
 
 

 

(Source: CLIMATE: Contextual Learning in Management and Teaching, a Comenius Multilateral project 
under the Lifelong Learning Programme of the European Commission, p17-25) 
 
 
2.4 Research on knowledge productivity  
 
Domains of learning 
The importance of learning is assumed by many theorists and practitioners. What it is that 
should be learned however is often kept vague. In some theories some attempts were made 
to be clearer about the domains in which learning might take place. Professionals working in 
organizations develop subject expertise just by the fact that they are at work and have the 
opportunity to meet and work with colleagues, tools, materials etc. Beside that, they develop a 
growing competence in solving problems and finding and selecting the right strategies to do 
so. They become more competent communicators and co-operators. They learn how to reflect 
on their work and on the approaches chosen to execute their tasks. Knowledge workers learn 
how to regulate themselves as far as motivation and emotion are concerned. Kessels (1996, 
2001) distinguishes between the following five domains: 

¨ Subject matter expertise 
¨ Problem solving competence 
¨ Communication & co-operation skills 
¨ Reflection skills 
¨ Self regulation of motivation, emotions and affects 

Beside these domains he mentions a few additional domains that are of a slightly different 
nature. He states that during their work life professionals learn how to  

¨ Promote and steer Calm & Stability 
¨ Evoke and steer Creative Turmoil 

Partly these concepts refer to conditions of learning and partly to domains of learning. Joseph 
Kessels refers to these domains together as the seven pillars of a corporate curriculum. The 
concept of a corporate curriculum will be explained in more detail below. 
 
 
A Corporate Curriculum and knowledge productivity 
Work environments may be turned in to learning environments. In a school setting this would 
imply that an organizational curriculum for teachers and managers could be developed, or 
rather could develop itself. Since we know learning is of vital importance for professionals and 
for professional organisations, it is better to promote learning and optimise it. This requires 
social competence and a lot of positive energy. 
A corporate curriculum is a concept to indicate the possibility of identifying the elements in a 
work environment that promote and facilitate learning. It also implies that these learning 
processes may be brought to a higher and more effective level by influencing this environment.  
A corporate curriculum is an organizational plan for learning. It offers to the workers in an 
organisation, or more particularly in a school setting, a set of work conditions they will 
experience as:  

¨ a motivating environment, in which learning is appreciated, made attractive and 
rewarding; 

¨ a rich learning environment, in which there is a lot to be learned and to be experienced. 
The environment is like a rich learning landscape including various learning 
opportunities and sources; 

¨ a community of learning, the work situation is a highly social and communicative setting 
in which ideas circulate and in which people share thoughts; 

¨ a reflective environment. A work setting that allows for reflection and process feedback; 



 
 

 

¨ an effective environment, a work situation in which people have a good view on the 
results of their efforts. Clear information is available of the outputs, the efficiency and 
the appreciation of and for the work people do. 

 
Together these conditions may turn a work environment into a learning environment. In a 
research project carried out in organisations for health care, social welfare, education and 
many others, we found support for the assumption that these conditions promote learning (Van 
Lakerveld 2005). Furthermore the data showed a convincing relation between learning in 
organizations and the quality provided by such organisations. A similar relationship could be 
identified between learning and the innovative potential of organizations. In other words, 
organizations in which the learning domains ‘Subject matter expertise’, ‘Problem solving 
competence’, ‘Communication & co-operation skills’, ‘Reflection skills’ and ‘Self regulation of 
motivation, emotions and affects’ are highly valued and fostered are more knowledge 
productive. That is, they are more effective in picking up new trends and developments, more 
able to use and transform this information for their own use and to develop new knowledge, 
more able to apply and communicate it within the organization. 
 
The relations are visualized in the following scheme: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Theoretical framework  
In the next paragraph we will explain more about the kind of elements in a work environment 
that turn such an environment into a work-learning environment. 
 
Elements in a work-learning environment 
Several elements in a work environment show a relation with learning. Strong evidence was 
found that the following elements support professional learning in a work situation (van 
Lakerveld 2005).  
 
¨ Selection, recruitment, introduction 
Through the vacancies announced in the newspaper, the recruitment procedure and the 
interviews that come with it the candidate gets a first impression of what it is that is required in 
the position he or she applied for. This clarity adds to a sense of direction in acquiring the 
information, knowledge and skills needed for adequate performance on the job. In that way 
one could say that these elements together with an introduction in the work situation form the 
beginning of the learning process the job demands. 
 
¨ Appraisal, monitoring 
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During the working period an employee may be monitored and feedback may be given to his 
or her performance. In case of teachers there often is an introduction or induction programme 
to help the newly qualified, or appointed teacher get acquainted with, and prepared for the job. 
 
