Questioning Skills are the ability to constructively question learned knowledge, enhance learning ability, and adapt to a rapidly changing world. (ALA 2002 TA \s "ALA 2002" 

 TA \s "ALA 2002" 

 TA \s "ALA 2002" )  They also allow an individual “to ask fresh questions in conditions of ignorance, risk, and confusion, when nobody knows what to do next” (Revans, in Marquardt 1999 TA \s "Marquardt 1999" 

 TA \s "Marquardt 1999" , 33) and may be key in the success of tomorrow’s managers and leaders. (ALA 2002 TA \s "ALA 2002" 

 TA \s "ALA 2002" ;  TA \l "ALI 2002" \s "ALI 2002" \c 9 ALI 2002 TA \s "ALI 2002" )  Reflection, the third of David Kolb’s four learning process stages (Daudelin 1996, in Osland 2001 TA \s "Osland 2001" , 67) is defined as “the process of stepping back from an experience to ponder, carefully and persistently, its meaning from past or current events that serves as a guide for future behavior.”  (Daudelin 1996, in Osland 2001 TA \s "Osland 2001" , 70)  Reflection is also “the heart of action learning” where actual learning takes place and “is designed to develop questioning insight.”  (Marquardt 1999 TA \s "Marquardt 1999" 

 TA \s "Marquardt 1999" , 33)  Marquardt modifies Revans’ equation to show the importance of the reflection process by adding R for Reflection, so that it appears:  L=P+Q+R.

Yet another model includes a 12-element framework.  David Dotlich and James Noel (Dotlich and Noel 1998 TA \s "Dotlich and Noel 1998" , 14-15) include the following elements in their AL framework:

1. Sponsor;

2. Strategic mandate;

3. Learning process;

4. Selecting participants;

5. Forming learning teams;

6. Coaching;

7. Orientation to the issue;

8. Data gathering;

9. Data analysis;

10. Draft presentation;

11. Presentation; and

12. Reflection (debriefing).

The basis of these 12 elements can be seen in the various elements used by Revans or Marquardt, or underlying procedural needs (e.g., Draft Presentation and Presentation), honed by Dotlich and Noel’s years of experience.

The purpose of providing these multiple frameworks, and their respective departure from Revans’ classic AL model, is not to confuse the reader, but rather demonstrate AL’s flexible framework and adaptability.  Dotlich and Noel stated: “Describing a typical Action Learning process is not always easy; its implementation can vary significantly from company to company, depending on specific objectives and time frames.”  (Dotlich and Noel 1998 TA \s "Dotlich and Noel 1998" , 14)  “Although Action Learning programs can have different time frames and structures,” they continued, “they all involve an alternating series of workshops with field experiences.”  (Dotlich and Noel 1998 TA \s "Dotlich and Noel 1998" , 15)

For the NWRS project, we used a composite AL model.  In general, we followed Marquardt’s model. (Marquardt 1999, 5-8 TA \s "Marquardt 1999" )  However, we felt the Sponsor was a key element of AL and included it in our model. Dotlich and Noel wrote: “Without the backing of a significant sponsor, Action Learning programs cannot succeed.” (Dotlich and Noel 1998 TA \s "Dotlich and Noel 1998" , 16)  We believe a Sponsor is critical to providing the required resources and creating a safe, supportive learning environment necessary for successful AL.  The seven elements of our AL model are listed in Table 1.

The Nexus between Action Learning and Andragogical Adult Learning
Table 1 summarizes the superior fit of AL in andragogical adult learning at multiple levels.  Rather than fully describe the contents of each table cell, we selected several examples to illustrate this fit.

First, consider the relationship between the Problem and adult learners’ needs in Column 1.  In AL, individual learners, as part of a Set, are charged with selecting an actual Problem of import and significance to them and their organization. By choosing AL as the mechanism (or an academic or training program that uses AL), learners have selected how they will learn (in terms of the process), and through Problem selection have self-directed the experience toward something they value (the what and why of the project).  Their level of autonomy is established based in part upon the AL program, their individual comfort level defined in part by their past experience, the Sponsor, and the Problem itself.  (We note because AL is learning through change, working outside of one’s normal comfort zone may bring greater rewards, and thus should be encouraged.)  

