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reverence for books... is no longer suited to... the conservation of
0. EZRA POUND, CHAPTE
earning , R ONE, ABC OF READING, 1 934

We have explored what it means for something to be a learning tech-
nology and have examined briefly the ways in which learning content
can be stored and distributed. In this chapter we go on to explore
what exactly we mean by learning content, with particular reference
to how we source it. The aim of this chapter is not only to describe,
however. It is also to suggest a new relationship between L&D and
content very different from the traditional one.

First, I aim to describe a landscape in which content is no longer
rare. In the words of the American poet Ezra Pound, we live in an
age of abundance. L&D can draw on this abundance, using what
already exists, rather than recreating it, and so liberate time for other
work. Second, with this, I believe that we will come to abandon the
‘care and reverence’ for content that Pound speaks of. Increasingly
the majority of it will come to be seen as transitory. Third, and finally,
L&D’ focus on (and sometimes obsession with) controlling content
will end. In the past it was our raison d’étre, in the future it will be
just one part of a wider role.

When I began as a classroom trainer in the 1980s,
Was largely to deliver training in the classroom to 2 regular, often
Annually published, schedule. This situation continued to the early
°1'Warci a}l:‘d b.ooks, a.md even. 2acio 0 ’vtll :}?e spread of e-learning,
the brea-; }l,nkmg tra.lners. How?ver, " 1d learn from multiplied.

ththgt ey Of medis e content’ eventually the €

trend came the term ‘e-learning contents; €
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fell away as terminology caught up with the fact that we have, for
long time, been living in a world with multiple sources of inform,atio:
Today, increasingly, ‘learning content’ is abbreviated to sirnpl}:
‘content’, in realization of the fact that, as natural learners, we cap
and do learn from anything, whether it was produced with the aim of

learning in mind or not. ‘Content’, then, includes courses and refer-

ence materials explicitly produced for learning. It also includes books,

magazines, e-books, videos, podcasts and broadcasts, anything, in
fact, which can be recorded and distributed in some way. A confer-

ence presentation may contain useful information to learn from, but
slides from the presenta-

it is not content in this sense. However, the
tion and the video recording definitely are.

Some learning and development professionals are specialists
in producing content for one medium or another — video, say, or
e-books — others have a predisposition to using one form over another.
As a result, discourse on content tends to focus on the medium and
the tools used to produce content for that medium. For this book,
though, I will consider content by how it was sourced: where did it
come from, and how contextually sensitive is it? This has an impor-
tant impact on how L&D deals with it, as well as an influence on
how it is used with learning technologies.

Thinking about content in this way led me to the ‘learning
content pyramid’ (Taylor, 2013), which drew on a blog by Clive
Shepherd (Shepherd, 2008) - itself based on conversations with Nick
Shackleton-Jones and others — that suggested three types of content.

My 2013 pyramid had five layers, the new version has six. This extra
development where content providers or

layer includes a recent
e ‘curated content sets’

brokers work with an organization to creat

(Figure 6.1).
The arrow on the left, showing that contextual relevance increases

higher up the pyramid, is based on a suggestion by Danish e-learning
designer Jakob Gravesen (Gravesen, 2013). The arrow on the right
emphasizes the shape of the pyramid, indicating that there is more
material available at the bottom than at the top. Usually, although
not always, the production values increase as you go further up the

pyramid.
From the bottom of the pyramid, the six layers are as follows:
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1 The learning content pyramid
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Generic outsourced libraries

