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Being focussed and being strategic 

You can think of an action learning pathway as a map of your learning intentions for the next while - how long you can think or plan ahead will vary on you and your circumstances. The idea is that your plan for your pathway will help you get focussed on what it is that you want to learn by experience (through projects or through working with an expert for example), what you want to learn by doing courses or reading and how you will go about getting support to do these things. Once you have some sort of map prepared this will help you be strategic about organising your learning by booking places on courses, seeking out appropriate teachers and finding good projects for example.

A format to help you start
The table here maps out the skeleton structure of an action learning pathway: 

	Date
	Activity
	Comment

	Pre-registration
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 

	Month 1
	Registration

Action Learning Guild
	a guild every two months or so (more often if you like but not much less often please - this is your core self-help strategy so give it high priority)

	Month 2
	First Action Learning Tutorial
	an action learning tutorial every 6 months or so

	Month 3
	Action Learning Guild
	 

	Month 4
	 
	 

	Month 5
	Action Learning Guild
	 

	Month 6
	First Design Support Tutorial
	four main design tutorials strategically placed along the pathway for maximum effect

	Month 7
	Action Learning Guild
	 

	Month 8
	 
	 

	Month 9
	Action Learning Guild
	 

	Month 10
	Second Action Learning Tutorial
	 

	Month 11
	Action Learning Guild
	 

	Month 12
	 
	 

	Month 13
	Action Learning Guild
	 

	Month 14
	Second Design Support Tutorial
	 

	Month 15
	Action Learning Guild
	 

	Month 16
	 
	 

	Month 17
	Action Learning Guild
Third Action Learning Tutorial
	 

	Month 18
	 
	 

	Month 19
	Action Learning Guild
	 

	Month 20
	Third Design Support Tutorial
	 

	Month 21
	Action Learning Guild
	 

	Month 22
	Fourth and last Action Learning Tutorial
	 

	Month 23
	Action Learning Guild
	 

	Month 24
	Fourth and last Design Support Tutorial
	 

	Some time after...
	Accreditation event
	 

	and then...
	Training to support the WorkNet 
	 


You can use this grid to fill in more details wherever you can - the more planned your pathway is at the beginning the more likely you are to progress well with it. The notes below may help you think about what to include: 

Projects
The Criteria for Accreditation published by the Permaculture Academy lists two main areas as Essential Criteria. These are: Theory in Action and Design Practice.

Theory in Action is about putting permaculture into action in order to make your own lifestyle more sustainable. Design Practice is what you are doing when you prepare a design for a project for yourself or for someone else. 

Theory in Action
Starting with your own lifestyle as an excellent place to begin your work. Working out from your own back door is an important permaculture idea and reflects the belief that putting our own house in order is a priority. Walking your talk this way greatly increases your power to assist others to change too.

Choosing how to change your own lifestyle, which strategies to use and how to implement them means engaging in a design process. This process may involve consultations and cooperation with other people. You are encouraged to be systematic and organised around this work, taking care to record: 

· the thinking you do to identify priorities for change 

· what you see as the limiting factors and the opportunities in the situation 

· what design ideas you think through as possibilities and which do you choose and why? 

· how you go about implementing the changes how you assess 

· how effective your strategies were in the light of experience 

This way each lifestyle change provides an opportunity for you to use a design process and thus you are continually practising your design skills. Your records will form part of a Diary of Activities edited later to make your Review of Relevant Activities.

Design Practice
Design practice is readily acquired firstly by designing for yourself then for other people. Offer to design free of charge in the first place. Family, friends, neighbours and local community groups are good potential clients. Each time you do a design you will probably come up against areas that you feel ignorant about. Great! This is the power of ignorance!

It is a strong clue that you have been looking for to guide you to what you need to learn about next. By the time you have made ten trips through a variety of design processes and followed up all the learning clues that arise from these you will have developed a great deal of knowledge and competence.

In early accreditation materials issued by the Permaculture Institute of Australia a guideline proposed that completion of ten designs was a minimum requirement for accreditation. This proposal has proved difficult to manage here in Britain and is no longer a requirement but it is still a useful guideline. This explains the occassinal references to ten designs. 

Course work
Course work consists of formal or non-formal learning modules you add to your action learning pathway. Examples of course work may involve training in using survey equipment or learning to raise plants from seeds and cuttings. Other modules may concern learning skills such a patterned note taking or presentation and design skills focussed on drawing.

