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Abstract. Learning has been viewed as a continuous lifelong activity recently. Facing the changing in-
formation, academic librarians have increasing responsibilities for his/her own learning. The idea of de-
veloping learning skills has become widespread as well. This paper reviews the literature on individual 
learning and organizational learning in the libraries. Issues concerning librarians as learners; librarians’ 
work-based learning; and academic libraries and learning organization are discussed. 

Introduction 
To survive in the changing information environment, academic libraries must find ways to become agile, 
flexible organizations. Research issues concerning continuing education and professional development 
has long been mentioned in the literature of librarianship. However, the literature focuses more on 
training than on learning, more on formal education than on what librarians actually do to cope with the 
demands of their changing world of work. (Varlejs, 1999) Advice to seek staff with the capacity to learn 
constantly, possess the ability to learn a new technology without formal training is very important and in 
need.  Changing technology is the main reason for greater investment in staff development. Many 
studies reveal that professionals spend large amounts of time on self-planned, independently conducted, 
informal learning. This article will review the literature in library and information science; adult educa-
tion, and management in order to explore the issues concerning librarians as learners and individual and 
organizational learning in the academic library organization. 

Librarians as Learners 
Learning in the workplace can be enhanced and consciously developed if staff develop their skills as 
learners. Allan suggests that developing staff as independent learners is a strategy for enabling staff to 
make the most of all learning opportunities in the workplace. (Allan, 1999) According to Kesten (1987, 
p. 3), the definition of independent learning is “that learning in which the learner, in conjuction with 
relevant others, can make the decisions necessary to meet the learner’s own learning needs.” In this 
process, independent learners develop the values, attitudes, knowledge and skills needed to make re-
sponsible decisions and take actions dealing with their own learning. It focuses on creation of the op-
portunities and experiences necessary for students to become capable, self-reliant, self-motivated and 
lifelong learners (Saskatchewan Education, 1988). The characteristics of Independent learners are:  

 Their motivation to learn 
 Their ability to manage their own learning process 
 Their ability to reflect on and learn from their activities. 

Independent learners are likely to learn in association with others as well. They are often very 
good at obtaining feedback and help from others. 

In the adult education literature, researchers have studied various professional as well as other 
groups to document the extent of learning that their members carry out on their own. The conclusions 
suggest that professionals spend large amounts of time on self-planned, independently conducted, in-
formal learning. (Varlejs, 1999) 

Work-Based Learning 
Learning which takes place in educational organizations is often focused on the development of indi-
viduals for their role in society as well as on preparing them for a career, and this has been described as 
“learning for work”. (Seagraves and Boyd, 1996). Professional qualifications such as an undergraduate 
degree in library and information science fall into this category. In contrast, work-based learning in-
volves “linking learning to the work role” and may include the following activities: structured learning in 
the workplace; providing appropriate on-the-job training/learning opportunities; identifying and pro-
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viding relevant off-the-job learning opportunities. Work-based learning may involve “learning at work” 
and “learning through work”. Therefore it is possible to be linked to the immediate, medium and perhaps 
long-term needs of the workplace (Allan, 1999). For academic librarians, preferred work-based learning 
activities were identified as follows: coaching; mentoring; job rotation; project work/consultancy; group 
work; conferences/meetings/lectures/exhibitions; visits; guided reading; open learning; computer-aided 
learning; short courses (Whetherly, 1994). 

Varlejs (1999) conducted a study to explore the extent of librarians’ self-directed, informal, 
work-based learning. The results showed that 77 percent of ALA members recalled having undertaking 
this type of learning. Comparison with time spent in formal continuing education activities revealed that 
three times as many hours were spent on self-directed learning.    

Self-directed learning is defined as the individual, non-institutional pursuit of learning opportuni-
ties in the natural societal setting. (Candy, 1991) The learning is intentional rather than incidental, un-
dertaken at the individual’s own initiative and conducted at a pace and with resources of one’s own 
choosing.  

Individual Learning & Organizational Learning 
The concept of learning organization has two important elements: individual learning; and organizational 
learning and transformation. Individual learning alone is not sufficient for a learning organization, it 
must be used to create organizational learning (Rowley, 1997). 

Individual Learning in the Workplace 

An essential ingredient in the learning organization is the way in which the organization seeks to improve 
the capacity of individuals to recognize and take advantage of learning opportunities. Individual learning 
in the workplace will be adult learning. And adult learning is influenced by organizational context 
(Rowley, 1997). 

