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Abstract
The core management, (4 modules), level of the CIPD ( Chartered Institute of Personnel Development), professional exams are undertaken at the University of Salford and franchised to Bury College, using common syllabus, course materials, assessments and style of teaching.  This has included a group Action Learning approach, an unusual approach to Action Learning.
The success of this approach in both Institutions has led the authors, both individually and jointly, to further research and develop this approach.
This paper aims to explain the new group approach to Action Learning, to share this good practice, and to discuss further potential initiatives.  The author who worked with the Bury students has been able to develop this approach elsewhere, (including at Salford, where she is a part-time lecturer), the process has therefore gone “full cycle”.
The authors are treating this paper as a case study, reporting what has occurred and where possible linking to the literature to give a theoretical perspective.
Introduction
This paper aims to explain the new group approach to Action Learning, to share this good practice, and to discuss further potential initiatives.  This paper draws upon the separate experiences of the authors in applying a learning tool based upon Action Learning, which the authors have named Group Based Action Learning, (GBAL).  This has been utilised to teach large diverse syllabi on the Chartered Institute of Personnel Development, (CIPD), core management course.  The structure of this course and the fact that it is being taught at a franchised college, Bury College, whilst also being concurrently delivered at Salford University, have posed unique challenges to the authors. This paper will discuss the background and structure of the course, the nature of the franchise arrangement, and the particular challenges offered by this scenario.
The paper will then go on to discuss the theoretical perspective behind GBAL, how it was applied, and the outcomes of this approach.  Lastly the paper will discuss the way that the application of this technique has allowed the authors to develop their ideas further, how an initiative from Salford University has allowed staff from other Institutions to develop their teaching and how GBAL is being developed further by the authors.
THE CIPD Core Management Course
The CIPD Core Management course is one of a series of qualifications prescribed by the CIPD for HR(Human Resource)/Personnel practitioners.  The series of courses offer various levels of qualification, increasing in level (CIPD (2005)).  This particular course is assessed at third year baccalaureate level.  The course consists of four modules, two being taught in each semester.  The module originally used as a platform for the GBAL was the Managing Information module, (renamed Managing Resources), GBAL being utilised both in Bury and Salford, though with different tutors at the two institutions.  The module (the basic unit of study for a semester), consists of basic accounting, costing, budgeting, capital appraisal and financial ratios in the finance part, (25% of the syllabus), surveys, t- tests, probabilities, mean, standard deviation and regression analysis in the statistics section, (again 25% of the syllabus) and systems theory, systems construction, systems failure, methods of implementing and developing systems, soft and hard approaches to information and the legal dimensions of data collection and storage, (50% of the syllabus).  Following on from involvement in the experience at Bury College, one of the authors, Slater, has used GBAL in teaching the Managing and Leading People module, both at Salford and Bury.
The students are all part-time students mostly employed within the Human Resource (HR) field, the academic level of student varying from post-graduate (rare – about 1%) to graduate (about 20%), to school qualifications or indeed no formal qualifications, (the rest – about 80%).  For some of these students this is the first course which includes formative assessment they have undertaken for many years.  Most are fairly keen to pass their courses, though last year for the first time there were students enrolled, and paid for by their employers, who appeared not to wish to be students, and this minority were disruptive in classes, though noticeably less so in the GBAL parts of the course.  Currently there are about 120 students taught at Salford, (30 as a foundation for a “fast track MSc” and 90 in the “stand alone” Core Management course).  A further 15 students are taught at the Bury College.
A UK government review, the report, known as the Dearing Report (1997), reviewed Higher Education in the UK and amongst its recommendations was that students be taught key skills/competencies to make them better able to utilise what they had learned, whilst pursuing their Higher Education academic courses and in their working lives after their course had finished.  The CIPD have built these key competencies into their prescribed courses, (CIPD (2006)) and these are described in their website and other media as the Leadership and Management Professional Standards.
In addition to the knowledge base of the Leadership and Management profession standards, the CIPD require students to practice and develop skills aimed at becoming ‘impactful’, professional practitioners in the workplace. The CIPD state that
The underpinning purpose for Managing and Leading People is that it compels students to consider, evaluate, analyse and apply a set of principles, values and approaches to people leadership and management that (a) minimise and/or eliminate the barriers that typically inhibit performance, and (b) mobilise the energies of people in ways which enable them to maximise their added-value contribution to both their own development and also to corporate goals.  (CIPD Leadership and Management Practitioner Standards 2005)
The outcomes of studying this particular course include the development of a number of behavioural competencies aimed at producing practitioners who have knowledge and personal impact in their organisations.  These are described in the CIPD Professional Standards as BACKUP:
·	Business Application
·	Capability
·	Knowledge in depth
·	Understanding
·	Presentation and Persuasion
In common with many professional bodies, CIPD require members, including student members, to undertake regular and meaningful Continuing Professional Development and reflective processes are encouraged.  Action Learning encourages students to take advantage of the opportunities to reflect not only upon knowledge learning, but also upon behavioral learning.
