Skills Handout - Action Learning
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Questions and Reflection

Questions serve many purposes for action learning sets.   They enable members to:

· Understand

· Clarify

· Explore 

· Build understanding

One of the primary ways in which action learning differs from other problem-solving approaches is by focussing on questions rather than on solutions.
Finding the great question is the key task and skill of the group!
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Types of Questions in Action Learning

Open – give greatest degree of freedom in how to respond

· Affective – invite members to share feelings “How do you feel about…..   ?”

· Reflective questions – encourage more elaboration e.g. “you said x, what do you think causes x?”

· Probing – require members to go into more depth “Why is x happening…?”

· Fresh – these questions challenge basic assumptions e.g. “Why must it be this way…?  

· Connective – “what are the consequences of these actions”

· Analytical – examine causes and not just symptoms “Why has this happened?”

· clarifying – result in further description and explanations, e.g. “are you saying that..?”

Closed  – can be answered by “yes” or “no” eg “did you agree with this decision?”

Questions to avoid are: 


Leading – those that force or encourage the person or group to respond in a way intended by the questioner e.g. “you wanted to do it by yourself, didn’t you?”

Multiple – a string of questions put together to meet the needs of the questioner but confusing to the responder.

Tips on forming questions

· The attitude with which questions are asked is very important in action learning.

· Questions should be asked for the purpose of enabling the presenter and group members to broaden and deepen their view of the situation or issue being addressed.

· Action Learning is not eliciting or interrogating but enabling
· Often the best, easiest, and most effective way to ask a good question is to:

Listen very carefully to the content of the presentation

Ask questions relating to key words, emotive phrases and metaphors
Avoid questions which are one of the following:

· A solution

· An idea

· A piece of advice

· A point of view

· Leading away from the presenter

Examples of non-directive questions
· You said you felt stuck, describe what you meant by ‘stuck’?

· Could you explain why you feel trapped ‘between a rock and a hard place’?

· You say ‘you don’t quite know where all this is going’.  Where would you like it to go?  

· How do you think that is going to happen?

· How do you feel about this issue?

· You said that there are difficulties with your manager; can you tell us what these difficulties are?

· I’m wondering what is ‘overwhelming’ about this?

· Why this issue specifically, when you mentioned those other two?

· What is most difficult about this issue?

· Why do you think this is happening to you?

· What if you do nothing about this issue?

· How do you think you may resolve it?

· How do you see yourself resolving this?

· Where do you hope to be by the end of the session?

· What is your gut instinct in sorting this out?

Who asks the questions?
Everyone – as each of us has unique perspectives and experiences

Allowing Time for Reflection

The quiet time between questions and responses provides opportunities for:

· Thinking about 

· Pulling apart

· Making sense

· Trying to understand

Reflective inquiry challenges our programmed knowledge or “theories in use”

There needs to be space for people to stand back and to unfreeze their pre suppositions and basic assumptions

Action learning deliberately carves out the time and creates the conditions for reflecting and listening 
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