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Preface



“Do three things: Write a book, plant a tree, have a child.” Popular sayings carry wisdom, and this one, claimed to be of both Talmudic and Chinese origin, invites us to transfer knowledge, sustain the earth, and sustain the species. Following that wisdom, in this book we seek to transfer our combined experience and knowledge about learning to a new audience.


What exactly is Action Reflection Learning™ (ARL™)? What are the characteristics? Does it have a common definition? How is it done? What are the key success components? Why does it work? What is the foundation of this practice?


ARL is a holistic learning methodology based on reflecting, alone and with others, on real actions, on personal experience. For many years, ARL practitioners have been generating know-how in different locations and in different settings. Lessons have been accumulated, sometimes shared, sometimes forgotten. Several practioners have reflected about their experiences and tried to organize and describe them in handbooks, papers, and articles. A few have researched aspects of the ARL practice in order to further the understanding.


Before the conceptual framework for it was developed, ARL seemed impossible to grasp, to define—as singular as an experience, different in each case, changing each time. Research revealed that some practitioners described it as an art, a magic result of the individual experience, talents, gifts, knowledge, and personality. Others elected to respond by narrating what they did, hoping the actions would be self-explanatory. Some handed out a copy of a workshop design or an agenda, or listed some tools that they introduced. Some preferred to describe the reactions of the learners, others’ epiphanies, and still others’ feedback. Some avoided explanations altogether.


The research brought some answers, which in turn generated the conceptual framework, which led to the theoretical foundation of the ARL practice. Isabel Rimanoczy and Boris Drizin developed a conceptual architecture that could explain the practice. Then, along with Paul Roberts, they further refined it. The explanations were not the ultimate answers, but they were an attempt to describe and organize what practitioners have been doing. And we realized that this practice was actually a learning methodology.


After we presented our findings to different ARL practitioners to validate our reflections, we were encouraged to write about the methodology. While a book on ARL had been a pending project for several years, this seemed to us to be the right timing. We had some theory to share with our growing practice.


This book is an invitation to join us on a learning journey. We thought that the best way to share ARL was to follow the ARL sequence as much as possible.


One of ARL’s characteristics is the attention paid to learning style preferences so that diversity is honored when learning interventions are designed. Therefore, we structured this book to accommodate those who are interested in the “why” questions (purpose, rationale, and deeper meaning), those who are more curious about the “what” questions (facts, theories, and data), those who are more intrigued by “how” questions (processes, designs, tools, and techniques), and those who are more captivated by the “so what” questions (practical applications and variations). We offer stories, rationales, theories, tools, and hints for application. We also selected a diverse way of communicating these stories; you will find traditional case narratives, dialogues, and even a journal entry approach.


Part 1 of the book sets the stage. We begin with a brief vignette to take you straight into someone’s life. Then we reflect on it and extract lessons, introducing some considerations about adult learning and the origins of ARL.


Part 2 is all about action and stories. The ARL elements are shared in a just-in-time fashion, as they emerge in the narrative. The journey will take you to different locations and a variety of settings where ARL has been applied. We assume that as you progress in this journey, you will become more and more familiar with the ARL components. Thus we move progressively from describing them in context to merely calling them out.


Part 3 lets you hear the voice of the Learning Coach, the ARL practitioner. We share stories that portray the Learning Coach in action and simply indicate where an ARL element is being used.


Part 4 is for those who want to know the conceptual framework, the theoretical underpinnings of ARL, and want to dive deeper into the origin of this learning methodology. We explain in depth the assumptions behind the elements and in what phases they are most often applied: discovery, planning, design and redesign, learning interventions, and evaluation and debrief. We share the theoretical foundation that sustains the ARL practice and describe in detail the roles of the Learning Coach, indicating the knowledge, skills, and mind-sets appropriate for that function.


Enough said. As more than one practitioner has noted, to understand ARL, you need to experience it.
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PART ONE

Adult Learning and
Action Reflection
Learning (ARL)



We begin this section with a full immersion into an everyday scene, a vignette in which learning and its challenges are presented as they happen in real life. We will come back to this vignette later, analyzing and making more meaning out of it. Bear with us.


