
Define the Challenge, Then Solve It 
– the Action Learning Approach

Susan Schneider, EdM, MS

Lead, Training and Organizational Development NCHS/CDC/DHHS

Starting May 2023

Director, Anhinga Coaching LLC

301-787-6796

SusanHawkSchneider@gmail.com

Adapted with gratitude from Carson Consultants and WIAL 1

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
IntroductionCongratulations on your decision to learn more about Action Learning! Action Learning is a powerful tool and method that develops leaders and organizations in real time. In fact, Business Week (October 10, 2005) identified action learning as the latest and fastest growing organizational tool for leadership development. In this course, you are about to learn about a tool, a philosophy, and powerful methodology that can transform the way you and your organization use learning to solve problems and develop your employees.  This Participant Guide is designed to:provide a basic understanding of action learningshow you how to use action learning as a tool for problem solving and leadership developmentprovide an overview for using action learning in your organizationdescribe the role of an action learning coach provide a resource guide for the Action Learning coach to use while conducting Action Learning sessions



Many Meetings are not Productive

• Have you participated in “problem-solving” 
meetings that had no real outcome? 

• Did each attendee have a different 
understanding of the purpose of the meeting? 

• Did one or two people dominate the discussion? 
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The Action Learning process starts with the presentation of the problem. This can be done in a number of ways. The problem presenter can be a member of the group, in which case they present the problem. Alternately, the problem owner may be an executive that can appoint a representative to be part of the group and present the problem. Or, the problem owner can join the group long enough to present the problem and leave them to work on it.Once the problem presentation is complete the two ground rules take effect. That is a statement can only be made in response to a question; and the Action Learning Coach as the authority to intervene whenever a learning opportunity presents itself. Anyone can ask a question of anyone at any time. The problem presenter can ask questions of the other participants and the participants can ask questions of each other. However, a participant (problem presenter or other) can only answer a question that is directed to them or directed to the entire group.There are three situations when a coach will intervene. The first intervention is early on (6 – 10 minutes into the session). The primary purpose of this intervention is to insure that everyone opens their mouth. One of the hardest aspects of group dynamics is getting into the conversation. The longer a participant waits to join in the harder it is. This intervention’s primary purpose is to break the silence for anyone that hasn’t spoken. At this intervention the coach will test how the team members feel they are doing, what they feel they are doing well, and what they can do better. The coach will also test the extent to which team members are in agreement abut the problem they are working on.The other two opportunities for intervention are when something very good happens so that the behavior can be reinforced; or when something can be done more effectively so the situation can be evaluated for how it could be better. We can’t agree on a solution until we agree what problem we are trying to solve. To determine if the group is at consensus, each participant (including the problem presenter) writes down what they believe the problem is. Each participant than reads what they wrote, with the problem presenter reading last. Once all the potential understandings of the problem are read the coach will let the group determine if they are at consensus. If they are they will move into the problem analysis. If they are not, they will continue to ask and answer questions to help the team move to consensus.



• Many of us move too quickly to solve the 
problem 

• Instead…

• Invest the time to define the problem

• You’ll save time overall, and…

• Get better solutions

A Different Approach
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“The definition of insanity is to 
carry on doing the same things 
and expect a different result”  
... Albert Einstein

(c) 2017 Carson Consultants and 
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Important PointsThis quote is really important as it stresses the need to change thinking and behaviour if we want to achieve better results. Also again summarises and reinforces previous sections.�Also a very important quote to give trainer licence to challenge peoples’ existing thinking if they demonstrate reluctance to change. 



vs

Group Forms, Storms, 
Norms, Performs

Addresses Symptom

Addresses Problem

Experts Only

Diverse Teams

Band-aid Solutions

Breakthrough Solutions

Enhanced Leadership

Powerful Team 
Development

Typical Problem Solving Action Learning
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Co-Acting Groups
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WIAL

