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Learning Questions

“The usefulness of the knowledge we acquire and the effectiveness of the actions we
take depend on the quality of the questions we ask.” Eric Vogt

l. Introduction

Questions are incredibly powerful tools. Questions help us to learn by prompting us to
make sense of our own experience, draw on existing knowledge, test assumptions, seek
new explanations, make connections, and generate insights.

At this point we need to draw a distinction between two approaches to learning: planned
learning and emergent learning. Planned learning is associated with the development of
a learning agenda. In simple terms, a learning agenda is a set of questions (we can call
them learning questions) directly related to our organisation’s work that, when
answered, will enable us to work more effectively. Learning questions are an integral
part of planned learning because together they establish our learning agenda.

Although the main focus in this tool is on planned learning using a learning agenda, we
should also recognise the importance of being open to learn from our day-to-day work
experience. This more open, unplanned approach is called emergent learning. Both
approaches to learning require organisations to create a supportive learning
environment.

Organisations should aim to create and sustain a learning environment that enables,
encourages, and values learning at all levels in the organisation. The principles and
values of a programme learning framework (see Box 1 for an example) help to shape the
learning environment. Part of that learning environment involves creating an
organisational culture that encourages curiosity, questioning, critical reflection and
sensible risk-taking among all staff in the pursuit of greater organisational effectiveness.

Box 1: Principles and values underpinning programme learning
1. Learning and sharing are viewed as strategic priorities, essential to the success of all our work.

2. Learning is everyone’s responsibility. We all have a role to play in building our organisation as an
organisation that learns systematically from its experience.

3. We take a proactive approach to learning guided by our Learning Agenda (whilst also creating
opportunities to capture learning retrospectively from current projects and programs).

4. We take an appreciative approach, building on our existing strengths in learning and sharing.

5. We aim to create an environment of trust that encourages curiosity, openness, learning and
sharing. We demonstrate this by our willingness to discuss and learn from unplanned outcomes
without repercussions.

6. We aim to proactively cultivate and value the learning that emerges from working with
communities and other partners.

7. We integrate learning into our existing systems and structures as far as possible rather than
creating parallel systems and structures so that learning is embedded in the ‘way we do business’.

2. The purposes of learning questions

A learning question may address one or more of the following purposes:
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3.

Seek solutions to problems — as mentioned earlier, it is not always clear how best to
achieve our objectives. A learning question can help us to explore options and
devise solutions.

Explore assumptions — our projects and programs are based on sets of assumptions.
These may not have been fully tested in the planning stage, although they may be
crucial to the success of our work. A learning question related to assumptions can
enable us to examine our assumptions in a rigorous and systematic way.

Test and revise Theories of Change - during the course of implementation we may
have to think again about the Theory of Change that underpins the design of our
work. A learning question can prompt us to do this in a systematic way.

Stimulate creativity and innovation - learning questions can encourage us to
consider new approaches to our work, test these out, and adopt them if they work.
Contribute to the wider knowledge base - learning questions can be devised to
address gaps in our own understanding and the wider knowledge base.

Using the learning from learning questions

The main purpose of learning questions is to generate learning that can be applied in
practice within the organisation and shared more widely (see Table 2, Step 5). The
learning that arises from trying to answer a learning question will depend on the purpose
of the specific question (see Section 3). Learning gained from learning questions can be
used within an organisation to:

4.

e Solve implementation problems

e Re-think the Theory of Change that underpins a project
e Introduce innovative ideas

e Contribute to the design of future projects

e And for other purposes

Characteristics of good learning questions

A good learning question has the following characteristics:

i It is an ‘open’ question that starts with ‘How’, ‘What’, ‘Where’, ‘When’ or ‘Who’
(*Why' questions don’t work as well as they can create defensiveness).

ii. It is relevant to the real work of the people who will be exploring the question.

iii. It is developed in consultation with those who will be involved in answering the
question.

iv. It is a genuine question — a question that is currently unanswered in the given
context.

V. It is likely to stimulate fresh or innovative thinking / approaches.

Vi. It is understandable and clear - not so complex that it is open to widely
different interpretations.
Vii. It states very clearly what you want to learn.
viii. It avoids hidden assumptions or beliefs.

iX. It gives direction and a sense of outcome.

