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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
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Fifth Discipline: The Art and Practice
of the Learning Organization (original
edition, 1990).
All from Currency/Doubleday (a
division of Random House).
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or more on leverage and
Buckminster Fuller’s trim tab

Small, relatively inexpensive, well-focused actions can sometimes
produce significant, enduring improvements, if they’re in the
right place. Systems thinkers refer to this principle as leverage.
Tackling a difficult problem is often a matter of seeing where the
high leverage lies. Leverage often comes from new ways of thinking. Human systems (such as schools) are particularly prone to
being affected in large ways by small changes that are not obvious
to most people—because they do not fully understand why the
system operates the way it does.

example, see The Fifth Discipline,
(second edition, 2006), pp. 63–65.

The genesis for the first edition of Schools That Learn was the discovery that this overall approach seems to resonate with educators because
it brings together two goals that often seem in conflict: to realize people’s deepest aspirations and to foster better long-term educational performance. The results include noticeable improvements in test scores
and other extrinsic measures, but, more importantly, they include breakthroughs of the mind and heart.
Whether you are a teacher, an administrator, a parent, or even a student, this book will help you achieve the same in your own school. The
volume contains more than 170 pieces of writing by 67 authors. They
include tools and methods, stories and reflections, guiding ideas, exercises, and resources that people have adopted to help make institutions
of learning more like learning organizations. Many of the articles are intensely pragmatic, geared toward helping teachers, school administrators, or parents solve particular problems. Many of them are deeply reflective, aimed at helping you see the school world as you haven’t seen it
before, so you can operate within it, or change it, in more effective ways.
These articles are not meant to be prescriptive or restrictive—they are
easily adapted to a wide variety of circumstances, including higher education and lifelong learning. There are no “top-ten learning schools” in
this book; we don’t offer profiles of exemplary cases where star educators
have figured out their problems in ways that the rest of us can simply
copy. Indeed, no school’s experience can be applied to another’s situation
wholesale. All schools, and their situations, are unique and require their
own unique combination of theories, tools, and methods for learning.
We call this book Schools That Learn, but we are not limiting our vision to improving single schools or colleges as self-contained individual
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entities. That’s because schools don’t exist in isolation; instead they have
the potential to be fulcrum points for learning in the communities around
them. Sustainable communities need viable schools for all their children
and learning opportunities for all their adults. In our view, a learning
school is not so much a distinct and discrete place (for it may not stay in
one building or facility) as a living system for learning—one dedicated to
the idea that all those involved with it, individually and together, will be
continually enhancing and expanding their awareness and capabilities.

Introducing the Five Learning Disciplines
Schools that train people only to obey authority and follow the rules unquestioningly have poorly prepared their students for our increasingly
complex and interdependent world. Today, people in all walks of life are
called upon to act with greater autonomy, to lead as well as follow, to
question difficult issues in a safe manner, and to become more conscious
of the habits of thought that govern our behavior and shape our prospects.
The five disciplines of organizational learning are ongoing bodies of
study and practice that help develop this type of perspective and skill. As
many teachers and administrators have noted, the learning disciplines
also offer effective ways to deal with the dilemmas and pressures of educational institutions.
Two of the disciplines represent ways of articulating individual and
collective aspirations—and using those to set a direction.
n

n

Personal Mastery: Personal mastery is the practice of developing a

coherent image of your personal vision—the results you most want
to create in your life—alongside a realistic assessment of the current
reality of your life today. This produces an innate tension that, when
cultivated, can expand your capacity to make better choices and to
achieve more of the results that you have chosen.
Shared Vision: This collective discipline establishes a focus on
mutual purpose. People with a common purpose (e.g., the teachers,
administrators, and staff in a school) can learn to nourish a sense of
commitment in a group or organization by developing shared images
of the future they seek to create and the strategies, principles, and
guiding practices by which they hope to get there. A school or
community that hopes to live by learning needs a common shared
vision process.
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Two of the disciplines involve the practice of reflective thinking and
generative conversation:
n