Group Forms, Storms, 
Norms, Performs

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Typical problem-solving teams are primarily concerned with producing a good solution or product. Rarely, does a problem-solving team take the time to reflect on its own process: what’s going well; how can we improve; what will we do differently; what have we learned? In most cases, teams and team members shift into “auto-pilot,” applying the processes and skills that they have always used; the ones that have been the basis of their success in the past. The prevailing attitude seems to be  “if it ain’t broke, why fix it?” While this is a pragmatic philosophy, it is antithetical to a mind-set of continuous improvement, innovation, and learning. Complex, difficult problems are often too difficult for the group to solve with the capability and knowledge that the group brings into the session.  Only by becoming smarter as a team can they fully understand the problem and solve it in a systematic and sustainable way. By becoming smarter, an action learning group can solve a problem in two hours whereas other groups may take 2 monthsAction Learning values diversity of thought, background, and experience. Action Learning teams are not reserved for experts – in fact, naïve or inexperienced members are actively sought for membership in Action Learning teams. This is because subject matter experts are expected to have the answers already. They usually express their opinions forcefully. A team of experts is often more invested in demonstrating their expertise than in sharing their views (and their ignorance!). Leading with questions encourages dialogue which builds shared meaning and understanding. While (as we will see later) debate is useful in the problem-solving sequence, the sharing of ideas and views is necessary early in the problem-solving process.The authority to intervene whenever a learning opportunity emerges gives the Action Learning team coach considerable power. The Action Learning team coach doesn’t leave learning to chance. Their questions require team members to stop long enough to reflect on what is happening, how the team process can be improved, and what team members are learning.



Questions are Powerful

• Constructive questions

• The best questions show interest and support
• How do you feel about the project thus far?

• What have you accomplished so far that you are most pleased 
with?

• Which of these objectives do you think will  be easier to 
accomplish? Which will be most difficult?

• What key things need to happen to achieve the objectives?

(c) 2017 Carson Consultants and 
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Questions are Powerful

• Destructive questions

• Cause defensiveness and disengagement
• Why are you behind schedule?

• What’s the problem with this project?

• Who isn’t keeping up?

• Don’t you know better than that?

(c) 2017 Carson Consultants and 
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Open and Closed Questions

• Closed questions yield one-word answers
• YES/NO

• Are you helping the new employee?

• Closed questions are often statements thinly 
veiled as questions
• Why didn’t you bring snacks?

(c) 2017 Carson Consultants and 
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Open Questions

• What would be the best results if we took that 
action?

• Why is this happening? 

• Why must it be that way?

• Could explain more about this situation?

• Have you explored/thought of…”

• Why has this happened?

• On a scale of 1 to 10, how ready are you for this 
change?

(c) 2017 Carson Consultants and 
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Mindset Matters!

Learner or Judger?

Learner searches for and creates solutions

Judger’s questions are inflexible and negative

Open or Closed mindset?

I’m too old to learn!

We tried this before and it didn’t work!

(c) 2017 Carson Consultants and 
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Growth Mindset

“You look at what’s there and say, Why?

I dream about what isn’t there and ask, Why not?”

George Bernard Shaw, 

Back to Methuselah
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Optimizing the Power 
of Action Learning
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Leading with Questions
New Edition - April 25, 2023
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Action -> Solution Learning

What is Action Learning?
• A process that involves a small team (“set”) working on a 

real problems, taking action, and learning while doing so

• A powerful management tool that creates dynamic 
opportunities for  individuals, teams, leaders  and 
organizations to successfully adapt, learn and innovate
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Action Learning is so powerful because it creates a dynamic opportunity for practical learning while solving real problems that are critical and urgent.We design and deliver two applications of Action Learning:1. Developmental – to train Action Learning Coaches2. Applied – to enable teams to solve critical organizational problems and to learn from the experienceGreat solutions require great learning. You can’t have one without the other. This is the reason that the process of creating great actions/solutions and promoting great learning are both priorities.