Knowles noted adults’ readiness to learn is increased when situations in their lives, whether personal, professional, or both, create a need to learn. (Knowles et al 1998 TA \s "Knowles et al 1998" , 144-146)  Learners can address these situational needs through Problem selection.  Adults also have a problem-centered approach to learning. (Knowles et al 1998 TA \s "Knowles et al 1998" , 146)  For adult learners in AL as they apply this problem-centered approach to both the project and the process, they become generally more self-aware, develop questioning and reflection skills, etc. as described in the Benefits of Action Learning.  

Knowles recognizes adults are motivated to learn by both intrinsic and extrinsic rewards. (Knowles et al 1998 TA \s "Knowles et al 1998" , 149-150)  Adults have the ability, through both the selection of the AL process and Problem (i.e., the project), to address needs they have identified (intrinsic) or have had identified for them (extrinsic).  The flexible AL framework allows adult learners to meet their needs both through selection of the AL process and the underlying Problem used as a project.

The authors selected AL over a comprehensive written examination for exactly these reasons.  The opportunity to try and address the NWRS HQ recruitment and retention issue through the creation of an employee development program was intriguing and unusual.  We recognized part of the recruitment and retention issue was related to organizational culture, and that the project was as much a change effort as it was an employee development program.  As we worked with our workplace taskforce, our meeting management, facilitation, and coaching skills increased dramatically. We became better at both giving and receiving feedback.  We opened ourselves to feedback from the team, each other, and our supervisors and coworkers.  We learned that often knowing the right questions to ask was more important than knowing the right answer.  David Kolb defines learning as “the process whereby knowledge is created through transformation of experience.” (in Knowles et al 1998 TA \s "Knowles et al 1998" 

 TA \s "Knowles et al 1998" , 146)  AL is a transforming experience.

Action Learning is an effective learning mechanism in adult education.  Experiential learning is firmly rooted in adult learning theory.  This, with an increased emphasis in human resource development on “experiential learning as a means to improve performance,” further supports the use of AL projects as learning opportunities. (Knowles et al 1998 TA \s "Knowles et al 1998" , 148)
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Selection of Issues & Participants (November – December 2002)
Sponsor
One of the most critical components of an AL project is a senior level sponsor, or “the senior manager who takes responsibility for the programme.”  (ALA 2002 TA \s "ALA 2002" )  “Without the backing of a significant sponsor,” wrote Dotlich and Noel, “Action Learning programs cannot succeed.”  (Dotlich and Noel 1998 TA \s "Dotlich and Noel 1998" , 16 TA \l "Leapfrog Innovations.  Action + Learning = Change.15 April 2003. <http://www.teamdevelopment.com/trainingmag_pt2.htm>" \s "Leapfrog 2003" \c 8 )  Our Sponsor, NWRS Assistant Deputy Director Jim Kurth, needed to fulfill several roles.  First, he provided clout (through position power) and assurance that team recommendations will be acted upon.  (Bolman and Deal 1997 TA \s "Bolman and Deal 1997" , 169)  Second, because this project was as much a change effort and paradigm shift as an employee development program, senior leadership’s support was vital to success ( TA \l "Kotter, John.  Leading Change.  Boston: Harvard Business School Press, 1996." \s "Kotter 1996" \c 9 Kotter 1996 TA \s "Kotter 1996" ) because senior managers can influence organizational culture.  (Bolman and Deal 1997 TA \s "Bolman and Deal 1997" , 231)  In a Senior Executive Service position, Kurth directly supervises seven division and office chiefs whose support was necessary for the employee development program’s future success.  Kurth commands sufficient position power and fiscal authority to ensure accepted recommendations were funded and otherwise supported.  Upon hearing about the AL process requirements, Kurth agreed to act as the Sponsor. 

