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ABSTRACT 
 
This paper reports the use of action learning to bridge the gap between educators and planners in 
implementing the AVCC’s recent benchmarking trial. Action learning involves cycles of analysis at 
different levels of the institution, ranging from the broad institutional level to individuals' reflections 
on their own practices. The paper briefly describes action learning and how it was applied in 
implementing the benchmarking trial.  The paper analyses evidence collected on the validity and 
effectiveness of benchmarks for tertiary education.  The project also served a secondary purpose of 
promoting cultural change within the university.  The implications of this unexpected finding for 
change management are discussed. 
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ACTION LEARNING ON THE JOB: 
A TECHNIQUE FOR BRIDGING THE GAP BETWEEN EDUCATORS AND PLANNERS 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Recent government policy has promoted an environment of competition within the tertiary sector, 
where increased accountability and national benchmarks for performance are required. Government 
moves to expand the principle of performance based funding, along with comparisons between 
universities by non-government observers, such as the authors of The Good Universities Guide, have 
added to this climate. Tertiary institutions are expected to be flexible, responsive, cost effective and 
innovative. Quality assurance models have been adopted into performance management approaches to 
ensure that this happens. Approaches range from benchmarking, collection of statistical data, 
procedural documentation and manuals, audit reports, strategic business plans, to financial information 
systems and evaluations being brought into the decision making process. 

 
Recently, a comprehensive benchmarking trial (produced by Professor Ken Walker and Associates) 
was conducted in Australian universities with funding from the Department of Education Training and 
Youth Affairs and in-kind support from participating universities. Two aims of the trial were sought 
from this Benchmarking Project. These were that benchmarks are used as self-assessment tools and 
that the benchmarks themselves are evaluated and assessed for their usefulness, breadth and validity. 
Victoria University was involved in trialing the benchmarks and conducting self-assessment activities.  

 
Quality assurance and enhancement models that promote continuos improvement through evaluation 
have been used in the tertiary sector for some time, yet we are still unclear as to how these evaluations 
impact on decision making. There is still little research that asks why some analyses and types of 
information filter through to becoming part of policy cycles, and why organisations are receptive to 
particular forms of information and the way it is packaged, over others. Why do some organisations 
continue with strategies which are obviously not working, or fail to take actions which are clearly 
called for? Why do some organisations resist change so fiercely, defending the past and avoiding the 
future? Why is it that large organizations, particularly, have a tendency to bring out the worst in 
human nature, so that instead of behaving with the collective wisdom of a thousand, management, at 
various levels, can display a profound commitment to defensiveness and short term self-interest? 
(Bunning, 1991)  
 

According to Leeuw, Rist & Sonnichsen, (1994) knowledge is not acquired in a linear or rational 
manner by individuals or organisations.  

 
“The incorporation of information into the knowledge base….is selective, sporadic, 
and temporal. And beyond that, decision making takes place in a context where 
‘rational information’ is but one among many contending forces” (p.1) 

 
Getting people to use what is known has become a critical concern across the different knowledge 
sectors in society. According to Patton, (1997), the problem of information use is specifically 
concerned with narrowing the gap between generating evaluation findings (which is what planners do) 
and actually using those findings for program improvement (which falls to teaching staff and 
educators in the tertiary sector). Creating symphony between planners and educators is then a question 
of how we use what we know. 
 
The main aim of this paper is to investigate how the process of evaluation that underpins such tools as 
quality audits or benchmarking, can affect organisational change. This leads to the question of how do 
organisations learn.  
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ACTION LEARNING IN ORGANISATIONS 

Argyris (1982) defines organisational learning as a process of detecting and correcting errors, during 
an active and continuing process of self examination and initiation. The process is interactive, as 
organisations internalise new knowledge to solve problems, which in turn gives them experience in 
problem definition and developing countermeasures. However Argyris argues that many 
organisational problems are approached with a reluctance to question underlying policies and values 
that underpin policies and practices. Candid questioning of an organisational policy can create difficult 
and complex group dynamics that many persons will actively try and avoid. In other words, 
organisations are not always good learners. The avoidance of deeper reflection results in a build up of 
rules, regulation , traditions and cultural behaviours that reflect short term strategies for problems 
solving that accumulate over time. 
 