• Individual Leadership Challenge
• I can’t seem to motivate my staff

• The Board is not supporting my new initiative

• My boss refuses to prioritize our work program

• Corporate Challenge
• We have relatively few woman and minorities in 

leadership positions

• How can I prevent the same incidents/accidents from 
occurring at our 4 production sites?

• It takes forever to get people promoted...many are 
leaving to get promotions

Examples
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Six Components
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Michael Marquardt began his study and practice of Action Learning in the Mid-1990’s including personal training with Reg Revans in the UK.As a result of his study and experience with the actual practice of Action Learning, Mike has refined and streamlined the process of Action Learning. Here are the six necessary and sufficient components of Action Learning. By carefully basing designs on these critical components, Action Learning programs achieve successful and beneficial results in almost every case and situation.



Role of the 
Action Learning Coach  

Does
Ask great questions to 

encourage inquiry and 
reflection

Look for opportunities to ask 
questions that will help the 
team learn or improve its 
performance

Ensure that the team 
periodically discusses 
learnings at the individual, 
team and organizational level

Does not
Get involved in the solution 

itself – only the process

Tell the team what to do or how 
to do it

Make recommendations or 
provide direct coaching to the 
team or individuals

Take on responsibilities for 
activities, roles or knowledge 
that the team can manage or 
obtain for itself
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Action Learning Process

• Problem / Challenge presentation (1-3 minutes)

• Two Ground Rules
• Statements can only be made in response to questions

• Coach works learning opportunities

• Consensus on problem, goal

• Problem analysis

• Strategies

• Action plans

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The Action Learning process starts with the presentation of the problem. This can be done in a number of ways. The problem presenter can be a member of the group, in which case they present the problem. Alternately, the problem owner may be an executive that can appoint a representative to be part of the group and present the problem. Or, the problem owner can join the group long enough to present the problem and leave them to work on it.Once the problem presentation is complete the two ground rules take effect. That is a statement can only be made in response to a question; and the Action Learning Coach as the authority to intervene whenever a learning opportunity presents itself. Anyone can ask a question of anyone at any time. The problem presenter can ask questions of the other participants and the participants can ask questions of each other. However, a participant (problem presenter or other) can only answer a question that is directed to them or directed to the entire group.There are three situations when a coach will intervene. The first intervention is early on (6 – 10 minutes into the session). The primary purpose of this intervention is to insure that everyone opens their mouth. One of the hardest aspects of group dynamics is getting into the conversation. The longer a participant waits to join in the harder it is. This intervention’s primary purpose is to break the silence for anyone that hasn’t spoken. At this intervention the coach will test how the team members feel they are doing, what they feel they are doing well, and what they can do better. The coach will also test the extent to which team members are in agreement abut the problem they are working on.The other two opportunities for intervention are when something very good happens so that the behavior can be reinforced; or when something can be done more effectively so the situation can be evaluated for how it could be better. We can’t agree on a solution until we agree what problem we are trying to solve. To determine if the group is at consensus, each participant (including the problem presenter) writes down what they believe the problem is. Each participant than reads what they wrote, with the problem presenter reading last. Once all the potential understandings of the problem are read the coach will let the group determine if they are at consensus. If they are they will move into the problem analysis. If they are not, they will continue to ask and answer questions to help the team move to consensus.



Compelling challenge (work, 
community, personal, …)

Problem…not a puzzle

You own it and are committed to take action

Challenge Presenter, Rosalyn
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Demonstration

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The best way to understand and learn about Action Learning is to participate in an Action Learning process.Does anyone have a problem that they would like solved? This problem should be urgent and important to you and you need to be willing to share the problem with other people. Good problems for this demonstration should have clear goals but not have a known or acceptable solution.Now I need 4-5 participants to create an Action Learning team. Team members don’t need to know anything about the problem that will be presented for this session. They only need to be willing to help solve the problem. I will ask each team member to identify one leadership/interpersonal skill they would like to work on during this session.Finally, the rest of the participants will take the role of observers. While you are not part of the Action Learning process, please write down questions that you would ask either the coach, a team member, or the problem presenter.



