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Abstract

This study epotts on the esults of an intensive yelong training po -
gram that was designed to help American public sector ganization become a
learning oganization. The pogram equired managers to attend a day-long seminar
each month for a yeapatticipate actively in class, complete out-of-class assign
ments, interact with colleagues (ass functions and levels) on several team exer
cises, ead two lengthy books, and then implement the concepts into their work lives.
The coverage of learning ganization concepts was primarily based on Senge’
(1990) concepts espoused in his popular book “The Fifth Discipline” and the accom
panying Field Book. Based on a comparison betweertgat and post-tesésults,
the poogram appears to have been yeauccessful in helping thegamization move
closer to becoming a learningganization. The hands-on aaich over an extend
ed period of time seems toopmote long-term learning and a culeuof change and
commitment.
Key Words. learning oganizations, aganizational development, publicganiza-
tions, training, systems thinking.
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Intr oduction

“A learning oganization may best be thought of as one that
focuses on developing and using its information and knowledge capa
bilities in order to create higher valued information and knowledge, to
change behaviors, and to improve bottom line results” (King, 2001, p.
13). The concept of learning ganization has received considerable
attention during the last few years (Harvey & Denton, 1999). Several
scholars have gued that investing in ganizational learning can
improve oganizational competitiveness (Nonaka, 1991; Prahalad &
Hamel, 1990).To help oganizations become learningganizations
some scholars havefefed prescriptive models (gyris & Schon,
1978; PedlarBurgoyne, & Boydell, 1997; Senge, 1990).

Most of the work that has been conducted on the concept of
learning oganization has focused on private sector companies (Finger
& Brand, 1999). Nevertheless, the concept is particularly helpful to
public sector aganizations for several reasons. First, because of-dereg
ulation in many countries around the world, some public sector com
panies are losing their monopoly status and are competing with private
firms for the first timeThis competition puts pressures on the public
sector companies to exhibit higher levels of agility and to constantly
improve their performance thereby enhancing their productivity
Second, many public sector companies operate in strategic sectors,
where their performances is critical to several other economic sectors,
such as transportation and power generatidmrd, the level of
accountability expected of public sectoganizations has increased in
the past decade in the United States. Fourth, employee tenure is typi
cally higher in public sector ganizations which may provide an
advantage for these ganizations in their &rt to create a learning
organization.

In spite of the importance of the concept of learnirgaoiza
tions to public sector ganizations very few studies have attempted to
examine the ééctiveness of dierent prescriptive models to these
organizations (Smith &aylor, 2000).This lack of studies implies that St soumara
researchers as well as practitioners do not have evidence as to whigysaie
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methods do or do not work.

This study will present some of the results of a yeag training pre

gram on Senge’ learning aganization concepts at a public sector
organization.This program was initially supposed to be a series of 12
classroom-training sessions conducted by three management faculty
jointly. It was discovered quicklyhowever that a genuine “learning
organization” training program had to be more integraldok class

itself had to be intimately involved in the design and the implementa
tion of the program to ensure the necessary commitment to cifange.
shared sense of reality and a vision for the future needed to be created.
This was done by developing a variety of hands-on exercises for the
class and inviting volunteers from the class to actually help design the
class.Also afteraction-reviews (AARsS) were conducted after every
class to help everyone engage in evaluating and improving the-experi
ence.

Considerable time is spent in this paper discussing how far this class
of the top managers has progressed toward a learngagpipation.

The typical resistance to change was experienced in the early stages.
Nevertheless, the final class results do indicate that the participants’
attitudes have changed and began adopting the Semgelel. Our
personal observations are also used to support the contention that the
organization made quite a leap forward.

The Target Organization

The training was conducted in a public sectagaoization in the
United States ofmerica that had a budget in excess of $250 million.
This oganization is funded and managed by the state government.
This oganization had come under external pressures to improve its
services. More specificallghe state government had warned of budg

et cuts if the gganization did not improve fgiency. Customers on the
other hand, were expecting more and better services. Customers were
so dissatisfied with the ganizations services at the time of training
that they had made it a topic of local jok€kese jokes had a devas
tating impact on the employeasorale.Additionally, environmental
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groups were demanding a role in thgaorization$ decision making
process and that thegamization pay more attention to the impact of
its activities on wild life in the state. In response to these pressures, the
organization recognized that it is important to sustain and promote
quality and productivity at all levels and functions of thgamization.