Next, we share with you different perspectives and reflections about adult learning. What is it, how does it take place, and what are the best and the most efficient ways for learning to happen? What works and what does not? You will find a brief introduction into the origins of ARL, its evolution, and the main differences between it and traditional training. Not too much, just enough to get you ready to see how ARL is used in action.





PROLOGUE

A Learning
Story



Let’s look at Jack, a businessman in a real-life learning situation.


A bird’s warbling had roused Jack from sleep. For some time, the bird had been part of a dream, but then somehow it became more insistent, and he woke up. “What bird is that?” he wondered, in a mixture of anger and curiosity. “And why is it singing at night!?” Slowly, he half-opened an eye and noticed it was light outside. He grumpily turned to his night table to glance at the alarm clock.


Oh, no! It was 7:30! Jack jumped out of bed. Why hadn’t the alarm rung? His sister Rose had given him this new clock for his birthday, and last night he decided to replace his old one with this elegant new one. “Too many buttons,” he had thought, as he struggled to set it. What had happened to the old, simple alarm clocks? Life is getting more and more challenging. Cell phones have more features than he can handle. In the past few years, the techno-geist had multiplied: computer programs, the digital camera, the DVD player, the new iPod, the LCD projector, even the wireless laptop require technical expertise. And now alarm clocks! Is this progress? He wondered when his golf clubs would become programmed and electronic. Wouldn’t that be nice? They could jump out of the bag by sensing the distance to the green and the terrain. “That reminds me,” he thought, “I have to stop at the pro shop. I heard from Jimmy about this new driver they’re offering. He says his game has improved so much—and, in fact, I’ve seen it! That’s worth a little investment,” he mused, justifying the expenditure to himself.


“No time for coffee,” he thought, dressing hastily. As he walked out, he picked up the newspaper and glanced at the headlines. No time for news either—he’d get his update from the radio while driving. As a VP of marketing in a real estate business, he had to stay on top of the news. Trends in the economy, regulations for investors, immigration changes, oil prices, international crises, environmental campaigns, consumer prices—everything had an impact on his business. He recalled the problems he’d had a few years ago when he indulged himself with two weeks in Polynesia. He had seen so many advertisements for this earthly paradise, and after doing some research on the Internet, he gave himself the gift of a vacation of “total disconnect.” Hadn’t that been a wonderful experience! Except that because he hadn’t read the news for more than fourteen days, he’d missed the announcement of a major competitor opening its offices in town. His whole marketing campaign for the quarter would have been a total loss if he had not hurriedly changed it.


Actually, there had been some minor damage: He’d had a tough conversation with his boss, who blamed him for being irresponsible. That discussion lingered for a long time in his mind. He had hated it, because it resonated with the blame his father always laid on him. Is that karma? Maybe there was some truth in it, a pattern. But were those “real” vacations a sign of irresponsibility? After all, he had noticed the problem before it was too late. Alicia had mentioned the news in a casual water-cooler conversation. Talk about just-in-time!


Alicia. That reminded him to confirm with her his participation in the negotiation workshop. Alicia was in charge of training, and she had invited him to a two-day course on negotiation. He had been evasive for some weeks, as he really wasn’t very interested. Negotiation? What was so special that he had to invest two full days in it? He normally didn’t have problems getting what he wanted, one way or another. He liked to study the problem and be creative in finding attractive solutions—and he was proud of his friendly attitude, which was, in his opinion, the key to good negotiations. “That’s something I got from Mom!” he realized with a smile. Unlike his sister Rose, who was constantly in conflict with everyone around her. “We are so different,” he mused. If only she could take the course for him!


Alicia was a good colleague. She was always forwarding him information about events in the city, many of which he really enjoyed. “That’s not part of her job, after all. She’s in training, and the events she keeps mentioning are about networking gatherings or other community-related meetings.” He felt obligated to attend this negotiation course, in return for all the attention Alicia had paid him. “This is when I would need negotiation skills,” he said to himself with a laugh. “So I don’t have to waste two full days sitting in that course! Well, let’s just do it, and who knows, maybe I can get something out of it anyway.”





CHAPTER 1

A Different Approach
to Adult Learning



Adults mostly learn automatically through the experiences, realities, and needs of their daily lives. Action Reflection Learning (ARL) builds on this automatic learning and captures it through the reflective process, converting that tacit knowledge into conscious learning (see Figure 1). As we will see in the following chapters, ARL fits the pragmatic requirements of the business world, which demands learning that can be quickly applied and retained for later use.


