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ABSTRACT
STRATEGIES FOR CREATING A MORE LEARNING-CENTERED
ORGANIZATION: A COMMUNITY COLLEGE PERSPECTIVE
By
Roberta C. Bostick Teahen
The Problem
This study examines the strategies used by leaders in one leading community
college to create a more learning-centered college. Findings are interpreted from an
organizational development perspective, with particular emphasis on the theories of
organizational learning. The research question guiding the research is:
What are the strategies being used by leaders in a community college
to create a more learning-centered college, and how are the strategies
similar to or different from the premises of organizational learning?
In answering the question, a number of subquestions are addressed, including descriptions
of models in use, the organization’s learning profile, barriers faced, and beliefs about
learning-centered colleges.
Methods Used
Four data collection methods were utilized: Interviews, observations, documents’
review, and an organizational learning inventory. The review of college documents, such
as mission and vision, the catalog, planning documents, professional development plans,
and others provided background about the college. Interviews with individuals most
directly involved with leading the learning-centered initiative were the most important data

source. Observations were utilized to gain a sense of the culture and the style in operation
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in the college, while the Building Organizational Learning Capacity inventory enriched the
description of the college’s learning processes.
Major findings

Eight major strategies were found to be in use in the college for creating a more
learning-centered organization. Together the eight strategies constitute a framework from
which the learning-centered journey of Case College is moving forward. The eight

strategies are: 1) Collaboration, 2) Broad-based E 3) Focus, 4) R , 5)

Professional Development, 6) Results Orientation, 7) Leadership, and 8) Trust/Respect.
Much evidence was found to support the perspective that the factors which
facilitate organizational learning are evident in the strategies for creating a more learning-

centered college. The following conclusions are offered:

3B ing a more learni d college relies heavily on process, in
addition to a focus on content.

2.B ing more learni
considerable time.

d is a major change process and will take

3. An empowering, humane environment is an important dimension in becoming
more learning-centered.

4. Individuals’ commitment to learning is a critical ingredient in a change process
designed to create a more learning-centered organization.

5. Clarity of the goals and measures of the achievement are important.

6. Organizational learning

and premises may contribute to creating a

P

more learning-centered college.
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Chapter 1: The Challenge to Become a More Learning-Centered College
Introduction
The demands for change in higher education are accelerating. Expanding use of

technology, increasing competition, financial pressures, calls for greater accountability,

and changing societal exp ions are among the key factors impacting higher education
as it enters the next century. Colleges are challenged to demonstrate that their learning

missions are being achieved. This study seeks to understand the strategies used by . A
htvee 3
'

community college leaders to p more learni d institutions and how these Z

strategies relate to concepts and theories iated with organizational learning. The J

study was conducted in one community college, and the sources of information include

interviews, college documents, observations, and an organizational learning i y.

Research Context

Pr

Promi in porary higher education literature is the concept of a learning

paradigm (Barr, 1995; Barr & Tagg, 1995; Boggs, 1995) which argues that a college’s
emphasis should be shifted from a focus on teaching to a focus on learning. Barr and
Tagg argue that the college

... takes responsibility for learning. The point of saying that colleges are to produce
learning--not provide, not support, not ge--is to say, istakably, that they
are tesponsible for the degree to which students learn. The Learning Paradigm shifts
what the institution takes responsibility for: from quality instruction (lecturing,
talking) to student learning. (Barr & Tagg, 1995, p. 15)

The learning paradigm literature has set the stage for an emerging community

college approach to ing a learning paradigm which has become known as a learning

college or a learning-centered college.



The concept of a learning college (O’Banion, 1997, 1998) is a natural extension of
the learning paradigm. The learning college literature primarily focuses its attention on

aspects of college structure or , such as organization design, scheduling, services,

and on students as customers. The literature offers minimal guidance on strategies which
will enable community colleges to make the desired transitions to become more learning-
centered organizations.

In November 1998, the Alliance for Community College Innovation (ACCI), an
affiliate of the League for Innovation, conducted a survey of chief executive officers. Of
the 243 who responded to the survey (40 percent of the membership), 94 percent reported
that they “have undertaken an initiative to become a more learning-centered community
college” (Alliance for Community College Innovation, 1998, p.1). Clearly the learning
college theme is both acknowledged and acted upon by community college leaders.

Among the d d ity coll are confronting is the need for them to

11,

demonstrate what and how they are contributing to students’ learning. E ially,

colleges are being asked to both identify what the intended learning outcomes are and to
report on the extent to which these outcomes have been achieved. Among the questions
being asked are: “Is college helping students? Is it increasing what they know and can
do?” (Banta, 1993, p. 359). O’Banion notes that “the learning college places learning first
and provides educational experiences for learners anyway, anyplace, anytime” (O’Banion,
1995-6, p. 22).

Little is known about how college leaders are going about creating more learning-

centered colleges. Of the reports that have emerged to date, there are varying foci for



college efforts, including realigning the organization chart, review of performance or

luation sy , impl ion of Quality' pr , creation of one-stop student

hednl, 1+ Pt ¢

on p!

service centers, offering more flexible and

development (Howser, 1997; Ponitz, 1997; O’Banion, 1997; Kelly, 1998; Wells, 1999).
Colleges purporting to be on this journey toward learning-centeredness present little

id tod that the ¢ intended will be realized or that the or

may be fundamentally or positively changed as a result of the process.

What is suggested is that “the measure of whether or not community colleges have

been ful in b ing more learni ed can be gauged by embedding two
questions in the culture of the institution: Does this action improve and expand learning?
and How do we know this action improves and expands learning?" (O’Banion, cited by

Wells, 1999, p. 1). Sinclair Community College in Dayton, Ohio, is one of the nation’s

leaders in espousing a more learni d philosophy. An ive from this college

elaborates on their strategies:

At Sinclair we believe that to become a learning college, our mission, curriculum,

1 devel comp: ion system, institutional effectiveness process,
and organizational structure must be aligned with learning college principles. We
feel we can demonstrate slgmﬁcant progress toward becoming a learning college as
well as toward our to create sub ive change in individual learners,

including ourselves. (Wells, 1999, p. 1)

Although Sinclair’s definition of a learning college is consistent with other writers, Sinclair

1
‘When the mamgement plulosophy of Total Quality Management or Continuous Quality

is d in this ipt, the term Quality, with a capital Q, will be
utlhzed this convention is consistent with the literature about Quality. The use of the
term quality (I q) will rep the general pt of quality as an inherent

characteristic or a degree of excellence.






leaders appear to have taken a broader view of what it means to be a learning college.