Mental Models: This discipline of reflection and inquiry skills is fo-

n

cused around developing awareness of attitudes and perceptions—
your own and those of others around you. Working with mental models can also help you more clearly and honestly define current reality.
Since most mental models in education are often “undiscussable”
and hidden from view, one of the critical acts for a learning school is
to develop the capability to talk safely and productively about dangerous and discomfiting subjects.
Team Learning: This is a discipline of group interaction. Through
such techniques as dialogue and skillful discussion, small groups of
people transform their collective thinking, learning to mobilize their
energies and actions to achieve common goals and draw forth an intelligence and ability greater than the sum of individual members’
talents. Team learning can be fostered inside classrooms, between
parents and teachers, among members of the community, and in the
“pilot groups” that pursue successful school change.

And the final discipline (the “fifth” discipline of the original book) is an
extensive body of knowledge and practice for recognizing and managing complexity in the world at large.
n

Systems Thinking: In this discipline, people learn to better understand

interdependency and change and thereby are able to deal more effectively with the forces that shape the consequences of their actions. Systems thinking is based on a growing body of theory about the behavior
of feedback and complexity—the innate tendencies of a system that lead
to growth or stability over time. Tools and techniques such as stock-andflow diagrams, system archetypes, and various types of learning labs
and simulations help students gain a broader and deeper understanding
of the subjects they study. Systems thinking is a powerful practice for
finding the leverage needed to achieve the most constructive change.
Part II of this book, starting page 70 is an in-depth primer on the five disciplines.

Educators have told us that the learning disciplines sound great, and
then they asked, “But what do we do Monday morning? How do we create a sense of systemic awareness or personal mastery within our staff?
Is it worth even trying with students? How can we integrate these skills
and practices with our existing curriculum and all the changes imposed
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on us? How do we discover exactly what type of learning classroom or
school we wish to create? What do we do about the pressures coming
from outside? How do we get started?”
Parents who are familiar with the learning disciplines have similar
questions: “How do we use these disciplines to deal with problems like
homework or disputes with other children? How do we use them in working
with our children’s teachers? What kind of relationship can we build
between the school and the workplace or other places in the community?”
No book can provide the complete answers to these questions. But a
book like this can introduce you to effective ways of approaching the problems. It can offer strategies that are grounded in the collective experience
of people in a wide variety of public and private schools, colleges, and universities. And it can show you how to start developing your own strategies.
In all, thousands of people, including parents, teachers, administrators,
experts, politicians, and students themselves, are evolving together into a
worldwide community of organizational learners in education. Those who
take on the methods and tools of organizational learning, and who seek
to understand the theories that underlie them, typically find they have a
huge amount of leverage for change and influence that they did not recognize before and a far better awareness of what changes to push for. And
that is fortunate, because together we face an extraordinarily difficult but
vital and crucial task: re-creating schools to serve students who will come
of age in a postindustrial and increasingly connected world.

The Current Reality of Schooling
During the fifteen years since we first started working on this book, we
have often heard people voice the opinion that American schools are
falling behind—that industrial-age schools are hopelessly failing. This
perception dates back at least to 1983, when the U.S. government report,
A Nation at Risk, argued that the country’s population was too poorly
educated to compete in the global marketplace. While many of the broad
accusations of that report have since been proven false, the perception
of schools in crisis remained strong and in recent years has only been
exacerbated by reports of American test scores lagging far behind those
in other nations, such as Finland and Singapore. Other countries have
had their own bouts of collective anxiety about schools and their own
frustration at not feeling able to improve. In addition to the stress this
has placed on educators, many students feel extraordinary pressure to
compete because of the pervasive fear that they will be shut out of a suc-
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Nation at Risk, National
Commission on Excellence

Report (U.S. Department of Education,
1983). The crisis assumptions of
the report are questioned in David
C. Berliner and Bruce J. Biddle, The
Manufactured Crisis: Myths, Fraud, and
the Attack on America’s Public Schools
(Basic Books, 1996).