FIGURE 1. The Action Reflection Learning (ARL) Cycle


[image: image]


According to Benjamin Bloom, learning can be categorized in three psychological domains:1


[image: image] Cognitive Domain: related to the acquisition and application of knowledge and understanding. For example, reading about the various forms of karate is cognitive learning.


[image: image] Affective Domain: concerned with attitudes and feelings resulting from the learning process. For example, through karate classes students develop an attitude of persistence and patience.


[image: image] Psychomotor Domain: concerned with physical skills. Mastering the kicking, punching, and blocking skills taught by a karate instructor is an example of psychomotor learning.


ARL integrates Bloom’s three domains into one methodology of learning.


Let’s return to our story of Jack, the adult learner. Glance at the story now and estimate the number of learning situations in which Jack has found himself. Now check your estimate against the actual number: seventeen. Surprised? You identified the negotiation course—that’s the traditional schooling method of learning. However, in this story, Jack is learning almost constantly in many other ways. He reports learning how to manipulate electronic devices. He experimented with the devices in his attempts to figure them out, using a trial-and-error method. He learns about golf—by listening to the advice of his friend and the pro shop and by imitating what he sees in the hope of improving his drive.


Jack also learns important information that affects his business, by reading newspapers and listening to the radio. He learns about vacation options from ads in the media and by active exploration on the Internet. He learns about how he is being perceived through conversations with his boss and his dad, and he increases his self-awareness through reflection and critical thinking. He extracts lessons from experience by looking back and reviewing events, establishing cause–effect connections that guide him in future situations, trying to avoid what didn’t work well. “Is it OK to disconnect during vacations?” he wonders. He learns peripherally by being with others and adopting behaviors, like the friendliness of his mom. He detects areas of ignorance by asking himself questions about birds; he learns about differences among individuals by reflecting on the puzzling behaviors of others, like his sister Rose. All this learning, without taking a course. Jack is learning continuously, most of the time without realizing he is learning.


Jack’s morning demonstrates the action foundation for ARL, where ARL reaches in to capture the learning that is happening.


THE TEACHER/CLASSROOM APPROACH


When most people think of learning, they think of something very different from what Jack experienced. What comes to mind is schooling in a formal classroom setting in which professors or experts teach an audience of students. Teachers present what they know in a more or less attractive way so that students can learn. Learning is frequently seen as a result of study—in other words, a result of paying focused attention to a specific topic in order to memorize it. This cognitive process of acquiring information includes listening, taking notes, asking questions, and reading. The information is stored, ready to be retrieved whenever we need to apply it.


The institutionalized schooling system, as Peter Vail notes, has been built on the assumption that there is good, valid objective knowledge and that expert individuals can share this knowledge and pass it on to the audience, who will in turn receive it, assimilate it, and use it at their convenience.2


In this paradigm, experts identify what needs to be “known,” then learning professionals define learning goals, the contents of the courses or training sessions that will lead to those goals, and the best methods for conveying those contents. Let’s say, for example, that experts identify the ability to coach as a key leadership skill. A learning goal could be that a person masters the art of coaching. The contents could be about communication, feedback, dynamics of change, or different types of questions. Methods could include lectures, role play, video recording, exercises, and so forth. When colleges and universities prepare syllabi for students or training professionals prepare programs for organizational audiences, they are establishing the goals, contents, and methods for the courses. Those professionals also decide how to evaluate the learning.


LEARNING OUTSIDE THE CLASSROOM


The teacher/classroom approach is not intrinsically bad. However, it is not the only approach to learning, and, depending on the individual or the circumstances, it may not be the best. Classroom learning tends to focus on the Cognitive Domain of learning without using the Affective or Psychomotor Domains.


Research on learning indicates that individuals have different learning styles and preferences.3 Those who prefer to learn facts and data are best suited for the traditional classroom setting. Those with pragmatic preferences, who want to know how they can use what is taught or why it is important, may have a more difficult time. Those who need to experience, to try out, to involve not only the mind but the feelings, the senses, the emotions, or the intuition also don’t fit easily into the traditional classroom learning approach.


