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Action Learning - Top 10 Tools 

Ac#on learning is the quickest and simplest problem 
solving technique for modern leaders and managers 
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© ECF Training Ltd 2013. This tool kit is developed and 
produced by ECF Training Ltd.  

Not to be sold, incorporated in any publica#on or produced for 
profit without permission from ECF Training Ltd.  

Support and advice on using this toolkit is available from ECF 
Training Ltd via email info@ecf-training.co.uk. Further training 
and systems are at www.ecf-ac#onlearning.co.uk.  

Disclaimer: Reliance upon any informa#on, material or advice 
received from ECF Training Ltd, howsoever obtained or 
provided, shall be at your sole risk. ECF Training Ltd assumes 
no responsibility for any error or omissions, or for the results 
obtained from the use of such material, and is not liable for 
any damages of any kind resul#ng from the use of, or reliance 
upon it. If embarking on any ac#ons that may poten#ally carry 
liabili#es of any type, you are encouraged to seek relevant 
qualified advice. 
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Why use Ac;on Learning? 

Quickest and simplest way to solve 
problems 

Develop effec#ve leadership skills 

Less #me spent at fewer mee#ngs 

Ac#on plans that actually happen! 

Why use a Tool Kit? 

10 quick prompt cards 

As an aide memoire when facilita#ng any 
mee#ng 

Reminders of the ac#on learning 
techniques 



ACTION LEARNING TOOLKIT 

© ECF Training Ltd 2013 

The 6 ac;on learning 
conven;ons 

1. The Issue
A problem, project, challenge, opportunity, issue or task.

2. A set or group
A set, group or team of 5 to 8 individuals.

3. Ques3ons
Non-direc#ve ques#oning and reflec#ve observa#ons.

4. Ac3on
There is no real meaningful learning unless ac#on occurs.

5. Learning
Set members observe and reflect on their learning as a
group.

6. An ac3on learning facilitator
A skilled facilitator is essen#al.
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The ac;on learning ground rules 
• Keep an eye on the clock

Good #me keeping in mee#ngs and punctuality are crucial.

• Confiden3ality is understood
Nothing of a personal nature that is expressed in a set will be
talked about outside, unless it has been agreed by the group.

• One person presents at a 3me for a specified 3me
• Say “I”

Problems are owned by the person presen#ng. Avoid ‘we’,
‘they’ etc, instead use ‘I’, ‘me’

• Everyone is equal
No one person is more important than another.  Everyone is
given the opportunity to contribute.

• Don’t advise
Ques#ons asked are free from advice, solu#ons, opinion and
point of view.  They are neither leading or subjec#ve.

• Con3nual Learning
Everyone on the team agrees to be a learner.  Facilitators can
stop the process at any #me if they see an opportunity for the
group to learn.

• Some ac3on must be taken
• Maximum a1endance is crucial

Every member of the set is asked to a9end every set mee#ng
possible and to make mee#ngs a high priority.  Apologies for
absence are communicated directly to all group members.
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Two models of ac;on learning 

Shared issue Individual issue

En#re group presents and works 
on a single issue, problem, 

challenge 

Individual issues, problems or 
challenges are presented and 

worked on by individuals 

The issue is determined by the 
organisa#on or group 

The issues are determined by 
individuals 

Organisa#on and all group 
members commit to taking 

ac#on 

Individuals commit to taking 
ac#on 

Membership can be iden#fied by 
organisa#on 

Members self-select 

Membership remains intact un#l 
disbanded 

Members who depart may be 
replaced 

Group individuals implement the 
ac#on and in some cases can 

recommend ac#on 

Individual implements the 
ac#on 

Facilitator may be rotated or 
permanent 

Facilitator is usually rotated 
among members 

Reflec#ve enquiry process is 
used 

Reflec#ve enquiry process is 
used 

Focus is both on ac#on and 
learning 

Focus is both on ac#on and 
learning 

(Based on Marquardt MJ. 2004 Op#mising the Power of Ac#on Learning p.6) 
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Shared issue format:

• Refresh ground rules.
• Group check in and feedback from the ac#ons of previous session.
• Group either chooses a shared issue from a pre-determined list or 

agrees on a shared issue that they all speak about at the check in 
stage that effects them all.