Problem
In 2002, Kurth assigned a collateral duty to Barry Stieglitz, requiring him to consider recruitment and retention problems while staffing the leadership and employee development function in HQ.  Stieglitz selected an employee development program to address these issues that would supplement the already established leadership development programs and fulfill a training priority outlined in FTP.  

Hybrid Set/Taskforce
Upon Stieglitz’ suggestion, Kurth agreed this would be an ideal AL project and supported creating a multi-disciplinary workplace taskforce to develop and present their recommendation to NWRS senior leadership.  We created a hybrid team where both the AL Set and a workplace taskforce were combined to meet NWRS project needs and academic process requirements.  

The authors constituted the Set.  At that time, Jennifer Wicks worked for the Department of the Army.  The authors had a proven working relationship and determined Wicks would be valuable on the taskforce even though she was not a NWRS employee.  Rather she brought an external perspective to the team and previous training and development experience.  

Stieglitz worked for NWRS for the last 15 years and was well acquainted with the organizational culture and needs.  Knowledge of HQ organizational culture was important because the project was also intended to start a change effort toward a continuous learning culture.  He hand-selected taskforce members for their specific strengths and diversity of opinion.

The NWRS leadership and taskforce members were aware of and agreed to the AL process for this project.  We provided the NWRS leadership and taskforce with a general overview of AL to ensure understanding of the process.  The taskforce members and their roles in the AL Set were merely incidental.  Overt references to academic principles were minimized and relegated to discussion and sharing in private meetings with the Set. 

Coach
Despite an opportunity to use an AU’s organizational development graduate student as an AL Coach, we decided against having an external Coach.  This was due to a limited coordination timeframe, the lack of clarity received about the Coach’s specific responsibilities and role throughout the process, and concern regarding the impact on the taskforce dynamics.  Instead, the authors acted in this role for each other and solicited feedback periodically from the taskforce members and NWRS leadership.

Framework
The project served dual purposes and achieved both academic and organizational objectives.  From the academic standpoint, the AL paper focused on personal learning and incorporated coursework and academic theory into practical application.  The AL paper addressed three critical questions:

1. What did the Set learn and see?;

2. Where was the Set blind?; and,

3. Was AL worth the time the Set spent on it?  How?  Why?

From the organizational perspective, the project required developing and presenting a recommendation to NWRS leadership that addressed the two strategic dilemmas of recruitment and retention.

Orientation to Issues & Team Building (December 2002 – January 2003)
Orientation to Issues

The authors met separately with Kurth, who provided additional background information on HQ recruitment and retention.  Wicks also reviewed NWRS literature, strategic planning documents, and other written materials to learn about the organization and its culture.  Stieglitz and the rest of the taskforce worked for NWRS and already had significant institutional knowledge.

Set

The authors completed various self-awareness diagnostics as part of Key, as well as coursework in Organizational Diagnosis and Change and Executive Leadership.  In addition, we already established a close working relationship from collaborating on previous academic projects and felt comfortable exchanging thoughts, observations, and frank feedback.  Therefore we did not schedule a separate Set team building session or complete another self-awareness element as might be conducted in a more traditional AL model.

Taskforce
Our initial taskforce workshop occurred on January 10, 2003, in a conference room at the NWRS.  While we originally discussed holding an off-site meeting, we determined it would be easier to get taskforce member participation by having a daylong workshop on-site rather than a 2-day off-site.   Because many of the taskforce members worked together before, there was some cohesion among members.  Nevertheless, we incorporated several team-building exercises into the workshop.  We discussed the group’s values, norms, and expectations and introduced Wicks to the other members, who appeared to readily accept her involvement.  The workshop agenda also included the NWRS employee development issue, recruitment and retention concerns, and upcoming meeting schedule.  