Some experts who are exploring the learning experience from the learner’s perspective see classroom-style learning as ineffective, especially for business situations. They see students memorizing and repeating information, only to forget much of it shortly after the test. Graduation is an administrative step for an external purpose, such as getting the necessary credential for a job. Little attention may be given to how the information connects to the lives and realities of the students. This disconnect is what Jack, the protagonist in the story, anticipates from the negotiation course and why he is not enthusiastic about it.


John Dewey, one of the most influential educators and philosophers in American history, explored the process of adult learning and highlighted the importance of experience in guiding our present actions.4 Dewey believed that we make meaning by creating explanations of events and that we use those explanations as behavioral guides. The explanations are actually our personal interpretations: We build explanations using our own impressions, lessons learned, advice received from others, and even our imagination and creativity.


Most of that processing happens in an automatic way, of which we are only partially aware. We don’t think of this as learning. Even if Jack were to read his own story, he would find at most one or two snapshots that he would relate to learning. He sees Alicia’s recommendations of networking meetings in town as a nice gesture, not related to her training position. Reading newspapers and thinking about his mom or about birds are probably not recognized as learning events either.


And yet . . . These many daily automatic processes help us tackle the challenges of life—to deal with objects, with others, with ourselves. We absorb information permanently, and without much conscious processing it becomes knowledge. We construct cause–effect relationships with the hope that they will help us obtain what we need. When we are faced with something unexpected, we look for explanations. When we are faced with something strange or new, we look for known data, for similarities to something familiar.


MAKING OUR AUTOMATIC LEARNING MORE EFFICIENT


Visualize your mind as an immense warehouse, where new entries are stored every second. Multiply that by days and then by years. Plus, those entries self-organize and begin to interact with other entries, grouping themselves in multiple creative ways. When we are facing a dilemma, we automatically reach into that warehouse to find information that helps us address the situation. But the warehouse, containing millions of entries, is also understaffed. As a consequence, we don’t get all that we have stored or necessarily get the most suitable resource. Like Jack, when faced with tough feedback from the boss we may retrieve a father’s blaming comments—which may make us feel worse about the boss. We may even react to the boss as we would to our dad.


When we can consciously identify learning experiences that occur during the day, we are able to “label” the entries as we find them a short distance into the warehouse and organize them better. Now think of the learning activities in which you have participated and consider how many times you have been able to make this conscious entry, labeling what you are storing. When we hear a speaker, we process the words as we connect what is being said with our own reality: with our experience, questions, or challenges, with our interests or our emotions. These “connected” entries are the ones that are most useful.


In many adult learning situations, little time is reserved for these essential connecting and labeling components of the learning process. Why is so little attention given to the audience members’ need to make meaning of what they are experiencing? We are left alone to take care of that task. In a two-hour presentation, the mind’s warehouse has received multiple entries, say, one every few seconds. That makes 1,400 entries. No wonder we don’t “learn” from this learning: Who has the time to go back and bring order to that?


Jack showed us seventeen learning-related snapshots—without being aware of it. He learned from experience, from others, from reading, from reflecting, from asking questions, from trying out, from thinking creatively, from imitating, from listening, from exploring, from talking, and from receiving advice. He learned with his mind, his body, and his emotions. All of this was timely and relevant. These are certainly more exciting ways to spend a day than attending a negotiation workshop. No wonder he doesn’t want to attend.


What would adult education be like if all these different ways of learning were included in programs designed for adults? This is the story of ARL.


CONNECTING LEARNING TO OUR REALITIES


Development of ARL began in the late 1970s through the efforts of a group of professors at the University of Lund, Sweden, friends in management positions, and colleagues who were consultants and HR professionals. They were brought together by common frustrations with the behavior of managers and with the ways in which training programs were addressing the professional development of executives. This avant-garde group came up with a different way of training, one that focuses on learning rather than on teaching.


It is no surprise that ARL emerged from the business arena. Organizational training involves a client–vendor relationship. In consumer-oriented Western society, this relationship created a setting in which the buyers (and later the training participants) were progressively seen as customers whose needs determined the added value of the program. In the beginning, the approach was most similar to Action Learning.5 Over time, the training activities began to be more sensitive and adjusted to the needs, interests, and reality of the buyer and the participants. For example, practitioners have adapted the length of the programs to the busy agendas of participants, trying to cover more in a shorter time. Increasingly, corporate clients ask for facilitators with experience in their own industrial areas, ensuring that the training will be customized with the language and examples of the industry. And solving actual business problems is a key characteristic of ARL programs.