Sinclair’s conceptualization also aligns with some concepts of orgumzauonal learlmélg 20

J,cu Ypmn &/ Qe VO 0C

Different writers envision the journey as either transformational or evolutionary. Although

describing the anticipated result to be transformational, Sinclair also describes the process
as evolutionary.

Some writers o&@nd that in order for major institutional transformation to occur,
the “entire formal organization will have to “dis-organize” and self-destruct” (Peters, T,
in Boyett & Boyett, 1998, p. 304) or become “discontinuous with what has gone before”

(Nevis, Lancourt, & Vassallo, 1996, p. 4). Ifb ing more learni d requires

changes of great magnitude, as many suggest, then enormous organizational capacity for
change must either exist or be created.
Problem Statement
There\ls a need to understand more about how W&
MM/@J by leaders and how their ncep lizations relate to organizational

leumug_ theories. The dilemma posed is that there are significant forces driving colleges

to be more learning centered. Because the thrust to b more learni d

institutions is a comparatively recent phenomena, there is little information about how
colleges may best achieve this goal. At the same time, there is a relatively well developed
literature about organizational learning and related constructs. These may be useful in

informing strategy for b ing more learni d. Yet, with h published to

date, linking these two concepts has not occurred.

Much of the impetus for change is being driven by external bodies, such as business



leaders, legislatures, and accrediting associations. In some states, college funding is being
tied to performance. Regardless of the source or the nature of the questioning, an
expectation that colleges will focus on learners’ needs, learning, and/or learning outcomes

has resulted. In many colleges are pursuing paths for becoming more learning-

P

centered. Indeed, the pursuit for becoming more learning-centered is itself a change
initiative, one of many which college leaders could choose.

At the same time, organizational learning has been demonstrated to be an important
strategy for change in other organizational contexts. Considering the strategies in use by
leaders in community colleges from the lens of organizational learning may provide
important insights.

Research Question

The primary question to guide this research is:

What are the strategies being used by leaders in a community college to

create a more learning-centered college, and how are the strategies similar to

or different from the premises of various contemporary theories of

organizational learning?

In exploring this question, a number of subquestions, which follow, will be examined:

a. What do leaders mean when they talk or think about their college becoming a
more learning-cents itution?

b. What strategies do the lead saiy they are using to help the college become more
learning-centered? o ¥

¢. What models do the leaders(ﬁqzjhey use and/or appear to use in crafting,

and/or imp ing their gies for ing more learni

colleges?

d. What barriers do leadersﬁr_—ceWe\s!;nd in the way of becoming a more learning-
centered college?



e. What is this organization’s learning profile (as reported by leader-informants’
p to the Organizational Transitions learning inventory), and how similar are
the perceptions of individual leaders concerning the organization’s learning profile?

Answering these questions should both aid in understanding the i loyed

Pioy

by the case college as well as inform inquiry about linking the ideas of becoming more
learning-centered institutions with concepts of organizational learning. This particular
conceptual framework is chosen to assess its potential value in informing strategy

development. If alignment between the strategigs and organizational learning is tight, it is

\

possible that the organizational learning literature could provide an important perspective
for leaders who are crafting strategy for creating more learning-centered colleges.

Conceptual Framework

An organization’s capability to maximize its performance or achieve its objectives is

highly dependent upon individuals® collective use of knowledge and experience and their
ability to be adept learners (DiBells and Nevis, 1998; Argyris, 1992). Although
designated leaders are important, they are not the only actors who contribute to the
success or failure of the organization (DiBella and Nevis, 1998). A complete

ding of the izational learning capacity of a college, therefore, would require

not only und ding the leaders’ gies but also under ding the actions of others

in the organization. Nevertheless, leaders’ ideas and strategies are important, even critical,
to the organization’s performance.

Although different writers approach theories of organizational learning from
different views, there is a common set of factors generally considered to be important in

organizational learning. These factors and the major theorists associated with each are



discussed in Chapter 2 and summarized in the Appendi Factors I idered

Y

important in enhancing organizational learning are the following (offered in random order

and ab: d from diverse ):

1. Involved and/or thinking leadership that contributes to learning development
2. Collaborative approaches, which may include effective use of teams

3. Clear and shared mission, vision, goals, values, and purpos;s

4. Aqmion to organizational processes

> m
5. Lavish ication and ingful conversations

6. Attention to ways of thinking, including consideration of mental models and
paradigms
7. Emphasis upon enhancing capability of the organization, in addition to the skills
of individuals
8. A bias for action (using the terminology of Peters and Waterman, 1992) and
comfort with change
9. A systems perspective (although this terminology is much less common in
organizational learning than in the literature of the learning organization)
10. Encouragement of inquiry
11. Consideration of culture and climate
Additionally, occasional references are made to spirit, community, measurement, barriers,
and commitment, although these themes are less common in the organizational learning
and learning organization literatures. Although this study seeks to examine organizational

learning, it is difficult, if not impossible, to separate the intertwined literatures of the



learning organization and organizational learning. Consequently, throughout there will be
references to both, particularly when the authors cited write about both concepts.

Not all organizational learning is positive; in some instances negative behaviors are
reinforced. In “productive” organizational learning, improvements in performance result,
or values and criteria are redefined, and/or the organization enhances its capability for
further learning (Argyris & Schon, 1996, p. 20).

Individual, Group, and Organizational I.earning Relationships

Individual and organizational learning are interdependent concepts. Without
individual learning, organizational learning is impossible. Translating individual learning
into organizational learning is particularly challenging in an academic environment where
there are often multiple constituencies. Robert Shoenberg comments, “Increasingly, all
sorts of institutions are coming to resemble Clark Kerr’s definition of the modern
“multiversity” as “a series of individual faculty entrepreneurs held together by a common
grievance over parking.” He notes that the university (and, by inference, the community
college) is “not one community but several” (Shoenberg, 1992, p. 4).

