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A Prescription for Systemic 
Learning Management 
By Vertel T. Martin 

olicing in the 21st century requires law en­
forcement executives, managers, and super­

visors to learn more about the ideas, concepts, 
theories, and research surrounding organizational 
learning, learning organizations, and systemic po­
licing. Although many different definitions exist 
for these terms, Peter Senge’s notions introduced a 
creative framework of how institutions can change 
their perspectives about how to operate.1 He em­
phasized the importance of learning in organiza­
tions and outlined five key internal interventions 
for it to continuously occur in them: mental mod­
els, personal mastery, team learning, shared vision, 
and systems thinking.2 Senge’s premise was that 
“if these five areas of practice were introduced and 
cultivated within an organization, it could help to 
enhance the learning capacities of that organiza­
tion” and its members.3 

Challenging Mental Models 
According to Senge, mental models exist in the 

minds of members of organizations.4 These 
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include the thoughts, beliefs, and assumptions that 
we hold based upon our knowledge, experiences, 
and opinions. These mental models are so deeply 
ingrained in our minds that we cannot readily ac­
cess nor easily examine them and, therefore, can­
not change them without considerable effort. The 
task of learning requires that we first exhume and 
scrutinize our mental models because “they influ­
ence everything we do, sometimes without us even 
knowing it.”5 Only then can we challenge the pre­
mises upon which we base them. 

This means that police officials need to engage 
in premise reflection in the way that adult-learning 
theorist Dr. Jack Mezirow envisioned.6 Are our 
thoughts, beliefs, and attitudes based upon sound 
reasoning and up-to-date evidence, or are they the 
result of tradition, malaise, or officially sanctioned 
knowledge? Are they frozen in time, or can they be 
defrosted periodically to respond to the elasticity 
required for the organization to survive? 

Fostering Personal Mastery 
Senge described personal mastery as the con­

tinuous, on-going improvement on the use of infor­
mation and resources to achieve better results.7 

Essentially, this means that learning should take 
place on a day-to-day basis and that the discourse 
among members of an organization is desirable 
and necessary because it improves the knowledge, 
skills, attitudes, and abilities of the employees. 

Initiating Team Learning 
Senge emphasized team learning, which in­

volves working well as a group.8 The agency needs 
to place emphasis on teaching members how 
to execute tasks together as a whole organism.9 

They all must perform their functions for the team 
to be “fruitful” and to enhance the survival of the 
institution. If members work separately or do not 
perform in accordance with their potential, the 
team (and the system) will fail. 

Leaders must promote team building and team 
work. Managers must communicate with members 
and reinforce the fact that they are an integral part 
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notion of the 
organization as a 

machine made up of 
interchangeable parts. 
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Ms. Martin, a retired New York City Police Department 
lieutenant and commander of detectives, is an adjunct 
professor of criminal justice at East Stroudsburg University 
of Pennsylvania and Northampton Community College. 
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