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Knowing [sn’t Doing

THE REASONS WHY MOST E-LEARNING
(AND OTHER TRAINING, FOR THAT MATTER) IS SO BAD—
AND FIVE QUESTIONS TO ASK TO BEGIN TO MAKE IT BETTER.

E.
- alliy:ne seel;ns to want to do e-learning these days. They
een t .

Pethaps they a(r)e hho.w to buy the right stuff to get started, and

Panies find ¢he aving fun trying to do it. Occasionally com”

OMetimes the Ycallie not having fun, and when that happen®

OVer thejy heazils aSOI-Iie. People don’t usually admit to being n

C ’ 1t wa

tompany that hag been ls)r‘f‘th.er strange to get a call about?
uilding e-learning for a while D"

Y wer :
¢ doing 3 bag job. I mean, who ever thinks

are do.

Om .
Panje to their
8d future, so they did what most

g 0

Bave hi ' 18y told

m 0 2 1

a by dger. ne of their HR guys to investigd®

48 € att
ended conferences, he heard sales
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pitches, he hired people, and soop eno

. ugh _
some e-learning programs. 8h he wag bulldmg

n;eded :a l:;arr;ing mana.gem;nt System. He needed the services
of a variety of companies who w : ,
him. He acquiredpvarious too:1 t:(l):l)(sbu‘ld *carning for
) » consultants, and
employees, but in the end he felt that what he wag being sold
wasn’t very good and therefore what he himself was building
wasn’t very good. He invited me to see what he and his team
had built.

I warned him that I was going to hate it, as I warn everyone
whose software I am about to review. I always hate the software
I see. “Why,” you wonder, “haven’t you ever seen anything you
liked?” Well, in a word . . . “No.”

Of course I am a harsh judge, but the reason that I am
always unhappy with what I see is more complex than that. No

matter how many of them I see . ..

TopaY's E- LEARNING OR EDUCATIONAL
SoFTWARE PROGRAMS ALWAYS SEEM TO
ConTainN Major DEsioN Fraws

Flaw #1. Telling, Not Doing

g tends t0 dominate the
hat people learn by
an’t seem to remem-

One flaw I see every time is that tellin
€Xperience., Everyone seems to know t

doing, byt somehow e-learning designers ©

- . Every
. L, lling it to them
ber it. Maybe it’s because people keep te ylofthe company pol-

welcome you to the
d then ask you t© do

f"-learm'ng program seems to want to tell
Y or have the president of the company
SYStem, or tell yCu the l‘ight thing to do an
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it, or ask you a question and then tell you the right s
) . |

o5 was the case with my German client, they gave 3 | ofthei’

' I

budget over 0 7P hic arts company that created the Coojeg;

little animated character who showed you around an ot

mind-numbing system.

Flaw #2. Cleverness, Not Fun

e-Learning designers know that e-learning should be fun, but
the material they are teaching is usually not a laugh riot. So
they introduce a cartoon character, spend lots of money on
first-class animation, and have the character introduce topicsin
what is supposed to be a fun and satisfying way. And while these
characters are quite often rather appealing, their educational
value hardly justifies the money spent on them. In a sense the
Sof'tware is just a come-on: It seems appealing, it looks like itis
going to be fun, but all the animation and humor is intended ©

h'lde the dull experience you are about to have with actual mat¢”
rial to be learned.

Flaw #3, No Stories

A third :
.~ rd common flaw js the lack of good storytelling. This on¢

ing humor and ¢]
Cver _
8Taphics into your learning software- The

“storyless” ﬂ .
aw js
800d stopeg fr erstand. How hard is it t0 €
(0

nd put they, ; m ,
them in the sofyy, t}:e company’ collective experien®
¢ No matter how boring the soft-
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eople would remember a well-told story, espe-
d by someone they knew or it related to some
experience they had had. But invariably the e-learning design-
ers, desperate t0 put learning objects into their learning man-
agement system, have left out the stories, which was all anyone

was going to remember anyway.

ware, at least P
cially if it were tol

Flaw #4.. Relentless Quizzes

e-Learning designers love
ems to be a test of some

or asking you what you

The fourth flaw is the most common.
quizzes it seems. Every other screen S€

sort, asking you what you want to do
you don’t care about or

think the right answer is to some issue
based on something you supposedly just read or in something
you are about to do. School is all tests these days, so I guess €-

learning designers think that is becauseé educational theorists
think quizzes are the essence of good instructional design, when
litician’s current obses-

the real reason has to do with every po

si :
on with measurable outcomes.

MEANWHILE, BACK IN CERMANY,

Taey Want HELP . . -
this German utility company
ated character telling

you questions

gt
s: make a long story short,
0
YOuwt:-i me software that had a cute anim
Ings you didn’t want to know and as

you did )
Want n’t care about the answer t0, about a
to learn how to use all that much in the first place, and

Were ) . . .
't going to learn to use by being told about1t - -~ all with

Na
Iy a StOry to be found

king
system you didn’t
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The only unusual part of this story is that the man wh, Wag

in charge of it all didn’t much like his programs either,

wanted help.