Data Gathering (January 2003)
The authors researched AL and supporting academic theory, using the Internet, textbooks, articles, etc. and frequently referred back to these references while working through the AL process.

Environmental Scan
We conducted an environmental scan, or a check of the internal and external project environment. (Goodstein 1993 TA \l "Goodstein, Leonard, Timothy Nolan, and J. William Pfeiffer.  Applied Strategic Planning..  New York:  McGraw-Hill, 1993." \s "Goodstein 1993" \c 9 , 344)  Environmental scanning is important at both the beginning of a project and throughout implementation in order to recognize and address changes in the environment impacting the project.   Figure 2 illustrates the results of our environmental scan.
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Our two primary methods of obtaining qualitative research data were scoping interviews and focus groups:

Scoping Interviews

We conducted in-person and telephonic five-question scoping interviews with the HQ senior managers and regional chiefs.  The interviews provided insight into how the senior managers viewed employee development, our project objectives, and their level of support.  We also used the interview results as a preliminary step to aid in developing quantitative instruments (employee and refuge supervisor surveys).

Focus Groups
Our other qualitative research tool was two focus groups with HQ employees.  Because Wicks did not work at the FWS, she moderated the focus groups to ensure the participants felt more comfortable about speaking freely.  Wicks analyzed and presented results to the taskforce.

Our two primary methods of obtaining quantitative research data were written surveys:

Employee & Refuge Supervisors Surveys

We conducted surveys of: 

1. The current HQ employees (67 percent return rate); and,

2. Regional chiefs and refuge supervisors (50 percent return rate).

Both surveys validated our belief that a HQ employee development program was both needed and valuable.  The surveys also provided feedback on components that should be incorporated into a program and the competencies desired by the potential participants and managers upon completion. 

Interaction and Dialogue (December 2002 – May 2003)
We held a series of bi-weekly meeting following the initial workshop through July 2003.  As the taskforce co-leaders, we distributed meeting agendas in advance.  These agendas outlined meeting objectives and agenda items.  After the meeting, we distributed meeting minutes and ratified them at the next meeting.  Periodically, we briefed key NWRS players, such as Kurth, other NWRS employees, and regional managers on project progress.

The Set met more frequently than the taskforce.  The Set used these additional meetings to plan upcoming taskforce meetings and reflect on previous meetings.  We tried to incorporate AL concepts into our meeting facilitation and taskforce leadership.  For example, we specifically focused on using questions while facilitating meetings to ensure inclusiveness and comprehensiveness of perspective.

Evaluation
We recognized the importance of using evaluation.  In addition to building an evaluation component into the project itself, we also asked the taskforce members to evaluate us as leaders and the taskforce’s group dynamics.  Because the taskforce was not part of the Set, we asked for feedback on two occasions.  At the March 20, 2003, meeting we scheduled a taskforce critique as an agenda item.  We asked how we were leading and how the taskforce was functioning.  We incorporated what we learned into the remainder of the project.

The second opportunity to evaluate our taskforce leadership occurred the week after our final working meeting.  We solicited feedback from the group using a 32-question written survey derived primarily from Thomas Kayser’s Mining Group Gold.  (Kayser 1995, 109-112)   We received a 100 percent response to the survey, which included both Likert scale and open-ended narrative questions.

Action Learning Presentation (May 2003)
We submitted the results of our AL project, a written paper, and conducted a presentation, on May 2, 2003, at AU.   The 2-hour presentation answered the AL critical questions and focused on the process and lessons learned rather than the project.  The audience included the Key director and faculty, fellow students and peers, and the Sponsor.  A question and answer period followed the presentation.

Debriefing & Reflection (November 2002 – May 2003)
Post Meeting Debriefs 

The Set dedicated time following each major interaction with the taskforce or member to debrief.  The purpose of these debriefing sessions was to share factual information, observations about meetings and group interaction, and critique performance and ourselves.  These sessions also were useful opportunities to refine and reinforce our vision and direction.  As the project progressed, we found even though we might hold differing viewpoints, we felt comfortable providing honest feedback to each other.  We questioned our effectiveness as Coach for each other.  We identified and acknowledged strengths and weaknesses we observed and subsequently made a concerted effort to address areas of improvement.  For instance, one meeting debrief focused on how best to empower the taskforce and our effectiveness as facilitators.   