The variety of possible modules is endless and you may attend short courses, do your own reading, work with someone who has the competence you want, watch videos, surf the Internet, do correspondence courses, attend the local Further Education or Community College, go to open lectures, visit exhibitions and museums, go on visits to projects and more.

Keep track of your activities around course work by collecting and filing any course completion certificates on offer, titles, tutors and dates of any courses you attend and keeping a record of the books and magazines you read and the visits you make. These records will provide material for your Diary of Activities.

Networking
The focus of networking activities is to build an effective support structure for yourself while you travel your chosen action learning pathway. There are many reasons for doing this.

One is that you will always be doing something that you have never done before. That is partly because of the pioneering nature of permaculture work and partly because of the syndrome Bill Mollison calls vuja dé, the complete certainty that you have never been in this situation before. This is always the case - something is always different from the last time, however minor, and so we always expect to do fresh thinking for each situation. Sometimes the differences between pieces of work are so great that it hardly seems that you are permaculture designing at all at first and any techniques you have used before may not work . You may have to rethink your basic strategies from the ground up. Working in these conditions is challenging. No formula solutions possible here. Original thinking is needed every time.

A support network provides you with people to talk to, who understand the challenge of your work even if they don't understand the content, and who can offer you a safe and supportive space to do your own thinking about your project work and learning. This way you can think wildly, laugh a lot, be at a loss for words, make mistakes and generally behave in a way that may cost you credibility if you did it with a client.

A second reason has to do with processing and making sense of the hundreds of thoughts you will have around permaculture and sustainability. Not all of these thoughts will be consistent with permaculture ethics and/or principles. Either your thinking is off beam or you have discovered a new piece of theory useful to us all. Running through your thinking with other friendly people helps to work out what's what.

Connected with this is the recently developed understanding that we often discover what we think about something when we speak our thinking out loud. "I don't know what I think until I have said it" is an accurate statement.

A third reason is to do with avoiding burnout. This is altogether too common an experience amongst permaculture people. It is the product of attempting to save the world singlehanded with too few resources. A support network works to remind us that we do not need to proceed in isolation. Our support people can remind us that we are most useful as world changers when we are well rested and well nourished and happy in what we are doing.

Fourthly a support network can improve our confidence in our own thinking. As a permaculture designer you will often be thinking against the ideas embedded in mainstream destructoculture and you will sometimes experience pressures to abandon your own good thinking. Your support network is a place of safety where your own thinking will be encouraged rather than outlawed.

Fifthly your support network can assist you in monitoring your progress and mapping your achievements. This is valuable as data for your diary of activities and also to counter the tendency for all of us to feel as if we have made little or no progress anyway.

Lastly you will learn from a support network the skills of supporting others and assisting them to develop their own thinking. This is a tremendous act of leadership and assists in creating a world wide network of confident permaculture practitioners.

The menu of possibilities and some explanations of the essential elements in your Action Learning Pathway
The flow diagram maps some of the possible activities that you may use to construct your individual action learning pathway. The diagram shows each activity as either essential or recommended. The essential elements must be attended to in order for you to qualify for an accreditation event.

Activities from the recommended section will considerably enhance the value you derive from travelling your pathway. You are free to include as many or as few of these activities as suits you.

Each activity is connected to an outcome. These are visible evidences of your work and you assemble these to make up your Accreditation Portfolio. Setting up a modest filing system at the outset is a useful device which will save you from struggling to assemble these materials when the time for your Accreditation Event comes.

You are especially encouraged to form an action learning guild. This is by far the most effective means of getting the support you need as an apprentice designer.

Preparing a draft design for your action learning pathway
Note that it is a draft design that is requested. That is, it may not greatly resemble the pathway you eventually follow once you begin to move forward. In permaculture you will always be dealing with emerging situations in which the spotting and planning of next steps is dependent on reflecting on the outcomes of preceding steps. The exercise of producing a draft design for your pathway is intended to give you an opportunity to think systematically about your requirements and to trawl your networks to see how you may satisfy these. It is not intended to tie you to directions that later prove inappropriate. Revision of your choices is expected and encouraged.

You will need to submit a copy of your draft design for your action learning pathway to your area reference person as part of your registration requirements. 