X. It is likely to generate hope, imagination, engagement, creative action, and
new possibilities.

Xi. It encourages new and different questions to be asked as the initial question is
explored.
xii.  The potential benefits arising from answering the question be worth the effort

Here are some examples of good learning questions devised by an environmental
organisation:
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e What are the most effective ways to use forest based enterprises that involve
Community Forest User Groups in the protection of flagship species?

e What are the most useful criteria for guiding decisions about the introduction of
payments for ecosystem services?

e How can we best respond to the pressure on buffer zones around the Langtang
National Park brought about by human migration into the area?

5. Steps for devising good learning questions

The following four steps can be helpful for devising learning questions that are relevant,
stimulating, and effective: (i) Generate the learning questions; (ii) Assess the learning
questions; (iii) Complete a Learning Questions Matrix; and (iv) Build the learning
questions into the project management cycle.

5.1 Generate the learning questions

Ideas for learning questions can come from many different sources, including:

The existing project Examine the existing logframe and talk to those who were

logframe and particularly involved in the project design. What is the Theory of

the assumptions section. Change underpinning the project design? On what
assumptions is the project design based?

Problems that have been Talk to those involved in implementing the project. What

identified concerning how to concerns do they have about how best to implement the

implement the work. project? Listen to what community members have to say

about their experience of projects

Identified gaps in the Examine websites and literature related to the focus of the
existing knowledge base project. Get involved in discussions (online or otherwise)
relevant to the project. about how the project might contribute to expanding the

sector’s knowledge base. Consider what insights you hope
to gain from implementing the project.

Project monitoring data, The formal M&E system may bring to light problems or
reviews and evaluations opportunities for deepening our understanding. These can
be translated into learning questions.

5.2 Assess the learning questions

When you have drafted a number of learning questions, look at each one in turn and
apply the following checklist:

i. Is this an ‘open’ question that starts with ‘How’, ‘What’, ‘Where’, ‘When' or
‘Who'?
ii. Is this question relevant to the real work of the people who will be exploring it?

iii. Has the question been developed in consultation with those who will be involved
in answering the question?

iv. Is this a genuine question - is the question currently unanswered in the given
context?

V. Will this question stimulate fresh or innovative thinking or approaches?

vi. Is this question understandable and clear - not so complex that it is open to
widely different interpretations?

Vii. Does the question state very clearly what you want to learn?
viii. Does the question avoid hidden assumptions or beliefs?
iX. Does the question give direction and a sense of outcome?

X. Is the question likely to generate hope, imagination, engagement, creative
action, and new possibilities?
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Xi. Will the question encourage new and different questions to be asked as the
initial question is explored?

xii.  Will the potential benefits arising from answering the question be worth the

effort?

Consult others (including colleagues, partners and community members) about the
wording of the learning questions. It is always useful to bring in a different perspective
from outside the group that worked on the initial wording. Colleagues and partners may
have relevant experience and be able to suggest information that could help you seek
answers to the learning question.

Rewrite the learning question if necessary so that it fulfils the criteria in the checklist.

5.3 Complete a Learning Questions Matrix

When you are satisfied with the wording of the learning questions, complete a learning
question matrix for each question. Table 1 below gives some suggestions about how to
complete the learning questions matrix. (Note: Points m. and n. can only be completed
after the learning question has been answered.)

Table 1: How to complete a learning question matrix

a. The learning question

Write the question in full.

b. Who was involved in
devising the question?

List the names, designations and email addresses of those
involved in devising the question.

c. What is the purpose of
the question?

Every question has a purpose (see Section 3). The question may
relate to a challenge or problem; an assumption that needs to be
tested or some other purpose. Explain why the question is being
asked.

d. What are the benefits of
answering the question?

Explain in what ways you hope the project, programme or
organization will benefit if the question is answered.

e. Who will have overall
responsibility to make sure
the question is answered?

Every question needs a named individual who is primarily
responsible for seeking relevant information and, ultimately, trying
to make sure the question is answered.

f. Who else will be
involved?

There are likely to be a number of people who are expected to
contribute to answering the question. They should be consulted (or
at least informed) about the contribution they are expected to
make. Although it may not be possible to name them all, the key
individuals should be listed in this section of the matrix with their
specific roles in answering the question.

g. How will the question be
answered?

