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ABSTRACT

Extended and complex work environments have
made it difficult for individuals to single-handedly
conceptualize and solve technical or organizational
problems. Recognizing the limited information and
knowledge available to a single person and the
potential creative power of teams, organizations have
increasingly used teams to take on learning tasks
such as product development, improvement of work
processes, and strategic planning. In spite of the
extensive research on groups and teams, little
research has been conducted on how teams learn.
Team learning can help people in value management
teams to learn collectively and it is the result of
interaction of people with their environment as they
resolve a task. The influence of this can be the
transfer of the team learning outcomes to the larger
organization. The purpose of this paper is to describe
the team learning processes and the conditions that
make teams effective at learning using the Dechant,
Marsick, and Kasl's Team Learning study as a
foundation and relate learning opportunities occurred
within value management teams.

INTRODUCTION

As the twenty-first century approaches, organizations
are transforming themselves. This trend is fuelled by
knowledge work, which is considered to be a
prerequisite to innovation (Marsick, 1994). In this
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rapidly changing environment, most organizations
need to use the knowledge of individuals and teams
in order to “learn” (Senge, 1990). In the value
management field, the use of study teams to identify
the client and user needs is a must as the team
approach enhances group creativity. It also ensures
that all the stakeholders' values have been taken into
consideration. However, the connections between the
theory and practice of team learning and the theory
and practice of value management have not been
explored.

The concept of the learning organization is one of the
more recent ideas to emerge in organizational
development literature. In his work The Fifth
Discipline: The Art and Practice of the Learning
Organization, Peter Senge defines the learning
organization as:

. An organization that is continually
expanding its capacity to create its future.
For such an organization, it is not enough
merely to survive. "Survival leaming” or
what is more often termed “adapting
learning” is important - indeed it is
necessary. But for a learning organization,
"adapting learning" must be joined by
"generative learning", learning that enhances
our capacity to create. (Senge, 1990, p.14)

To achieve this end, Senge identifies five disciplines:
systems thinking, personal mastery, mental models,
shared vision, and team leaming. He maintains that
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the key learning unit in organizations is the team

(Senge, 1990). According to Senge (1990), the

definition of team learning is
the process of aligning and developing the
capacity of a team to create the results its
members truly desire. It builds on [one of
the other five] discipline[s] of developing
shared vision. It also builds on [the
discipline of] personal mastery, for talented
teams are made up of talented individuals.
(p.236) [Words in square brackets are the
author’s own words.]

If organizational learning is to occur in team based
organizations, it will necessarily involve learning by
teams. Although Senge (1990) and others have called
attention to the importance of team learning, there
has been little empirical research on the topic. Much
therefore remains to be learned about the conditions
under which organizational work groups engage in
adaptive and exploratory behaviors. Team learning,
as a process, can be applied to many kinds of teams
in different organizational settings. If members of a
value management team can truly learn in a team
setting, it will enhance the performance of the value
management study. In addition, it will bring about
significant contribution to individual as well as
organizational learning.

Leymann (1989) observes that learning has too often
been contained within organizational learning theory
rather than group, adult, and individual learning
theories. Where it has addressed individual learning,
it has been considered purely in the context of
production processes - that is, learning tends to be
limited to training needs arising out of an
organization's need to have employees do a job
properly within the narrow economic and political
systems which govern how organizations are
controlled.

WHAT IS TEAM LEARNING?

Team learning is vital because teams, not
individuals, are the fundamental learning
unit in modem organizations. This is where
“the rubber meets the road”; unless teams
can learn, the organization cannot learn.
Senge (1990)

concepts from both
and individual learning

Team
organizational

learning  draws
learning
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(Senge, 1990). Concepts from organizational
learning, such as interpretative systems and
sensemaking, have been translated into team learning
theories, although their application is not well
developed (Horvath et al, 1996). Weick (1979)
suggests that learning at the collective level requires
that organizations be seen as interpretative systems
where individuals and groups make sense and adapt
to their environments. When this is applied to the
collective, theé interpretation rests on the social
exchange of individuals (Gioia & Sims, 1986) and
occurs as retrospective sensemaking (Daft & Weick,
1984).

Because organizational learning itself requires
greater definition and clarity as a concept, some see
the team as the critical vehicle for achieving
enhanced learning in organizations (Senge, 1990)
and for integrating the function of learning between
individuals and organizations (Horvath et al, 1996).
What is more, with the proliferation of teams in
organizations, there is recognition of the power and
contribution that teams can bring to improved
learning in organizations (Senge, 1990). As Senge
(1990) states, team learning is vital to accomplishing
organizational goals. However, there has been a lack
of research about the process, antecedents and
conditions of learning at the group level (Watkins &
Marsick, 1990); the research is still at the early stages
(Dechant, Marsick & Kasl, 1993).