Freely available

Freely available content

This is content available for free, usually via the internet. For L&D
professionals the trick is to build this into organizational learning in
a helpful way rather than simply pointing people at a vast array of
unfiltered resources. This has been happening for some time. In 2013
in the UK, Virgin Media incorporated content from free language-
learning site Duolingo into their corporate LMS (LearningTechUK,
2013). Other organizations do this with free content from iTunes U
and YouTube, with TED talks proving especially popular. Massive
Open Online Courses (MOOCs) from suppliers such as Coursera,
Ud;;n}' and FutureLe-arn also fall into this layer of the pyramid.
pmdlt:igznteilt avallablc? for free on the internet is of very av'erage
Coiiges andv; ;e. Some is exceptionally high - as with Duolfngo’s
Prodction WithChcontex.lt. We sho'uld not confuse the quality of
Dossible g o the quality of learning it will support, however. It is
tools eate wonderful-looking courses, performance support
and other assets which. despi . .
ich, despite their aesthetic appeal, do not
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help people lear
to have a tremendor
Another assumption to av

layer of the pyramid is invaria

. budget C
with a 45 per cent
facii to two, Andrew Jacobs rurned to whatever free resources he
sev 3

could to support the learning of employees at Lambefh p"follgh
Council. As well as using free online resources, this includeg
pointing staff rowards books available via the council’s librarieg

(Gardner, 2013).

1 well. And it i quite possible for an unexciting agq,,
n learning and/or performance,

dous impact 0 |
oid is that free content in the bottop,

bly accessed via the internet. In 2013
ut and a reduction of staff frop

Generic content

There is a global market for generic online Jearning materials. This is
content — usually courses — that can be used in a wide variety of situa-
tions. A unit on how to create a pie chart in Excel, for example, has
a broad application, regardless of what size or type of organization
it is used in. Supply of this generic content is dominated by SkillSoft,
a global content company headquartered in Dublin, Ireland, which
not only owns a considerable, wide-ranging catalogue of material,
but also a content delivery platform and an LMS. After merging
with SmartForce (see Chapter 2) in 2002, SkillSoft became the most
significant global player in this field, valued at US $1.1 billion in 2010
(Bersin, 2010). While the marketplace for content has become more
complex since then, there remains demand for this content and before
commissioning a course, L&D must always ask who else might have
already produced it. Any large organization is likely at some point to
have bought libraries of courses on topics such as Microsoft Excel
and W?rd, as well as generic soft-skills courses such as that perennial
favourite ‘handling a performance review’.
production that the L&)],) oj }Ilnnol: rr'leetdthe particular standards of
the question to be asked here i oo do these s oG ke Ut
- is simple: do these materials do the job
¢ enf)ugh ? If they do, then the L&D team’s time can be spent on
something more strategic than replicating a course, i
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There is plenty of generic content produced

values. Video Arts, (also see Chapter 2) to high production

igh- i uce
roduce high-quality generic management training materiarSSf:lly
S. nd

while it is impossible by definition for generic courses to rel
specific activities, they can be written for particular sectorsre Zte to
eneric marketplace for catalogue content matures and is do;ni: a::cel
by large players, vendors 'have d.eveloped courses aimed at particy.-
|ar sectorss Of one sector in particular. In both Houston, Texas and
Aberdeen, Scotland, there are cl'usters of companies specializing in
raining only for the oil and gas industry. Before creating a course, it

is always worth checking if it already exists.

curated content sets

There is a lot of material available online, whether free or in cata-
logues of generic content (which typically run to tens of thousands
of courses). So much so, that a time-poor L&D professional can find
it difficult to know where to source content and how to organize
it for employees. Recognizing this, some providers of generic learn-
ing content are NOW providing what can be called ‘curated content
sets’. These are collections of content suitable for a particular role,
department or territory within an organization. They are more
context-specific than content chosen from a catalogue, because they
are usually written with a particular job role or sector i
course might, for example, be titled not ‘Creating pivot tables in
Excel’ but ‘Pivot tables for sales managers’ or ‘Pivot tables in supply
chain management’.

Although relatively new as an idea, there is potential for this
concept to grow. It makes absolute sense for generic content compa-
tn;e:h:;d;’ntt}::&fgut there is no reason for th.is service to b.e conﬁr.led
ﬂOthing' bt er n.lé?’ we can exp?ct to see niche organizations dom.g
Contens availai 12‘? ing cor.lsultatlon on the best free and generic

Itis alsg POssiblzrfa particular specialist area of work. .