The meanings of the concepts of individual, group, and organizational learning are
explored more in Chapter 2, but some summary points are made here, as the relationship
among them is vital to understanding the dilemma existing in many community colleges.
Among the few major theorists in the organizational learning field, the works of Argyris,
DiBella and Nevis, Schein, and Senge are prominent in framing the study. The individuals
who have written most about this topic are Chri_s__ Argyris of the Harvard Business School

and Donald Schon from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, Sloan School of

8



M: Argyris ds that most people are not effective learners. He writes,

‘What’s more, those members of the organization that many assume to be the best at
learning are, in fact, not very good at it. T am talking about the well-educated, high-
p d, high- i professionals who occupy the leadership positions in the
modern corporation. (Argyris,1992, p. 84)

In talking about CEOs in his research, he observed, “They were under the illusion that
they could learn, when in reality they just kept running around the same track" (Argyris,
1977, p. 121). In essence, Argyris’s argument may be better summarized as an assertion

that leaders are not deing the right kind of individual learning that will lead to creating

learning organizations or learning sy
The same learning dilemma may exist in higher education organizations, as they are
generally described as slow to change, a description that could indicate slowness to learn.

A common description of change is that it results from learning. Learning is thought by

K 1 1

gLy

many to be a precondition for productive change. An

yet
explanation of the slowness of collegiate organizations to change is that they are slow to
learn, at least from an organizational perspective. Possible tests of this inference might

include an examination of how learning about new teaching strategies is incorporated into

or how technology advances infl the teaching/learning process.

Toikaded Ry

Other factors could also cause a “sl to learn.”

among p
causal factors are management, bureaucracies, values, culture, unions, and many others.
Writing about universities who need to transform themselves, Moore writes, “Despite the

unlearned about their own operations” (Moore, 1998, p. 165).



In describing the dilemma in corporations, Argyris asserts that the problem is how
leadership defines learning and creates environments. He believes that leaders and learners
need to look inward, to reflect, and to identify ways in which they contribute to the

organization’s problems. The importance of inquiry and challengi ions b

dominant themes in most organizational learning theories.
Relative newcomers to organizational learning theory are Anthony DiBella and

Edwin Nevis (1998), whose approach builds on others” work but is more pragmatic,

with the of organizational theorists to link their work to practice.
They conclude, “As firms and organizations create the conditions for learning, there is an
emerging need for tools that measure, diagnose, or assess learning capability” (p. 201).

A problem that exists in many organizations is how to late individual learning

4.

p ively into advancing the organization’s purposes. It is this translation from the

individual to the organization that remains elusive for most leaders and learners. Effective
organizational learning must build upon meaningful individual learning.
Accepted understanding of the term organizational learning takes as a given that it is

the individuals of the organization who do the acting (Argyris, 1992, p. 391). Individual

leod

learning is generally described as “a process by which individuals gain new k

ge and

insights and thereby modify their behavior and actions” (Stata in Starkey, 1996, p. 318).

FTaEYY

Although organizational learning is dependent upon individual learning, i | learning
does not always contribute to organizational learning or performance improvements.
Organizational learning differs from individual learning in several respects. Stata

(1996) enumerates the differences as follows:

10






First, organizational learning occurs through shared insights, knowledge, and mental
models. Thus organizations can learn only as fast as the slowest link learns. .

Second leammg builds on past knowledge and experience - that is, on memory

Or ional memory d ds on institutional mechanisms (e.g. policies,
strategies, and explicit models) used to retain knowledge. . . The challenge, then, is
to discover new management tools and methods to accelerate organizational
learning, build consensus for change, and facilitate the change process. (Stata, in
Starkey, 1996, p. 319)

If the challenge is to discover tools for accelerating organizational learning, even if

few have identified this as a challenge, then the challenge is particularly problematic in an

academic institution because of the difficulty iated with building for
change.
The Tension
If learni edness is a proclaimed goal for colleges, how are leaders working

to bring it about? Although principles of learning and specifically organizational learning
may be well known to community college leaders, the depth of this understanding is
unknown and likely varies significantly among individuals and from college to college.
ivioreover, the ability to bring about organizational change, by any strategy, has thwarted
leaders of all types in all types of organizations. An open question is how transformation
to become a college that is more focused on student learning can occur. The required
fundamental changes in institutional focus and practices suggest a need for a change
approach that itself builds on learning.

In The Essential Tension, a collection of essays by scientists, Thomas Kuhn writes in
a chapter of the same title,

1 shall therefore suggest below that something like “convergent thinking” is just as
essential to scientific advance as is divergent. Since these two modes of thought are

11






inevitably in conflict, it will follow that the ability to support a tension that can

occasionally become almost unbearable is one of the prime requisites for the very

best sort of scientific research. (Kuhn, 1977, p. 226, reprinted from 1959)
A conversation with most community college leaders today will suggest that the tension
between where they are and where they believe they need to be, the “performance gap”
(DiBella, 1997, Barr, 1995), may be almost unbearable. There are areas of convergence,
frequently supporting the status quo, and areas of divergence, such as appropriate '\
responses to technology and markets. For an organization to become more learning-
centered, some degree of convergence of ideas among those who must make it so must
support this direction. Many writers observe that there must be alignment of resources
and systems behind “the main thing,” whatever that thing may be for a given organization
(Labovitz & Rosansky, 1998, p. 5). For many community colleges, that main thing is
learning or becoming more learning-centered (Ponitz, 1997).

This need for convergence is often framed as alignment, shared purposes, or shared
vision. Cook observes that “the most critical issue facing any organization--corporate,

political, religi ducational--is the ali of individual i with the i of

the organization” (Cook, 1990, p. 31). Labovitz notes that “alignment gives you the
\__

power to create an organizational culture of shared purpose” (Labovitz, 1998, p. xiii). In

the absence of some sense of shared purpose, or a common vision, it is unlikely that

significant gains toward b ing more learni red institutions will be realized. An

literature d the importance of a shared vision for organizational success
in achieving major goals (Senge, 1990; Tichy & Devanna,1986; Kouzes & Posner, 1988).