Active Team Members

Problem Presenter
Present the problem in 3-5 minutes

Team Members
Ask questions, reflect to gain clarity

Learning Coach
Identify learning opportunities

20
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Problem PresenterHere are some basic guidelines for the problem presenter. The problem presentation should be brief – no more than 3 or 5 minutes. It is best to stop the presenter if they begin giving an elaborate analysis of the situation or if they begin discussing their solution ideas or what they’ve tried in the past.The team can ask questions to get this information for themselves. Allowing the problem presenter to provide too much information at the start frequently has the effect of narrowing the team inquiry or questioning later.It is important, however, for the problem presenter to discuss why this problem is important to them. Without this information, team members may have difficulty engaging in the problem or miss the context and complexity of the situation.Team MembersSeek to gain an agreed understanding of the problem by asking questionsMake statements only in response to questionsFeel free to ask questions of other team members as wellBuild on each other’s questions rather than just on getting their own questions answeredListen carefully to the questions of the Action Learning Team Coach and do not resume working on the problem until he/she asks for the next questionAny other role definitions or instructions can be developed by the team members themselves.Action Learning Team CoachIt is important that the coach provide instructions similar to these to the team so that team members know what to expect from their coach. At a minimum, the coach needs to clarify that:-- Their role is to enhance learning and performance-- They will intervene when they believe that there is a learning opportunity, and-- They only ask questions and will not take on the more familiar role of task or process facilitator. 



Demonstration Observers
• When did you hear a great question?

• What made it a great question?

• When did you notice a shift in the team?
• What was the impact on the team?

• What did you notice about the process?
• When did you notice a shift in the understanding of the 

process?

• What did you notice about the coach?
• How did this impact the team?
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Look for these during the Action Learning Demonstration.



Action Learning Demo
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Problem PresenterHere are some basic guidelines for the problem presenter. The problem presentation should be brief – no more than 3 or 5 minutes. It is best to stop the presenter if they begin giving an elaborate analysis of the situation or if they begin discussing their solution ideas or what they’ve tried in the past.The team can ask questions to get this information for themselves. Allowing the problem presenter to provide too much information at the start frequently has the effect of narrowing the team inquiry or questioning later.It is important, however, for the problem presenter to discuss why this problem is important to them. Without this information, team members may have difficulty engaging in the problem or miss the context and complexity of the situation.Team MembersSeek to gain an agreed understanding of the problem by asking questionsMake statements only in response to questionsFeel free to ask questions of other team members as wellBuild on each other’s questions rather than just on getting their own questions answeredListen carefully to the questions of the Action Learning Team Coach and do not resume working on the problem until he/she asks for the next questionAny other role definitions or instructions can be developed by the team members themselves.Action Learning Team CoachIt is important that the coach provide instructions similar to these to the team so that team members know what to expect from their coach. At a minimum, the coach needs to clarify that:-- Their role is to enhance learning and performance-- They will intervene when they believe that there is a learning opportunity, and-- They only ask questions and will not take on the more familiar role of task or process facilitator. 



Action Learning Debrief
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Problem PresenterHere are some basic guidelines for the problem presenter. The problem presentation should be brief – no more than 3 or 5 minutes. It is best to stop the presenter if they begin giving an elaborate analysis of the situation or if they begin discussing their solution ideas or what they’ve tried in the past.The team can ask questions to get this information for themselves. Allowing the problem presenter to provide too much information at the start frequently has the effect of narrowing the team inquiry or questioning later.It is important, however, for the problem presenter to discuss why this problem is important to them. Without this information, team members may have difficulty engaging in the problem or miss the context and complexity of the situation.Team MembersSeek to gain an agreed understanding of the problem by asking questionsMake statements only in response to questionsFeel free to ask questions of other team members as wellBuild on each other’s questions rather than just on getting their own questions answeredListen carefully to the questions of the Action Learning Team Coach and do not resume working on the problem until he/she asks for the next questionAny other role definitions or instructions can be developed by the team members themselves.Action Learning Team CoachIt is important that the coach provide instructions similar to these to the team so that team members know what to expect from their coach. At a minimum, the coach needs to clarify that:-- Their role is to enhance learning and performance-- They will intervene when they believe that there is a learning opportunity, and-- They only ask questions and will not take on the more familiar role of task or process facilitator. 



