I. Orientation

1. The Remembered
Moment

T

here was once a young boy who was curious and bright; he had his
own way of thinking about things and his own pace for caring about
them. School didn’t hold much relevance for him because he had other
plans, and he was always busy learning. For instance, he collected medallions from every place he visited. Each day, he wore a different one
to school around his neck.
One day his teacher said, “Matthew, tomorrow we are going to conduct a science experiment with metals. I bet we could learn something
interesting about one of your necklaces.” He could hardly wait to tell his
parents, and much of the evening was spent discussing which medallion
to take to school the next day. Finally he picked one laced with silver,
from a trip he had taken with his grandfather. In the morning he was in a
hurry to get to school. Returning home that evening, he shared his new
scientific knowledge with his parents: metals all transmit electricity differently, and the silver in his medallion made it highly conductive.
The boy is much older now, but he still remembers that day, and he remembers what he learned about electricity. He also remembers the feelings he had—of his personal passions being genuinely interesting to others, of helping others learn, of being seen. The teacher may not remember
that particular lesson, but she remembers other times when she made a
special connection—sometimes with a student, other times with a mentor,
a parent, another educator, or someone else—and came away changed.
Everyone reading this book, no doubt, has had similar experiences—
when someone fired your imagination with new knowledge or touched a
deep chord in you that opened doorways you didn’t know existed. Why do
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experiences like these hold so much power? Perhaps it’s because they are
part of our most common birthright as human beings: our entry into life as eager and natural learners. “The drive to learn is as strong as the sexual drive,”
writes anthropologist Edward T. Hall. “It begins earlier and lasts longer.”
Learning is at once deeply personal and inherently social; it connects
us not just to knowledge in the abstract, but to each other. Why else
would it matter so much when a teacher notices something special about
a student? Throughout our lives, as we move from setting to setting, we
encounter novelty and new challenges, small and large. If we are ready
for them, living and learning become inseparable.
What if all communities were dedicated, first and foremost, to fostering this connection between living and learning? Such a world might feel
very different from our own. There would be no boundaries between
“school” and “work” and “life.” Skillful people, from groundskeepers to
accountants to scientists to artisans, would have a steady stream of apprentices, both children and adults. People of every age would continually embark on new endeavors and enterprises, taking failure in stride,
readily seeking one another’s help. Teenagers would spend most of their
learning time outside school walls (as Hall puts it, “with all that energy,
they shouldn’t be in school”), working on projects with real meaning for
them. And children would be everywhere, in civic meetings and business
conferences, just as they are present in significant meetings among many
indigenous peoples. An innate communitywide culture of learning would
lead to fewer quick fixes that seem to work at first but then backfire. The
children, the culture, and all everyday practices would continually remind
people of the real purpose of our endeavors: to look out for the long term.
Arguably, with the pace of social, economic, and technological change
continuing to accelerate, we are already moving into such a world,
whether we are ready for it or not. Some critics say that this will make
schools irrelevant. We feel exactly the opposite is true. No matter how
technologically advanced our world becomes—no matter how many
tablet computers they own or how many functions their smartphones
perform—children will always need safe places for learning. They will
always need launching pads from which to follow their curiosity into the
larger world. And they will always need places to make the transition
from their childhood homes to the larger society of peers and adults.
That is why a culture dedicated to learning would devote its resources to those institutions that most shape our development as learners.
They might or might not resemble the schools we have today. But they
would be places where everyone, young and old, would continuously
develop and grow in each other’s company; they would be incubation
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sites for continuous change and growth. If we want the world to improve, in other words, then we need schools that learn.

2. The Idea of a School
That Learns
S

chools that learn are everywhere, at least in people’s imaginations. The
core idea that has inspired this book—both in its first edition, published in the year 2000, and now in this second edition of 2012—is simple:
institutions of learning can be designed and run as learning organizations.
In other words, schools can be made sustainably vital and creative, not
by fiat or command or by regulation or forced rankings, but by adopting a learning orientation. This means involving everyone in the system
in expressing their aspirations, building their awareness, and developing
their capabilities together. In a school that learns, people who traditionally
may have been suspicious of one another—parents and teachers, educators and local businesspeople, administrators and union members, people
inside and outside the school walls, students and adults—recognize their
common stake in each other’s future and the future of their community.
By now thousands of people in hundreds of schools have accumulated more than three decades’ worth of experience in the practice of
schools that learn. Much of this experience has taken place under other names: “school reform,” “effective schools,” “educational renewal,”
“systems thinking in the classroom,” and even in some aspects of “no
child left behind.” The experimentation continues, and the resulting understanding of the relationship among educators, schools, learners, and
communities continues to deepen.
Much of this activity—though by no means all—is grounded in the
explicit work with learning organizations that was explored in the Fifth
Discipline series of books. The seven Fifth Discipline volumes (counting
second editions, including this one) are all based on a single core idea:
that it is possible to create organizations that learn through the ongoing
practice of five “learning disciplines” for changing the way people think
and act together. These disciplines—systems thinking, personal mastery,
working with mental models, building shared vision, and team learning—provide a great deal of leverage for those who want to foster and
build better organizations and communities.

T

he six other volumes of the
Fifth Discipline series (in order

of publication, most recent first) are:
Peter Senge, Bryan Smith, Nina
Kruschwitz, Joe Laur, and Sara
Schley, The Necessary Revolution:
How Individuals and Organizations
Are Working Together to Create a
Sustainable World (2008); Peter Senge,
The Fifth Discipline: The Art and Practice
of the Learning Organization (revised
and updated edition, 2006); Peter
Senge, Nelda Cambron-McCabe, Timothy
Lucas, Bryan Smith, Janis Dutton, and
Art Kleiner, Schools That Learn: A Fifth
Discipline Fieldbook for Educators,
Parents, and Everyone Who Cares About
Education (original edition, 2000); Peter
Senge, Art Kleiner, Charlotte Roberts,
Richard Ross, George Roth, and Bryan
Smith, The Dance of Change: The
Challenges of Sustaining Momentum in
Learning Organizations (1999); Peter
Senge, Art Kleiner, Charlotte Roberts,
Richard Ross, and Bryan Smith, The
Fifth Discipline Fieldbook: Strategies
and Tools for Building a Learning
Organization (1994); Peter Senge, The