We consciously used active listening and questioning skills to gain a thorough comprehension of the other’s perspective.  In fact, we used active listening skills much more effectively in our debriefing sessions and individual meetings than in the larger team meetings.   

Reflection

Our written academic paper included personal lessons learned.  We used Lee Bolman and Terrence Deal’s four-frame analysis (evaluating an experience from the political, structural, symbolic, and human resource perspectives) and selected 10 assessments areas from Marquardt’s framework to report our process:

1. Quality of Questions;

2. Quality of Listening and Reflection;

3. Quality of Problem Framing and Problem Solving;

4. Quality of Action Steps;

5. Quality of Learning and Learning Culture;

6. Quality of Facilitation;

7. Organizational Value;

8. Quality of Teams and Team Skills;

9. Leadership Development; and, 

10. Personal and Professional Development.

Benefits of Action Learning

In “A Review of Action Learning,” Alan Mumford wrote, “the seductiveness of AL lies in part in the attractiveness of completing significant required tasks – attractive to individuals and organizations.”  (Mumford 1994)

Mutually Beneficial
Action Learning benefits both the individual and organization.  Director Dr. Robert Kramer introduced AL to the Key program because “Action Learning has an extraordinary capacity to enhance how people manage and lead public service organizations.  Using Action Learning, managerial leaders ‘learn how to learn’ and construct mental models for group member to continue learning long after the project is completed.  Learning how to learn means that group members are able to revisit taken-for-granted values, assumptions, beliefs and biases, and become open to questioning their own personal mindsets.  This is personal learning.  At the same time, the group learns how to inquire into the collective assumptions of the organizational culture.  This is organizational learning.”  (Kramer 2004)  

The organization benefits because the Problem revolves around real organizational issues.  The project can be easily aligned with an organization’s strategic goals, initiatives, and needs.  Action Learning’s flexibility allows customization to fit an organization’s specific parameters and needs.   The practical learning experience enables participants to acquire specific competencies desired by the organization, such as problem solving and team building, while also developing other desirable leadership competencies.  Marquardt wrote: “Perhaps action learning’s greatest value is its capacity for equipping individuals, teams and organizations to more effectively respond to change.  Learning is what makes action learning strategic rather than tactical.” 

(Marquardt 1999, 4)

The parallel relationship of theoretical learning with practical application results in a beneficial individual experience.  Action Learning enables the individual to practice academic theory while increasing personal self-awareness and self-confidence through the process.  The comprehensive nature of the learning process and experience ensures the individual’s preferred learning style is used.   One of the most important opportunities AL offers is a safe environment in which the participants can take risks, think critically, and put theory into practice.  The Set members may also benefit from increased visibility and interaction with senior leadership.  Programs, such as the Office of Personnel Management’s Presidential Management Fellows program, selected AL specifically because it is effective at changing behaviors and bridging the competency gap.  (Beckmann 2004)  Corporations incorporated AL into their leadership development programs because they recognized the need to “re-create” its current and emerging leaders.  Corporate leadership understood that by being “fully engaged in a process, we are much more likely to be profoundly influenced by it… [it is] very difficult to ‘hide out’ or rely on their traditional strengths in Action Learning.  The process forces people to test new behaviors and ideas; it confronts them with their weaknesses and who they are as managers and leaders and helps them to understand the future needs of the business.”  (Dotlich and Noel 1998 TA \s "Dotlich and Noel 1998" , 77)  Upon completing AL, individuals frequently have acquired desired competencies, such as questioning skills, flexibility and adaptability, communication abilities, team building, and problem solving.