How DID THE GERMAN HR GUY KNOW THAT HE NEEDED
yrLp?  His customers (the people in the courses he built) were
complaining, but that’s not s bad as it might sound. Quite often,
such complaints are explained away by stating that the customers
were ot ready for e-learning or saying that they would have to get
used to it because the company decided it was more economical to do
it this way. This is the point where some compromise is usually
made and everyone agrees that a “blended approach” would be
best—awhich means as far as I can tell that they won’t get vid of all
their classes and thus will save a few training jobs.

I think be knew that things were bad because he had read
my book (Designing World Class e-Learning) and realized that
he bad made every mistake I outlined. Although 1 might note that
plenty of others have read this book under similar circumstances
and not drawn the same conclusion.

SoI arrived in Germany with the task of teaching his team . . -

Ho -
w T0 Do E-LEARNING RiGgHT IN THREE DAys

I .
dls;r:i:cyt:zumg to them about learning, which I did because
i elt. (lAs you may know by now, I really don’t think
their behagviI;r(:p ) al-)om learning will cause them to changeé
software that I one I.Ota') I'showed them some educational

at I think is good and we discussed what might be

improved i
proved and how it compared to what they had built. And

while di i i i
e discussions like this are good, still T knew that thj ’
at this wasn't

going to help them lear
n ho :
What next? Wrodoic any better either.
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Start with a Few Rules of Thum},

My favorite rafes of thumb f'or building e-learning are to ask
experts about what goes wrong in their companies and to syt peo-
ple thinking about training as a kind of just-in-time remediation
instead of school that prepares you for events that will take

place years later after you have long forgotten the preparation.

RULES OF THUMB FOR BUILDING E-LEARNING
* Ask experts about what goes wrong in their com-
panies.
*Start people thinking about training as a kind of
just-in-time remediation.

*See e-learning as being about doing.

sce e-learning as being about
One issue is what

s what designers

But mostly I try to get them to
doing. It is about doing in two ways, of course.
employees will learn to do better. Another 1
must learn to do differently. The best way t0 approach botlf of
these at the same time is to create simulated design €Xercse:
Instead of talking about what they were doing wWrong; 1 suggested that
We simply start to do something right.

Lasked them what their next e-learning Pr
o be and they said new hire training, s0 1 SuggCSted we start

brin
the process together the next morning- I asked thern 102 g

the eXpert on new hires to the table.

ject was going

Bl'ing on the SME

The
*am I was trainin g sat across from th

©side. T said that I would comment 0%} what €1°
s Lsay fit.




The fact is they had no idea what to do at this poin
had never started a project in this way. I mentioned th ) Tl.“!y
stories .frc.)m the expert was an important first step toa;f;tt-mg
any training program and understanding what needed e
taught was another and that the two were quite relate:l: Ito be
. Sug.

gested they start.
They sat there frozen.
I said, “Well, ask him a question.”
“We don’t know what to ask” was the somewhat testy

response.
“W
ell, what would you need to find out before you start?”

I said.
There was a brief discussion, and finally one of the more

a00ressl
ggressive members of the team asked: “What does a new hire

need to know?”

HIADN’T THEY BEEN LISTENING? [ almast fell over Herel
bad been talking about learning by doing for a full day and it really
badn’t penetrated. I had salked about the difference between

emory and recall memory. [ bad talked about the

conscious kmowledge and imphicit knowledge. I
“mowing that.”

recognition m
difference between
bad talked about “knowing how” versus

Nome of this bad penetrated.
dom’t kenow. 1 ahvays a4y that you

Why I found this surprising | 5 %
can’t learn by listening. Somehow 1 supposed that didn’t include
listening to €.

onded that there wa

The expert ISP
w hire

that everythin8 that a né

in it. Next question
I loved that g4 What a great a0

was 4 stupid question-

swer. He also knew that 1t

N\
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I asked the team what wag Wrong wi, 55

had asked. They responded defensively’ sayinthe qQuestion they

to know what new hires needed to kpoy, X dg that they needed

what was wrong with that? 7050 they asked and
I said: “Well, it is an awfy] question, Cyp

why?” You figure gy
They had figured out that it wag g

expert’s response, but they really didn’t ky,
on it.

question from the
oW how to improve

I suggested they . . .

Try Thinking About Doing Rather Than Knowing

They asked, “What should a new hire know how to do?”
The expert responded with an absurdly long list of things, all
of which were in the new hire manual as well.

I asked if they could figure out what to do.

They could not.

We sat there in silence. .

