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Indicators of Learning
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“What is important is to keep learning, to
enjoy challenge, and to tolerate ambiguity.

In the end there are no certain answers.”
Martina Horner, President of Radcliffe College

Healthy teams continue to grow, mature
and change over time. To us, the word
learning captures this process. Although we
could substitute the word change for
learning, we like learning for a couple of
reasons.

First, learning says that this activity is
purposeful and intentional. We all change
over time, but we do not all pay attention to
how we change or what changes are
occurring. Learning, on the other hand,
speaks to a process that a person
participates in for a reason and is seeking
some result. Likewise, teams that continue
to grow in their effectiveness will
purposefully continue to learn from and with
all team members. In line with the first
reason, learning results in individuals and
teams making meaning of their experiences.
Not only is learning an intentional activity
but, when mastered, allows teams and
individuals within those teams to repeat
their success when needed. Many teams
have success, but not many teams know
why they were successful, or are able to
replicate the success in different settings.

A facilitator knows teams are learning
when . ..

1. There is an increased awareness of

assumptions and mental models.

2. There is an increase in individuals
and the group’s ability to manage
differences.

3. There is an expanded perspective.

Awareness of Assumptions

When we begin to think about the
desired outcomes of change, the focus is
generally on some behavior or action.
Generally, when people pursue change,
they want to do something different in the
end. We agree that real change will affect
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the way we act, work and interact with others.
In other words, our behavior will change.
However, when change agents try to alter
behavior first and exclusively, the sustainability
of that change is limited. The reason is that
behind our behavior is a logic that guides and
generates our actions. Unless we can change
our inner logic, our outward changes will be
limited and short-lived.

Ladder of Inference

Chris Argyris
Overcoming Organizalional Defenses: Facilitating Organizational Learning

Actions
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™
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™
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™

Observable Data

Without Inquiry assumptions can lead to actions that erode the
learning environment.

A model that has proved very helpful to us
in understanding this concept is Chris Argyris’
Ladder of Inference. In this model, we begin by
recognizing that all around us every day is a
plethora of data. While a facilitator works with
groups, there is an enormous number of things
a facilitator could pay attention to, i.e., people
talking, shifting in their chairs, their body
language, the hum of the air conditioning, the
lights, noise from outside the room. Since we
cannot focus on everything at once, we select
certain things to pay attention to. Once we have
selected something to focus our attention on,
we quickly begin to give meaning to those

Indicators of Learning
2



things. The meaning we give is based on
our experience, culture and training. With
some meaning attached, we begin to make
assumptions about the things we are
focusing on. Again, our mental models
about who we are and how the world works
are automatically engaged. We may or may
not be aware of the assumptions we are
making. Yet the assumptions we make lead
us to draw certain conclusions about the
thing or person we are focusing on. This
leads us to form certain beliefs, which
generate our actions or behavior. All of
this happens in a split second, yet the logic
behind the behavior will continue to create
the same kinds of behavior over time.

Here is an example. If we are working
with a group and see someone leaning back
in his chair with his arms folded, this posture
can mean a couple of things. It could
indicate someone who is skeptical and
withdrawn from the group process. Or it
could also indicate someone who is very
comfortable and attentive. Based on our
experience with this person or other people
in groups who lean back and fold their arms,
we will formulate some assumptions about
this person. Depending on the assumptions
that we form and the conclusions we draw,
we will either treat this person as a skeptic
to win over or an engaged participant who
wants to learn something. What the Ladder
of Inference allows us to do is to be fully
aware of how we are choosing to see the
person, that we are making those choices,
whether we realize it or not.

The point of this discussion is that if we
want to facilitate sustainable change or
learning with a group or an individual, we
need to help him or her surface his or her
assumptions. If a person can become aware
of his or her assumptions and challenge
them, he or she will behave differently
because it makes sense to act differently.
Not only that, but since people tend to see
those things that confirm what they already
believe and dismiss those things that
contradict what they believe, if we can help
a person change his or her assumptions, he
or she will change what they see and pay
attention to in his or her environment. As
facilitators, we will know that a group or
individual is learning in a way that will lead
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to long-term effectiveness if they are becoming
aware of their assumptions and in turn adopting
more accurate assumptions.