• Write up the shared issue in a ‘nutshell’ on the flipchart e.g. “30% 
of employees no longer respond to any organisa#onal survey”.

• Each person speaks about the issue from their own
perspec#ve and opinion using ‘I’ and ‘me’ for no more than 2 
minutes.

• A different member of the set summarises each
presenta#on.

• After everyone has spoken the facilitator asks the group
“what questions do we need to ask ourselves about the issue"

• Everyone writes down two questions to him or her self about the 
issue.

• Everyone then takes it in turn to respond to their own questions.
• On the last turn around the group each person comes up with an 

action to go away with.
• The  facilitator writes down the actions on a flipchart and each 

person keeps a record of the actions.
• The group reflects on the process and any learning is identified and 

recorded. 
 

•

iden#fied and recorded. 

© ECF Training Ltd 2013 
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Individual issue format:

• Refresh ground rules.
• Group check in and feedback from the ac#ons of previous

session.
• Group decides who will present or refers to previously

agreed list.
• Presenta#on of project/issue.
• Member of set summarises issue.
• Presenter writes down the issue in a sentence or ‘nutshell’

using the nega#ve e.g. ‘I am not managing my work load
effec#vely at the moment’.

• Presenter chooses ques#oning technique.
• Carry out technique.
• Facilitator asks the presenter ‘How close are you in

resolving your issue, in the process so far?’
• Depending on answer, presenter may request another

ques#oning technique or may be ready to talk about
ac#ons.

• Presenter makes a note of ac#ons.
• Process review.
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Five ac;on learning ques;oning 
techniques  
• Ques.ons on flip chart

Each person writes one or two ques#ons on a
flip chart. Presenter responds aGer all ques#ons
have been wri9en.

• Ques.ons on post-its
Each person writes one or two ques#ons on a
post-it. Presenter responds aGer all ques#ons
have been handed to him/her.

• Ping-pong ques.ons around
the room
Each person takes it in turn to ask a ques#on.
Presenter responds to each ques#on asked.

• Ques.ons around the room
Each person takes it in turn to ask a
ques#on. Presenter responds aGer all
ques#ons have been asked.

• Goldfish bowl
Presenter sits outside the group, while
the group, reflect and ask ques#ons as if
the presenter is not in the room.

Ping
Pong
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Learning Ladder 

Unconscious competence 

Conscious competence 

Conscious incompetence 

Unconscious incompetence 
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Empathy Challenge Axis 
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Scale of Rapport 

 5 Support, trust, connected 

 4 Strong sense of knowing the familiar 

 3 Genuine warmth and kinship 

 2 Comfortable, familiar 

 1 Interest 

 0 Neutral 

-1 Hesita#on

-2 Some discomfort

-3 Awareness of dislike

-4 Genuine aversion, real dislike

-5 Strong hos#le feeling, loathing
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Drama Triangle 

Rescuer Persecutor 

Vic3m 
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Covey’s Circle of Concern & 
Influence 

Circle of no influence 

Circle of influence 

Circle of concern 

The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People, Stephen Covey 1989 
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Known to self Not known to self 

Johari Window 

Known to others 

Not known to 
others 

Based on the The Johari Window model devised by American psychologists Joseph Luft and 
Harry Ingham in 1955

OPEN BLIND 

HIDDEN UNKNOWN 
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Self-evalua;on form 
To be completed by all set members at the end of each ac#on 
learning session and kept by the facilitator as evidence of 
ac#on learning. 

Venue:  Facilitator:  Date: 

1. 3 things that stand out for me today:
a. 

b. 

c. 

2. Myself
The one thing that I have learned about myself is: 

3. Others
The one thing I have learnt about others is: 

3. Ac#on
My ac#on steps as a result of today are: 
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