Knowledge is constructed by individuals as they engage in socially structured activities (Goodnow, 
1990). The context for learning is paramount as knowledge appropriation is affected by cultural and 
social determinants within which activities are structured. Therefore the focus of any evaluation has to 
consider the effects of social partnerships and the learner as ‘meaning maker’. The relationship 
between the teacher and learner are socially constructed with the quality of relationships playing a role 
in how knowledge is appropriated (Billet, 1996). Further, for learning to be effective, it has to be 
embedded in the authentic activities and cultural practices of organisational members daily working 
lives. This involves action learning, that is, reflecting on the learning experience in order to identify 
exactly what it is that has  been learned, in order to internalise the lessons and pragmatically devise 
action plans to take effective action in the future in a new and different situation (Bunning 1991).  

 
Action learning is defined as a strategy by which people learn with and from each other as they 
attempt to identify and then implement solutions to their problems or developmental issues. There are 
three essential features which must be present for an activity to be legitimately an action learning 
programme. These are -  

1. There must be action in the real world rather than in some simulation.  

2. The activity must be conducted in a way which involves others, especially other participants 
who are working on the same or quite different projects.  

3. The emphasis must be upon learning not just the taking of action and this is what distinguishes 
action learning from project team membership.  

An action learning approach was adopted in the implementing and evaluating of the benchmark trial at 
Victoria University. 

 
METHOD 

Process used: Rating Teams 
 
The process used to evaluate the benchmarks consisted of establishing rating teams of key 
stakeholders in each benchmark area. Only three benchmark areas were included in the trial, 
Education Programs, Internationalisation, and Staff. Several groups of stakeholders were asked to 
form rating teams for each set of benchmarks. Rating teams comprised of individuals with differing 
perspectives based on organisational function and position. This ensured a diverse range of views was 
obtained. Evidence, in the form of statistical data and policy maps, was distributed to each rating team.  

 
Within each rating team individuals were first required to audit the benchmarks themselves, then to 
bring their ratings to a full meeting of the rating team. Although a consensus rating from rating teams 
was sought, this proved difficult for teams to achieve. Therefore a mean rating for the team was 
determined using individual results as the basis. The results obtained from each rating team were then 
compared in each benchmark area. 
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The rating teams in each area consisted of the following: 
 
Education Programs  
• Deans Advisory Committee - Faculty Human Development (DAC) 
• Course Co-ordinators, School of Human Movement, Recreation and Performance (including 

students)  
• Staff Curriculum Development Unit and Student Learning Unit of the Centre for Education 

Development and Support (SLU) 
• Committee for Undergraduate and Coursework Programs which involved academic 

representatives from each of the faculties (CUCP) 
• Equity and Social Justice Branch 

 
Internationalisation 
• International Management Advisory Group 
• International Office 
• International Committee - Faculty of Human Development 
• TAFE Division Management Group 
• Deans 
• 3 of the 4 Deputy-Deans, and a senior member of staff of the Faculty of Business  

 
Staff 
• Human Resources Managers Group 
• Equity and Social Justice - AA/EEO Unit 
• TAFE Division Management Group 
• Deans 

 
 
The following instructions were issued to each rating team:  

 
1. Consolidate appropriate information or evidence. The report attached maps policy and practice 

areas at Victoria University against the criterion for good practice for each benchmark. This 
document has been produced by the executive officer following discussions with staff and the 
auditing of appropriate policies and documentation. It is by no means exhaustive and you may 
like to suggest other areas of evidence and policy that may be useful.  

2. Rate your area against the appropriate benchmark using the Benchmarking Rating Proforma.  

3. Consult other nominated raters and evaluate the benchmark and respective criteria for good 
practice. Evaluate the data sources available for providing evidence for benchmarking in each 
area. Suggest any changes or improvements to benchmarks, criteria for good practice, rating 
scales and sources of data available at Victoria University. 

4. Consult other nominated raters and share your ratings and rationale for ratings. Form a 
consensus rating against the agreed benchmark, for reporting purposes. You may want to 
record/include the discussion points that precede the achievement of consensus rating .  

