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Learning histories for action research

"Learning Histories" are used in action research projects to enhance organizations' learning
capabilities. (Roth, 1996: 0)

Requires both cognitive (what people are thinking and in what ways their thinking changes) and
behavioural (what people are doing and in what ways their actions change) data. (Roth, 1996: 2)

A learning history can improve performance by bringing to a situation more than a list of “best
practices” but the thinking, experimentation, and arguments of those who have encountered the
same situation. (Roth & Art, 1998:43)

In putting together a learning history, for instance, we continually keep three imperatives in mind: the
need to stay “true to the data” (so that everything in the report is recognized as valid), need to be
“true to the story” (so that the report has a compelling, mythic quality that captures people’s
attention), and need to be “true to the audience” (so that is cast in a way that pragmatically helps the
organization move forward). (Roth & Art, 1998:43)

The learning history methodology can act as a catalyst to accelerate the knowledge transfer process
(Parent, Roch, Béliveau, 2007: 272)




Learning histories for action research

* Inspired by Van Maanen’s (1988) ethnography tool, called the “jointly told tale”, the
learning history document is a 20-100 page narrative of an organization’s recent
critical episodes, presented in an engaging two-column format (Bradbury and
Mainemelis, 2001; Kleiner and Roth, 1997a).

* The right-hand column presents an emotionally rich story of relevant events through
the interwoven quotations of people who took part in them, including champions
and skeptics, people who were affected by them or people who observed them up
close. The left-hand column contains the researchers’ analysis, which identifies
recurrent themes in the narrative, asks questions about its assumptions and raises
“undiscussable’ issues.

* Thus, a learning history is as much a product as it is a process (Roth and Kleiner,
1995). It brings tacit knowledge to the surface, codifies it and turns it into an
actionable knowledge base (Kleiner and Roth, 1996)

(Parent, Roch, Béliveau, 2007: 273)
e



Process

Learning history process (Roth & Art, 1998: 47)

P I a n n I n g * Gathering of the “noticeable results” (significant, observable and measurable events)

R fl t 1 T t 1 » Seek as wide a range of perspectives as possible, from champions to sceptics. we use timelines and the
e e C |Ve I n e rVI EWS established list of “noticeable results” to provide tangible cues from which people can tell is their story

eDistil the raw material into a coherent set of themes.

D i St i | I a t i O n ebalance three imperatives: (1) “research”: keeping our conclusions clearly rooted in the data; (2) “mythic”: telling an emotionally
compelling, archetypical story; (3) “pragmatic”: telling the story in a way that can be read, heard and discussed effectively in

organizations.

W = t = e The document is written by teams comprised of insiders and outsiders, organized thematically. We derive our
r I I n g writing format from the anthropological concept of the “jointly tale”

V I - d t - » The drafted material goes back to the organization. Participants get to see their quotes, make changes, and
a I a I O n approve them, before anyone else sees them

D " . t - e Finally, the learning history manuscript is designed for “discussion” in teams
I SS e I I | I n a I O n e The document is primarily a transitional object. Its main purpose is to help generate reflective conversations




Structure in TIPC

Jointly told tale

Structured around themes

In a whole writing body

With participants quotations

Short text (1 to 3 pages) that tells the story from the participants perspective around
a specific topic based on an engagement.

Although the story is particular to a case, it is universal enough for others in different
contexts and roles to relate to it.

The LH ends with a set of questions to be reflected individually and collectively. In
that sense, the LH is a “vehicle” to ignite reflection and discussion.

You can find an example of a LH here.



https://www.authorea.com/users/351168/articles/479220-mutual-understanding-and-trust-building?access_token=soT5bq8owmhI-kdhFd_B8w