Or Specialist Producor a ‘fiompany. to actas a cent'ral. clearing house

PenSesame hag adoers = e-learmng content. This is the role that

pted. Founded in 2011, the Portland, Oregon,

g

n mind. A
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company provides the complex infrastructure for publishers

upload. content and for enterprises to download them. This can ;0
done either piecemeal, or en masse, or as part of a curated content e
that an OpenSesame consultant has created following an en o
with the enterprise. ¥ wem

User-generated content (UGC)

At work, people naturally create vast amounts of materials which
others can learn from, whether it is explicitly designed for learningor |
not. It could be as generic as the company’s annual report, as transi- |
tory as a briefing for the next few days, or as rough as some notes ;
from a meeting. |

As well as material created inside the organization, user-generated
content (UGC) includes material created in online social forums, such
as the extensive chat created during the Learning and Skills Group
webinars (LSG, 2016) or during Twitter chat meetings.

While the content itself is not paid for, UGC is not entirely free,
either. There may be no upfront cost for access to a catalogue, as
there is with generic content, but it certainly takes time (and some-
times money) to set up and maintain the systems for sharing UGC.
And there is more than technology involved here — simply collecting
content in one place is not enough. Content that is useful in theory
is useless in practice if it cannot be found. To allow it to be found,
it needs at the very leasta good filing system or search mechanism. It
may also need interpretation to put the content in context. Also, it is
usual for the value of some UGC to decay over time, and at some
point it may need to be removed from thf: collec.non. The L&D jargon
for looking after other people’s content is curation. The alternative to
ation is too often that a collection of UGC becomes bloated and

its credibility. o
of the organization 1n 2

d UGC meets the needs .
an, because it is written in context.
o specific.

cur
unwieldy and loses
Internally create

i er c
way that generic content never
ThZ challenge for much UGC is that the context can be to
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jepartment may wish to intervene to edit or otherwise augment the

content

Another concern with UGC lies with its accuracy. An L&D depart

ent steeped m the tx.'adition of providing all courses used b

0 pization will ﬁnd‘ it difficult to let go of the reins and allovz t;'e‘
free flow of ix?ff)rmatlon between employees. This is a fair point -
ofter all, repairing the.damage done by putting bad practice into
irculation is far more time consuming than preventing it getting into
circulation it t.he ﬁrsf place. (?n the other hand, organizations need
rapid distribution of information to meet the demands of the modern

WOfking world. '
The solution I8 for the L&D department to take a pragmatic

approach 0 balancing the need for speed against the risk of bad
ractice. HOW bad is the risk, and how likely is it? Sometimes, ‘good
enough’ information that reaches the point of need fast is far better
than perfectly accurate information that arrives too late to be of any
use. If the severity and likelihood of risk are both low, then L&D can
step aside-

On other occasl
When Black & Decker
force Flip cameras to reco

ons, there is a need to balance speed with accuracy.
(now Stanley Black & Decker) gave their sales
rd videos for colleagues to view, the videos
were not immediately posted onto the Black & Decker platform.
They went to the central L&D team, which first checked and tagged
before posting them (Albright ez al, 2011).

And sometimes, only 100 per cent accuracy will do. If there is a
risk of a severely dangerous outcome, then even if that risk is very
the L&D function has a duty to ensure that material is thor-

low,
tted before it is disseminated.

oughly and expertly ve

Content created internally

viders of learning

Wher
eas L&D departments were once the main pro
pete with a vast

conten i
amOuntt’ nfOfv: internally created materials have to com
0 . .
ee or low-cost content and UGC. To justify the necessary

ent .
to the orgap; o Fesources, any content created internally must relate
Z .
ation in ways that other forms of content cannot.
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While it can be beautifully prepared or emotionally '
internally generated content need not be. It need only b:ﬂgzgm&
rich, steeped in the reality of the organization, and useful, Iy m“;nzext,
be that the content is confidential and unique to the orpan; )’fllso
in which case L&D certainly should be invol Sanization,

content distribution. redin nensging th
When power tool manufacturer TTI wanted to improve effic;
in handling returned goods, it produced 2 clear, online course c‘;ﬂcy
ing the 10 most common mistakes in handling retyrned goods. It : .
not complex to produce. It did, however, generate US $35 mihion .
savings for the company over a tWo-year period (Infor, 2012) V:'n
will learn more about this case study in Chapter 9. -
The key for such content is that j¢ should be contextually rich ang
valuable. The longer 2 piece of content is likely to be in use, and the
more it is seen as representing the values of the organization, the
higher the production values it needs, For highly important materials,

