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inTroducTion

As online technologies and information resources rise 
in salience, experience has shown (Vat, 2000, 2001, 
2002a, 2002b) that online education must be based on 
theories of learning and instructional design principles 
to guide usage of the tools and resources for mediating 
collaboration and social exchanges within communi-
ties of learners (CoL). Relatively recent discussions in 
the literature (Cobb & Yackel, 1996; Marshall, 1996; 
O’Connor, 1998; Vygotsky, 1978) suggest that learning 
is increasingly viewed as a constructive process occur-
ring during one’s participation in and contribution to 
the practices of the community. This is supported by 
a current shift (Brown et al., 1993) from the cognitive 
focus on knowledge structures presumed in the mind 
of the individual learner, to a constructivist focus on 
the learner as an active participant in a social context. 
Indeed, we have been witnessing classroom culture 
being enriched with tools such as the Web-based search 
engines that mediate knowledge building and social 
exchanges among peers as participants in discourse 
communities (Bonk, Medury, & Reynolds, 1994; Bonk 
& Reynolds, 1997; Fabos & Young, 1999). These com-
munities open opportunities for learners to interact with 
multiple perspectives, which challenge their existing 
knowledge constructions and impose cognitive conflicts 
(Piaget, 1952) requiring negotiations. The theme of this 
article is to investigate strategies to enhance learning 
and knowledge sharing in the learners’ communities 
through the idea of a learning organization model. Its 
aim is to develop the collective intellect of the CoL 
through appropriate design of information system (IS) 
support so as to expand its capacity to adapt to future 
challenges.

The ideal of learning 
organiZaTion

The concept of the learning organization took seed sev-
eral decades ago and gained major recognition with the 
incredible success of Peter Senge’s 1990 book The Fifth 
Discipline. Senge (1990) describes a learning organiza-
tion as a place where people continually expand their 
capacity to create the results they truly desire, where 
new and expansive patterns of thinking are nurtured, 
where collective aspiration is set free, and where people 
are continually learning how to learn together. At the 
core of Senge’s formulation are five essential learning 
components:  personal mastery, mental models, shared 
vision, team learning, and systems thinking, which may 
be briefly described as follows.

Personal mastery has to do with individual learning, 
and can be seen as the basic building block through 
the actualization of which the learning organization is 
typically constructed. Mental models are about how 
individuals reflect on their own knowledge, using such 
models to improve the internal understanding of an 
organization’s functions and processes. Shared vision 
implies a sense of group commitment to a matrix of 
organizational goals, while team learning describes a 
sharing and utilization of knowledge involving collec-
tive thinking skills. The purpose of systems thinking 
is to understand relationships and inter-relationships, 
as well as the context and the forces that affect the 
behavior of the organization.

To learner-centered teachers, it is not difficult to 
perceive that the learning organization model some-
what represents an educational context through which 
students can learn by dealing with others, exchanging 
ideas, and comparing our ideas with other people. In 
fact, Vygotsky’s theory (1978) suggests that we learn 
first through person-to-person interactions and then 
individually through the internalization process that 
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leads to deep understanding. This belief in the social 
process of knowledge sharing is based on people’s 
mutual understanding of their own and others’ interests 
and purposes, and the recognition that their interests 
are somehow bound up in doing something to which 
they all contribute. Indeed, at one time or another, we 
might have experienced being a member of a great 
team. We probably remember the trust, the relation-
ships, the acceptance, the synergy, and the results 
that we achieved as a group of individuals. Though it 
takes time to develop the knowledge of working as a 
whole, when a group of people who over time have 
learned to enhance their capacity to create what they 
truly desire to create, this is, in fact, an instance of a 
learning organization.

The educaTion philosophy for 
online learning

In realizing the learning organization ideal of providing 
educational services, it is observed that there has been 
a major shift from the linear view to a dynamic view 
of managing education (Bates, 1995; Berreman, 1997). 
The first challenge for educators is to figure out how to 
harness the power of the new media to take advantage 
of its capacity to support flexibility, concurrency, and 
just-in-time design, instead of merely using the new 
media to deliver the same old stuff. In the linear model of 
education, learning design proceeded in a linear fashion 
from defining objectives to lesson planning to course 
delivery. Educators first engaged in a comprehensive 
learning needs analysis process, often based on assess-
ments done by others about competencies and learning 
objectives. Comprehensive syllabi were developed. 
Finally, the course was delivered as planned. Associ-
ated with this linear approach were a set of teaching 
strategies which matched its linear qualities, character-
ized by being predominantly one way, centralized, and 
broadcast oriented. When students appeared bored and 
unengaged in this type of program, the solution was 
to find ways to use new media to make the one-way 
broadcast more entertaining.

Much early online learning was nothing more than 
a way to generate a broadcast of an expert and his or 
her multimedia slides with good production values. 
Today, we need a renewed mindset for education, espe-
cially when it is offered through the Internet. Teaching 
and learning is currently seen as an ongoing process 

rather than a program with a fixed starting and ending 
point. The importance of widespread participation by 
learners in the design of their own learning has been 
widely recognized (Kimball, 1995). ICTs (information 
and communications technologies) are particularly 
well suited to a more dynamic approach to managing 
education. Good teachers have also always been open 
to changing their lessons plans based on student input. 
New media makes it easier. And online environments 
can provide electronic spaces for continuing conversa-
tion among students and teachers about what is working 
and what is not working in the process. The idea of 
participatory course design is not to be neglected. The 
online environment provides an opportunity to support 
collaborative learning in ways we have not been able 
to do before. Yet, just putting participants together in 
some kind of common electronic space will not turn 
them into a collaborative group automatically. The key 
is to design a framework for group work, which requires 
the team to grapple with roles, protocols for working 
inter-dependently, and mutual accountability.

The appreciaTive seTTings for 
knoWledge sharing

In selecting the pedagogical devices to support knowl-
edge sharing according to the learning organization 
model, we have borrowed some legacies from some 
educational visionaries in trying to blend the art and 
science of constructivist teaching. For example, John 
Dewey’s designs embedded learning in experience 
(Dewey, 1938). He advocated field studies and immer-
sion in experiences to stimulate learning. Jean Piaget’s 
work influences constructivist educators through de-
signs of discovery learning (Piaget, 1970). Students 
manipulate subject matter and objects representing 
the subject matter as they interpret their findings. 
Piaget believed that learners’ internalization leads to 
structural changes in how they think about something 
as they assimilate incoming data. Today, constructing 
meaning on the basis of one’s interpretation of data is 
indeed the heart of science inquiry. Besides, Feuerstein’s 
(1980) mediated learning theory refutes the concept of 
an unchanging intelligent quotient and leads to intense 
examination of how the classroom setting affects stu-
dents’ meta-cognition. On examining the varied work of 
these master architects, we see an array of constructivist 
settings to enable knowledge sharing.
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