In some cases this may be through a formal research process but
more likely it may involve identifying and testing alternative work
approaches; examining monitoring data through the ‘lens’ of the
question; talking to beneficiaries; comparing results from different
sites and communities; organizing team discussions; participating
in online communities of practice, and so on. On any occasion
when there is a significant discussion about the work of the project
or programme (for example, at a team meeting), some time
should be spent considering the relevant learning questions and
critically reflecting on the findings.

h. What capacities are
required to answer the
question?

The capacities involved may include specific knowledge about the
subject of the question; problem-solving skills; critical thinking
and reflective practice skills; facilitation skills; data interpretation
skills (eg identifying relevant patterns in the data); and others.
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Table 1: How to complete a learning question matrix

i. What budget is required

In most cases the budget may be minimal or related to the time of
the individuals involved. For other questions it may be necessary
to employ (on a short-term basis) a researcher, interviewer or
data analyst in which case a budget may be necessary. A budget
may also be necessary for a staff member to attend a relevant
conference, seminar or course, in order to access or share
information.

j. What other resources are
required

The main resource is likely to be the time of those involved in
answering the question. This may need to be budgeted
(particularly if answering the question is a research task in its own
right). Time spent specifically working on learning questions may
have to be recorded on a timesheet in which case a specific time
code may be needed.

Other resources may include online access (for example to
communities of practice, e-learning modules).

k. What is the timescale for
answering the question?

By making the timescale clear, you make it easier to monitor and
review progress. The timescale will depend on the complexity and
scope of the question. Simpler questions may be answered in a
few weeks or months, more complex ones may take a year or
more.

I. How will progress be
reviewed

It is important to build the progress review of the question into the
normal project or programme reporting and review mechanisms.
Whenever a report is written about the overall progress of the
project or programme, some consideration should be given to the
progress made on answering the relevant learning question(s).
Any time there is a review of the project or programme you should
also be looking at the progress made on the learning question(s).
From time to time it may be necessary to change the wording of
the question in the light of emerging understanding.

m. What has been learnt
from working on the
question?

Sometimes working on a learning question can lead to unexpected
insights or understanding. It is important to record these (and the
frustrations!) as well as the progress made.

n. How has the learning
been applied?

One of the main purposes of learning questions is to improve the
effectiveness of the work now and in the future. It is important to
recognize that Learning questions can stimulate answers that may
help with the ‘here and now’ implementation of the project or
programme.

6. Answering the learning questions

Organisations will need a plan for answering each of the learning questions. In some
cases it may be necessary to divide the learning question into a series of more
manageable sub-questions that are more directly related to the work of specific
individuals, teams or communities.

Even with the best of intentions it can be easy for learning questions to get lost in the
busy-ness of day-to-day work. It is important that the person with overall responsibility
(see Table 1, e) keeps their learning question(s) on their own ‘to do’ list or work-plan
and also on the work-plans of all those who are involved in answering the question (see

Table 1, f).

How each learning question is answered will depend on the scale and complexity of the
question. Answering the learning question may involve a combination of activities

including:
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e Facilitate discussions with community members focusing on the learning question

e Facilitate team discussions focusing on the learning question

e Use an action learning set to explore the question

e Raise the learning question in a Community of Practice

e Debrief individuals about their ideas and reflections

e Test ideas in practice using field experiments

e Analyse monitoring data with the learning question in mind

e Conduct a literature search

e Involve an expert from another project or other organisation for a ‘Q&A Session’
(either in person, or online)

e Analyse research evidence with the learning question in mind

Everyone involved in answering the learning question (see Table 1, f) needs to be aware
of the plan and the role they are expected to play. They will be expected to apply their
skills of reflective practice and critical thinking and be open to sharing ideas that may
contribute to answering the learning question.

7. Recording and reviewing progress on the learning questions

One useful way to record progress on a learning question is to include progress on
answering the question on the agenda of relevant team meetings. In this way (assuming
notes are taken at each meeting) there will be a written record of progress in answering
the question. Everyone involved in answering learning questions should also be
encouraged to keep a personal record of ideas and reflections as this is part of good
reflective practice. The ideas and reflections can be written in a diary or notebook;
voice-recorded on a smartphone; recorded using photographs or video (again, a
smartphone is ideal for this purpose); using a shared blog; or using recording sheets
designed for the purpose.
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