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Continuous Learning is Continuous Improvement

Learning that makes a difference
It’s interesting to note that almost all organisations, across all industries understand the importance of learning, both
for the individual employee and the organisation as a whole. How else do we stay competitive in a global market?
Most companies will spend quite a large proportion of their time and money on training individuals and attempting to
raise a specific set of standards or awareness on an issue across their organisation.
But what about the actual learning transfer and practice that is required to develop new skills?
Have we made the assumption that training an individual in a new skill is the only step required for that individual
to learn that skill?
And to further emphasise this point, does the training we provide create and share the learning expectations and
follow up to see whether an individual is using what he or she was taught… In our experience, usually not.
There’s a great swathe of evidence, not least from Messrs. Goldsmith & Morgan* who tracked the learning application
of 86,000 individuals. They concluded that training alone can in some circumstances have little or even no benefit at
all.
Their research showed that it was the delegates who went home, reflected on what they had learnt and attempted to
put that learning into practice the next day who showed the greatest benefits from the learning their employer had
provided.
“The illiterate of the 21st century will
not be those who cannot read and
write, but those who cannot learn,
unlearn, and relearn.”

So how do we go about ensuring that an individual learns what we expect them to learn?
Let’s explore a few of the key features that create a culture of continuous learning and ensures that individuals leave
the classroom, not only informed but prepared, encouraged and allowed to put that learning into practice. We also
share a few techniques and approaches that we have found useful in being able to achieve that.

Alvin Toffler
*http://www.marshallgoldsmithlibrary.com/cim/articles_display.php?aid=824
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The characteristics of a learning organisation
You might have come across the term a ‘learning organisation’ before. Simply put, a learning organisation is one that
is able to change its behaviours and mind-sets as a result of its experiences. One of the influential researchers in this
area, Peter Senge* suggests there are five characteristics of a learning organisation.

Systems thinking

–

This is basically about being able to understand the whole picture as well as
the individual elements and the relationship between them all.

–
–

Personal mastery

–

This relates to a mode of continuous learning in individuals that is necessary to
allow the organisation to grow and learn also.

–

–
–

Mental models

Encourage all aspects of
work to be seen as learning
Use different learning
methods to blend learning
Make curiosity a priority
Encourage questions in
work, interactions & training
Enhance the skills of
listening and asking
questions

This relates to the all the assumptions that we make. Understanding these
better will enable us to identify more and more solutions.

–

Building a shared vision

–
–
–

Share and discuss the vision
Clarify the purpose of work
Link the purpose to the
learning

–
–

Encourage conversation
Provide opportunities to
learn together and to share
learning

With this people ‘sign up for’ delivering the vision and they excel and learn, not
because they are told they have to but because they really want to.

Team learning
*Senge, P. et. al. (1994) The Fifth Discipline Fieldbook:
Strategies and Tools for Building a Learning Organization

Be specific about what is to
be learnt
Clarify the reasons
Explain the implications

This is essentially about thinking together, suspending assumptions to
encourage learning - so requires conversations to happen.
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Learning is most effective when:


it targets the specific capabilities that you
wish to improve;



those capabilities are linked to and reinforce
the organisation’s vision and values;



it is allowed to be a continuous experience
and not something you do ‘on the side'.
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Creating a culture of continuous learning
By increasing the focus on continuous learning you will help to develop a mind-set of: “Improve myself: Improve the
business.” If you want to create a culture of continuous learning you need to think about three important factors:

1. Develop a supportive learning environment
This is about appreciating and embracing difference. It means that we need to allow individuals to get to know each
other and learn from each other. In that way we should be encouraging ideas to be shared, without blame or
recrimination. Time needs to be allowed for reflection, exploration and evaluation of those ideas.

2. Provide concrete learning opportunities
This is about developing the curiosity of individuals, be that in formal training or on the job activities. We need to put
in processes that allow knowledge to be shared. Of course, there is also likely to be a need for more formal training.
One way that we can encourage new habits and the application of learning from the training is to also encourage
experimentation – allowing people to try things out.

3. Leadership that reinforces the importance of learning
We already know that clear vision and values helps to encourage learning. The consistent communication of the
importance of learning and leadership that encourages the learning environment and concreate learning will ensure
that learning is not transient but a continuous experience for individuals and the organisation as a whole.

