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Organizational learning is a widely studied area of interest among the students of organization since the early 1970s.  Perhaps the metaphors used to explain organizational learning were initially borrowed from psychology in the form of experimental studies on individuals and animals (Hedberg, 1981, p. 3, 6).  However, recent studies seek to establish more complex and dynamic relationships with the advancement of our knowledge on organization and learning related concepts.  By postponing the discussion on organization and learning relationships, let me develop a hypothetical understanding on how learning occurs and its relationships with other important concepts.

Apart from the theoretical and technical jargon developed over time in various disciplines, learning can simply be defined as "a knowledge acquiring process."  The term “process” is important in this definition because it entails a dynamic relationship between the learning system and its environment.  However, there has been no consensus on the nature of this dynamic relationship throughout the man's intellectual history.  Some perspectives gave precedence to environment as stimulus creating structure, and, learning, in this understanding, occurs as the subject produces appropriate responses to those stimulus.  S-R learning in particular and behaviorist theories in general are classified in this category.  On the other hand, opposite end of this continuum ascribes a more cognitively active role to individual subject in which learning results in the construction of a new reality through which the learner be able to master the environment (Piaget, 1968; Chomsky, 1966).  

On the other hand, second type of conflicting arguments concentrated around the concepts that define a learning system (subject, individual learner).  A human learning system has two capabilities: ability to know and ability to act.  Scientific debate on whether learning is a knowledge-based process or an action-based process has created conflicting orientations in the history of science.  The former line of thought has gained a long dominance in almost all areas of scientific disciplines.  In education, for example, this has been the particular reason that caused two lines of reactionary thoughts: one line saw schooling as an enslaving mechanism and de-schooling society as the solution (Illich, 1971), and, the other line emphasized action and experience under the assumptions of pragmatist philisophical thought (Dewey, 1952). 

To better explain how learning occurs as a result of interrelationships among those variables, we need a hierarchical reorganization of the concepts in a dynamic form.  In theory, the learning system is not separable from two variables: knowledge and action.  Thus, the learning system, knowledge and action are the structural parts of a whole.  The reality or environment constitutes the independent (as we will see, sometimes dependent) variable in this relationship.

The knowledge domain that defines a learning system is made possible by three variables:  (1) a learning system is inherited a body of scientific knowledge, (2) it has internalized a cultural knowledge, and, (3) it has a knowledge of the self (Bolan,  , p. 4).  The human learning system is assumed to acquire "a shared consciousness" through exposure to these three kinds of sources of knowing, and most importantly, every learning system is explained by a "subjectively constructed reality" (apperception of the world) (Bolan,  , p. 4)  at every points of its life cycle.  On the other hand, any subject (learning system) is born into a "subjectively constructed reality" created by social communities to which the subject belongs to.  Thus, a learning system becomes a part of a "socially constructed reality" from the begining. 

At the individual level, it is this body of socially constructed reality that organize knowledge dimension of a subject into certain principles and theories of action.  By this way, range or extent of actions taken by the learning system are imposed, directed and guided by the background assumptions which are largely inherited and shaped by reality of the community.  A subject learns these abstract and tacit structures of knowledge through exposure to simplified forms of exemplary models that are provided by the background assumptions (Kuhn, 1970).  Many times these exemplary models are in the form of metaphors that facilitates the subject to learn complex and abstract relationships between reality and communities perception of reality (Kuhn, 1970; Sterman, 1980). 

Thomas Kuhn explained this relationship in his work on how scientists learn paradigms that are conceptual maps guiding the scientific community in their endeavour with the reality for a certain time (Kuhn, 1970).  

Kuhn's perspective is particularly important on how each of the structural components (knowledge, action, reality) through which learning occurs determines the whole array of relationships which is quite contrary to many of the one way deterministic explanations concerning human learning.  For example, a certain paradigm (a socially constructed reality) successfully orients practicioner's activities, what he calls, the puzzle solving process that characterize the normalcy period in each paradigms life cycle.  Preestablished relationships between knowledge and reality yields a satisfactory level of action accomplishments.  However, certain anomalies occur.  Anomalies are largely resulted in inconsistent outcomes occuring between actions and reality.  Number of inconsistencies and their relatively permanent presence between what the backgroud assumptions foresee and what actually happens shift the determinative power to action-reality relationship in the learning process.  However, since the learning system is not able to explain these inconsistencies owing to the absence of explanatory tools provided by the knowledge domain, a confusion arises in the learning system.  Kuhn calls this state as crisis.  

Crisis and confusion is overcome by the introduction of a different set of background assumptions (structures of knowledge) that can adequately explain the relationship and resolve the anomalies.  Determinative power again shifts on the knowledge domain which in turn provides a new set of exemplary models.  The learning process again turns its normal flow as the learning system gains new insights in its intercourse with the reality.

Following propositions are derived from the perspective explained above:

1. Learning in the normalcy period (puzzle solving activities) is cumulative, contentual and quantitative.  Relationship with the reality is relatively stable,  learning in this phase "is like mental briclaying, in that pieces of knowledge add to each other" (Hedberg, 1981, p. 4).  

2. Learning following the crisis period is revolutionary, contextual and qualitative.  As the all established ties with the reality breaks down, and as a new cognitive map replaces the old one at last, a jump from one state of being to another occurs in the learning system.  This is a change of change and it is always "in the nature of a discontinuity or logical jump" (Watzlawick, Weakland and Fish, 1974, pp. 10-11).

3. While the normalcy period is characterized by continuous learning, replacement period is characterized by both learning and unlearning.  When a logical jump occurs, the learning system continues to learn at a higher level, at the same time, learned structures inherited from the old parception of reality (paradigm) are abandoned.  A fresh start begins which triggers the exploration of new relationships in the learning system's environment.

4. Since learning is both a subjective and social (community related) endeavour, communication and the use of language are important factors in this process.  However, group's sinergistic affect might impede or accelerate the learning process.  In the first instance, it is argued that "language is only an imperfect tool for transmitting knowledge and, in fact, can serve as a barrier" (Bolan,  , p. 21).  In the second instance, individual subjects as members of certain community might serve as translaters/converters of certain phenomena and relationships into their fellow men's language (a certain distortion is always likely).  Consider a similar process in the following example that is not about a social communication:

"A signal sent by the environment that is undetectable by A may be received by B and converted into a different kind of signal that A is properly equipped to receive-so that B serves as a relay/converter, and A responds to an environmental change that has been signaled to it via second-order communication." (Toffler, 1984, p. XXV). 

The concepts of "Second-order communication" and "relay/converter" mechanism are able to give new insights into which how learning occurs in communities and community members as they belong to a certain paradigm.

Conclusion

The paradigm perspective has certain potentials to explain learning in individual learning systems and in communities.  Its application to organizational learning is surely an unexplored area.  The ideas presented above are not more than a result of a rudimentary attempt to highlight some points on relative virtue of the paradigm model on learning concerning an individual learning system.  Learning, in this perspective, is complex, hence explainable, process and its explanatory power on the dynamics of learning constitutes its strongest side.                           
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