Limited Resources Required
Action Learning is based on organizational situations that can be addressed using current organizational resources and requires few additional expenditures or investments.  While some AL programs may include an initial team building activity or outing, the primary resource is the time commitment required of the Set, Sponsor, and Coach.  The time commitment of the project is not affected by the decision to conduct AL. However, the time commitment for the process is much greater due to the need for meaningful feedback and reflection; AL’s reflective process requires additional time dedicated solely to introspection and evaluation.  

Visible Results 

Action Learning offers results - something traditional training typically cannot guarantee.  While attendance figures frequently determine a training course’s success, AL provides opportunities to acquire and apply competencies as demonstrated through changes in learners’ behavior.  Action Learning’s interactive and iterative process requires participants to continually reflect on personal lessons learned, individual and team performance, and process improvement.   The Coach, Set, and Sponsor provide feedback that increases learning and enhances performance.

Practical Considerations of Implementing an Action Learning Program

This was the first time we identified use of AL in the FWS, although the FWS’ National Conservation Training Center conducts two leadership programs that incorporate a group project and Coach.  The authors believe they positively influenced their project team and larger organization through AL.  Based on their experience, the authors offer 11 suggestions to consider when incorporating AL into programs or curricula:

1. Set Membership – Create diverse teams with a diversity of perspectives, backgrounds, and experience.  Set members learn from each other.  They act as learning resources offering different areas of expertise and perspectives.  Wicks worked at the Army while completing the NWRS AL project.  She gained significant knowledge and understanding about a different agency’s culture while providing a unique perspective to the team.  Set size is a balance between diversity and simple small group dynamics.  Marquardt wrote: “The group size of four to eight members is desirable because research has shown that groups with fewer than four members do not provide enough diversity, creativity, and challenging dynamics, and groups with more than eight members result in too much complexity in addition to limiting each individual’s ‘airtime’….”  (Marquardt 1999, 27)  

Sets are not merely simple taskforces or ad hoc committees.  Marquardt maintains AL projects can be distinguished from taskforces or quality circles in three ways.  First, taskforces tend to focus on specific problems or tasks rather than the underlying organizational issues and environment.  Second, taskforces generally do not have authority to institute recommended actions.  And finally, because taskforces are solely focused on problem resolution, any learning that occurs is incidental unlike AL, which has the primary objective of learning from the process, interaction, and reflection.  (Marquardt 1999 TA \s "Marquardt 1999" 

 TA \l "Marquardt, 1999" \s "Marquardt, 1999" \c 9 , 8-9)

2. Sponsor Involvement - Conduct an environmental scan to determine whether there is sufficient interest in AL.  The Sponsor plays a key role in AL.  A Sponsor to provide direction, empower, and support the Set is critical to success.  Senior leadership endorsement and understanding of the organizational culture will also influence how the project and process are perceived and Set attitude.  For real learning to occur, full Set engagement is equally important. 

3. Questioning and Reflection – Understand and appreciate AL’s true objective.  Learning is not about having the answers.  Rather it is about asking the right questions and knowing how to reframe situations with the ultimate objective of instituting behavioral change.  This is the “Q” of the AL equation.  Properly framing a problem or question increases overall support by addressing multiple concerns and chances for successful resolution.  This learned questioning and probing ability builds more effective leaders and organizations.  Stated differently, employees with strong “Q” are the foundation of what Peter Senge calls “learning organizations” – “an organization that is continually expanding its capacity to create its future.”  (Senge 1990 TA \l "Senge, Peter M.  The Fifth Discipline.  1st ed.  New York: Doubleday, 1990." \s "Senge 1990" \c 9 , 14)

4. Time Allocation – Set aside sufficient time. The Set must identify specific times for reflection and evaluation on meeting agendas and incorporate de-briefing sessions into the schedule.  While the actual time required will vary with the Problem’s complexity and scope, we found ourselves often underestimating the time we needed, especially for feedback and reflection. 
5. Flexibility – Adapt the AL model to fit your organization.  Our AL model was a composite model adapted to our constraints.  However, these modifications did not diminish AL’s effectiveness because the reflection component remained intact.   One of AL’s advantages is its flexibility.  An AL program at Citibank will understandably look different than an AL program at the NWRS; however, both could be equally effective and successful at meeting their specific project goals and objectives, and the process objective of learning.