Appreciate difference
Open to new ideas

Supportive
learning
environment

A learning
culture

Concrete
learning
opportunities

Time for reflection
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Curiosity
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Techniques we’ve found
helpful

Set the destination
Before we as providers start someone on any training or learning journey, we need to set the destination – or the goal.
To do that we explore what will need to happen to get them there and what barriers might stop them – then identify
ways to break through those barriers. Understanding both the destination helps to clarify WHAT needs to be learnt
and by exploring the potential barriers to the learning helps to clarify HOW the learning can be achieved – there are a
host of potential learning experiences so why limit ourselves to the classroom.
Without understanding the purpose of the training, a training course is merely a one-off event and not something to
be taken seriously by those attending; or importantly, those managing the attendees in their day-to-day jobs. There’s
no impetus or expectation for change.

Blend the learning
We already know from the research on learning organisations that blended learning makes sense as it is particularly
helpful in developing personal mastery. We talk more broadly about this on our website under Learning Styles, but
briefly it ensures that everyone has an equal opportunity to reflect, learn and apply information and skills. It is also
applying the principles of 70:20:10 (again something that we talk about in more detail on our website) – allowing
individuals to learn whilst doing the job, to learn from others and to learn in more formal environments. There ae a
range of techniques that can be used to provide a blended learning experience:

Research
Topics
Reading
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Involve everyone – especially managers
This is about making sure that learning doesn’t just stay in the classroom or in the minds of people but that it is
encouraged, shared and practiced. Encouraging all individuals to ask questions of each other will help to develop the
supportive learning environment and team learning we’ve already seen as important features of a learning climate.
Its questions like:





What have we learned from our experience of doing this before?
How could we be doing this better?
What will you do now to progress that?

More specifically, involving managers in their team’s learning also encourages the learning climate and helps to
reinforce the importance of learning more broadly.

Direct support and
challenge of
learners to apply
learning

The line manager is most often the make or break of
learning application. They will need to be bought into the
ideas communicated in the learning, then guided on how to
support and challenge each individual.

One barrier to learning that may come up is perhaps a lack of skill and confidence with coaching and managing – in
which case we’ll need to explore how they would like to develop this. This can be done sensitively - but after all, the
world’s greatest businesses invest in their people management skills and development because they know it makes
or breaks the achievement of objectives.
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Think of it as a learning journey
We firmly believe that the essence of great training, is to consider training in terms of a Learning Journey. It’s a way
to show people how they can use questions and listening for greater benefit in everyday work, ultimately leading to
what we believe is a higher level of training quality and better business results.
Why?
To provide higher transfer of learning, a learner’s experience must involve more than just training in a classroom.
Using a more facilitative style of training will do a great deal to ensure better engagement of learners – but now we
need to broaden this to learning outside of the training room to back up the messages about learning on the job.
We’ll be talking about the benefits of coaching and learning as an everyday way of thinking rather than a conceptual
idea in a classroom – so we need to walk that talk and demonstrate a learning approach that does not rely entirely on
a training course.
What?
To achieve this we recommend designing break the learning in to two:
•
•

Coaching
Continuous Learning

And what’s brilliant about these two aspects are that they serve as templates for future behaviour or skills
development. Simply copy and repeat the process, regardless of context. The journeys provide a range of activities
that individuals can undertake in order to develop further skills and confidence. We can do this by:

Develop knowledge
Update skills
Apply to work
totem-consulting.com

through discussions, reading, reflecting and researching
through practical exercises, case study exercises and ‘real’ plays
through personal action plans, action learning and follow up coaching
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What our clients say about us:

about Totem

We’re nimble
“What sets Totem apart? It is their ability to be very
thorough in their approach whilst at the same time
willing to offer innovative suggestions that can be
implemented in a time and cost effective way. Would I
recommend them to others? Without question!”
HR Manager, Pulse

We get them

build:

engage:

assess:

develop:

We support you in
uncovering your vision,
mapping talent and
developing end to end
processes to manage talent
within your organisation.

We help you to engage
individuals and teams—
supporting change, gaining
commitment to your vision
and retaining your highest
performers.

We provide you with tools,
techniques and assessors to
help you map the talent and
potential of individuals in
your organisation and/or in
selecting new talent.

We design and deliver
exceptional, focused and
blended development,
allowing each individual to
grow in their role, capability
and motivation.

Focusing on profits through
people

Making sure you get the
best from your people

Helping you recruit people
who fit and deliver results

Maximising potential and
personal contribution

“I’d definitely recommend working in partnership with
Totem – I say partnership, as this is exactly how they
operate. They seize every opportunity to learn more
about your business and by doing so are able to
support projects with this insight, often going above
and beyond the original scope. “
Resourcing Manager Carphone Warehouse

We inspire confidence
“...combining her extensive organizational psychology
knowledge with a wealth of insight gained during her
years as a professional actor Liz offered our business
something that was truly unique.
The result of this is a powerful and thought provoking
blend of theory and practice which demystifies the art
of communicating and influencing effectively in formal
and informal situations.”
Talent Manager HML

