Action learning is an effective and powerful approach to learning that’s very different from the ‘show and tell’ pedagogy of traditional education. When using action learning, students become participants and reflect on their own actions, insights and experiences to improve results and performance. 

By working with others in small groups of 6-10 people, shared learning becomes particularly powerful. Much of the early work on Action Learning was pioneered by Reg Revans, and much of his writing is as relevant today as it was in the 1940s when he started work on the concept. Action Learning works well with adults, as it enables each person to reflect on and review the action they have taken and the learning points arising. This should then guide future action and improve performance.

The method stands in contrast with the traditional teaching methods that focus on the presentation of knowledge and skills. Action learning focuses on research into action taken and knowledge emerges as a result that should lead to the improvement of skills and performance. It has strong links to various philosophies relating to existentialism, the psychology of self-understanding and self-development, and the sociology of group based learning.

Revans distinguished between puzzles and problems, noting that action learning lent itself to working on real problems (e.g. improving productivity or morale rather than puzzles e.g. constructing a balance sheet.) He also noted from his experience working with Nobel prize winning scientists at University of Cambridge, that there was a distinction between cleverness (i.e. knowledge) and wisdom, which showed in the form of insightful questioning. He showed that much powerful learning comes from people learning 'with and from others', hence many action learning programmes put the 'action learning set' at the heart of the process.
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