Part of the challenge of formulating a team learning
model is the lack of clarity about how team learning
differs from teamwork (Dechant & Marsick, 1993).
Most group theorists highlight either group
development or the process aspects of group life
(McCollom, 1990). Other group theorists focus on
stage development (Tuckman, 1965), processes of
group paradox (Smith & Berg, 1987), and ways to
track group dialogue (Bales & Strodtbeck, 1951).
More recent group development theories view
development according to punctuated equilibrium
models that suggest periods of stability coupled with
radical disruption (Gersick, 1988). Punctuated
equilibrium models, where the midpoint of the
group’s life cycle is a critical time of reorientation,
may even provide some insight into learning in
groups. Table 1 illustrates the definition of team
learning processes by Kasl, Marsick & Dechant
(1997).
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Table 1: Definition of Team-Learning Processes

Learning Process Definition

Framing Framing 1s the group's initial perception of an issue, situation, person, or object
based on past understanding and present input.

Reframing Reframing is the process of transforming that perception into a new
understanding or frame.

Experimenting Group action is taken to test hypotheses or moves, or to discover and assess

impact.

Cross boundaries

Individuals seek or give information, views, and ideas through interaction with
other individuals or units. Boundaries can be physical, mental, or organizational.

Integrating perspectives

Group members synthesize their divergent views such that apparent conflicts are

resolved through dialectical thinking, not compromise or majority rule.

Source: Kasl, Marsick & Dechant (1997), Teams as Learners - A Research-Based Model of Team Learning, Journal

of Applied Behavioral Science, 33 (2).

WHY LEARNING IN TEAMS?

Since learning is the focus of this paper, the way that
learning is operationally defined is important.
Dechant, Marsick and Kasl's initial working
definition was cognitively oriented to view leaming
as "primary to the way in which people construct
meaning in their personal and shared organizational

Table 2: Different levels of learning

lives" (Marsick, 1994). They later on expanded their
definition of learning to "acknowledge that learning
involves the interplay of individual and group values,
beliefs, norms, knowledge, and behavior with that of
the collectivity in which the individual or group is
embedded” (Dechant, Marsick & Kasl, 1993). Table
2 highlights the essential ingredients of various levels
of learning.

Level of Learning Dechant, Marsick & Kasl (1993)
Individual Learning e Learning about self and others
e Changes in knowledge, skills, attitudes, or feelings
Group Learning e Changes in group climate, practices, knowledge, skills, and awareness of
impact upon others
Organizational + Changes in practices, policies, and procedures
Learning

While most of the learning from experience theorists
focus on individual learning, it is necessary to
understand individual leaming to "unlock the
mysteries of team learning” (Kasl, Marsick and
Dechant, 1992). The Team Learning model "is based
on the assumption that people in teams can learn
collectively, and that this leaming is significant
because of the growing importance of teams to
organizational performance" (Dechant, Marsick and
Kasl, 1993).

Experience includes the "what" that is experienced as
well as the process of experiencing. Dewey (1925, as
cited in Boud, Cohen and Walker, 1993) refers to
these two abstractions as "having”, or interacting
with life events, and "knowing", or interpreting the
event.

Views of learning vary, but a focus on the process of
learning seems to be a common thread for
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explanations of experiential learning. Although there
are differences among theorists, the main focus of
this review is areas of agreement.

The foundational role that experience plays in
learning is an important and consistent area of
agreement for theorists (Merriam and Caffarella,
1991). Kolb (1984) explains the historical split
between the behaviorists and the experiential learning
theorists. Behavioral theories of learning have been
based on the empiricist philosophies of Locke and
others, who asserted that there were "elements of
consciousness that always remain the same" (Kolb,
1984); this notion of fixed, constant components
resulted in defining learning in terms of outcomes.
Experiential learning theorists, on the other hand,
conceive of forming and reforming ideas through
experience with a focus on the process of learning.
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Most of the experiences gained on construction
projects are at the individual rather than the corporate
level (Barlow and Jashapara, 1998). They also found
that team learning is most likely achieved through
regular meetings between different partners on a
construction project. It can be achieved through
"discussion” and "dialogue" (Barlow and Jashapara,
1998). Scott and Harris (1998) suggest that the
construction industry is probably the one most in
need of a learning culture, yet is the most
conservative in its attitude towards this concept.
Their research found that there is a wish in
construction organizations to learn from their own
experiences. Systematic feedback is one way of
allowing designers to gain from their experience in
projects (Scott and Harris, 1998).