At the same time, if divergence from accepted traditions and ways of thinking
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remains unexplored, major gains are unlikely, according to those who advocate for major
transformations (Dolence & Norris, 1995; Alfred & Carter, 1999; Nevis, Lancourt, &

Vassallo, 1996). Another of the many parad bounding in modern organizations is

the need to establish a balance between convergence and divergence, or as Alfred and
Carter describe it for community colleges,

A balance must be struck between inuity-building an ilable niche through
managing the present-and change—creating the future through constant innovation
(Blanchard and Waghorn, cited in Alfred & Carter, 1999, p. 7). . . a contradictory
college (is) one that is capable of managing tradition while simultaneously creating
revolutionary change and learning from both experiences. (Alfred & Carter, 1999, p.
9)

The concept of the contradictory college is frequently linked to i 11

Leaders in colleges continually struggle with balancing access and 11 liberal arts
and career emphases, external pressures and internal structures. Alfred and Carter are
adding another contradiction to the long list that already exists by suggesting that colleges
must also manage tradition, assure the current practices, while pursuing innovation,
reaching for a new future. Using the theme of Kuhn, the requisite condition for a
“scientific” advance exists. There is a tension among many elements, and there is both
convergence and divergence in most colleges. The themes of paradox and tension are
introduced by many observers of higher education and organizational scenes. Cameron

found “the presence of paradox to be synonymous with the presence of effectiveness in

faced with turbul change, and complexity,” (Cameron, 1986,cited in
Cameron & Whetten, 1996, p. 273) so there is considerable evidence to suggest that

tension may be a useful condition for organizational change.



Senge describes a natural tension that exists resulting from the gap between where
we want to be and where we are, “our current reality” (Senge, 1996, p. 291). Certainly
the balance between becoming more learning centered and utilizing learning strategies for

organizational change is yet another possible higher education dox. Ifthe leaders are

striving to advance a more learning-centered agenda, it would appear to some observers
that if learning strategies are not among those being utilized that this would be
paradoxical. Many would expect learning to be a strategy for creating a more learning-
centered college.

While the need for adaptation and change in community colleges is thought by many
to be critical (Alfred, 1984; Alfred & Carter, 1999; O’Banion, 1997), the knowledge base
from current research on governance, leadership, and learning, coupled with the prevailing
culture, lead many to question the ability of community colleges to make the required
changes (McClenney, 1998) or leave us lacking critical information for making the
changes.

Many writers have identified the problems in achieving educational change. Some
note that a lack of information about the change and educational practice is elusive
(Peterson, McCarthey, and Elmore, 1996). Others contend that the barriers are reflected
by teacher isolation, lack of time, and the complexity of teaching (Lashway, 1998).
Others believe it is because of lack of focus and following each new fad. Still others,
particularly politicians, wonder about the complacency among public education staffs.

In 1984, Alfred described this dilemma poignantly: There is a “growing inability of

faculty and staff to respond to pressures for change due to calcification of the decision
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process in an aging and complex organization. To the experienced community college

observer, it is clear that two-year coll are rapidly approaching a watershed" (Alfred,

1984, p. 2). The loss of the stable state described by Schon in 1971, or the approach
toward a watershed in 1984, were both penned in a period that any practitioners of the
time would report as tame by comparison with today’s environment. The state is even
less stable, and the watershed appears like a cavernous ravine to many community college
leaders.

A small proportion of the higher education research concerns community colleges.

Few studies address the characteristics of organizational responses to the forces

TR - 1

and processes. Most of the higher education research is
focused on governance, finances, assessment, accreditation and standards, and changing
faculty roles (ERIC, 1996). The role of leaders (typically presidents or instructional
deans) comprises a significant research base, but these studies frequently describe the
characteristics of successful leaders of the past or present (Biggerstaff, 1990). Many

believe that current images not only serve to preclude a new vision of leaders (Amey and

Twombly, 1992) and leadership (Bensimon and N 1993) but also impede colleges”
conceiving new ways of thinking or being (Vaill, 1996) which may be more productive for
the future. Focusing on governance, commonly interpreted structurally (faculty senates,
cabinets, Boards of Trustees, and other entities), or on leaders overlooks many of the

complexities of the ization, including its its change strategies, its structure,

its capabilities, or its individual and organizational learning processes.



Significance of the Problem

With rising internal and external concerns, an under ding of the

college’s capacity for change and renewal should be of vital interest to community college

leaders. Colleges must d ate that “the institution can continue to accomplish its
purposes and strengthen its educational effectiveness” (NCA, 1997, Criterion 4, p. 52) to

meet not only the requirements of accrediting bodies but also the expectations of the

1

public. As colleges seek to transform th ,tob more learni ed, or
to pursue other agendas, new ways of thinking about learning and the organization are
important.

A major goal of this research is to heighten awareness of the strategies which
leaders use to contribute to becoming a more learning-centered community college. The
current dilemma is that as the demand for change has accelerated, the strategies leaders
employ to achieve the desired results may not have kept pace with the needs of the
organization. '

Definition of Terms

Following are terms which form the foundation for conducting the research. Each
definition has been crafted by the researcher from extensive reading in the areas pertinent
to this research study. Each is consistent with widely accepted understanding of the
terms, except where noted. The definitions may appear similar to other writers’

definitions because the meanings for most have become universally used.



Strategy(ies

Strategies are the actions and approaches pl d by and/or impl d by
individuals or groups to achieve desired outcomes.

The addition of the term “approaches” to the definition enables one to consider other

views from which ies may be impl d. E les may include a commitment

Bl P P

to maintaining self-esteem, listening to divergent voices, building on the best of what is,

and other “approaches” which may not be reflected in a strategic plan. In some
organizations, approaches such as these examples may be identified as guiding principles.
Inherent in principles is the concept of theories of action, the “beliefs and values . . . stated
in the form of propositions about effectiveness” (Argyris, 1992, p. 152) that people use to
guide their behavior. Included in theories of action are both espoused theories, “the set of
beliefs and values people hold about how to manage their lives,” and theories-in-use
(Argyris, 1990 and 1992), the actual rules governing behavior, the rules one would

observe when trying to make sense of another’s behavior (Argyris, 1992, p. 89).