It has undertaken a number of initiatives to be a world-clagEn@a

tion. For example, the ganization has embraced the Baldrige criteria,
undertaken StrengthWeakness, Opportunities, and Challenges
(SWOC) analysis, defined strategic focus areas, developed a customer
focus and undertaken a variety of best practices to more strategically
align the oganization.An in-depth study of the “learning gainiza

tion” concepts fits with these other activities/components and lies at
the heart of ganizational development. @anizations simply must
learn how to learn if they are to remain competitive.

Description OfTheTraining Program

The senior managers in theganization selected 70+ of their
top managers to participate in the training progrEme. training coor
dinators included three faculty members from gdaunniversity in the
mid-Atlantic region of the U.SThe training program was designed in
summer 1999 by the three coordinators while working closely with a
team of managers from theganization.

Program Structure

The learning aganization training program was ¢y based on
Senges (1990) work in the area using his book “The Fifth Discipline”
as well as the field book (Senge, KleinBoberts, Ross, & Smith,
1994) that supports iThe Fifth Discipline provides a solid framework
for developing a learning ganization. It is based on five basic disci
plines as described briefly below:

1. Personal mastgycontinuously clarifying and deepening onecal
personal vision.

2. Mental modelssurfacing, understanding and clarifying deeply
ingrained assumptions and generalizations of our world—business aﬁ&t&‘!ﬂ%ﬂ‘;ﬁ;@a' o
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personal.

3. Shaed vision,discovering a shared picture of the future of the
organization/team that will foster genuine commitment and enroliment
rather than just compliance.

4. Team learningdeveloping the ability to “dialogue” in which team
members are in a mode that embraces the collective good and refrain
from individual self-interest.

5. Systems thinkinghe discipline that underlies the other folir
brings the concept of interconnectedness ing@awizational context.

The yeailong program comprised of twelve sessions, conducted
once a monthThe first session was in October 1999 and the last ses
sion was in September 200the managers in the program were divid
ed into two cohort groups of almost equal sitkere were 70 man
agers (from the top six levels of theyanization) at the beginning and
due to retirements, turnover and hiring, there were about 75 managers
at the end of the program. 65 of the managers were in the program
from beginning to endAttendance was taken during each session and
was maintained by both the training coordinators as well as the train
ing manager from the ganization.The first and last sessions were
conducted with all 70+ participants while sessions 2 throdgivelre
repeated for the two cohort groups. Switching between cohort groups
was allowed only for valid reasons and was arranged by mutual agree
ment between two individuals in the two fdilent cohort groups.
Conscious dbrt was made to maintain uniformity of content, exam
ples, exercises and pace in the two cohort graAlpsessions started
at 9:00 a.m. and ended at 3:30 p.m. with a half-hour lunch break
between Noon and 12:30 p.m.

The first session was the introductory session while the last session
was a synthesis of the material coverddhe Deputy Secretary
(Minister) of the department that thisganization reports to attended
the first and last sessions. He helped inaugurate the program by
describing the need for such a program and returned at the end to pro
vide guidance to the participants on how they could utilize the program
to foster a learning environment in the entirgamization. In the
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remaining ten sessions, the coordinators addressed the five disciplines
described above in two sessions per disciplhe.analogy of the
human body was used to introduce the framework of the five-disci
plines. (Figure 1)

The heatt represents the discipline personal master It is
only from the heart that individuals can clarify what is truly important
to them and only from the heart emanates enthusiasm and Idyadty
means that employers cannot force these two attitudes on a consistent
basis on their employeeBhe architects of learning gainizations are
individuals that are dedicated to high levels of personal maSieey
brain/mind represents the discipline afental modelsThe skills of
reflection and inquiry that form the foundation of challenging and
improving mental models are a function of the brain/mirfite eyes
represent the discipline ahaed vision We all have two eyes but
luckily the light that emanates from them both is one resulting in an
individual’s single physical vision. Similatha learning aganizations
members together co-create a single shared viBi@hands and legs
the primary motor @ans of the bodyepresent the discipline tdam
learning The oganization comprised of individuals with high levels
of personal masterymproved mental models and shared vision can
reach their destinations (vision) with the help of the motgarms of a
learning oganization—team learning.he entire bodyis representa
tive of the discipline oBystems thinkingrhe interconnectedness of
the diferent ogans and systems of the body exemplify the need for
systems thinking in ganizations, which are similar togamnisms in
several respects.

