
Best Practices for Knowledge Management: Tactics

Team-based Learning 

Teams learn by doing; knowledge is created, shared and used in the process.  The issue is whether the 
team learns effectively.  Team-based learning techniques tend to fall into two broad categories related 
to the immediacy of their timing, either during or after the activity, event or situation in question.  The 
most frequently-cited successful knowledge transfer approaches are work-based, such as team 
brainstorming, peer assists/reviews, After Action Reviews (AARs), team meetings, team-based 
presentations and demonstrations, briefing sessions, team ‘stand-ups’, and team planning sessions.  
These types of learning approaches are examples of double-loop learning as first identified by Chris 
Argyris1.  All of these approaches are well described elsewhere.  Stand-ups are an effective method of 
ongoing team-based learning during an event where AARs are often cited as being very effective 
immediately following an event.  We will look at Stand-ups and AARs (Figure 1) as examples of these 
two types of team-based learning approaches.  

Figure 1: Team-Based Learning Techniques
National Managers Community2 and Paul McDowall

1"Teaching Smart People How to Learn", Chris Argyris, Harvard Business Review, May-June, 1991, pp. 99-109

2  National Managers Community, Tools for Leadership and Learning: Building a Learning Organization , 2002, http://www.man
        agers-gestionnaires.gc.ca/documents/chartier/toolkit_e.pdf
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Stand-Up

A ‘Stand-up’, according to the toolkit for the National Managers Community, is a regular, very short (15 
minute) team meeting where everyone stands.  The objective is to keep everyone in the loop on each 
other’s work and on important issues.  Very often during these meetings, knowledge is shared, important
connections are made with team-mates, and the whole team benefits by the knowledge exchange.  

After Action Reviews

After Action Reviews are rapidly growing in popularity, and this method is increasingly cited as one of the 
best practices tools for team-based learning.  The AAR approach initially gained popularity in military field
operations units as a simple technique to tease out useful information, insight, and ideas.  Its usefulness 
quickly caused it to be adopted by many other types of organizations.  It requires no certification, no 
tools, no flipcharts, no extra people, and no devices to stimulate conversation.  

The timing of an AAR is ideally immediately after an event/action when the experience is still fresh.  The 
people involved in the exercise are all those who were part of the action.  The format follows five simple 
questions: 

 What did we expect would happen?
 What actually happened?
 Why did things not go according to plan/the expected outcomes?
 What went well that we want to continue to do?
 What can we do about it next time?

http://www.managers-gestionnaires.gc.ca/documents/chartier/toolkit_e.pdf
http://www.managers-gestionnaires.gc.ca/documents/chartier/toolkit_e.pdf
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Harvard_Business_Review
http://pds8.egloos.com/pds/200805/20/87/chris_argyris_learning.pdf
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In stand-ups, as included in the National Managers Community leading and learning toolkit, the 
immediacy of the planned activities for the day can be used by the learning session leader to foster an 
openness to a common understanding and awareness by all involved, as well as an opportunity for 
group members to make insightful connections and collaborations.  It leverages the knowledge and 
insights of the group as a whole and can build a stronger team esprit de corps.  Stand-ups can be used 
particularly effectively in complex environments where reliance on one individual (usually the team or 
group leader) as the only source of knowledge, connection and coordination can lead to missed steps, 
wasted time and lost opportunities.

In in situ group learning, what may also be useful is to use a simple list of three questions: what, so 
what, and now what.  What is happening or has happened, not just at a surface level but some of the 
underlying issues, assumptions, cultural norms, interpersonal issues, bureaucratic hindrances, 
organizational pathologies, timing discrepancies, critical information or knowledge gaps, etc?  Then the
second question: So what?  Was it good, bad, different?  What are the pros and cons, etc?  Do we need 
to reconsider our plan, or underlying assumptions, or...?    Then to the real crux of the matter: Now 
what?   What are we learning from this and what will we do differently as a result? 

The AAR model has been used very effectively in military contexts for after the fact review and lessons
learned within individual teams especially in the field.   The five AAR questions noted above are 
effective at focussing the effort and the thinking of each person and the team as a whole in a very short 
period.  

For all team-based learning approaches, it is most important to focus on a work topic of importance to 
all.  Successful practices may also often incorporate good facilitation by an objective third party or 
someone from within.  Ensure that the team’s attention is focussed on the important things, that there is 
openness to sharing what went well and what went wrong without blame or personal criticism, that new
ideas, relevant personal experiences and insights are solicited regardless of how off-the-wall they may 
seem, and that the session leads to results.   Results, changes, direct outcomes from the exercise are key
even if the outcomes merely affirm some current practices, otherwise the time may seem like a waste.  

Whether in in situ or after the fact learning, making the outcomes real not only implements 
improvements, it shows organizational openness to learn without destructive criticism and making 
continuous improvement a priority, and it fosters a greater sense of personal engagement by team 
members knowing they have some authority and autonomy.   Making the changes, however, can be a 
problematic exercise, not because of ill-will or negativism, but because of busyness.  Time and effort 
must be devoted to making sure the changes are implemented satisfactorily and reviewed by the 
members.   Too often the effort and discipline to make the changes is not a priority, thereby negating 
most of the benefits of the process.   

It is also important to evaluate the learning process.  Does it help us identify issues, needs, and 
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opportunities in a timely manner and take effective action?   Does it help us improve?  Is the team 
stronger as a result?  

Since these approaches are by definition team-specific, knowledge-sharing is primarily limited to team 
members.  If this knowledge is valuable for others outside the team, then other approaches need to be 
adopted, such as including external parties, planning organizational cross-term fertilization (such as 
periodic rotation of team members), having knowledge dissemination events (such as knowledge fairs),
or collecting/documenting and disseminating good practice (such as best practice databases), and 
incorporating changes in related training material.  Certainly, the ideas and lessons learned should be 
incorporated in final team post-mortem or project close-out report for time-limited teams.  
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