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Real Learning Requires Attitude

by James Taylor

Community Development Resource Association

Having co-authored a small book called “Action Learning for Development” almost ten years ago I cannot avoid culpability for my tiny contribution to the growing preoccupation with organisational learning in our sector. Over the years I have continued to promote conscious and intentional learning as a critical element of developmental practice both for individuals and organisations. But now, as mainstream interest in organisational learning gathers momentum, I fear that learning is at risk of becoming another in the never-ending deluge of faddish management tools and methods that perpetuate domination and control.

I acknowledge the central part that learning plays in the management of any conscious and planned process. It should go without saying that any intentional activity seeking to achieve a specified purpose becomes more effective if learning takes place along the way. Short-term monitoring and longer-term evaluation are both critical to efficiency and effectiveness. But hopefully by now we really do know and understand this as elementary. Without this form of learning as a foundation stone of our organisational practice we will not (and should not) survive.

However to fulfil our societal role and achieve meaningful developmental impact we must surely commit ourselves to a bolder purpose for learning. If we have learned anything in the past we know that the lot of those who are impoverished, excluded and diminished is not going to be changed by the efficient delivery of resources and services alone. We have learned that well managed short-term projects and programmes are not enough to shift the systemic nature of inequality and injustice.

But can I justifiably claim that we have learned these things when there is so little evidence in our practice? It is critical for us to consider carefully what we mean by ‘learning’. In our understanding of ‘action learning’ we consider a lesson to have been ‘learned’ only when it becomes evident in changed (improved) action. Thus we do not consider ‘knowing’ something to be the same thing as having ‘learned’ it. If learning is to contribute to social transformation we must at very least challenge ourselves to build what we know into who we are and what we do. It is a source of deep concern that so much of what we claim to ‘know’ is conveniently forgotten when demands are made on us by those whom we allow to control and shape our sector.

Effective transformational learning requires organisational attitude. Being good managers and stewards of societal resources is only the beginning. Many development organisations are coming to realise that becoming a learning organisation requires a very particular quality of relationship to self and to others. A defining element of this relationship involves sufficient courage to trust one’s own experience and learning. This essentially internal learning process must shape a sense and appreciation of unique organisational identity and validity. Organisations should learn from all their relationships and be shaped by them. Organisations intent on facilitating change in the world understand that through their relationships they are shaping the world as they are being shaped by it. Organisations who see themselves as being a creative counterforce in society are challenged to adopt a very particular attitude – forceful, without promoting organisational practices of command and control.

To do this we are going to have to find our voice and the confidence to simultaneously admit what we do not know while bringing forcefully into our relationships what we know and have learned. It is bewildering to find that many of those who operate at the apex of the development industry feel so powerless and unable to act on what they know. It is all of our responsibility to ensure that those who have an overview of the experience of our sector reflect more of our common learning in their identity, their attitude and their practices – by starting with ourselves.

We need to engage in forms of learning that are driven from within our own organisations and based on our own thinking and questions. We must use our relationships to learn from and share our learning in ways that challenge others to learn rather than impose our answers on them. We must adopt an attitude that is shaped as much by the humility of not knowing as it is by the confidence that who we are, what we do, and how we do it shapes the world.   

(First published in The Networker, the monthly journal of British Overseas NGOs for Development (BOND), in March 2006) 
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