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Triple-Loop Learning 
Category: Professional Learning, Coaching and Reflection 
Triple-loop learning is a proposed third order of organisational learning examining how systems 
determine the frames, values and processes through which learning occurs. It is contrasted with single-
loop correction of action and double-loop questioning of governing assumptions, although definitions of 
the third loop differ. 
The term was inspired by organisational learning but does not appear in Argyris and Schön’s published 
formulation. Accounts variously emphasise learning about learning, identity, power, purpose or 
transformation. Users should define the intended third-order question rather than assume shared meaning 
(Tosey et al., 2012). 

Three Orders of Enquiry 
1. Single loop: Adjust action to reduce a gap between expected and observed outcomes. 
2. Double loop: Question goals, assumptions, norms or measures that made the action appear 

appropriate. 
3. Triple loop: Examine how the system legitimises frames and decides which purposes, voices and 

identities count. 
4. Systemic dialogue: Include affected perspectives, histories, power relations and challenging 

evidence. 
5. Redesign and test: Change learning arrangements and evaluate participation, reasoning and 

outcomes. 

Examples in Practice 
A university changes reminders to improve attendance, then questions whether attendance represents 
learning. At a third order, it examines who defined participation, whose evidence is authoritative and 
how students and staff could redesign and review the system. 

Why It Matters 
Triple-loop language can prompt enquiry into institutional purpose and conditions that reproduce 
familiar solutions. It can also imply that ‘deeper’ is automatically better. Immediate correction may be 
appropriate, while structural reflection without action becomes abstract. Because evidence and 
conceptual agreement remain limited, educators should state their definition, examine consequences and 
avoid presenting three loops as settled diagnostic science (Tosey et al., 2012). 
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