The Bury Connection
The franchise arrangement between the University of Salford and Bury College was the first such arrangement for these courses approved by the CIPD.  It is currently in its fifth year of operating and in its third year utilizing GBAL as a learning tool.  As stated above there are about 15 students at Bury College.  Of these about 60% continue their studies at the next level, (the post-graduate diploma), at Salford University, thus Bury is an important feeder for Salford.
The syllabus, class notes/handouts/web pages and assessments are common to both institutions and this also applies to the use of GBAL.  In many modules the course material has been developed jointly between the two institutions, but in the case of the Managing Resources, (previously Managing Information), due to the tutor at Bury being part-time, the module was fully developed by Salford University.  The Bury assessments are double marked by the Salford Staff to ensure comparable quality between the two institutions and the external examiner oversees the marking, seeing a sample of scripts and video recordings of presentations.
Problems Associated With The CIPD Core Management Course
The biggest problem is that there is only 20 hour’s student contact time, being one and three quarter hours per lesson for twelve weeks, in classes of approximately 30 students.  Furthermore whilst supporting interactive web pages can be used there is a requirement, due to the web being potentially inaccessible to some students, that students are not expected to rely on the web totally for gaining knowledge for some sections of the syllabus.
Particularly with regard to the Managing Resources module, not all of the students are particularly numerate, whilst others, despite being mathematically competent, do not enjoy number based topics.  In his work on Tri-Modal teaching, Hill, (2005), discusses how only 10% of the population prefer to learn in a number format, the anecdotal evidence is that this figure is almost zero when looking at the preferred learning mode of Personnel professionals.  When asked at the beginning if they are looking forward to this module the majority of the students offer negative comments, “We have to do it so here we are” being an indicative remark attesting to students’ views.  There is a perception, held by many students, that most of the module syllabus is irrelevant to them in their current job roles and will be so in the future.  To describe this as a “hearts and minds” issue is an understatement.
The students are part-time students in paid employment.  Classes are offered at Salford on Tuesday afternoons (twice), Tuesday evening and Thursday afternoons; at Bury College, the course runs on Wednesday evening. Some employees are supported in both time and financially and these are the students who are most able to attend in the afternoons.  Others are self-funded; these students tend to attend classes in the evenings, after a full day at work.  They arrive tired, often frustrated and hungry. The condition of the students often meant that adhoc group work lacked depth, meaning and participation.
The expectations of this group of students has hitherto tended to be that they would only learn by the tutor imparting knowledge, without them taking any responsibility for their own learning, or recognising the rich sources of learning from interaction with others. This is a function of earlier experiences of education and their physical and mental states on arrival at class.
The challenge posed therefore could be summarised as teaching students too large a syllabus in too little a time, where the motivation of many the students is low, this being exacerbated by the requirement to map key skills/competencies.  When Hill commenced teaching the Managing Resources module he was the fourth tutor in four years.  It needed a new approach, one where the students would “buy” into the module by taking ownership of it.
Action Learning
Action learning was invented by Reg Revans whilst working as a government employee in the United Kingdom in the then nationalised coal industry.  He went on to develop it as a management tool during spells with bodies as diverse as the Belgian government, universities and private corporations, in fact he was still actively travelling the globe discussing Action learning until shortly before his death in 2003 at the age of 96!  According to Pedler et al (2003) he refused however to define Action Learning, rather preferring to discuss what it was not.  Other academics have been braver however and Claxton, (2001) defines it as
 …. a method of coming together in small friendly and supportive groups of up to 8 people, called “sets”, where you learn how to do something and the doing of it helps you to learn which helps you to do and so on. 
An alternative definition is that of 12Manage (2005)…
 A process for bringing together a group of people with varied levels of skills and experience to analyze and plan
They postulate Action Learning as typically comprising of:
·	Experiential learning
·	Creating complex problem solving
·	Acquisition of relevant knowledge
·	Establishment of a co-learning group support structure.
They further propose that Action Learning is characterised by:
·	An emphasis on learning by doing
·	Team working
·	Addressing organisational/company/learning issues
·	Participants placed in problem solving roles
·	Team decisions are required
·	Outcomes formalised into presentations.