Recently, there has been a shift towards viewing learning as a continuous lifelong activity which is 
focused on the learner, who has increasing responsibility for his own development. The benefits of 
learning for individuals are as follows (Allan, 1999): 

 Learning is the key to developing a person’s potential 
 Learning to learn is the key to effective learning 
 Learning enables the individuals to meet the demands of change 
 The capacity to learn is an asset that never becomes obsolete 
 Embracing learning helps the individual to acknowledge that learning is more than formal  
 education and training 

According to Giesecke and McNeil (1999), effective individual learning does not necessarily result in a 
learning organization. Rather, individual learning needs to lead to behavioral changes that clearly im-
prove organizational performance. And the results of learning must become a part of the organizational 
culture and processes.  

Organizational Learning 

While individual learning is very important and underpins the development of the library profession, 
team learning appears to be a prerequisite for organizational learning as it enables the learning from 
individuals to be shared and refined. Allan (1999) cites the Declaration on Learning that the benefits of 
learning for organizations are: 

 Learning increases everyone’s capacity to contribute to the success of the organization 
 Learning enables the organization to be more effective in meeting its goals 
 Learning emancipates the organization through the clarification of purpose, vision, values and 

behavior 
 A focus on learning, planned or unplanned, formal or informal, produces a wider range of solu-

tions to organizational issues. 
 Learning helps to achieve a better balance between long-term organizational effectiveness and 

short-term organizational efficiency. 
Fowler’s (1998) study examined an innovating university library as a learning organization and explored 
the mechanisms by which organizational learning facilitates innovation. The results of qualitative data 
analysis showed that fourteen vehicles for organizational learning were identified: formal training; in-
formal training; formal communication; informal communication; team revelation or learning; organ-
izational structure; the personnel system; planning; professional involvement; new technology; reading; 
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exposure to a new perspective on one’s position; leadership and initiative; internal and external stimuli. 
These vehicles might provide the basis to better specify types of tools to advance organizational learning 
in differing arenas. 

Relationship between Individual Learning and Organizational Learning 

Quite a few publications on organizational learning points to the link between individual and organiza-
tional learning (Argyris, 1999; Friedman, 2002; Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995; Senge, 1990); Friedman 
(2002) states that organizational learning occurs when individuals, within an organization, experience a 
problematic situation and inquire into it on the organization’s behalf. In order to become organizational, 
the learning that results from organizational inquiry must become embedded in the images of organiza-
tion held in its members’ minds and in the epistemological artifacts (maps, memories, and programs) 
embedded in the organization’s environment.  

The five steps in the organizational learning process proposed by Friedman (2002) are as follows: 
First, an individual recognizes a gap, contradiction or mismatch between the status quo and the standard 
by which they judge performance. Second, the individuals engage in a process of inquiry and data col-
lection to make sense of the mismatch. Third, some idea, proposal or theory is devised to create a change 
and fourth, the individual must act on his ideas. The fifth step is when the organization recognizes the 
learning and embeds it in its organizational processes. Just like an individual, if an organization is suc-
cessful in embedding new learnings into its organizational patterns, it is able to develop new capacities 
for learning and establish a new equilibrium. (Brown & Starkey, 2000) 

Academic Libraries and Learning Organization 
The development of individual and team learning may lead to the development of a learning organiza-
tion. At the core of a learning organization is a learning culture which enables individuals and teams to 
respond flexibly and positively to change and new challenges. In learning organizations, staff are en-
couraged to continuously learn new skills. For learning to be effective, however, the learning must result 
in improvements in the organization’s operations. (Giesecke & McNeil, 1999) 

As Honey and Mumford (1996) suggested, the benefits of making learning a priority in organiza-
tions are as follows: 
1. To ensure the long-term success of the organization 
2. To make continuous improvement a reality 
3. To ensure successes and best practice are transferred and emulated 
4. To increase creativity, innovation and adaptability 
5. To attract better people and retain your best people 
6. To ensure people are able and willing to meet the current and future needs of your organization. 

What Should be Done about Learning 

The following issues are what we should be doing about learning in a learning organization (Declara-
tion on Learning, 1998): 

 All individuals, organizations and societies must carry out their duty to encourage and support 
others in their learning 

 The opportunity to learn must be regarded as an intrinsic part of all work 
 There should be equal access to learning opportunities and resources 
 Everyone must be encouraged to use work experiences as learning opportunities 
 There must be a primary emphasis in organizations on the creation of learningful work supported 

by cultures, styles of leadership, contexts and supporting resources. 
 Systems for capturing and sharing learning must be put in place 
 Education, training and development systems must recognize and respond to individual diversity 

of backgrounds, aims and personal learning process, as well as organizational needs. 
 Learning must include dialogue about ethical and value issues 
 Learning to learn must be included in all personal development 

The well-known short definition of the learning organization comes from David Garvin: “an or-
ganization skilled at creating, acquiring, and transferring knowledge, and at modifying its behavior to 
reflect new knowledge and insights.” (1993, p.80) 

All libraries generate, use and communicate knowledge. How well they do so, and the extent to 
which they utilize the knowledge to adapt and improve their operation, is an important issue to discuss. 
The concept of the learning organization has become popular since the publication of Senge’s The Fifth 
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Discipline: the Art and Practice of the Learning Organization in 1990. Afterwards, many books are 
designed to guide a manager or a team through the process of transforming their organizations into 
learning organizations. And many academic libraries have begun (or will undertake) such a process 
(Marcum, 1996). 