5. Use the following prompts to guide teams in the rating process: 
 
Individuals - Rate first: 
 
• When rating against a benchmark area, reflect on your own experience and/or knowledge of 

current practice; 
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• Think about what else you (we) do in relation to each benchmark (and add details to the 
Evaluation Response Sheet); 

 
Rating Teams - Evaluate: 
 
• Discuss differences in ratings and/or responses to criteria; 
• Reflect on whether criteria and/or rating scales accurately capture the key elements of good 

practice in that area; 
• Suggest any changes to the criteria used, or suggest additional criteria or benchmark areas that 

would more accurately reflect good practice; 
 
Rating Teams - Form a consensus rating: 
 
• Document discussion points that lead to consensus on appropriate criteria and rating assessments 
 

FINDINGS 

Evaluation - Does it make a difference 
 
Does the very fact that an evaluation is being conducted cause academic and teaching staff to reflect 
on their own practice? We may call this enlightenment. Or does it cause them to effect changes to the 
structure or delivery of their programs? We may call this action. According to Caulley (1993), 
difference can be in the form of enlightenment or action, however it is often conceptualised as the 
latter, as enlightenment is difficult to identify and assess. Factors that contribute to evaluation making 
a difference include the involvement of potential users, characteristics of the evaluator, timeliness of 
the evaluation, and the development of an evaluative culture. These factors are discussed in relation to 
findings from the evaluation and trial of the benchmarks at Victoria University, and how these 
findings have been applied in the development of future quality enhancement initiatives. 
 

Involvement of potential users 
In accordance to action learning principles, evaluation plans should be developed in conjunction with 
teaching staff, therefore focussing on their concerns, issues and questions. The focus of evaluation 
should be on intended use by intended users.  

 
Patton (1997) espouses utilization-focussed evaluation as a process for helping primary intended users 
select the most appropriate content, model, methods, theory, and uses for a particular situation. 
Fostering intended use by intended users requires determining who the stakeholders are and involving 
them from the outset in the development of meaningful evaluation questions, so that the outcomes are 
of interest to stakeholders and more likely to be applied. Stakeholders should also be involved in 
developing an agreed set of methodologies and reporting mechanisms. Choice of design, methods, 
measurement, analysis and reporting involve more than technical expertise and judgement. 
Stakeholders will have differing perspectives on the reliability and validity of particular methods 
based on their academic orientation or the paradigm they operate from, or the political climate that 
programs are being delivered. Other factors involve cultural and social determinants of their attitudes 
towards differing evaluation methodologies. If stakeholders are not involved in the development of 
agreed methodologies, then the outcomes of evaluations are less likely to credible, and therefore 
applied, while stakeholders debate the limitations of methods used. 

 
During the benchmarking trial, through the rating process, which was essentially an action learning 
process, individuals were able to construct their own meanings out of the benchmarking activity, 
rather than have a meaning imposed upon them. This gave them the opportunity to reflect on 
benchmarking itself and to express their attitudes about such things as the usefulness of the exercise, 
or the effectiveness of the activity in helping them reflect on their on practice.  



Palermo, AAIR Conference 1999  5 

 
The benchmarking trial permitted a more broad ranging discussion about the value, effectiveness and 
limitations of benchmarking, and led to consideration of a range of evaluation approaches. This 
discussion occurred with a wider range and more disparate number of staff within the University than 
would normally be the case on these issues.  

 
The other valuable outcome was that the breadth and range of the questions asked in each of the 
benchmarks audited by the rating teams helped to provide insight into these areas. This is because the 
benchmarks asked more wide-ranging questions, and grouped elements together in ways which 
broadened the parameters previously defining evaluation and quality assurance processes in the 
tertiary education sector. The consistent student focus of the benchmarking document as a whole 
defines the document, and will refocus the questions asked in many institutions. 

 
Raters were very interested in the statistical information presented, some of which had never been 
disseminated to them before. They appeared to gain insight into how the indicators could be used to 
demonstrate good practice within the university, and many discussions about the development of 
indicators ensued between individual raters and the evaluator. It was evident that indicators need to be 
presented in a format that is easy to understand, and that caveats of interpretation and validation 
parameters need to accompany all statistical presentations.  

 
Government has implemented policy which supports the development of market relations within the 
tertiary sector. The logical conclusion of this policy approach is that institutions themselves must 
determine the best approach to meeting outcomes. Requiring all institutions to fit within narrowly and 
externally defined accountability frameworks militates against the development of diversity within 
tertiary education. It imposes preordained requirements and measures which set narrow parameters for 
the extent to which individual institutions can create innovative models. 

 
According to Leeuw, (1996), there is no a prior evidence that auditing leads to performance 
improvement, improvement of quality and policy effectiveness. A focus on standards can in fact lead 
to organisational paralysis and lack of innovation brought out by a focus on systems of measurement 
or control, such as manuals produced for managers in quality systems, for example. After the 
presentation and implementation of the manual, managers start to use and ritualise the manual and 
start to carry out behaviour to live up to these standards.  