Whilst it has been used extensively in training or problem solving in commerce, industry and not for profit organisations; its use within formal education has been limited.  Bourner et al (2000), however, state that Action Learning sets of 6 students can be used to create a friendly, supportive, and collaborative environment in which students can test out ideas. The set is a group of about 6 students who meet at agreed timescales to solve their own problems/questions/assignments.  The role of the set members is to support each other.  They are not expected to suggest answers for the problems being addressed by individual members of the set, neither are they supposed to say how they answered a similar question or dealt with a similar problem.  Rather their role is to act more as a “coach”, to encourage, suggesting different ways of examining the evidence found, to question the individuals’ answers, in a way that encourages the individual to expand their own thinking and answers.  The tutor’s role is that of a facilitator, to make certain the set is working cohesively, that everyone is being heard, to re-direct effort if necessary.  In a well run set, the tutor’s input becomes negligible as the students take control of their own learning, (Action Learning Associates, 2005).  Hill et al (2004) noted that allowing the students to gain ownership, direction and control over their learning led to very positive experiences.  Claxton (2004) discussed how this facilitated personal growth for individual students, development of emotional intelligence and could lead to further benefits such as peer reviewing and peer marking of assessments.  She discussed how students were encouraged to choose their topics and to set their own questions.
The lack of time in the module described above however required a different approach.
Group Based Action Learning and its Application
When this was originally utilised in the Managing Resources module, Hill, one of the authors decided to split the syllabus in half.  One half, (statistics and the finance sections – the more numerical half), would be taught by the tutor using a mixture of lectures, case studies, videos, group activities, business games, etc.  This was delivered in about 60% of the time available and was assessed by an individual assignment, consisting of the student designing, carrying out and analysing a survey within their place of work, and a practical financial exercise based upon their place of work, e.g. constructing a budget.  The concept of the student being strongly involved in their own learning, utilised in this style of assessment, reinforces the ethos of Action Learning utilised in the rest of the module, especially the student being at the centre of, and responsible for, their own learning.
The other half of the syllabus was delivered by the students in 40% of the time.  15% of the time was taken up by formal group presentations, the rest of the time being self-directed study on the part of the students, effectively they would teach themselves.  This was assessed by the formal group presentations made by groups of about 5 students, dealing with a topic from the syllabus, though some topic groups might be larger or smaller.  Care was taken to refer the students to and to conform to the University of Salford’s ethical code of conduct.
The assessment was to give a 30 minute videoed presentation, in which all members of the group took part to answer the question posed, (see below), and to produce a handout for the topic, which would be of a level that would be expected from a competent tutor, including correct referencing to Harvard standard.  The marks would be allocated by the tutor but the whole class would also mark each presentation and their mark would be used to moderate the tutor’s mark if there was a large discrepancy between the two.  This mark would be verified by the second marker and by the external examiner using the video evidence.
The basis of Group Based Action learning is to use the whole class, (25-30 students), as the peer group/learning set and groups of students, (4-6 students), taking on the role of the individual in a “normal” Action Learning set.  The steps followed were as follows:-
Step 1: Explaining Action Learning, in the first week the students were issued with the assignment brief, three handouts on Action Learning (From Personnel related sources); Claxton, (2001), Pedler et al (2003) and Pedler et al (2004); and the range of topics to be covered by the sets.  No explanation of what was covered under these topic headings was given. The current topics are Systems Failure, Data Protection Act, Soft Systems Methodology (SSM), and Structured Systems And Design Methodology (SSADM). Each student was required to choose which topic they preferred to work on.  This meant that the students had to go away and research the outlines of these topics from scratch, by themselves.  They were told how to go about finding information and nothing more.
Step 2:  The learning groups were established, students being put into groups of between 4 and 7. Often the class would split into groups based upon their choice.  When this did not occur, (about 40% of the time), then volunteers to move group were called for and usually this solved the problem.  Occasionally (10% of the time), it was necessary to draw lots, as had been explained to students in the previous week.  There was only one occasion where one individual refused to work in groups, due to pressure of work, she was offered an individual assignment, (which she failed),  the only failure that year.  The students were then given a few minutes to discuss a broad strategy, exchange phone numbers, emails, etc.  They were told that after a short meeting at the beginning of the lesson in the next week they had to frame a question which would be put to the full class (peer group).  The only criteria for the question to be accepted was that the peer group approved the question as being suitable to give themselves a satisfactory learning outcome for that topic.  The tutor is now acting as an Action Learning facilitator, and has no input over the question set.  If the group want to change the question at a later date, they must gain the acceptance of the whole class, (peer group); again the tutor plays no part except to facilitate the debate.
Step 3:  The learning sets came back to the next lesson to gain approval of their question from the rest of the group and then continue to work on their question.  Whilst, on occasions, there was a robust debate, consensus always prevailed, the facilitator keeping the class focussed on the process.  Having agreed the question the group then begin their research.