Over the years, ARL has evolved into a learning methodology, applied in a diversity of settings. It has been used for a number of purposes that have one thing in common: Something has to be learned. For example, it has been used for the following purposes:


[image: image] To help individuals learn to work together in postmerger integration


[image: image] To help teams learn how to handle conflicts or crises


[image: image] To prepare young talent for the next challenges


[image: image] To help learn how to implement performance appraisal processes


[image: image] To develop synergy in regional teams


[image: image] To design conferences, courses, and meetings


SUMMING UP


The differences between classroom-style learning and ARL are profound, as outlined in Table 1. But rather than describing ARL’s differences, let’s see them in action.


TABLE 1. Some Differences Between Traditional Training and Action Reflection Learning (ARL)


[image: image]





PART TWO

The Learning
in Action



In this section, you will find stories and vignettes that portray the learning in action. As part of the journey we promised, you will have the opportunity to glance into different types of learning settings. You will see Learning Coaches working with executives to help in a postmerger integration; visit an Asian leadership team preparing for a transition; observe an MBA course being taught using ARL in a Latin American country; witness the learning process at a very problematic high school in New York; watch how leadership skills are developed in a group of school superintendents; attend a professional conference session in Colombia organized as a learning intervention; and even observe a motivational session for a sales force in a Middle Eastern country. These are all true stories, with the names modified for privacy purposes.


A Brief Note About the Pedagogic Sequence


Rather than follow the traditional pedagogic sequence of providing information, giving examples, and asking you to apply what has been taught, we have chosen to follow the ARL sequence. We take you to the stage of the action, periodically stop to reflect briefly on what is happening in the story, and elaborate further on the theory at the end. The chapters in parts 2 and 3 also follow a sequenced progression; in the early chapters, we highlight most of the sixteen ARL elements as they occur in each story. After that we simply call them out, as you will have become familiar with them.





CHAPTER 2

A Successful
Merger



In the early 1990s, George, the chairman and CEO of a U.S. multinational corporation, decided to go into the coffee business. This idea came to him after he had enjoyed a particularly delicious coffee dessert. Thus inspired, George sent Raul, a trusted president who was leading one of the businesses, with the company checkbook to buy enough commercial companies to give George global market share.


Raul set off into what was a new world for him and soon acquired three companies in the commercial business—one in the United States, one in Latin America, and one in Germany. As each of these companies had also recently expanded by acquiring another company, the three companies really represented six companies—each with its own culture, customers, and plants scattered across sixteen different locations on five continents—plus their own products, some competing and some complementary. Adding to the complexity, the presidents of these three companies were of very different nationalities—one was British, one was German, and one was Spanish.


George was pleased when he learned that these acquisitions gave his company a respectable market share in a completely new industry and in a gesture of acknowledgment invited Raul, of Hispanic origin, to become the CEO of this new organization—Global Coffee. Raul accepted the challenge of merging the six companies into one integrated company.


Raul assembled his new team—the three existing presidents plus a VP for finance and a VP for human resources and organizational development (OD) from the United States. From the start, the executive team seemed to do well in its periodic meetings. However, two years later, the desired cultural and business process integration across the six companies had still not taken place, and the anticipated business synergies were not being realized. Although the executive team made sound business decisions, its members’ direct reports and those on the level below them were slow to implement the decisions. There was a general lack of cooperation and no real “buy-in” to the merger. It seemed that executive team members had not been able to convince their direct reports of the rationale for following through.


Concerned by the situation, Adam, the VP for HR/OD, decided to conduct a culture survey. The results confirmed what he had suspected. A number of areas needed attention if the company were to prosper: teamwork was poor; trust had to be developed; communications were ineffective; conflicts were not well managed; innovation in strategic thinking and action was lacking; and change management skills and processes had yet to be developed. If Global Coffee were to become a truly global company with the flexibility and ability to leverage all its assets (people, plants, products, processes, and customers) quickly, it needed more than the executive team’s lip service; the entire organization needed to think and act differently. Major change was required, and the team’s direct reports were the key.
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