Pedagogy

The program was originally designed to be a training program
whereby the three instructors would “teach” the principles and prac
tices of learning @anizations utilizing experiential exercises and the
framework provided i he Fifth Disciplinelt was obvious right in the
beginning of the yearlong program that the instructors had to play the

cientific Journal of
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being teachers during the sessiaighin the first three months of the
program, two volunteeieams were set up from the participants. One
team volunteered to help the instructors with designing content and
format for each of the sessions while the second team was responsible
for designing experiential exercises that would be relevant to the work
ing environmentThe instructors worked very closely with these two
teamsThese teams not only helped the instructors in staying gattar
with their pedagogy but also helped empower the participants and to
alleviate the initial resentment towards the program itself by some of
the participantsThe instructors maintained close contact with the
teams through e-mail, fax and telephdieo, the instructors met with

the teams for one hour from 8:00 — 9:00 a.m., right before the first ses
sion of each month to finalize the itinerary and exercises for the fol
lowing month.

Each of the sessions comprised of the following agenda—
review of previous material, covering new concepts through interac
tive lecturing by the instructors, discussion, experiential exercises, pre
sentations by participants, discussions facilitated by instructors and
finally, an afteraction-review (AAR).The ratio of time devoted to
interactive lecturing/experiential exercises and discussions was
approximately 40/60This was based on the experience of the instruc
tors and the feedback received by the participariis format was
very efective as evidenced by tARs and the informal feedback
obtained by the participants.

For each of the sessions, participants received a PowerPoint
handout (with space to make not@¥)e handout contained a comypre
hensive outline of the interactive lectures, a detailed explanation of the
experiential exercises to be conducted during the session, an analysis
of the assignment from the previous session and a synopsis of the pre
vious sessiol’ material. Each session startefivath the coordinators
introducing the agenda for the session and a brief reViesvlast fif
teen minutes of each session was dedicated A&\B1 The AAR pro-
vided valid and immediate feedback from the participants and the
instructors on specific forms of pedagogy that need to be sustained as
well as improvedThe instructors used the constructive feedback in
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their quest for continuous improvement.

As mentioned earlierthe training program was designed
around SengeThe Fifth Discipline. Howevetthe coordinators intro
duced the participants to several related management philosophies and
practices. For example, Stephen Cosegleas of being proactive,
“Quadrant Il time-management”, Peter Druckework on leadership,
Deming’s quality and change management, etc. were introduced to the
participants during the interactive lecturinglibrary of more than 40
articles related to learningganizations was created for the benefit of
the participantsThe oganization also had audio and video tapes on
the topic for participants to listen to and watch outside of class.
Several experiential exercises that helped participants clarify personal
vision, surface and test mental models, develop shared vision, etc.
were conducted in clasé/herever appropriate, exercises were direct
ly drawn from the agganization$ work environment that had strategic
and immediate importance for theganization An excellent example
of that was the successful incorporation of the ongoing business plan
process in the ganization with the shared vision and team learning
components of the training program.

Many new managerial tools were introduced during the-train
ing program and in addition, the managers gained experience in using
them during the program. Examples include storyboarding, scenario
analysis, force-field analysis a®dAR. Several short videos illustrat
ing the learning practices in several successful learniggnaations
helped the participants in understanding and practicing these tech
nigues.

At least one team exercise was conducted during each session.
The teams were formed based on the objective of the exercise. Some
of the team exercises involved functional teams, geographic teams,
and/ or randomly formed teams. Each of the teaxercises includ
ed specific objectives, process, and presentation of findings and/or rec
ommendationsThe coordinators made sure that they worked with
each of the teams closely in order to assufieieficy and efective-

ness.The lage participant cohort group size of 3B this intensive Devapment
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program necessitated active participation of all three instructors in the
training program, especially during the team exercises.

Throughout the training program there was an emphasis on all
the three sides of the “learning triangle” (Senge, 199)e three
sides of the triangle are knowledge, skills and attitlitie. coordina
tors imparted knowledge of systems thinking, quality management,
organizational development, change management, and related man
agement topics in their interactive lectures. Skills such as team learn
ing, dialogue, co-creation of vision, communication, suspending and
improving mental models were gained through several experiential
exercises conducted during the sessidhs.class discussions, experi
ential exercises and assignments were also designed to improve the
attitude of participants towards communication, teamwork, interper
sonal relationships, et@he diference between the pre-test and post-
test (which will be discussed in detail in the Results section) as well as
other results showed that there was significant improvement in all the
three facets of learning.

Results OfThe Training

Training efectiveness is evaluated relative to the objectives
that the training was designed to achiéue objective of this training
was to improve the participantgiowledge and use of Sengé€1990)
learning oganization concepts.

There are several methods for evaluating thecafeness of
training (Kirkpatrick, 1994; Philips, 1996). One method is to measure
the changes in knowledge and attitudes as a result of the training.
do this a test-retest methodology was adopted. In this approach the
participants are assessed on knowledge and attitudes before and after
the training using the same test. Statistical analysis of the test results
can then be used to determine if any improvement had occurred as a
result of the training.