Dechant and Marsick (1993) cite Jarvis (1987) for a
definition of learning - "[learning is] the
transformation of experience into knowledge, skills
and attitudes”. They go on to describe team learning
in this way: "members must put together an
integrated body of team-held knowledge and skills
and then use it as a basis for thinking and acting".
Although Jarvis is referring to individual leaming,
Dechant and Marsick go on to describe the
relationship between individual and team learning
based on their research into team learning: "Team
learning is different from individual learning because
it is a shared experience with shared outcomes". In
construction, these shared experiences and the team
learning processes and phases of learning are vital for
project successes, and these are the subjects of this
study.

It is probable that professionals exhibit many of the
same processes as discussed in the learning from
experience section of this paper. Reflection and
dialogue play a central role. In addition, an
understanding of professional learning is enriched by
Schon's (1983) insights about prominent learning
processes derived from his seminal case studies of
five professions: architecture, psychotherapy,
engineering, town planning, and management. Barer-
Stein (1991) concludes that professional learning is
different from the learning of other occupations in
terms of its being "more extensive, more intensive,
and of longer duration”. Marsick and Watkins (1990)
comment on motivation, noting that professionals
tend to be driven by their commitment both to a
calling and to lifelong learming. These basic
professional  values, instilled early in the
development of a professional, seem to have a
profound impact on later practice.
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Underlying assumptions of the team learning model
and of this study are that team members cannot only
learn collectively, but also that this learning is
significant because teams are important to
organizations. While team learning processes and
phases have been identified as the heart of the model
(Dechant, Marsick and Kasl, 1993), team learning
conditions are also important because they influence
whether and how much leaning occurs. These
conditions seem to either facilitate or inhibit the
learning process by their effect on the dialogue
between team members that promotes or blocks new
ways of thinking.

TEAM LEARNING IN VALUE MANAGEMENT
TEAMS

Team learning occurs in the early stage of a project
where the need for effective learning is most crucial.
The early stages of a project are usually shadowed by
ill-defined, unclear or even conflicting client or
stakeholder needs. There may be a lack of clear
direction of the client organization, lack of definition
of stakeholders' needs rather than wants, objectives
obscured by other not-so-important factors and
varying and frequently conflicting assumptions. The
final decision usually involves choices between
economic, social and environmental objectives.
These decisions are often controversial because of
what appear to be sharply conflicting stories about
the economic impacts, environmental effects, and
social implications of the leading options. In today's
environmentally conscience age, environmental
impacts on sustainable development are high on the
agenda compared to a decade ago; such issue will not
be addressed in any project.

Apart from the traditional value engineering study
which focuses on the design of a project (usually at
the sketch design stage of the design development)
with a view to ascertaining its functional
effectiveness, it is more common nowadays for
clients to commission a value management study
during the initial stages of a project. The objective is
to establish an understanding among the project
stakeholders of the common or conflicting values.
The value management study enables the
stakeholders to develop useful knowledge needed to
resolve the issues. In order to develop such
understanding or realize the conflicting interests,
learning within the value management team must
occur. The timely and appropriate intervention of the
VM study not only impacts upon project outcomes,
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but it can significantly enhance the knowledge and
awareness of the participating stakeholders. The
facilitated team learning is achieved through planned
intervention by a skilled facilitator who
systematically creates a learning environment.
Unfortunately this may not be realized by a lot of
VM facilitators who just facilitate workshops without

application of the VM job plan, a team learning
environment is established which enhances the
development of creative ideas and alternatives
leading to value-added outcomes, which are owned
and learnt by the participating stakeholders as a team.
In turn, this gained knowledge can be poured back
into the larger organization which results as the

realizing their

learning potential. Through the

whole organization learns together.