Action Learning
Action Learning - the essentials
Action Learning - Layer 1 
Action Learning - Layer 2
Action Learning - Layer 3
Your Action Learning strengths
Rounding out your skills - the Academy as an ally
References
Your Action Learning Profile 
 

Action Learning - the essentials 
Action Learning is presented here by a series of models which show some of the different layers in the cycle. This illustration is similar to the one which you have seen as part of the initial mailing.
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	· doing practical project work or making changes in your lifestyle 

· systematically noting your observations about effects of the actions you have taken or the actions other people have initiated 

· thinking about how your observations further your understanding of permaculture theory 

· working out how your conclusions will affect your designs for the next action opportunity 

· more practical project work designed to see if your new learnings work on the ground 


The purpose of your Action Learning pathway is to convert the theory you learnt on the Design Course into theory grounded in your own experience.

The most important aspect of the model is that is shows a cycle. This means that effective action learning has something of all the four stages - Doing - Observing - Thinking - Designing. If any of these are missing the learning is incomplete.

For example just doing, doing, doing without stopping to think and work out next step options is a common pattern. People who work like this might repeat the same mistakes over and over and never notice how badly their designs are working.

Or an academic might think and think about ideas and theory, all day long, and never put theory into practice by designing and implementing action on the ground. So the theory is never tested even though it might be spread about as if it were the absolute truth. Our culture is full of misinformation and untested theory generated by incomplete learners working in this style.

Designing without theory or without the benefits of field trials and attention to the results is also unbalanced and incomplete. Christopher Alexander in his book The Timeless Way of Building describes a company in the USA which made hundreds of fireplaces which looked good but smoked badly. They were designed in a theory vacuum and were never tested before being made and sold.




Action Learning - Layer 1 
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The model above gives the foundation elements of the Action Learning cycle. The model comes from work by David Kolb (see references) who was interested to emphasise the value of learning from experience over book learning.

This emphasis suits permaculture and sustainability very well. One reason for this is that when working on permaculture or sustainable development we are always breaking new ground. Therefore no one knows what will happen or how it will happen. Travelling into sustainability is travelling into the unknown. There are no completed maps, only partial ones, and these are only relevant to the time and place they were made for.

What we do have though, is some idea of the processes involved in working in these highly ambiguous or unknown situations. These are the processes which are called Action Learning here.




Action Learning - Layer 2 

	 
	Doing my project work, living and making lifestyle changes
	 

	Designing next steps to test out my thinking and ideas and to advance towards personal goals
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	Observing effects of my actions and the actions of others. Reflecting on outcomes.

	 
	What thinking (theory) fits with these observations and reflections? Is new or different thinking needed, my own or other peoples?
	 


This model expands on the foundation elements of Doing, Observing/Reflecting, Thinking and Designing.

A central theme of Action Learning is that you don't have to go to a special place to do it. Life in all its glory is the best place to work. Schools and colleges may not be involved.

Action Learners often experience difficulties with conventional places of learning. There are many reasons for this. One is that schools and colleges are teaching material based on old, out of date ideas of what an educated person should know. These are not relevant to the sustainable world of the 21st century.

Secondly these institutions are generally staffed by people with poor quality experience of transition and change and who thus see change as a threat rather than as an opportunity. This makes it difficult for them to be effective allies to people like you who are after generating change on a world scale.

Thirdly the proportion of theory to action is very different between conventional, academic models of learning and Action Learning. Action Learners need only small amounts of good, practical theory to set themselves up with directions for learning journeys for months or years to come. This is in contrast to academic models of learning that insist on comparing and contrasting alternative theories at length. Theoretically this should allow people to choose which ones are best. In reality this often means that an academic learner just gets confused or never gets to feel they know enough to act and that "more study is required before we can make a conclusion". Or the clever analysis becomes the focus of the work and action is never even intended. Paralysis by analysis is what this is called and it is based on a fear of making mistakes.
Schools and colleges are generally locked into over analysis and the fear of making mistakes.

Mistakes are surely made in Permaculture. However these are seen as learning opportunities not as disasters. Making mistakes is a prime route to significant learning. Permaculture designers limit potential damage from mistakes by:

· emulating natural systems - going for diversity to avoid reliance on single element systems and making sure that key functions are supported by more than one element in the system 

· working on a roll-out strategy so that the successes and failures of early designs inform later ones 

· working with leanly resourced systems so that mistakes are bound to be small rather than gross 

· learning to recognise between type 1 and type 2 errors (type 1 errors are those that distort down stream decisions so badly that it is best to reverse them rather than compound them)




Action Learning - Layer 3 

The third layer model shows some of the conditions for successful action learning. These are challenging and can take a lifetime to develop.

	 
	Learning to be fully in the present, enjoying the work I have chosen, giving my full attention to what I am doing and taking good care of myself.
	 