 
While maintaining the view that evaluation should be user driven, our experiences in the benchmark 
trial have emphasised a need to provide a framework of some form for users. Even within the action 
learning environment, a framework can serve to focus activities and reduce anxiety within the rating 
team. The need to provide focus and perspective was exemplified by one rating team participation who 
sought clarification about the activity at hand: 

 
“Am I to evaluate this as if I’m walking on the pier critiquing the boat, or am I in the 
boat, or am I straddling both?” 
 

On the basis of what we have learnt from evaluations of the benchmarking trial, further work at 
Victoria University in the development of quality enhancement mechanisms will be underpinned by a 
principles of action research, broad consultation and attention to the process of dissemination of 
information. Dissemination of information generated from reviews will need to be carried out in such 
a way as to maximise the chance of bringing about improvements in educational policy and practice.  

 
‘The first lesson to be learned is that dissemination does not necessarily lead to 
change. Dissemination means more than simply telling academic colleagues about 
excellent practice. Dissemination has been successful when educational practice has 
changed in response to the disseminated excellent practice.’ (Murphy 1999) 
 



Palermo, AAIR Conference 1999  6 

A Dissemination Strategy will be adopted which includes: 
• Convening a reference group and Reference Group to manage the development of mechanisms; 
• Raising awareness and understanding by being clear about the purpose of the research and the 

context within which the evaluation takes place, through wide publication of project aims; 
• Broadly consulting with stakeholders in developmental stages through group interviews, reports to 

Academic Board, reports to school and departmental meetings, seminar series etc.; 
• An evaluation plan which involves multiple methods, eg. quantitative surveys, group interviews 

etc.; 
• Inviting feedback from recipients in relation to their needs and opinions through reports to the 

reference group, reports to school and departmental meetings Academic Board, Newsletter etc.; 
• Proposing mechanisms for ongoing evaluation of progress, through the provision of clearly 

defined parameters of interpretation accompanying all information disseminated; 
• Using a variety of dissemination media and voices (eg. Newsletter, web forums, reports to Boards, 

newsletters and information brochures, email etc.); 
• Recognising the importance of established channels of communication and maximising their use 

(eg. email, Newsletter, Alumni newsletter, reports to Boards etc.); 
• Using a face to face approach wherever possible through direct consultation, group interviews, 

seminar series, etc. 

Characteristics of evaluator 
 
Patton (1997) believes that evaluators need to be situationally responsive and describes this as being 
active-reactive-adaptive. Expert evaluators are sophisticated in situation recognition. This means that 
they are consciously and deliberately acting, reacting and adapting in order to increase their 
effectiveness in working with stakeholders. They are active in deliberately and calculatedly identifying 
stakeholders and focussing useful questions; reactive by listening to intended users and responding to 
what they learn about the particular situation in which the evaluation takes place; and adaptive by 
altering evaluation questions and designs in light of their increased understanding of the situation and 
changing conditions. It is the paradox of decision making that effective action is born of reaction. 
Action emerges through reacting to problems in the environment and leads to adaption in finding 
solutions to problems. 

  
The experience at Victoria University in relation to reform has been one where champions have been 
targeted to lead the change process. The benchmarking trial was conducted by staff within an area, 
namely the Centre for Educational Development , that is perceived by staff to be relatively 
autonomous from the senior management group. This was considered to be of utmost importance as 
issues of trust and confidence in the use of evaluation outcomes have been the centre of debate for 
many years (particularly in the area of evaluating teaching).  

 
Due to the nature of the process, participation in the benchmarking trial proved to be a very positive 
experience for many of the raters, many of who were asked to attend to this activity within near 
impossible timelines (due to the timeline imposed by consultants to the project). It was suggested by 
some raters that it was the personal factor demonstrated by the evaluator that fashioned cooperation 
and openness in team members. Many rating teams commented on feeling personally supported in the 
process, and how that was an important factor in their participation in the evaluation activity over 
many other competing activities. Teams required ongoing support during rating team meetings and 
during dissemination of results. They needed assistance in the consolidation and interpretation of 
materials, often requiring individual coaching. Feedback loops were essential so that raters who 
participated in the process were given feedback on the outcomes of the moderation process, and there 
was an opportunity to share good practice.  
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Timeliness 
 
If the evaluation produces the information or findings after they are needed, then they are not likely to 
be used nor perceived as credible. In discussions with staff it was suggested that formative evaluations 
should be carried out before the middle of semester so that any changes may be implemented during 
that semester, with summative evaluations being carried out before planning processes for the 
proceeding semester have commenced. Again, timeliness is an issue that should be dealt with by 
teaching staff as part of the developmental process during the evaluation.  

