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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 communities 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 
occurring during one’s participation in and con-
tribution 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 ex-
changes among peers as participants in discourse 
communities (Bonk, Medury, & Reynolds, 1994; 
Bonk & Reynolds, 1997; Fabos & Young, 1999). 
These communities open opportunities for learn-
ers to interact with multiple perspectives, which 
challenge their existing knowledge constructions 
and impose cognitive conflicts (Piaget, 1952) re-
quiring negotiations. The theme of this chapter 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.
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THE IDEAL OF LEARNING 
ORGANIzATION

The concept of the learning organization took seed 
several decades ago and gained major recognition 
with the incredible success of Peter Senge’s 1990 
book The Fifth Discipline. Senge (1990) describes 
a learning organization 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 collec-
tive 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 sys-
tems 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 learn-
ing 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 orga-
nizational goals, while team learning describes 
a sharing and utilization of knowledge involving 
collective 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 dif-
ficult to perceive that the learning organization 
model somewhat represents an educational con-
text 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 indi-
vidually through the internalization process that 
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 recogni-
tion 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 relationships, 
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 pro-
ceeded 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 assessments done 
by others about competencies and learning ob-
jectives. Comprehensive syllabi were developed. 
Finally, the course was delivered as planned. 
Associated with this linear approach were a set 
of teaching strategies which matched its linear 
qualities, characterized by being predominantly 
one way, centralized, and broadcast oriented. 
When students appeared bored and unengaged 
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