The test that was constructed to evaluate the training was com
prised of three part3he first part of the test included 27 multiple-
choice questions to measure knowledge of the five disciplines of the
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learning oganization.The questions were based on the content of
Senges (1990) “Fifth Discipline” book.

The second part of the test consisted of 21 statements that par
ticipants were required to rate their approval of, using a five point
Likert-type scale that ranged from strongly disagree to strongly agree.
These statements were designed to reflect attitudes relategata- or
zational learning such as participative leadership, learning, and-contin
uous changeThe maximum number of points that the participants
could achieve on this section is 105 points.

The third and final part of the test was composed of 2 essay
guestionsThe first question asked the participants to identify the-char
acteristics of a greatganization or team that they were a parflbiis
guestion was designed to measure the participabil#y to apply the
learning oganization concepts. In other words, the purpose was to
know if these concepts had become part of the participantabu
lary. The second question asked the participants to describe their role
in fulfilling the organizations vision, mission, and valu€éEhe purpose
of this question was to measure how the training Hastefl the par
ticipants’view of their role in the @anization.These two questions
also addressed Sengg€1990) five disciplines of a learningganiza
tion
The pretest was administered during the first session and the posttest
was administered during the last session. Sixty-six participants took
both tests.

Analysis
As mentioned above, the first part of the test measures
improvements in knowledge as the result of the trainiiige mean
score on this part of the test before the training was 13.7 out of-a max
imum of 27. On the average, participants answered incorrectly about
half of all the questiong\fter the training the mean score on the post-
test increased to 18.This improvement in test performance is statis
tically significant at the 99.9% levé\lso, the median score in the pre- g, .. .o
test was 14 while the median score in the post-test wahgange — tevepren:
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in the post-test (lowest 12 to highest 25) also improved significantly
from the range in the pre-test (8 to ZBhese results indicate that the
participantsknowledge of Sengg’(1990) learning ganization theo

ry has improved substantially as a result of the training.

Results of the second part of the test, which measures change
in attitudes, indicated a small increase in mean score from 75 points
before the training to 76 after the training. Howetlas increase is not
statistically significantThe lack of significant attitudinal change may
be attributed to the high positive attitudes that the participants pos
sessed before the training. In other words, the participants came to the
training program believing in the importance of participative leader
ship, learning, and chang&/hen these attitudes are already present at
a high level it becomes dii¢ult for training to further improve them.

To examine further the impact that this training had on the atti
tudes of the participants, a content analysis was performed on the final
class assignment (participants were asked to list three things they will
do differently as a result of the learningganization training)This
content analysis involved counting the number of times specific state
ments that indicate attitude change were made.

A number of participants actually documented in the final
assignment that their attitudes had changed, are changing, or are
intended to change. Others mentioned that they had seen changes in
the attitudes of others around them as follows:

The numbers next to each statement in parentheses represents the
number of individuals who expressed that particular view:

» Acknowledging mistakes immediately (18)

* Being loyal to the truth (19)

* Recognizing that we are the main cause of my problems (25)

» Striving to eliminate the we/they attitude (26)

» Challenging the way we think  (28)

» One must be aware of his/her assumptions and stereotypes (29)

* One must be more cognizant of what he/she says and actually does
(30)
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» Being more patient, listening to the whole problem before making
decisions (31)

* Training ones employees in the essentials of the learniggmiza

tion and guide them in applying it (40)

Other participants emphasized their desire to communicate better as
follows:

* Getting beyond discussion and debate to dialogue (3)

» By everyone discussing and sharing their ideas we have more input
and far less problems (10)

» Ceasing to take some words literallyL)1
» Communication has improved (24)
» There is more selling and co-creating than telling (32)

Participants also emphasized the need for personal change and growth
as follows:

» Considering my own as well as otteemental models (4)

* Leading significant change and being a visionary is critical (6)

* Learning to work together tofatt positive aganizational change (7)

» People are thinking more about mental models than they previously
did (15)

* Be committed to personal growth and learning (27)

Additionally, participants expressed their need to build openness, trust
and teamwork as follows:

* Promoting honesty and openness (8)
* Creating a team environment (9)

» Reafirming ones belief that integrity above all else is of utmost
importance (12)

» We will create shared vision (13)

* Diversity is imperative (15)

* Mentor newer employees (16)

» Be more conscious of the importance of getting people involved ®cenic sounaor

obtain their input and buy-in (20) erdoprent

I.A.D. 2003
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* Promote learning by coaching (39)

Although the results were not statistically significant in the attitude
part of the post-test, the above statements from the final assignment
provides sufcient evidence that the attitudes are extremely positive,
mainly as a result of this training program.