As a sidebar, our assumptions are
automated, taken-for-granted  ways  of
understanding ourselves and our world.
Consequently, they are not always accessible
to us directly. What we think or say we believe
is not always consistent with what we really
believe. What we really believe comes from our
assumptions. So, to become aware of our
assumptions, we need some pathways that will
bring our assumptions into our consciousness.
We suggest at least two that we have at our
constant disposal. The first is our actions, and
the second is our emotions.

This first pathway seems the most obvious.
What we do can be witnessed by others, and
the consequences of our actions and decisions
are usually observable. Consequently, by
reflecting on our experiences and asking
qguestions that seek to understand the ‘why
behind the what’' of our actions, we are able to
uncover the assumptions driving the actions.
This explains the emphasis on reflection in
some of the most innovative organizational and
human learning writing of the last two decades.*

What may not be as obvious is the
usefulness of our emotions as a pathway to
understand our thinking. The relationship
between emotions and thinking has been
around for years.? Many of us have been taught
not to trust emotion. It is irrational and
uncontrollable. But no matter how irrational an
emotion may be, it will always tell you what you
believe to be true in that moment.

Actions and emotions provide the reflective
facilitator the pathways to understand the
assumptions or inner logic of individuals and
groups. By asking questions such as, ‘What
does this action get for the performer of the
action?” or ‘Of all the possible emotional
responses why does this response come now?,’
the underlying logic can be surfaced.

Managing Differences

We often ask the question in seminars that
we teach ‘why people form teams?’. Most often,
the response is because a group of people can
be smarter and more effective than individuals.
Yet teams most often never really maximize the
perceived benefits that led them to be formed in
the first place. Why? “Often when we listen to
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others we may discover that we are
listening from disturbance; in other words,
we are listening from an emotional memory
rather than from the present moment.”
Much of the lack of collective intelligence
and collaboration is due to residual anxiety
from previous personal conflicts. It may be a
bad encounter with the person with whom
one is trying to work. Or it can be a memory
of another leader or team member from a
previous team. The end result is that too
often teams become dysfunctional because
team members are too reactive to one
another. Effective team members recognize
and resist this temptation to listen from
memory.

A second sign that individuals and
teams are managing differences well is that
the amount of tension and reactivity
(automatic responses) diminishes and is
replaced with purposeful listening and
dialogue. When teams are practicing good
Collective Learning, differences, rather than
polarizing the team, are seen as
opportunities to consider different
perspectives. Consequently, the quality of
decisions increases because the team is

taking advantage of its collective
intelligence.
In addition to diminished reactivity,

learning teams are more aware of the
choices they make. Rather than blame each
other, circumstances, the facilitator or their
leader for failure, learning teams seek to
understand how each member contributed
to ineffective action so that they can do
better in the future.

Broadening Perspective
A third way to assess a team’s learning
status is how well team members let the
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perceptions of others broaden the team
members’ perspective. All of us, no matter how
old we are, how intelligent we are or how
educated we are, can see only a limited amount
of the world around us. That is the limitation of
being human. However, if a person considers
the perspectives of those around the individual
and does not get lost in defending or debating
those perspectives, then that person can
expand his or her understanding of himself or
herself and the world. Learning teams do not
waste their energy debating who has the right
perceptions of an event. Rather, they take each
person’s perceptions as valuable and allow the
different perspectives to provide a more
complete picture of how things are. In this way,
the breadth of experience on the team makes
the team exponentially smarter.

Conclusion

Learning is the key to sustainable teams.
Yet it is important to realize that learning goes
beyond just assimilating new information or
data. The learning necessary of new generation
teams requires a deeper learning. This type of
learning requires an ever-growing awareness of
one’s assumptions as well as the shared
assumptions of the team. In addition,
individuals and teams must become more
intentional, especially when it comes to
differences. The differences among the team
members are the team’s greatest potential
strength and the source of its greatest
struggles. When teams become aware of their
assumptions and focus on being less reactive
to ideas and practices that are different from
what they are used to, teams will develop the
ability to learn collectively, which will result in
broader, more accurate perspectives of the
world and work they must engage.

Robinson, G., & Rose, M. (2007). Teams for a New Generation: A Facilitator’'s Field Guide.

Bloomington, IN: Authorhouse.

For more information about ways to improve how teams learn, go to
www.AuthorHouse.com/Bookstore and find Greg and Mark’s book Teams for a New

Generation: A Facilitator’s Field Guide.
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