L&D will typically turn to outside providers for help, and commis-
sion the content,

Commissioned content

Organizations cannot always produce what they need, which is why
there will always be a place for high-quality commissioned content.
The subject may require specialist knowledge. The high-profile nature
of the work may demand great production values, or specialist tech-
niques. Those specialist techniques may, however, only have a short
shelf life, and if there is no rush for the content, it is always worth
waiting for the skills to become more widely spread. When the use
of smartphones for accessing content took off in 201314 there was
a boom in demand for the services of specialist companies capable
of producing suitable content for smartphones. In particul.ar, there
was a demand for content that could adapt to different deches, and
companies were prepared to pay for the expertisc? to deliver tl?at.
Already, at the time of writing (late 2016) those skills are becox.ndll?ﬁ
more commonplace both across a wider range of vendors and wi

L&D departments’ own design teams.
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?'ram id is only one way of considering the ¢
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it would resemble an enormous pa
nt bump in the middle the size

the Great Lakes with an insignifica
e. That vast pancake would be the lowest
freely available’ layer of the internet. The
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soup plate would be the UGC. On top of the soup plate would be a
or outsourced. The pancake is

of the pyramid, and this super-

le of the information age, one
because it is almost incomprehensible.
ble for free, and with vast amounts

L&D cannot continue to
ner in the

thimble, representing ¢
. faster than the rest

huge and growing
1] is the mirac

e, possibly
formation availa

organizations,

ked when I began as 2 trai
urses. Not only is the task

an ineffective way
bsorbs the time

we regularly ignor
With so much in

of UGC created in large
e model that wor
d delivering €O

g workplace, it is
and attempting it 2

operate on th
1980s - focused on creating an

impossible for today’s fast-movin
;’}falt’liigilr)lg skills and knowledge,
ppry could use fo.r other, r'nore effectl:ve activity. I.t is time to m.oYe
Par Threeel’lrths'et l(()f sklll.s, a skillset we will examine in more detail in
g I als.o inlcslsdlllset. 1ncl}1des a shift from creating content tO cu1:at—
of learning expe:il es widening L&l?’s fecue to encompass the creation
this involves ado iflces and developing individuals’ ability to learn. All
detail in the nextp ;ng new ways of working, something we explore in
chapter as we consider a range of models of change.

.
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Key takeaways

1

Learning content (or just ‘content’) has long been a Primay
concern of organizational L&D. In the past this has meant creating
almost all of it. Today there is considerable opportunity for using

content from elsewhere.
The internet provides a vast repository of freely available materia;
to learn from.

Some vendors have specialized in creating considerable online
libraries of generic content, a useful way of training for some tasks,

To help organizations find the right content for particular roles,
some companies now offer a consulting service to create curated
content sets that effectively package sets of third-party content.

A great amount of valuable content is created at work that has the
benefit of being highly relevant to the context of the organization,
Making the most of this UGC is one of the great opportunities and
challenges faced by L&D departments today.

Creating original content was once the main role of the L&D
department. This is such a time-consuming activity that it should
only be undertaken when there is no viable alternative. Good
reasons for creating content internally include where content is
urgent, relates to high-risk issues and/or is confidential.

Some content is so important that it is worth commissioning from
specialist production houses. This includes in particular ‘flagship’

content that expresses the values of the organization, or which is
likely to have a long shelf life.

Although currently focused on the Creation or sourcing of content,

and on its delivery, in the future. L&D’ Y ;
considerably. » L&D’ role is likely to widen
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