	Learning to confidently use design tools that empower me to change the world around me and the wide world to really suit myself and others.
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	Learning to notice the filters I see through. Where did these come from, how do they influence what I see. How can I eliminate those that are not useful? Noticing other peoples filters and seeing how these affect their view of things. Finding common ground with people who see very differently from myself.

	 
	Learning to trust my own thinking and learning how to use other peoples thinking to support and advance my own.
	 





Your Action Learning strengths 

Each person has had different opportunities to practice the stages in the Action Learning cycle. So you may be more at ease with one or two of the stages than with the others. Some of them may seem quite scary. At the Academy we hear from people who are terrified of theory and thinking and we hear from people who feel threatened by the idea of having to do something.

These responses are common. You may well have some strong feelings about some aspects of the cycle. You can let us know about this in your Academy tutorials.

You might like to go back to the model now and see if you can identify which stages you feel strong in and which you feel you might have difficulties with. Do this now - see the last page of this section.




Rounding out your skills - the Academy as an ally 

Each of the skills for each of the stages is something you can learn how to do better than you do now. The Academy will help you work out how to do this.

The best action learners have learnt how to use all four aspects of the cycle so that their learning is complete. People who are good action learners have a grounded quality - sometimes other people say about them that "they walk their talk", that is, their lifestyle and their projects are consistent with the theory they believe in.

This is our goal at the Academy: a world full of people who walk their talk, who practice what they preach and create productive, accessible and delightful ecosystems wherever they go.
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How to form and run an action learning guild

Introduction 

Action learning guilds are small group meetings which focus on providing a safe and supportive thinking space for their diverse members.

These guilds are capable of enormous variation and sophistication. The method proposed here is one simple and effective form that helps apprentices develop the skills required. Each new guild should work through a series of four to six meetings using this form and review their progress before experimenting with additional forms.

The method described here is called the Support Group method.

There are guidelines for using the process which members should be familiar with and agree to use before proceeding. These guidelines govern the way which the guild works unless there is a clear re-negotiation of the ground rules at some point. See the section on learning the ropes and building the ground rules.

 

How to form and run an action learning guild


Stacking functions into the guild
Creating an action learning guild log and making a guild report
Taking notes
Giving feedback to the speaker


Stacking functions into the guild
Creating an action learning guild log and making a guild report
Logging proceedings during a guild meeting is very helpful. Listeners can use these as the basis for feedback to the speaker and as a record of the speakers thinking at the time.

At the review meeting of the guild members may like to produce a small report (one or two sides of A4) which shows the range of projects introduced by the guild members at their meetings. If this is written carefully, without reference to the difficulties or struggles of the individual guild members, this report can be used to illustrate the wide range of diverse projects that permaculture people and their allies are involved in. The permaculture network is in constant need of evidence of involvement in such activities as fund raising and action learning guild reports are a good source of this sort of data.

Further notes on this aspect of running a guild are provided below.

Use a white board or flip chart An A1 white board and/or flip chart (A3 will work for small groups) with appropriate pens is an essential aid. The speaker can map up their thinking as they proceed and, as is proven time and time again, the act of mapping your own thinking allows you to make fresh connections and leaps of learning. If a flip chart is used then the sheet can go home with the speaker for reference purposes.

Otherwise listeners can be taking notes whilst a speaker presents. These have a couple of important uses.

Taking notes
If the listeners in the guild agree to take outline notes for speakers in rotation then the following enhancement of the guild is possible.

The speaker can take the notes away and use them for reference along with their own record of the their time. It is especially useful to record Next Achievable Steps . Thus the record becomes a source of action reminders to the speaker.

If each member of the guild makes very light notes during a presentation then they will be prepared for giving feedback.

Giving feedback to the speaker
Feeding back to the speaker is governed by the following form. Each listener speaks briefly to "What I liked about what you presented" and "What I would have done differently". This form allows people to critique each others work without being attacking or conventionally critical.

Each of the two responses is helpful. Firstly the speaker gets to hear some appreciations of their work and thinking (note that generally the feedback is about the content of the speakers presentation, not about their style or presentational competence).

The second response allows listeners to apply some of their own insights and learnings to the speakers work. By feeding back what they would have done differently themselves in the circumstances surrounding the work of the speaker they are offering ideas for the speaker to adopt or reflect on.

Feedback is a small part of the overall process and, with each listener taking a turn, should not take more than five minutes per speaker.