As for the third part of the test, which was designed to measure the
traineesability to use the concepts and ideas presented to them during
the training, the results indicate significant improvements. Content
analysis was used to analyze the traine@esponsesThis method
involved counting the number of times a specific concept was used by
the traineesThe table below provides a summary of the word count
results. (Able 1)

As the above table shows, the trainees used the five disciplines and
the oganizations vision and mission concepts much more frequently
after the training than before Tthis may demonstrate the ability of the
trainees to apply these concepts to their work setting. It may also indi
cate that the trainees now focus more on such concepts as quality and
customers more than before the trainiadditionally, it was noticed
that the traineespost-training responses were much longer and
detailed than their pre-training responses (an average of 775
words/participant in the post-test compared to 510 words/participant in
the pretest)This may indicate that the trainees have developed, per
haps because of the training, a more detailed view of their role in
achieving the @anization$ vision, mission, and values.

Cross-CulturaApplication

In the everchanging global environment, learning becomes
critical for oganizations all over the world. Noganization can stop
learning and still remain competitivAlthough the importance of
learning is universal, how it takes place may not be. How individuals
learn is shaped by culture. For example, in a low context cultures such
as the U.S. culture (Hall & Hall, 1990), people may be more used to
such explicit and direct methods of learning such as class room instruc
tion than to the more informal and explicit methods such as stories and
rituals. This may imply that our training methods used in this study
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may not produce the same results in other cultdeditionally, some

of the exercises that we used in the training program involved direct
confrontation and debateThese methods may not be appropriate in
cultures that are high on power distance.

Practical Implications of the Study

The following are some of the lessons that we have learned from
this training experience:

1. Early resistance to the training content should not discourage the
trainers and lead them to discontinue the training progfdre.
early resistance is usually caused by skepticism about the -useful
ness of the training content and training fatigue from being subject
ed to too many training programiis resistance may weaken once
the trainees realize the practical implications of the training.

2.To signal the importance of the training program and the support
of top management to the rest of thgaorization it may be imper
tant to start the training with trainees from the executive or highest
levels within the aganization.

3. Some of the exercises that were used in this program required the
trainees to interact and dialogue with their supervisors and as such
the presence of the supervisors was useful. However in other exer
cises that required the trainees to be open and candid, the presence
of the supervisors had a chillingfeft on the trainees and often
silenced themAs such, it is important to estimate the cost and ben
efits of the presence of the supervisors.

4. 1t may be useful to allow the trainees to participate in determin
ing some of the content of the training program, especially the exer
cises.This may have two advantages. First, it will create a sense of
ownership and commitment to the training program among the
trainees. Second, the trainees may be able to develop exercises and
examples that are more relevant to them than the generic exercises
that may be found in exercise books.

5.To enrich the class activities, each trainee class may be compaosed
of members from diérent horizontal and vertical levels of the Sgeu o

Administrative
Development

organization.Trainees from dferent levels may provide dgrent vol. 1 No.d
perspectives.
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Conclusion

In spite of the importance of the concept of learnirganiza
tions to public sector ganization, very little work has been done on
the usefulness of this concept to these typesgarozationsThe pur
pose of this study was to present some of the results of doyegr
training program on Senge(1990) learning ganization concepts at
a public sector granization.The results from a pre-test that measured
knowledge, attitudes and the ability to apply learninganization
ideas were compared with a post-test to ascertain the success of the
program.The results of the comparison between the two tests were
quite positive, with participants showing strong growth in learning and
the application of concept¥he results for attitudes were not statisti
cally significant, but clinical analysis of testimonials from the partici
pants showed very positive perceived progress and extreme satisfac
tion with the experience. One of the key lessons learned from this
experience is that participants should play an active role in designing
the content and pedagogy of the training program and should be
allowed to volunteer into the program.
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Figure 1
Human Body Framework of the Five Disciplines

Mental Models
Shared

Vision

Personal
Mastery

Team
Learning

Systems
Thinking

Sciemific Journal of
Administrative
Development
Vol. 1 No.1
I.A.D. 2003



Developing a Learning Organization

Table 1
Word Count Results

Concept Pre-training Post-training

Five Disciplines

Personal Master 0 10
Mental Models 0 6
Shaked vision 68 115
Teams 66 146
Systems thinking 12 22
PennDOT Vision & Mission

Quality 13 15
Customers 59 70
Sewices 49 64
Partners 8 9
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