Step 4:  In the following weeks there is time set aside for the learning sets to work on their question and at regular intervals they would liaise with rest of class to explain what they are doing, without going into details about their presentation, and listen to positive ideas/feedback. This allowed an objective perspective from outside of the group to suggest ideas, nuances, methods of research, etc.; hopefully guiding the work of the group.
Step 5:  The presentations, which are videoed for the external and second markers to view, are given in the last two weeks of the module and the handouts are given to the rest of the class.  The rest of the class then offer a mark and give their views which are taken into account when the tutor does his marking.  On the first occasion that Group Based Action Learning Sets presented the author allowed the students to be totally responsible for the mark but this resulted in all groups being awarded a grade of 76% - too high in all cases, some by a wide margin,  (the external reduced the marks).  It was obvious to the author that students lacked the clarity and objectivity when marking their peers.  Therefore the marking frame discussed above was adopted, the author believing this allowed students to collectively demonstrate understanding and insight gained or lacking.
The format of presentations differs; sometimes it is a straightforward power-point presentation, sometimes role play, and one group held a quiz.  One group undertook a systems failure case study on the policing of a major sporting event and uncovered many potential and actual failures, the worst could have led to thousands of fatalities.  After the presentation and the feedback was collected the tutor gave out his handout.  This was to prevent students suffering if the students’ handout was poor.  It was often the case however that the handout produced by the students was superior to the one produced by the tutor.
Outcomes from Utilising Group Based Action Learning
There were operational and pedagogical difficulties in this form of learning, but overall Group Based Action Learning was very successful.  The students’ views were sought by way of a questionnaire at the end of the semester.  Overall the qualitative comments were positive with the scores on a satisfaction scale comparing very favourably with other modules which were more orientated towards personnel topics. Students comments included “I was not looking forward to this module but it turned out to be the best”, or “we have utilised the approach taken in class in training sessions at work”, or “I really learned a lot”.  Not all comments were favourable however, a small minority, (about 8%), made negative comments, such as “My company paid good money for me to be taught and the tutor expected me to learn for myself”.  This reinforces the concept that “You cannot please all of the people, all of the time”.
By involving the students so actively in their own learning and empowering them to learn for themselves, there were great benefits shown and the comments in the reflective logs kept by the students echoed those in the formal module evaluation by the students, certainly the students were attesting to key skills/competencies gained.  It is the author’s perception that the great majority of the 400+ students who have learnt by this method have both enjoyed and benefited from their studies.
The use of Group Based Action Learning and the other learning methods applied to the module proved to be an effective way of progressing through a large disjointed syllabus within strict time-scale parameters.  The external examiner and the programme team have both commented favourably on the coverage demonstrated.
The reflective log allowed students to demonstrate key skills/competencies.  The learning methods adopted however, allowed the students to make many proven and insightful comments against criteria such as “Working as a team to solve a problem”, “Developing my critical thinking”, or “Utilising tools learnt in my studies in my working environment”.
The authors, whilst acknowledging the difficulties and “shortfalls” believe that GBAL offers a useful tool to improve the student learning experience in some ways.
The “Full Cycle” Effect
It is the perception of the authors is that not only did GBAL work well but it also proved to be a tool which could readily be applied by part-time, inexperienced tutors.  The author, who was introduced to this tool at Bury, found there is some evidence to support developing action learning as a teaching and learning method for the future in this type of professional study where academic writing and theory needs to be compared with the reality found in the students’ experiences at work and in organisations they know about.  She is currently using a modified GBAL approach to teach a module both at Bury and Salford where she has this year been appointed as a part-time lecturer.  Consequently the educational initiative undertaken a few years ago has gone “full cycle” and is now being used to change teaching at Salford University.
 She has been using a GBAL approach with students undertaking real-life case studies, each group being given a long term task of identifying a case study organisation they could examine over the weeks as a result of heightened interest in the business media.  The students would then become enabled to use this organisation to compare aspects of the course syllabus with ‘rhetorics and realities’, a useful phrase coined by Legge (1995) in both their own organisations and their case study organisations.  The ultimate aim was that group findings would inform future sessions looking at ‘high performance working’ and so called ‘world class' organisations.  Furthermore, students would identify case study organisations that they could use in their summative examination. Certainly the current modifications being utilised by Slater in the current academic year are proving interesting and taking the use of the GBAL tool in innovative and practical directions.
Future Proposals and Conclusion
As with most new learning tools there is a need to evaluate further over a longer period of time and to modify and refine the tool.  This research is ongoing and the authors will undertake a quantitative analysis during the coming months to ascertain if the students feel the tool has worked.  It is also proposed to interview students who learnt by GBAL in previous years to try and ascertain if there is any benefits carried into the work place as proposed by the literature discussed above.
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