In March 2005, Su conducted a survey of academic librarians’ individual and organizational 
learning in Taiwan. The learning organization profile created by American Society for Training and 
Development (ASTD, 2002) was consulted and modified for application to the local library environment. 
There are five organizational learning facets and 51 statements in the questionnaire. The subtitles of each 
facet are as follows: 

1. Learning Dynamics: Individual, Group or Team, and Organization  
2. Organization Transformation: Vision, Culture, Strategy, and Structure 
3. People Empowerment: Employee, Manager, Customer, and Community  
4. Knowledge Management: Acquisition, Creation, Storage and Retrieval, and Transfer and Use  
5. Technology Application: Information Systems, Technology-Based Learning, and EPSS 
 (Electronic Performance Support Systems) 

The questionnaires were mailed to five university libraries in Taiwan. A total of 145 were returned as 
valid. Participants were asked to evaluate each statement by circling a number from the Likert Scale, 
ranging from 1 to 5 that best applied to their organization. Among five organizational learning facets, the 
most agreed statement for each facet are beliefs of lifelong learning; sense of curiosity; teamwork values; 
monitoring of external environment; and access to information superhighway.   

According to the percentage of the statement chosen by librarians, the top ten statements are scat-
tered in five different facets. Six statements fall into “people empowerment” facet; two statements be-
long to “technology application” facet; one goes into “learning dynamics” and one goes into “organiza-
tion transformation” facet. All in all, as the results of data analysis indicate, the academic library or-
ganizations in Taiwan were stronger on “people empowerment” and “technology application” facets. 
However, they are weak on “knowledge management” and “organization transformation” facets. The 
research revealed that to implement a learning organization, libraries need to build a foundation based on 
an awareness of learning and create an environment that encourages openness. The organization’s 
leaders must be committed to the concepts of learning organization, be willing to share power with 
employees, and be committed to promoting learning. 

Michael and Higgins (2002) in Singapore attempted to define and clarify the learning organization 
concept using 15 characteristics. Both a questionnaire survey and interviews were conducted to assess 
the Nanyang Technological University Library’s learning characteristics. The results show that the 
library organization has the following strong characteristics: a strong customer orientation; high 
adaptability to change; positive learning attitudes, curiosity and experimentation; staff empowerment; 
positive attitudes towards team working; training and development opportunities; togetherness; open 
communication; and dialogue. The library was weak on a shared vision; perceived bureaucracy; em-
ployee participation; team working; rewards; trust; a knowledge sharing culture; leadership; and a for-
giving climate. 

Summarizing the suggestions proposed in the literature, to improve librarians’ work-based learning 
skills and foster the building of a learning library, academic libraries should pay more attention to the 
following issues: learning collaboratively, openly, and across boundaries; valuing how we learn as well 
as what we learn; gaining a competitive edge by learning faster and smarter than competitors; turning 
data into useful knowledge quickly and at the right time and place; exhibiting little fear and defensive-
ness, and learning from what goes wrong and what goes right; taking risks while simultaneously avoiding 
jeopardizing the basic security of the organization; supporting people and teams who want to pursue 
action-learning projects; depoliticizing learning by not penalizing individuals or groups for sharing 
information and conclusions (Baughman & Hubbard, 2001). 

Conclusion 
In order for libraries to develop, grow, and remain an excellent resource to students, faculty, and staff, 
librarians need to acquire the critical skills and the tools that will allow them to become a key player in a 
learning organization. Since librarians serve as guides to resources and to the search process for other 
learners, understanding their own learning behavior may help them to better develop effective learning 
support for library users. Questions still worth further exploring are: How is the electronic environment 
affecting continuing professional learning? What kinds of resources and support improve the ability of 
librarians to learn the skills they need to perform their work? Is the amount of time spent on learning 
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congruent with the results achieved? What is the relationship between performance appraisal, 
self-assessment, and individual learning agendas? 

As Varlejs (1999) concluded in her study, “a zest for learning” is an attribute central to one’s pro-
fessional life. Given that so many librarians’ learning is self-directed, the concern expressed for the 
quality of formal continuing education should extend to self-directed work-based learning. 
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