¨ Mobility 
Learning does not only happen on a particular job but also by changing from one job to another, 
or from one work situation to another. That would imply that teachers who change from one 
school to another, get new ideas about how things operate in the new situation as well as in 
the old one. They themselves and others may benefit from these new insights. This is true for 
actual changes of position, but also applies to change roles, or levels within one school. It 
keeps the mind flexible. 
 
¨ Training 
Training courses or activities may add to the process of professional learning of teachers or 
other professionals. In fact this is the kind of learning that often comes to mind first. It is the 
more formal kind of learning as compared to many of the other more experiential work-learning 
elements.  
 
¨ Co-operation 
Colleagues inspire each other or at least make each other think. In meeting with others and in 
discussing ideas, tasks and experiences teachers may exchange knowledge and gain new 
insights and competences.  
 
¨ Supervision and “intervision” 
As compared to co-operation, supervision and peer review sessions are even more focused 
as a learning opportunity. These sessions are organised to make people learn, or to help them 
learn from each other. 
 
¨ Quality control 
Quality control systems serve as organizers of the work situation and provide workers with 
feedback. Teachers may get feedback on their teaching, their ways of communicating with 
parents, the consequences of their teaching for long-term choices and successes of their 
students etc. It is an opportunity to learn what is effective and what is not; what is efficient and 
what is not; what is appreciated and what is not.. 
 
 
¨ External relations 
Looking beyond your own organization or school may open new perspectives and evoke new 
thoughts about the situation you took for granted so far. Inviting trainees, paying visits to other 
organisations, participating in research projects or attending conferences may contribute to 
learning processes in work situations. This external orientation shows a strong relation with 
knowledge productivity, meaning that those who actually engage in such external work 
relations develop faster and perform better. 
 
¨ Self initiated learning 
Departments, or divisions add effectively to their own learning by making learning a self 
regulated initiative that is made transparent and shared. Putting learning on the agenda of 
meetings and making it a department’s or section’s priority support the learning processes 
effectively. Learning becomes far more effective, once it is made explicit and once blessings 
are counted.  
 



 
 

 

¨ Policy information 
Team members informed of or involved in the policy of their work unit and their organization 
feel more concerned and more inclined to take initiatives and to contribute to the development 
of the organization. 
 
The following figure gives an overview of the components and the relationships between the 
components: 

 
Overview of the elements in the work learning environment, the learning domains, quality, Innovative 
potential and results and the interrelations between them. 
 

The framework presented above has been the starting point for the CLIMATE-project. The key 
question for CLIMATE is whether this corporate curriculum model is applicable to schools and 
teacher education institutions within Europe. Answers to that question will be found in chapter 
3. 

 
Learning beyond Organisations 
Learning so far was treated as something that happens within school organizations. The reality 
is that much learning occurs in some way between organisations or between persons in a 
variety of contexts and interconnections. Teachers and other professionals work in their 
schools or other organisations. At the same time however they take part in professional 
networks of various kinds. A few examples of networks, that may extend beyond one’s own 
organisation: 

¨ Communities of practice 
¨ Alumni networks 
¨ Search engines (Google) 
¨ Associations, networks, 
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¨ Partnerships 
¨ International links 
¨ E-learning environments 
¨ Data bases 
¨ Peers, professional and other friends, family 
¨ Web logs, Skype, face book, linked In, twitter, etc. 

 
At all levels and in different circles people get input that add to their experience and 
competence. The corporate curriculum sketched above would be too narrow a concept, if it 
would make us neglect these processes that often occur beyond the direct sphere of influence 
of ones own school or other type of organisation. A corporate curriculum is an element in a 
wider landscape that exists beyond organisations, that is partly virtual and that allows us to 
create and produce knowledge that exists beyond the individual human brain. 
 
 
 



 
 

 

3. Corporate curriculum in schools? 
 
 
3.1 Introduction 
 
In the previous chapter a theoretical framework for contemporary life-long professional learning 
and knowledge productivity in organizations has been expounded. We learned that research 
has indicated that the most effective organizations are those that are able to signal or even 
predict new developments, to absorb knowledge from external resources, to enrich and 
develop it within their organizations and to apply and disseminate it in their work processes. 
They are knowledge productive (Kessels, 1996; van Lakerveld, 2005.) Research in these 
organizations suggested that placing a high value on knowledge and competences, having a 
team culture in which problem solving competences, reflection and communication are 
enhanced and a high self regulation of emotions and motivation makes teams more knowledge 
productive, delivering innovative and high quality work. These five learning domains – subject 
expertise, problem solving, communication, reflection and affective and motivational self-
regulation –  should be well developed at work. Furthermore, this research suggested that 
there was a mutual influence between the development of these domains and a number of 
elements in the work environment – such as purposeful recruitment and introduction to the job, 
appraisal that allows a close follow up of performance and professional development, job 
rotation, strategic in service training policy, using external relations, team work, supervision 
and intervision, quality control and self initiated professional learning. Brought together, the 
learning domains that were mentioned and the elements in the work environment were referred 
to as the pillars of a ‘corporate curriculum’ (Harrison & Kessels, 2004). 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Conceptual model corporate curriculum 
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An important question for those concerned with the professional learning of teachers both pre- 
service and in-service now is whether this corporate curriculum model is also applicable to 
schools and teacher education institutions.   
 