 
It is common in government and Higher Education for there to be three to five-year reviews of 
programs, and in fact this is the model that is being proposed at Victoria University. This lends to 
summative evaluations and an emphasis on outcomes. Although summative reviews serve the 
budgetary and external reporting demands for performance that are placed on management, unless the 
review outcomes serve program needs as well, they will be less likely to effect changes within 
programs and to lead to learning of staff involved  

 
“ For evaluation to make a difference, there needs to be a clear linkage between 
ongoing day to day, month by month program evaluations monitoring and the one big 
hit evaluations and periodic reviews” (Caulley, 1993, p. 14) 
 

Many raters commented on the benefit of sharing good practice within their own units, or on being 
able to demonstrate this to other units within the institution at times that were most meaningful to the 
users, such as during planning stages. This is exemplified by feedback received from a member of the 
Human Resources Rating team. This comment is made within the context of a history of adversity 
between Human Resources and one particular department which has been attempting to influence the 
strategic direction of human resources to incorporate equity and social justice principles within the 
university. Due to the action learning methodology adopted in the trial, the Human Resources team 
were exposed to the values that underpin the other department, which highlighted for them policy gaps 
within their own strategic plan. As one Human Resources rating team member observed: 

 
“From process perspective to enable opportunity for HR to think about what they're 
doing highlighted lack of links between different departments and strategic planning 
on certain issues” 

Development of an evaluative culture 
 
If evaluation is to make a difference, then the findings must be communicated in ways that are 
appropriate to the communication needs of various audiences (Caulley, 1993).  

 
According to Stephen Kemmis(1982) evaluation is a process of marshalling information and 
arguments which enable interested individuals and groups to participate in critical debate about a 
particular program. This assumes that staff will be interested and motivated to reflect on and evaluate 
their work and take action according to deficits and problems noted. An evaluative work climate has to 
be developed if the evaluation is going to make a difference (Caulley, 1993). Therefore this calls for a 
focus on process to create a culture of ongoing monitoring and self evaluation. However this needs to 
be created within a safe and trusting environment where the model adopted by management is one of 
support and facilitation rather than aggressiveness and authoritarianism.  

 
Many raters commented to the evaluator, and visiting consultant, Prof. Ken McKinnon, that they 
found the process rewarding from a personal perspective. Through the process, raters were given the 
opportunity to reflect on their own purpose as a member of the university community, and how they 
are positioned within it, and this proved very reinforcing for many. The benchmarks also provided an 
opportunity to focus on improvements, and a better future, which many raters also found personally 
valuable.  
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“Brought out need for continuous improvement - benefit in developing individuals 
through this process” 

 
CONCLUDING REMARKS  
 

“There are five key variables that are absolutely critical in evaluation use. They are, 
in order of importance: people, people, people, people, people.” 

Halcom (in Patton, 1997) 

According to Patton (1997) it is human propensity that needs to be overcome to ensure the 
effectiveness of evaluation. The propensity of curiosity, fear, distortion of reality, selective perception, 
rationalisation and anticipation; all of which are reactions to uncertainty. An action learning model 
proved beneficial in overcoming these propensities within rating teams. By doing the evaluation, 
academic staff were exposed to different methods, information and analyses while participating in 
decision making about these methods, information and analyses. This enabled learning, understanding 
and innovation to occur about processes they would normally be suspicious and fearful of. There was 
no need to persuade academic staff of the merits of evaluation, they were learning about it by doing it. 
In this way, symphony is created between educators and planners because educators are involved in 
the question of “how we use what we know”.  

By widening our analysis to the sector itself, we may consider the principles of action learning in the 
development of standards and national benchmarks. Quality assurance processes and indicators 
generated and developed by the sector, the users themselves, are more meaningful to universities, and 
result in better student experiences and outcomes. This is not an argument against accountability to 
government. Accountability to government should only be part of a quality assurance process, as 
universities have responsibilities to other groups of stakeholders. If such indicators and processes were 
derived externally then the pressure would be on universities to meet those standards, even if they 
miss responsibilities to other stakeholder groups. 
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