6. Problem Selection – Any organization can use AL.  Action Learning is not limited to an office environment or a full-time employer.  The process can be equally effective and enlightening if used at a volunteer organization or in an academic setting.  The key is to ensure the leadership of that particular organization appreciates, understands, and endorses the AL process, offers a Problem suitable for AL, and provides the necessary environment and infrastructure, including especially sufficient time.  The Problem should: (Marquardt 1999, 24-25)

●   Not have an easily identifiable solution; 

●   Have strategic importance and organizational value; and, 

●   Allow the Set to implement their recommendations.

In situations where learners may not have an “organization” (e.g., college students without outside employment), selection of a Problem may be difficult.  The educational or training institution may have a Problem appropriate for AL.  If not, learners may look for a Problem in the local community.

7. Implementation – When is long enough?  

We presented the results of our AL process on May 2, 2003.  At that time, the NWRS work project was not completed.  Subsequently, we finished our taskforce meeting schedule and briefed Kurth.  Marquardt wrote: “Either the problem should be within the group’s sphere of responsibility or the group must be given the authority to do something about the problem.”  (Marquardt 1999, 24-25)  He added:  “There is no real learning unless action is taken, for one is never sure the idea or plan will be effective until it has been implemented.”  (Marquardt 1999, 7)  We reiterate that significant learning may occur despite failed project implementation.  While we have yet to fully experience the implementation stage of the learning process, we encourage AL Sets to establish clear learning objectives that specify the extent of the Set’s participation in project implementation and identify when their participation ceases.   

AL is designed to be a short-term transformative experience.  While the AL team may not be involved in actually implementing their recommended solutions, at a minimum they should understand the Sponsor’s intentions and future implementation plans.   AL’s purpose is to initiate a behavioral change and equip the AL participants with skills required in a highly competitive and fluctuating environment.  Therefore, the learning process could and should continue long after the AL project is concluded.   

8.  Strategic Alignment or Mandate – Select a Problem that helps reach your organization’s goals.  The terms “strategic alignment” and “strategic mandate” may arise during development of an AL project.  Dotlich and Noel, who work primarily in the private sector, use the latter term to describe a business imperative, such as when “management determines that a major business issue is affecting or will affect the organization, and that the processes in place are insufficient to deal with it.” (Dotlich and Noel 1998 TA \s "Dotlich, David L. and James L. Noel.  Action Learning: How the World’s Top Companies Are Re-Creating Their Leaders and Themselves.  San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1998" , 19-20)  The former term is more common to public administration, where it indicates a contribution toward the organization’s mission or major goals.  The sole point here is when a Problem is being considered for study, the learners are more likely to receive support for their project, and make a more meaningful contribution to their organizations (if applicable) if solving the Problem helps the organization move in the right direction.  This is what is implied when we state the Problem must be real, significant, and important (to both the learner and the organization – the principle of mutuality at work).

9.  Learning Logs – Log what is learned and done.  Although we did not keep formal “learning logs,” we highly recommend them.  Much of our feedback and reflection was recorded on napkins or any available scraps of paper.  Because this “system” was highly unorganized, we suggest something more sophisticated, deliberate, and comprehensive.  Learning logs are journals kept by AL participants during the course of the program charting their thoughts, concerns, feelings, reflection, and learning along the way.  They can serve as a catalyst for additional reflection, after emotional moments have passed, to put events into a different perspective in order to learn more from those experiences.  From a very practical standpoint in an academic setting, they are also excellent places to record “a-ha!” moments for inclusion in final AL reports.