The operant theories within individuals and in organizations infl the approach
taken to achieve objectives. An additional way to think about strategy is as it is described
by Marquardt, “Strategy relates to the action plans, methodologies, tactics, and steps that

are employed to reach a pany's vision and goals. In a learning organization, these are

that
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the learning acquired, transferred, and utilized in all company
actions and operations" (Marquardt, 1996, p. 25). The term strategy, as used in this
research, is broader than a goal, an objective, or a task, all of which are terms used in the

planning literature. In this research, the term strategy is meant to be conceptualized as a



noun, a concept that guides planning and actions.
Learning-Centered College

A learning-centered college is one where significant institutional resources,
processes, and change and improvement strategies are focused on enhancmg
the learning and the learning environment for stude staff, and

It is a college that focuses on creating higher-level learning outcomes for all
learners.

Terry O’Banion defined the learning college in this way, "The learning college places
learning first and provides educational experiences for learners anyway, anyplace,
anytime" (O'Banion, 1995-96, p. 22 cited in O’Banion, 1997, p. 47). He then offers a
series of guiding principles which speak to the importance of creating substantive change
in individual learners, engaging learners as full partners in the learning process, offering as
many options for learning as possible, assisting learners to form and participate in
collaborative learning activities, defining the roles of learning facilitators by the needs of
the learners, and suggesting that the learning college and its learning facilitators succeed
only when improved and expanded learning can be documented for its learners (O’Banion,
1997, p. 47).

Both O’Banion and other subsequent writers tend to use the terms learning-centered

college and learning college i h bly. Although both learner-centered and

learning-centered terminology are common, I prefer the term “learning-centered” college
for the following reasons:

1. It parallels the learning college terminology. O’Banion writes that the learning
and learner emphases are different and that learning-centeredness is characterized by

S Bt e oo bt ik

jectives, competency ion, learning




outcomes, skills standards and performance-based funding” (O’Banion, 1998, p. 4).

2. The concept of a learner-centered college closely aligns with the Quality
literature of “customer-focus” (Omachonu & Ross, 1994). Although the use of Quality
standards and processes is continuing to expand, particularly with the recent decision of
some accrediting associations to accept Quality-based approaches to self-assessment, it is
still anathema to many academics. George Boggs (1999) notes that he frequently hears
“voices of hostility from members of the teaching faculty.” Too many equate “customer”
and “learner” and dispute the relevance of using a business model (O’Banion, 1998, p. 4),
which diminishes the potential for serious dialogue.

3. The use of the term learning suggests a more comprehensive view of those who
comprise the organization, rather than just focusing on the actions that are taken on behalf
of traditional learners, the students. One goal of becoming more learning-centered is to
create an environment for enhanced learning for all, traditional students and the staff of the
organization. Because learning thrives in a continuous cycle, it should be considered a
means or process and not an end. Creating a place where learning prevails (individual and
organizational) is believed to be superior positioning to meet future challenges. It is this
view of becoming learning-centered that is the subject of this research.

It is important to note that the focus of O’Banion and others who discuss the
learning college is primarily on the learners commonly described as students. The general
goal is not only enhanced learning outcomes but enhanced learning processes, such as
scheduling and services, which arguably are intended to lead to more desirable student

learning outcomes.
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Oteanizationallcari

Organizational learning is a process by which individuals of the organization
develop individual and group expertise which contributes to the enhanced
capacity of the organization to achieve its purposes through collaboration
and sharing of knowledge and experience.

This definition emerges from the definitions of many organizational learning

theorists, including Stata, DiBella and Nevis, and Miles and Randolph, who define it in
these ways: (1) “Organizational learning entails new insights and modified behavior. But

it differs from individual learning in several

p First, organizational learning occurs
through shared insights, knowledge, and mental models” (Stata, 1996, p. 318). (2) “We

define organizational learning as the capacity or p: within an organization to

maintain or improve performance based on experience” (DiBella & Nevis, p. 28). (3)
Miles and Randolph (1981), drawing on Simon’s (1991) work, define organizational
learning as individuals’ insights reflected “in the structural elements and outcomes of the
organization itself” (p. 50, cited in Cook & Yanow, 1996, p. 433).

Organizational learning may be operationalized in a college in any number of ways.

One example is offered to provide a distinction between i | and or
learning. If three different faculty members attend different technology conferences, each
has probably learned. If, when they return to campus, they share their newly gained
insights with each other and others in the organization, the second stage of organizational
learning - sharing - has occurred. When the three and others who gained expertise from
the others’ experiences launch an online degree program utilizing the shared knowledge

they gained from their individual and group learning, organizational learning has
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happened. Organizational learning is evident because a change occurred, a new online
degree program. Basic operating premises were challenged; a determination was made
that not all degree programs need to be offered through traditional delivery methods. If
the individuals had returned to their daily operating routines, without sharing and without
implementing, neither group nor organizational learning would have occurred. The fact
that they shared, gained from each other’s experience, and took the shared knowledge to
another level is evidence of organizational learning.

Some may raise the question of whether attributing learning capacity to
organizations is anthropomorphizing. Although the concept of organizational learning
philosophies may ascribe human characteristics to a non-human, it may also be a matter of
how one conceives organizations. Modern writers describe organizations in many ways
that ascribe human-like characteristics. The behaviors, actions, nature, and cultures of
organizations are examined throughout the management and organizational literatures.
Morgan describes different perspectives of organizations by metaphors: as machines,
organisms, brains, cultures, political systems, psychic prisons, flux and transformation, and
instruments of doMﬁon. Morgan introduces the term “imaginization” to break away
from a mechanistic view of organizations.

He observes that “we organize as we imaginize; and it is always possible to
imaginize in many different ways” (Morgan, 19, p. 343). One view of organizations
would be to see them as inanimate; another is to see them as “living.” I choose to view
organizations as living because of the life that they contain (emanating from the individuals

who populate them) and the synergies they create as they adapt to changes. If one
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imagines them as living, one can also imagine them learning.
Community College Leaders

Community college leaders are those assigned or who have chosen to accept
responsibility for implementing strategic directions of the college.

