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Commentary on Organizational Learning 

Cincinnati Museum Center (CMC) is one of the most visited museums in the United 

States, entertaining more than one million visitors yearly.  CMC’s mission is “to inspire people 

of all ages to learn more about our world through science, regional history, and educational, 

engaging and meaningful experiences” (Employment/Volunteer, n.d., para. 1).  This is carried 

out by volunteers, interns, and core staff.  The volunteer services and internship department is 

tasked with carrying out CMC’s objectives.  According to the  director, “we want to run a world 

class department in which people are learning from each other and advancing the museum’s 

brand and position” (Smorey, A., personal communication, October 14, 2009).  Consistent with 

this goal, this project endeavored to extract knowledge from the operational activities, make 

sense of it, disseminate the information to the organization’s learning systems and create a 

culture that facilitates organizational learning. This process was geared towards developing an 

internship program under the writer’s guidance as detailed in the attached DVD video. 

The Learning Process 

CMC is a service organization, operating in an environment where its performance is 

assessed daily by the public.  Patrons make daily assessments that provide external data which is 

received by CMC’s environmental interface, reflected on for adaptation and integration, 

disseminated to stake-holders and stored in the organizations memory for future use (Schwandt 

& Marquardt, 2000).  This project’s purpose was to lead a learning process for continually 

increasing CMC’s capability to learn.  The following five stages were utilized in this process.  

Developing the framework.  This process began with a literature analysis aimed at 

determining the right approach for facilitating learning.  Schwandt’s and Marquardt’s (2000) 

process for bringing organizational learning to a company was found most suitable.  Email 
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communication was initiated which facilitated the development of a two-phase, five-part strategy 

that combines descriptive and prescriptive elements was adapted and a matrix for this framework 

developed and utilized throughout the process (Appendix A).  The descriptive phase, meant to 

describe CMC’s learning choices, involved developing a framework, internal sensemaking and 

the analysis of inputs and outputs into the system.  The prescriptive process, meant to identify 

and implement best practices, involved responding to challenges and measuring overall learning.  

Internal sensemaking.  This writer, along with the director and her leadership team, met 

to assess current learning.  This was done through a series of questions which enabled an 

understanding of data acquired, the scanning processes used to allow or disallow this data, 

problem solving mechanisms, dissemination systems utilized, and the importance of learning to 

staff, volunteers, and interns.  Dunoon’s (2008) ARIES tool was utilized in this inquiry by 

attending to dialogue, reflecting on information, inquiring for feedback, expressing differing 

viewpoints, and synthesizing this information into the learning processes.  This paradigm was 

suggested for resolving difficulties (Appendix B) and facilitated an analysis of learning needs. 

Analysis of inputs and outputs.  The primary input of data includes patrons, visitors, 

and intern mentors.  This data serves as an external knowledge source.  In his consultative role, 

this writer urged the leadership team to complete a survey (Garvin, Edmondson, & Gino, 2008) 

that enabled the development of a learning organization profile (Appendix C).  The writer guided 

the team in developing a new understanding of how to use this information.  This facilitated an 

understanding of the concrete learning processes and the learning environment within the system 

(Appendix D).  These processes and the environment enabled dialogue that developed during 

operations.  A discussion ensued on how to convert this dialogue into goal-reference knowledge.  



Running head: COMMENTARY ON ORGANIZATIONAL LEARNING                                 4 

 

Responding to challenges.  This process required conducting surveys of patron 

preferences.  The coordinator of intern programs tasked two interns with the responsibility for 

this survey.  Traditionally, information management has been the failure to clarify outcomes.  

The writer, as consultant, suggested a growth program for interns and volunteer leaders that 

allows for continuous learning.  This led to the development of learning portfolios for interns, 

available on the internet (Appendix E).  Learning outcomes include inspiring productivity by 

eliminating needless barriers and bureaucracy, achieving efficiency through quick 

responsiveness to patron needs, nurturing excellence by making learning intentional at all times, 

and transforming processes with the goal of solving critical department-wide problems rapidly 

and reflecting on the solutions.  

Yardsticks to measure progress.  Measurement facilitates continued learning and an 

examination of how the organization learns.  Staff completed the learning organization survey 

(Garvin, Edmondson, & Gino, 2008).  Results indicated that CMC needed to focus on allowing 

experimentation as an avenue for learning, providing more training, enabling psychological 

safety for learning, enhancing openness to new ideas, and creating time for reflection on past 

initiatives (Appendix D).  Dialogue at a consultative meeting generated two ideas: open spaces 

for communication within the organization and an internal blog that would be utilized by all 

volunteers, interns, and staff in sharing information.  Both of these have been implemented and 

are being monitored.  Communication is being enhanced through materials that inspire dialogue 

in the break room and through learning portfolios for interns (Appendix E).     

