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Abstract:
An introduction to the current learning environment, a quick mention of the primary foundations of classical learning theory, and an introduction to the transformation shift underway.
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The world is changing. Most of us have used those works, and I suppose we could have made that statement throughout history. However, the speed of communication, human mobility, or manufacturing processes have never been anything like they are today. And as things happen faster and faster, it becomes more difficult to anticipate what will come next. So there is uncertainty in the air, making decisions riskier, yet they must be made faster to keep up with the change. Then there’s the increase in complexity. We are seeing such large complex systems as the Internet, multinational corporations, social/political/economic entities, and ecological habitats that no one really understands. Nor can we anticipate the results of actions taken. For these complex systems—while deterministic in theory, consist of an untraceable number of causal connections, loops, nonlinearities and time delays that are beyond the capacity of humans to reduce, analyze or simulate. As these complex systems continue to grow, no matter how hard we try they appear immune to our attempts to control or predict! (Bennet, 2006)
So what are the major attributes of the environment within which we must create strategies, develop plans, make decisions and take actions? First of all it is personal, pervasive and invasive. One cannot escape cell phones, e-mails, television, the information overload, or computer driven everything. The creation, storage, movement and application of information occur far faster than the speed of thought. As the complexity of our systems grows, they become more failure prone. Nature creates complex systems through fitness trials, the successfully ones stress redundancies, flexibility and ecological effectiveness. Manmade complex systems are usually designed to operate in a stable environment with high efficiency, stability, and at minimum cost. Such considerations as flexibility, adaptability, resilience, robustness, quick response, are rarely considered—such capabilities cost too much. Thus, when their environment becomes dynamic, uncertain and unpredictable they become failure prone. 

On the positive side, the new reality is network enhancing, which offers opportunities to leverage knowledge and coherence of multiple, spatially distanced actors. Many opportunities exist for creativity and innovation, the more we know the more we see what we do not know and therefore we recognize and can explore that possibility space. By facilitating communication worldwide the new reality brings diverse minds into collaborative processes that broaden the understanding and perspective of all concerned. This mind broadening creates more ideas and possibilities that bring together many historically distinct disciplines, leading to even more new ideas, knowledge and advances. This expansion of awareness and mind-broadening is becoming a global phenomenon that not only accelerates change and complexity but also creates a level playing field, what Freidman titled his latest book, The Earth is Flat. (Friedman, 2005)
As the environment becomes increasingly turbulent, nonlinear, and complex the relationship between knowledge workers and their organization takes on even greater importance. Learning becomes our first line of defense and our footing for future expansion. For it is workers that create, understand and leverage knowledge and knowledge that offers the capacity (potential and actual) to make effective decisions and take effective actions. (Bennet and Bennet, 2004) 

Classical research in adult learning has two primary foundations: Malcolm Knowles’ research in adult learning and David Kolb’s research in experiential learning. Knowles identifies the conditions in which adults learn best and the human characteristics that drive those conditions. For example, adults re usually driven by real-world problems and learn best from solving problems that are directly related to their current work. They are self-directed and each individual, usually without conscious awareness, has developed a comfortable way of learning that is unique and maximizes his/her ability to take in information and create understanding. (Knowles, 1998) 
Drawing from the work of John Dewey, Kurt Lewin and Jean Piaget, Kolb views experience as the source of learning and development. His model forms the basis of a typology of individual learning styles and corresponding structures of knowledge in different academic disciplines and professions. (Kolb, 1984) Although there are many individual learning “styles,” a given worker will usually have one particular style that is most effective and most personally satisfying. A knowledge worker who takes time to “learn how to learn” will be able to learn via several styles. Since much learning takes place in situations that are not within the learner’s control, being able to learn through images, lectures, reading, dialogue, debate, and so forth will be very helpful over the long term. As the Internet grows, there are more learning opportunities through browsers, chat rooms, communities of practice and blogs. Normal classroom education still counts, as do conferences, retreats, and other off-site experiences. And, yes, casual conversation that occurs around the coffee pot or water cooler still counts. An informal question-and-answer exchange concerning issues at work between two colleagues of differing experiences can lead to significant growth in the knowledge of both participants. Since this has become more generally recognized, a number of architecture firms have designed facilities and the working spaces that provide these natural cross-fertilizing opportunities. So we’ve made considerable headway in understanding how adults learn best, and different learning styles. 
In a simple or complicated world, as we see more often than not, subject matter experts are called in to apply their knowledge to a problem. This works well if, and only if, the problem is bounded around a single discipline. If the problem is complex, one can expect the issue to be multi-disciplinary with many fields of study intertwined. This presents a problem unless there are multi-disciplinary experts who can surround the issues and “see” inside the complexity—a rare individual indeed. The alternative is to identify experts who have practical experience in “transferring” information and knowledge from one field to another. This capacity to take solutions from one field, or problem, and map it over to another area requires a deep understanding of not only a specific issue, but the relationships among aspects surrounding that issue. While most learning is linear, gathering facts and information, finding relationships among key factors in a problem and marching carefully to the solution, in a complex world, we must always be prepared to let our learning transform our own perspective and belief system—perceiving from a new point of view, transforming the way we see the world and ourselves in relationship to the world. In this month’s featured article in the Organizational Learning Portfolio, “Expanding the Knowledge Paradigm”, David Bennet puts us smack dab in the midst of the challenge and need for a transformational shift in how we see the world, how we learn, how we think and how we act. This is a large order, yet we must start somewhere. 
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