Most identified as leaders for this research would be members of the president’s
cabinet and would represent functions indicated by the following representative titles:
Dean of Faculty, Dean or Vice President of Instruction, and Dean or Vice President of
Student Services. Others may be acknowledged or elected leaders, such as the chair of
the faculty senate; chair of strategic planning; chair of the curriculum committee; chair of
quality improvement; or other pertinent titles. Others may simply be viewed as the
campus elders, the individuals who enjoy high levels of respect and possess great power
but who may have no official role. The key people will vary from one campus to another
but would include individuals expected to be knowledgeable of the college’s processes to
become a more learning-centered institution and have responsibilities (official or
unofficial) for realizing the vision.

Change

Change is becoming or believing something different from what presently
exists or is believed, reflecting the view that not all change is observable.

Change is one of the themes that dominates both the education and business
literatures. There are many theories of how change occurs. The literature review is
primarily restricted to understanding the change which results from learning rather than
outlining particular change strategies, since organizational learning is the conceptual

framework of this research. This research is designed to study a particular type of change
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strategy, the change to create a more learning-centered college. Merriam-Webster’s
Collegiate Dictionary (1997) defines change in these ways: “to make different in some
particular,” and “to give a different position, course, or direction to” (p. 190). Despite the
broad treatment of the change topic in organizational literature, few definitions of the
word exist for that context.

Describing organizational change, rather than just change, Elsner cites Senge who
writes that change is “fast forwarding organizational evolution” (Elsner citing Senge in
O’Banion, 1997, p. 179). This distinction may be important, since it suggests a process
that moves more rapidly as a consequence of interventions but also could be interpreted to
mean that this is a direction the organization would evolve toward more gradually. It is
not likely that all evolution would necessarily move in the direction of particular change

efforts.

Even in the Harvard Business Review on Change, no definition is provided. Many
examples of change strategies, successes, and failures are offered. The authors observe
that “Managers groping about for a more fundamental shift in their organizations’
capabilities must realize that change programs treat symptoms, not underlying conditions.
These companies do not need to improve themselves; they need to reinvent themselves”
(Goss, Pascale, & Athos, 1991, p. 85). Argyris would argue that the reason change does
not happen is because of the defensive routines that are operational in organizations.
Other views of change will be addressed briefly in Chapter 2.

Although not all change needs to be dramatic, the evidence suggests that the shift

toward a more learning-centered college may reflect a need for reinvention. Change can
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exist at many different levels for many different issues. Although this study addresses the
change toward becoming a more learning-centered college, there are likely to be some
general characteristics of change which will aid in our understanding of this particular
change topic. Organizational learning may serve as a way to consider underlying
conditions, not just symptoms.

Premises

Premises are fundamental assumptions or beliefs about a particular topic that
are accepted as “givens” in a particular context.

The Merriam-Webster dictionary defines a premise in this way:

n. la) a proposition antecedently supposed or proved as a basis of argument

or inference; 1b) something assumed or taken for granted: presupposition; 2)

matters previously stated. ( Merriam Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary, tenth

edition, 1997, p. 920)

In the context of this research, the premises will include both the theories or
strategies which will be used to analyze the case and those which underlie leaders’ theories
or actions. Findings will be interpreted through premises or contemporary theories of
organizational learning and related constructs. Depending upon the particular model,
concepts of organizational learning span many organizational processes: leadership,
operations, communications, technology, and more. Although researchers may challenge
the premises of organizational learning, for example, it is not the purpose of this research
to assess the literature of organizational learning. Rather, the presently accepted
principles will simply be used to understand the strategies. If the premises are

subsequently rejected, the interpretations of this research would also necessarily need to

be reviewed.
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Delimitations and Limitations of the Study

The study is limited to members of the leadership group in one community college.
The concept of generalizability of this study through case-to-case transfer will be explored
in Chapter 3. The particular informants preclude an ability to generalize the findings to
other organizational actors, such as other faculty or professional staff in the organization.
This study has restricted its consideration to a leadership group, who most writers
acknowledge are key players. Consequently, the resulting descriptions can only apply to
those whose views were heard. “Where you stand affects what you see," according to
authors Cameron and Whetten (Cameron & Whetten, 1996, p. 277). We will see what the
identified leaders see, and what they see may be quite different from what another group in
the same organization at the same time may see.

It is also possible that the experience of this one college’s leadership is substantially
different from other colleges’ experiences. The description and analyses may apply only to
the perspectives gained from this group of individuals during the research period. A
detailed description of the case should enable others to determine whether they could
apply the findings.

Additionally, because context plays a critical role in analyzing any situation, and
because contexts change regularly, another researcher may find another set of models,
premises, and/or strategies in evidence among the same participants at another time. It is
possible that a replication of this study in the same college, either with a similar group or a
different one, could produce different results.

Perhaps the most significant limitation of the study is that it will not examine the
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of organizational learning or of the learning-centered college. The view will

be confined to the views espoused by the informants and interpreted by the researcher. It
is well documented in the literature that espoused theories do not always match theories-

in-use. Further, whether the theories in use, even if espoused, are effective in creating the

desired changes is a major ideration for those who would replicate the strategies. It is
beyond the scope of this research to either confirm the theories-in-use or evaluate the
impacts.