Performance and Measurement of Learning 

Improved performance is essential in assessing outcomes.  Measurement was achieved 

using interviews, and questionnaires.  The knowledge management questionnaire facilitated an 
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understanding of the level of learning undertaken.  Sample feedback provided indicated that 

employees and volunteers have developed an understanding of how to access information 

(Appendix F).  The coordinator of programs has taken the lead in maintaining dialogue on the 

need to advance knowledge acquisition, maintenance, and storage.  This will enable ease of 

learning and facilitate a supportive environment that assures the continuous development of staff, 

volunteers, and interns.  Current leaders throughout CMC have appreciated the new efforts being 

made in the development of a world class internship.  As learning continues, further assessments 

should reveal more productive growth and performance by staff and volunteers. 

Assessment of Personal Leadership in Organizational Learning 

Leaders play a critical role as “designers, teachers, and stewards” (Senge, 2006, p. 321) 

within the organization.  This writer’s goal was to provide resources to the leadership team and 

empower them with insight for facilitating learning.  There were a variety of leadership learning 

opportunities which enabled this writer to communicate the principles of organizational learning 

to CMC’s leadership team.  The internship program is quickly becoming a success and the 

leadership team understands how outcomes develop from learning.  One of the difficulties in this 

project was the reduced access to interns and volunteers who come in during the evenings and on 

weekends.  As an external practitioner this writer guided the leadership team in embracing 

organizational learning and creating a pathway for future learning in the organization. Staff and 

their interns, as leaders and collaborators, had the mutual interest of success of the internship and 

development of leadership skills. CMC staff and interns are working towards the development of 

communities of practice in which team members pursue mutual outcomes (Appendix G). By 

designing the five stages outlined herein this writer provided an ideal approach that was 

appreciated and has been commended by leaders at CMC (Appendix H).  
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Appendix A 

Initial Email Communication and Matrix for Descriptive and Prescriptive Elements  

 

Learning Strategy 

Development 

Learning Implementation 

Techniques 

Data and Informational 

Sharing Within the System 

Knowledge Capture and 

Storage by the Team 

Descriptive Process 

Phase 

Develop the learning 

system framework 

This will be a one week process 

of clarifying guidelines for 

learning  

Three media of email, phone, 

and live meetings will 

facilitate knowledge capture  

Internal sensemaking  This will be a two week initiative 

that utilizes Dunoon’s (2008) 

ARIES tool to encourage data and 

information sharing 

Attendees will be encouraged 

to be guardians of their data 

and information and ideas 

will be developed for storage 

Analysis of subsystem 

inputs and outputs 

This will be a two week activity 

that allows the collective to find 

out what is known and what may 

not be readily known  

Openness of communication 

will enable easy access to 

information for learning 

Prescriptive Process 

Phase 

Response to challenges Over a two week period, the team 

will address difficulties that arise 

and implement best practices that 

enhance learning 

Collaboration within the 

group will be essential to 

knowledge capture and 

transfer of information  

Yardsticks of measurement The last week will be utilized in 

measurement of learning and 

development of a future focus 

Feedback acquired will 

enable improvements in the 

learning process 
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Appendix B 

ARIES Framework and Email Regarding Using it as a Learning Paradigm 

This framework is based on the ARIES tools – a concept development by Dunoon (2008). 

 

Email Communication Following Implementation of ARIES Framework as a Learning Paradigm 

 

 

Attending Reflecting Inquiring Expressing Synthezing 

Learning 

requires team 

members to 

listen to each 

other and pay 

close attention 

to data sources 

within the 

organization 

Internal 

sensemaking within 

the organization 

will be enhanced 

by the collective 

group’s ability to 

analyze everything 

that occurs and 

daily experiences 

carefully  

Individuals will 

bring different 

perspectives to the 

various initiatives 

in the organization. 

It is essential to 

incorporate these 

viewpoints in 

collective decisions 

that will affect all  

It is easier to 

respond to 

challenges once 

differing 

viewpoints have 

been considered. 

Encourage dialogue 

between all those 

who will be 

affected by change  

Feedback 

received from 

this process 

enables new 

learning in the 

organization. As 

this information 

in integrated, 

solutions will 

arise for complex 

problems 
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Appendix C 

Learning Organization Survey and Email on its Use 

 

Email Communication Regarding Use of Learning Organization Survey 
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Appendix D 

Concrete Learning Processes and a Supportive Learning Environment 

 

 

 

 

Source: https://survey2.hbs.edu/los/LosResults?sessionId=381B5FE533C282FF08CC2F88D7B597D406 
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Appendix E  

Learning Portfolios for Interns at CMC 
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Appendix F 

Sample CMC Knowledge Management Questionnaire 

 

Permission to Use Questionnaire 
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Appendix G 

CMC Video on Leadership Role in Organizational Learning Project 
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Appendix H 

Letter of Recommendation 

 