One of the objectives of the CLIMATE project was to investigate the relationships between 
elements in the work environment, the development of learning domains and  knowledge 
productivity (as defined in the corporate curriculum model) in schools  

 
 
3.2 Research questions 
 
Building on the conceptual model, the following questions were raised: 

1) Do the learning domains and elements in the work environment as indicated in the 
model above apply to schools? 

2) If they do, which revisions are necessary to make the existing instruments to measure 
‘learning domains’ and ‘elements in the work environment’ applicable for schools? 

3) Is it possible to measure knowledge productivity in schools? 
4) How well are the learning domains and the elements in the work environment 

developed within school units? 
5) Are the elements in the work environment and the development of professional learning 

domains related? 
6) Are school units scoring higher on the listed professional learning domains more 

knowledge productive; in other words: able to signal, absorb, enrich, apply and spread 
knowledge within the unit and within the school? 

In order to be able to measure ‘knowledge productivity’, an area of application and indicators 
had to be found for the concept. One of the unavoidable challenges for teachers anywhere in 
Europe is learning how to deal with diversity, or how to handle heterogeneity in the student 
population. We selected ‘dealing with differences between pupils’ as an example of an area in 
which schools all over Europe have to perform and thus an area in which all of them should be 
knowledge productive. Diversity enriches the learning environment of learners, yet it is also 
associated with problems. These problems include issues like discrimination, stereotyping, 
stigmatising and exclusions, phenomena that in turn tend to lead to related problems of 
underachievement and drop out. The challenge for schools is to make use of the diversity, to 
add to the rich learning environment by doing so and to see to it that diversity is turned into an 
advantage rather than a problem. It is no use denying that this is a complex task, which requires 
a lot of competence. That is why we assume that schools that show a greater competence to 
deal with these issues indeed prove to perform at a higher more innovative level.  
In the CLIMATE project we focus on the following aspects of diversity: 
§ Ethnic background 
§ Social class 
§ Native language 
§ Religion/philosophy of life 
§ Gender 
§ Sexual disposition 
§ Physical abilities 
§ Intellectual abilities 
§ Learning disorders 
§ Or other. 
Schools that take account of these elements of diversity may do that in different ways and in 
different degrees. They may have instruments they use for diagnostic purposes; they may have 
included diversity as an issue in the school policy documents; they may apply differential 
methods to meet the diverse needs of the students. Possibly they select learning materials 



 
 

 

such as school books with specific criteria related to diversity. Schools may also take 
organisational measures such as streaming, or setting to create a learning environment that is 
adequate for all backgrounds. Finally they may involve other parties to help the school deal 
with the complexity of the diversity. These other parties may be parents, other educative 
professionals, other support agencies including financial, instrumental, technical or other 
support. 
 
The figure below sums up the conceptual framework of the CLIMATE project, predicting that 
schools with the identified elements in their school environment provide teachers and 
managers with learning experiences that allow them to perform better and more innovative in 
their jobs which among many other things will show in their ability to cope with diversity. 
 

 
 Specified conceptual model corporate curriculum in schools 

 
 
3.3 Method 
 
3.3.1 Procedure and instruments 
Development of instruments 
After exploring and sharing the core concepts of the project – knowledge productivity, 
corporate curriculum (work learning environment) and diversity – eight experts in teachers’ 
professional learning from five European countries1 adapted2, translated, discussed and 
elaborated instruments for data gathering:   
 

1. a questionnaire with Likert-type items to identify whether the work environment in work 
units of schools is considered a learning environment ; 

                                                
1 Belgium, Estonia, Germany, the Netherlands, Slovenia, Sweden 
2 Instruments 1, 2 and 3 were based on van Lakerveld, 2005 
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2. an inventory with Likert-type items of the elements in the work environment (either 
within the own work unit, within the school or beyond it) that evoke, stimulate, facilitate 
and enhance learning processes of teachers and unit/school managers ; 

3. an instrument with open questions to find out what respondents consider as stimulating 
or obstructing for their own learning; 

4. open questions eliciting respondents’  feedback about the questionnaires (are the items 
clear, is it instructive to go through the process of filling out so many forms, etc.?) 

5. a checklist and open questions about how schools/units deal with matters of diversity 
(what do they take into account and how?); 

 
Each item of the questionnaires was fine tuned until it was assumed to be workable in the 
diverse national contexts. At that point the five questionnaires were ready for try out. 


