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Mentoring and Creativity 
Action Learning Sets

What are Action Learning Sets?

Action Learning Sets (ALS) are a way of giving managers and leaders intensive support and structured opportunities to develop themselves in ways that also bring wider benefits to their organisation.  The process is designed for personal, professional and organisational capacity-building, especially at times of increased activity or change.  The ALS approach is well-established, tried and tested.  It has been used extensively in public services as well as in the private sector.  It is based on research evidence that, for many people, the most useful learning comes about when: you learn together with others who face similar challenges; you tackle issues that are genuinely work-based; and there is a discipline that ensures that learning leads to action (see Revans 1980, 1983).  

What have Action Learning Sets got to do with Mentoring and Creativity?

The under-pinning principles of the values of creativity in education are widely supported but translating the broad vision into effective working practice has still a long way to go. ALS works across these boundaries of ideas and action, respecting people’s differing values, cultures and feelings. Notions of creativity, it is argued, must be more embedded in all dimensions of the work of teachers than they have been in the past. Staff are expected to take a wider view and to operate much more on a multi-disciplinary and multi-agency basis. These changes are not going to take place if the workforce is not prepared for them.  People need good developmental support and training to work these issues through. The University of Chester provides that support in partnership with local authorities and other children, youth and family agencies and organisations.  It has a good track record of working with public, private and voluntary organisations to make change work.  As part of this, we are piloting an action learning set for a group of six PGCE Secondary Mentors, across subject areas focusing on ‘Mentoring and creativity’.

What would I do in an Action Learning Set?

A typical ALS is made up of about 6 people with a trained external facilitator.  The set meets away from work without interruption for at least three hours. This is needed to give group members the time and space for them to work effectively.  Initially each set member commits himself or herself to meet at regular intervals and on six occasions – once a month is a common pattern. An effective ALS will establish a high level of trust between its members.  Each member of the ALS will have a period of time at each meeting (say, 20 minutes) during which they will be able to introduce their issue. This issue will be of personal significance and not simply a technical question.  Working with the rest of the set, the aim is to help the set member think through clearly the next actions that she/he will take to deal with the issue effectively.  At the end of the allocated time, the member will give a brief outline of the action he/she now proposes to take. This short action plan will provide the starting point for their session at the next ALS meeting when they will feed back on progress and move forward. They may continue with this issue or raise a new one. The ALS is not a team – nor is the focus on problem-solving as such but rather on deepening learning through good listening and questioning.  Responsibility for resolving the issue remains firmly with the member who brings it to the set. ALS members can come from a different or the same organisation but should be at a similar level of responsibility and without a direct line of management accountability between any members.

What are the benefits of being in an Action Learning Set?

ALS members often experience different layers of learning through their set.  They find that new ideas and approaches enrich and sharpen their perceptions and their response to their own issue.  They also get inside challenges and problems facing other set members which in itself widens their experience and increases their knowledge, skills and understanding.  ALS members have reported improved capabilities in areas such as communications, performance management, delegation or people management.  For the organisation there can be additional benefits, including: increased capacity for effective problem solving; high transfer of learning back to the workplace; a chance to provide staff with transformational and sustainable development that is linked to, but independent of, regular management and supervision; and the chance to sustain an engagement in further learning set activities as ALS can become self-sufficient.     

When and where is the first meeting of the Mentoring and Creativity Action Learning 
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