Finally I said: “What is the biggest mistake that new hires
make when they are first on the job?”

The expert’s face lit up. He began to tell a sto
complex software that kept breaking and how n
clueless aboyt how this software worked and S(?
Aswer customers’ questions when they called n 0
about the software.

Huh?

I thought this was a new hire progra™ Rule
e hate sexual harassment, that sort ot thmg.e pivalent was).

"Nah,” he said (or whatever the Germ?? o» ] asked:

“What i it that these new hires 3¢ o

ry about some
ew hires were
they couldn’t
Complain

beneﬁts) hO‘v




) 1€y answer th
(44 ¢ phOIle,” he t l
Really? What about>” old me.

We sell software to other utili -
and doesn’t alWays work. Co ty companies. It js comp,
. . Compani !
questions. The new hires can’ kl; ) etSh call up and ask difﬁcult
they don’t d W the answers right ay
o so well for a long while, unti o
lex software i y unel chey get the
plex software issues down.” o
“So you don’t want a new hi i
ew hire training pro " cai
“We don’t?” g program atal," [ sid
No, you need a program to train people to answer the
phone and do customer service. We have done plenty of those
kinds of programs. They have nothing in common with new
hire training.”

And there you have it. The reason why most training i 5o bad
the people who write the training do what

They build what they were asked to
o are doing the asking don’t always

Unbelievably often,
they were asked to do.
build. But the people wh

know what they want.

The people who

n why most sraining is 50 bad.
They

do what they were asked to do.
e asked to build.

The reaso
write the training
build what they We
waat 10 DO INSTEAD
Think about what the comps

ny really needs, not what they
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WHAT ARk THE Ricuy Questyoy
o FIND Qurt Whar I Rearsy N:ED ,
ED

tter all thye Much given the

overall significance of number |, By here are SOme m
ore:

ry of when an employee digy

know what to do and it caused a big problem for the

company?

3. Under what circumstance do employees do the wrong

thing, even though they have been told how to do the
right thing?

What problems are causing the company real trouble
right now?

5. What are the key things an employee needs to know
how to do in this company?

These five questions have worked well for us over the years.
They are reasonable things to ask experts, and th M u:laltly fot
duce responses you can work with. Thf.i queSt.lO.n S aEC::; time
lems are especially important for deSignmg. m:l:ntiining-

You find a problem you have an opportunity 10

Well, almost every time . . .

Can't Be TAUGHT

|1 us about
At Wal-Mart they had all kinds of fun pr(?: involved a cashier
When we asked our questions. My favor!

t
. customer ‘fu
in ., she was checking®
terrupted by the phone while

tart
tomer S . The
She kept talking on the phone and the Cus . hoWevcr

nve
Angry. This didn’t stop the phone €0

SomE THINGS SIMPLY
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cashier just kept on talking. So the customer’s Complajng ;
kept growing louder. The cashier’s solution was tg b " Just
comer over the head with the phone. A nove] method of CIClllss
romer relations to be sure. i
So now that we know this error, what do we ¢, about
1t
Do we create a module where you are told neyer to hit the cus
tomer, no matter how angry you are? Or do we discuss hoy
destruction of company property is a bad thing? Do we design
a course in anger management? Do we simply ignore this ing;-
dent as a one-time oddity?

It may very well not be an oddity, but we do have to ignore
it. We cannot train people to avoid playing the fool. Some folks
are simply foolish.

So the questions were good ones to ask, and the answer was
great fun to hear, but it didn’t result in a teaching point. Some
things simply can’t be taught.

0 0 0

Jump STarT YOUR TRAINING

Some do’s and don’ts:
e Don’t tell anybody anything in an
ust because they ar

e.
rerial in a pretty costum
ust tell a story:

e-learning program-
1rQ 1 e cute.
e Don'’t use graphics]

e Don'’t hide boring m2 .
softwarel

a5 an excuse ©

e Don’t forget that the

in
e Don’t use e-learning

choice tes" f with the idea that !
"% confusé yoursel rical Compromlse
e Don y more than a pot!
. 99 3 an
1ng 1S




Knowing Isn't Doing | 59

e Do remember to ask experts about what isn’t working i
the company. &

e Do ask what employees need to learn to do better at
their jobs.

e Do ask what instructional designers are doing wrong.

e Do think of e-learning as “just-in-time remediation.”

e Do ask experts for their “horror stories.”

e Do not imagine that all horror stories teach an important

lesson.
e Don’t ask what an employee
e Do ask about what employees will b
able to do.

e Don’t confuse employee status with em
doing errors transcend status.

e Don’t think that those who have reques
what they actually need. -
plems in the com-

* Do start questioning experts about pro
pany’s business.

* Do learn to interview experts

* Do focus training designs on 8¢

needs to know.

e expected to be
ployee function—

ted training know

properly.
hing points:

T ——