Demonstration Observers
• When did you hear a great question?

• What made it a great question?

• When did you notice a shift in the team?
• What was the impact on the team?

• What did you notice about the process?
• When did you notice a shift in the understanding of the 

process?

• What did you notice about the coach?
• How did this impact the team?
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Look for these during the Action Learning Demonstration.



Action Learning = Great Preparation

“Success depends on previous preparation, and 
without such preparation there is sure to be 
failure.”

Confucius

The Analects

(c) 2017 Carson Consultants and 
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Taking Action

“One must learn by doing the thing, for though you 
think you know it, you have no certainty until you 
try.”

Sophocles

The Trachine

(c) 2017 Carson Consultants and 
WIAL 26



27
(c) 2017 Carson Consultants and 
WIAL

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The Pizza Man Delivers Fresh Questions worth $35 Million!An engineering consulting firm was commissioned to develop an innovative, cost-cutting process for a government department, and quickly established a task force to work on the problem. The team leader (Bill) introduced the group to action learning and encouraged the engineers and scientists to use this approach.  Progress, however, was slow and new breakthrough ideas were not emerging. And the final project was due within a week.One day, as the group was working late into the evening, they decided to order out for pizza so they could continue wrestling with the project for a couple more hours.  When the pizza man arrived, Bill made a startling request.  Noting that his group was composed only of internal engineers who had similar experiences and viewpoints, he decided that some different outside fresh perspective was needed. “How about joining us for the next hour and earn a big tip?” he asked the pizza man.  “We will check with your boss and get his approval.  All you need to do is listen to what we are doing.  If there is anything that you do not understand or you see wall charts that don’t make sense to you, all you have to do is ask questions.”  This sounded good to the pizza man, although one can imagine the surprise and frustration felt by Bill’s colleagues who probably muttered, “We have only a couple more days to work on this project, and now we are going to waste an hour with a pizza man!?”The pizza man sat down.  After several minutes of listening and observing, he decided he would have to earn his tip.  He noticed a chart on the wall and asked why an arrow went from point A to F. A disgruntled group member gave a reason, but then another member said “no, there was  another better reason.”  A third member chimed in, “Well, if the second reason is okay, why don’t we simply go from point A to point D?”  The group realized that the pizza man’s “dumb” questions had caused them to examine some unchallenged statements and assumptions they all had been making.After the pizza man left, the group began with clear sheets of paper and a determination to look outside the box.  Over the next couple days, they incorporated many new ideas that emerged from the “fresh” questions of the pizza man. Their breakthrough project was submitted to the government, which resulted in a $35 million dollar savings over the life of the contract.  Thanks to the pizza man!



Thank you

• Susan Schneider

• 301-787-6796

• SusanHawkSchneider@gmail.com
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More from great thinkers about 
questions

“I wanted to ask, 'Why did you let this happen?' but that 
was blasphemy. You never ask why. It was not a question 
for you to ask.”

Nnedi Okorafor

Binti 

(c) 2017 Carson Consultants and 
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https://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/45491127


More from great thinkers about 
questions

“Questions are never foolish. Stupider are those who 
never ask anything.”

Tamuna Tsertsvadze

Galaxy Pirates

(c) 2017 Carson Consultants and 
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More questions from great thinkers
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I was born the day

I thought:

What is?

What was?

And

What if?
• First stanza of “Coming Forth into the Light”

• Suzy Kassem   “Rise up and Salute the Sun”



Open mindset
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More about questions

“The important thing is not to stop 
questioning. Curiosity has its own reason 
for existing.”

Albert Einstein
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