Finally, the complex nature of the organizational learning literature is another

limiting factor. The literatures of the learning organization and of organizational learning

are overlapping, yet some attempt to make distinctions between the two. More often,

writers treat the terms synony ly. Complicating the h ion further is the

nature of the change strategy that is being investigated, the notion of creating a more

learning-centered college. Although the literature of the learning-centered college is

lly sep from the previous two, there are also several overlapping

characteristics. Some authors introduce the pts of a learning ization when

explaining a learning-centered college. Although care has been exercised in attempting to
distinguish among these closely related concepts, the fact that the literature is so

overlapping precludes any ability to adequately differenti As these pts are

studied more, a clearer picture should emerge.
Researcher’s Interest
My interest in the topic of organizational learning in a community college stems from

multiple interests and experiences. Over many years of working in one community
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college, I have had the opportunity to observe a number of leadership “teams” and change
strategies. I have frequently been a member of task forces and leadership groups

™

d to initiate signi organizational change. Although varying levels of

success have been achieved, it is clear that most of the changes are either short-lived or

not as transforming as planned. Consequently, with each new strategic plan or

iy o

ative change, ch are often undone and new initiatives are only partially
realized. One must wonder how much greater the capacity and performance might be if

the organization had more i ly moved in ic directions and whether learning

pacity has been adequately developed to meet future challenges. Every individual
engaged in college leadership should be asking this question.
Organizations exist to fulfill one or more purposes. In business, the purpose is often

very clear. In higher education, the purposes are often less clear, but they are even more

important. As among the most skillful knowledge acquirers and generators, professional

d s have the p ial to b among the most effective at achieving any goals to

which they are committed. Whether they will is still an open question. For me,

organizational learning p one important hope for building the capacity we need to

fulfill the missions we share.
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Chapter 2 - Views from the Literature

In fact, I would argue that the rate at which md:wduals and orgamzaﬂons
learn may become the only inabl ve i
in knowledge-intensive industries. " (Stata, 1996 p. 318)

The Tension

Fund. 1 ohall

F face

as they strive to become more learning-
centered. As outlined in Chapter 1, major changes must occur if community colleges are

to achieve the ideal esp d by a learni d philosophy. Yet, few educational

reform efforts have resulted in major changes to the core activities of the institution
(Elmore, 1996; Alfred & Carter, 1999). Amey reports that some community college
writers “agree that the primary leadership task for community college presidents during
the maturity phase is to establish a basis upon which organizational renewal can occur”
(Amey, 1992, p. 140). The literature is extensive in documenting the need for change and
most hold leaders accountable for the required changes.

This chapter will provide additional insight to the types of changes writers envision
for more learning-centered organizations and set the stage for a study that will explore
how community college leaders are conceiving the change process. Although many
authors observe that change is greatly influenced by the actions of leaders, others believe it
results from grass-roots activities while still others argue for a new view of leadership,
where “leadership is what leaders and followers do together for the collective good.
Leaders operate in a shared-power environment with followers” (Brungardt, 1998, p. 7).
Regardless of which view one holds, most recognize that the change process is not easy

and is frequently thwarted. The need for substantive change and the difficulty of achieving
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change create tension in colleges.

My perspective is that it is a combination of the behaviors of the many actors of the
organization, in concert with the actions of leaders, that predisposes an organization to its
prospects for change. A major assumption underlying this research is that organizational
learning is a strategy that can be implemented for promoting positive change. A major
theme in today’s organizational literature suggests that the extent of organizational
learning evidenced within a group is a major predictor of its capacity for change. This is
one of the many places where the literature confuses as much as it explains, because not
only is organizational learning conceived as a source of change—indeed even a
precondition for—but it may also be the target of change, as individuals attempt to
influence (change) the organization’s learning so that other changes can proceed. This
conundrum is one of many perplexing aspects of the intertwined literatures of the learning
genre. Just as communicators are urged to understand their audience before crafting a
message, so should organizational leaders understand the organization before developing
strategies. Understanding the organization suggests a need to understand how the
organization learns.

Many community college leaders are “crafting strategy” for becoming more learning-
centered organizations. Rather than a rational, objective process, Mintzberg describes
strategy as a craft. Mintzberg observes that strategy reflects

involvement, a feeling of intimacy and harmony with the materials at hand,

developed through long experience and commitment. Formulation and

implementation merge into a fluid process of learning through which creative
strategies evolve. (Mintzberg, 1994, p. 110)
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Some who study strategy characterize it mechanistically, but Mintzberg’s
characterization suits the perspective of this study because it relates strategy to a process
of learning. Mintzberg’s descriptors convey a feeling similar to the views of Donald
Schon who writes about professionals’ development of reflective practice (Schon, 1983).
Strategies and practice are the essence of leaders’ actions in their respective roles, and
these concepts are closely associated with learning in a variety of forms. Many who have
analyzed business organizations have identified characteristics of organizational learning,
but no studies have been identified that seek to understand this dynamic in a community
college context.

The characteristics of a college are substantially different from those of a business
enterprise, and leaders enjoy very different roles, so it is unknown whether tenets of
organizational learning can be applied effectively in a higher education context. The goal
to become more learning-centered suggests that learning would be a fundamental strategy
for transformation, yet there is little evidence to suggest that organizational learning
strategies are being used. Likewise, there is no evidence to suggest that organizational
learning is not a major strategy, because there is simply no published evidence concerning
this question. Although there is an extensive literature on professional development
programs for staff, staff development and organizational learning are very different
concepts. In the absence of research about the application of organizational learning
principles in a higher education context, we are unable to intelligently speculate
concerning its ultimate potential for enhancing organizational capacity or creating more

effective organizations. The reader should note that this construct additionally uses
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organizational learning as both means and ends, as we talk about applying organizational
learning principles and its potential for enhancing organizational capacity, concepts that
speak to means or methods by which change may be realized. The end is suggested by
reference to the promotion of organizational learning. The conundrum addressed above,
that organizational learning may be both the source and the target, continues to
complicate. Before we will know how to craft interventions to promote organizational
learning, we must first understand how leaders are going about the change process and the
organization’s learning profile.

Introduction to Literature Review

This literature review will establish the framework for the research study. It will
begin by analyzing current community college contexts and the imperatives for change
toward becoming more learning centered. Next the concepts of a learning paradigm and a
learning-centered college will be introduced. The narrative will then outline the premises
of the closely related literatures of the learning organization and organizational learning
and contrast them to the learning-centered college literature. This reflective, relative
relationship among these literatures may be one explanation of why achieving a learning
culture within an organization is so difficult. The concepts lack some distinctive focus.

A review of the types of learning that may be integral to an organizational learning
perspective will also be provided. An assumption underlying my rationale is that
organizational learning is an effective change strategy, a belief that is well supported in the
business literature. Although the assumption is that organizational learning is an effective

change strategy, it is acknowledged that little evidence exists to support this assumption in
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a collegiate environment. Nevertheless, it is believed that change occurs as a result of
learning.

Leaders’ ies will be ined from the | fr k of

P

organizational learning, a stream of the organizational development literature.