10.  Evaluation – Any individual, group, or organization can improve its performance through effective evaluation.  In this era of accountability, evaluation is a necessary tool.  Those who do not currently evaluate out of a sincere desire to improve effectiveness now find themselves required to, if only to justify their program.  Action Learning programs should be no different.  In an academic setting, evaluation should occur at three levels: individual, Set, and program.  Notice we do not suggest a project evaluation is appropriate, either in terms of its strategic alignment or by other measures.  Because AL’s objective is learning, the project’s success or failure is immaterial, as long as learning occurs from its development and implementation.  Project evaluation may be entirely appropriate by and within the purview of the home organization.

· Individual:  Action Learning is all about reflection, a form of self-evaluation.  The learner must constantly evaluate their own performance, reflect on that performance, and appropriately adapt.  The Coach also serves a vital role in providing feedback to the individual.

· Set: Just as individuals within the Set are constantly self-evaluating and reflecting upon their findings, so must the Set.  The Set, with the aid of the Coach, asks itself questions such as “How are we doing?,” “What are we doing well?,” and “What could we do better?”  The answers to these questions provide an evaluation of the group, its dynamics, and functionality.  They also may provide individual-specific feedback.  The Sponsor may provide feedback on the project and process. 

· Program:  The objective of AL is learning.  While we found it a powerful tool and vehicle for learning, if AL is improperly conducted, it may fail to deliver results.  For instance, successful AL must be conducted in an environment safe for experimentation and learning and conducive to introspection and reflection.  You need to evaluate whether the proper conditions for AL exist and, if they do not, determine what changes are necessary to provide them.  The Coach may also be able to provide feedback on program infrastructure and implementation.

11.  Coach – A major crux of AL.  Coaching is one of the most important elements of AL.  Dotlich and Noel say the Coach’s “goal is to accelerate learning.” (Dotlich and Noel 1998 TA \s "Dotlich and Noel 1998" , 26)  Coaches are always guides and role models, occasionally learners themselves, and only rarely teachers.  It is the Coach who sets the tone for the Set, establishing the open and nurturing environment safe for action, feedback, reflection, learning, and, ultimately change.  The Coach asks the questions so important to the AL process.  They provide different perspectives on situations, events, and performance to which learners may be blind.  They can also motivate, support, encourage, focus, confront, intervene, or simply listen.  While the Set members can acquire these skills, Coaches must be nonjudgmental and objective, and therefore separate from the project, making this a difficult role for learners involved in the process to successfully fill.  

Summary

Action Learning creates reflective practitioners who stop, assess what is happening (or what is not happening the way it should), learn, and then adapt. (Daudelin 1996, in Osland 2001 TA \s "Osland 2001" )  Henry Mintzberg wrote in a Harvard Business Review article, “Study after study has shown that managers work at an unrelenting pace, that their activities are characterized by brevity, variety, and discontinuity, and that they are strongly oriented to action and dislike reflective activities.” (in Daudelin 1996, in Osland 2001 TA \s "Osland 2001" , 68)  And thus miss a key learning opportunity.

Action learning’s strengths and benefits align well with current training and development needs of contemporary public administration.  Traditional and executive MPA programs should seriously consider AL as a powerful and effective learning tool.  Because AL stimulates behavioral change, the experience can be the impetus for all or part of an individual, organization or cultural change effort.  Dotlich and Noel wrote:  “Learning to embrace change is not something learned overnight or through listening to change gurus lecture.  It requires as experience that is emotional as well as intellectual; it demands feedback, confrontation, and reflection.”  (Dotlich and Noel 1998 TA \s "Dotlich and Noel 1998" , 57)  

There are numerous excellent texts and articles, as well as consultants prepared to assist, available to guide the development and implementation of a public administration AL program.  In addition to the table of authorities, this online bibliography and overview of AL may be helpful: http://www.scu.edu.au/schools/gcm/ar/arp/al-biblio.html; http://www.american.edu/spa/executivempa/action.html
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