Table 3: Phases of team learning in value management teams

Phase' Description' Team Learning Process | Team Learning in
Practiced’ Value Management
Teams
Fragmented | This phase marks the beginning of a Framing and some Individuals or team
group's work together. Learning has not experimenting members initially
yet moved beyond the individual. It is perceive an issue or
inhibited because members hold different situation based on past
frames and views, vary in their levels of understanding, present
commitment to being in the group, and input and own
are often of diverse technical perception.s or values.
backgrounds. :
Pooled In this phase, clusters of individuals learn | Adds reframing at Team members alter,
within the group. The content forms a individual level and add to, or transform their
collected pool of knowledge, but there is | crossing boundary understanding of a
little attempt to develop a collectively situation, which
held and understood view. frequently involves the
changing of previous
understandings.
Synergistic | In this phase, meaning schemes are Adds integration of Integrating of
altered or discarded as a result of perspectives perspectives and gleaned
collective reframing among group through interaction with
members. People often question the others.
values, conditions, and beliefs that
support the mental framework with which
they understand and actively define issues
or situations. Members have evolved a
language of shared meaning, including
their own team models and metaphors.
Continuous | In this fourth phase, ail team learning Crossing boundaries and | Transfer or acceptance
processes are used easily and regularly. experimenting extend into | of knowledge, insights,
Collective reframing has become the the larger organization language or information
norm. Members' perspectives are easily between two or more
integrated and evolved into consensual parties.
understanding. The group has developed
the habit of seeking out and valuing
diversity, internally and externally, in
order to broaden its perspective. The team
experiments, often - individually and as a
body - within the larger organization, thus
extending learning to others.

'Dechant, Marsick and Kasl (1993), Towards a model of team learning, Studies in Continuing Education, 15 (1)
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Team learning is viewed as a combined process of
action and reflection that results in collective and
observable outcomes of new knowledge, beliefs, and
behaviors (Watkins & Marsick, 1990). It is observed
that in order to meet the needs of a wide range of
stakeholders in a specific situation of a value
management study, an organized and deliberate effort
to facilitate the team to learn is required. Team
learning theory actually draws on concepts from both
individual and organizational learning (Nonaka &
Takeuchi, 1995).

THE CASE STUDY

This was a qualitative field study involving
interview, observation and document analysis. This
study sought to understand how value management
teams learn, what that learning looks like and how it
might be similar to or different from the learning of
individuals, whether and how learning is shared and
becomes embedded in the team, and what conditions
help or hinder team learning. In addition, this study
attempts to explore whether the Dechant, Marsick
and Kasl's model is also applicable to value
management teams.

This VM study investigated the strategy for desilting
and renovating six impounding reservoirs in Hong
Kong. Members of the VM team served in different
functions of the same organization or different
organizations. They represented all the stakeholders
of this study. At the time of the study, the VM team
had not really had any communication with one
another except for planning and co-ordination.

Fragmented Learning

Group members initially recognized the rich
experience each member brought to the group
because of their different technological and work
experience backgrounds. Some team members laid
the project out on the table whilst others were
unaware of what would happen in the workshop.
Their ideas about what the workshop would involve
and what value management is were very basic.
During the Information Phase, the VM facilitator first
gave a brief overview of the theory of value
management and what the workshop contained,
followed by the parameters and objectives of the
project, and critical issues collected during the pre-
workshop stage and agreed upon during the
workshop. The workshop also allowed each
stakeholder to present his or her scope in this project
and how they perceived it. However, the group had

99

never shared a joint purpose and seldom worked
interactively on projects. Members worked, for the
most part, on their own within their respective
disciplines, and remained individually responsible for
project outcomes. Some members reported having
tried unsuccessfully to work with others, and others
had the perception that they only worked in their own
“territory” and would not bother to consult others
unless absolutely necessary. Some reported being
afraid to ask for assistance from the group because
they were expected as professionals to already know
their business. This group did not have a lot of prior
experience in group process and teamwork,
especially experience of working with others outside
their departments. Others perceived a hierarchy in the
VM workshop, though none officially existed. It was
interesting to note that some group members were
sent by their superiors to attend the workshop but
were asked not to speak a single word during it.
Other team members held back initially, but later
began to express their ideas or exert more influence.

The learning of the VM team was fragmented.
Individuals learned separately through asking
questions about the project, but the group did not
learn as a holistic system. Referring to Table 3, we
can see that team members, for the most part, framed
their understanding of the project by relying on their
special expertise. They brought their respective views
to the table when asked, but did not voluntarily share
information with others. Some members occasionally
did not choose to hear the views of others if not
directly related to their own work. Members might
experiment professionally and individually with their
own work, but did not experiment together through
the team. They relied on traditional ways of dealing
with projects and one another. This led them to cross
boundaries at times, but not with ease, as can be seen
in the case of members who were afraid to ask other
members for help on their projects prior to the
workshop.

The VM methodology used by the facilitator focused
on encouraging the participants to adopt a learning
paradigm. This was achieved by leading the team
through the steps in the Information Phase, and
creating a safe environment in which participants felt
able to explore ideas, gather information, question
assumptions and test ideas. The facilitator modeled
the behavior necessary to sustain the environment
and control any behavior which has the potential to
impact negatively on the process or upon individuals,
l.e. impede the team learning process. In the
Information Phase, the problem situation and the