Organizational learning is more closely aligned with the busi change and

literature than with traditional higher education writing. The organizational learning
literature is more likely to result from the work of scholars while the writings about the

learning organization are more fi

quently offered by business practitioners. These two
concepts are intertwined throughout the literature; in some scholars’ works the terms are

used almost i b bly. Others distinguish between these concepts in ways

significant to this research problem.

To understand the lex ph ofa ity college and create a

ble resp to the h question requires that the study draw from several

literature streams, including theories of learning, organizational learning, the learning

organization, leadership, teamwork, collaboration, culture, and community colleges. The

goalto b a more “learni; ed college” will require fundamental new ways of
thinking about the organization, its purposes, its reward structures, its culture, and more.
It will require significant learning. Fundamental or transformative changes are not

achieved utilizing the knowledge from a single lens or discipline; it will require multiple

perspectives and novel approaches. Likewise, und ding the change and learning
process in a community college must also draw from multiple disciplines.

The learning-centered college, the learning college, and the learning paradigm

32

VY



literature emerge from the higher education change literature. The learning college
literature is almost exclusively used in the context of community colleges. In contrast, the
organizational learning and learning organization literatures emerge from the
organizational development literature and are closely aligned with business change
literature. Although a few writers are linking the two broad fields (organizational
learning/learning organization and learning college/learning-centered college/learning
paradigm), there are differences between them, which will be explained later.

The final sections in the literature review will provide synopses of teams, leadership,
action learning, collaboration, change, and innovation. Although a comprehensive review
of the learning and change literature could extend for hundreds of pages, it is important to
place organizational learning in the broader context of learning to understand how
“learning” is understood in this study as well as how it contributes to organizational
dynamics and individual behaviors. Appendix K includes a summary of types of learning.

The Development of Community Colleges

Some trace community colleges’ roots to the late 1800s with the 1862 and 1890
passages of the Morrill Acts which established land-grant institutions, the first national
efforts to extend opportunities for higher education beyond its traditional borders (AACC,
1999). The philosophies represented by the land-grant institutions, particularly access, are
largely carried out by many community colleges today.

In 1922, at the second meeting of the American Association of Junior Colleges, an
organization which continues today as the American Association of Community Colleges

(AACC), the following definition of a junior college was adopted: “The junior college is
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an institution offering two years of instruction of strictly collegiate grade” (Bogue, 1950,
p. xvii, cited in Cohen & Brawer, 1996, p. 4). This definition was revised in 1925.

The junior college may, and is likely to, develop a different type of curriculum suited

to the larger and ever-changing civic, social, religious, and vocational needs of the

entire community in which the college is located. (Bogue, 1950, p. xvii, cited in

Cohen & Brawer, 1996, p.4)

Community colleges have developed in varying directions, generally aligning with
the “ever-changing . . . needs of their communities™ (Bogue, 1950, p. xvii, cited in Cohen
& Brawer, 1996, p.4). Although referred to by different names, the following generally
reflect the purposes of community colleges: developmental education, transfer education,
career education, community services, business and industry training, cultural
programming, and student support services (Cohen & Brawer, 1996; Cohen, 1994).

The Community College Model

Evolving at a time when Taylorism, scientific management, and industrial automation
and their inherent emphases upon efficiencies were prominent, a mass-production
mentality emerged within many community colleges. A glance at a policies manual in
many community colleges, at least until recent years, will provide evidence of the rules-
intensive nature of educational organizations. Although considered more agile than many
segments of higher education, community colleges’ ability to change is of growing
concern to many (Alfred, 1984; Carter & Alfred, 1996; Moskus, 1999).

Community colleges, like other segments of public higher education, could be

classified as “professional bureaucracies.” In describing these, Bolman and Deal write that

“professional bureaucracies are flat, decentralized structures; control is provided mainly by
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the professional indoctrination of their members” (Bolman & Deal, 1991, p. 88). They
insulate “key players,” primarily faculty or other professional staff, from interference,
which results in difficulties coordinating and assuring quality control. In describing the
result of this model, the authors write,

Professional bureaucracies often respond slowly to changes in the environment.

Multiple waves of reforms and reformers have tried with little success over several

decades to reform and restructure public schools. . . the autonomy and adaptability

of the professional make it very hard for the organization to make systematic
changes. Professional bureaucracies rarely succeed when they try to standardize the
performance of those in the operating core. (Mintzberg, 1979, cited in Bolman and

Deal, 1991, p. 88)

As professional bureaucracies, strategies that are perceived by the professionals as
attempts to standardize or further bureaucratize will be met with great resistance.

Faculty generally consider that they work in a collegial culture, but the meaning of
collegial has different meanings. Bergquist writes that the collegial “culture encourages
diversity of perspective and relative autonomy of work™ (Bergquist, 1992, p. 17).
Another perspective on collegiality is an environment that is friendly, supportive,
encouraging, and sharing.

A collegial style is likely to be more compatible with the tenets of organizational
learning, yet no definition of style is likely to adequately describe the dynamic complexity
of collegiate organizations. In one study of public school restructuring (Peterson,
McCarthey, and Elmore, 1996), collegial style was thought to contribute to a number of
positive characteristics considered to be important in enhancing a learning culture. This

belief could similarly exist in a higher education context; namely, that learning is more

likely to occur in a collegial environment. This study reported,
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Lakeview staff members had come to believe that it was essential to provide a

supportive, collegial environment because it would promote risk-taking and personal

growth for both students and teachers. Teachers' self-esteem, nurtured by a

supportive school setting, would then result in the provision of a safe environment

where students could take risks in their own learning. (Peterson et al., 1996, p. 28)

Faculty, staff, administrators, and students in organizations may hold differing views
of the college organization. This paradox may exist because the lens from which each
views the organization is different. These different points of view must be reconciled by
organizations, since they challenge the organization’s ability to develop shared vision,
common goals, and the shared beliefs important for becoming more learning-centered.
The business literature on alignment would support this view, as authors contend that all
systems and the culture of the organization must be focused on “the main thing” (Labovitz
and Rosansky, 1998).

Jerry Moskus, president of Lane Community College, a League for Innovation
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