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ANALYSING PERFORMANCE 
AND LEARNING NEEDS 

	

The	first	step	the	learning	professional	must	take	in	addressing	any	
requirement	is	to	analyse	the	situation.	This	step	comes	first	
because	the	information	we	uncover	at	this	stage	underpins	just	

about	every	decision	we	make	when	it	comes	to	design.	In	fact,	the	
design	of	the	solution	can	sometimes	seem	pretty	obvious	once	you	
have	the	right	information	at	your	disposal.	

There	are	four	aspects	of	the	situation	that	we	need	to	understand:	

The	need:	Every	design	for	a	learning	solution	starts	with	one	or	
more	underlying	needs,	whether	these	originate	from	organisations	

or	learners.	Your	task	is	to	understand	the	need	as	well	as	you	can	
and	then	determine	whether	a	learning	intervention	is	going	to	
make	a	positive	contribution	to	meeting	the	need.	

The	learning:		By	this	we	mean	the	end	point	that	we’re	aiming	
towards	with	our	solution.	Remember	that,	while	we	may	regard	
learning	as	our	aim,	the	project	sponsor	is	likely	to	be	much	more	

concerned	with	what	this	learning	might	achieve	in	terms	of	
increased	performance.	If	we	can	focus	in	on	performance,	then	this	
will	serve	us	well	when	we	come	to	making	design	decisions.	
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The	learners:	Under	this	heading	we	include	all	the	information	
that	we	need	to	know	about	the	population	at	which	our	

intervention	will	be	targeted.	You	could	say	that	if	‘the	learning’	
represents	the	end	result	that	we	are	looking	to	achieve,	‘the	
learners’	are	where	we	start.	Our	design	essentially	bridges	the	gap	

between	the	skills,	knowledge	and	other	attributes	that	learners	
have	now	and	what	they	will	need	to	have	if	they	are	to	support	the	
strategic	goal	of	the	organisation.	

The	logistics:	Of	course,	no	design	is	ever	created	without	
constraints.	Under	this	heading	we	take	account	of	time,	budget,	
geography	and	all	sorts	of	other	factors	that	will	help	or	hinder	us	in	

bridging	the	learning	gap.	

In	the	following	sections	we	explore	these	four	aspects	of	the	
situation	in	more	detail.	We	then	conclude	by	showing	what	

conclusions	you	can	draw	from	your	analysis.	
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CLARIFYING THE NEED 

Start with the goal 

Before	we	get	too	excited	about	the	prospect	of	designing	a	new	
learning	solution,	it	is	vitally	important	that	we	clarify	what	need,	
goal	or	challenge	is	driving	the	requirement.	Depending	on	the	

context	in	which	you	work,	the	need	may	originate	with	learners	
themselves,	with	an	employer	or	with	government.	

Learners	may	be	driving	the	intervention,	perhaps	because	they	

are	looking	to	acquire	the	knowledge,	skills	or	information	needed	
to	perform	a	task,	perhaps	to	gain	a	qualification	or	otherwise	
improve	their	employability,	or	perhaps	because	they	simply	love	

learning.	If	you	run	public	courses	for	a	college	or	an	independent	
training	provider,	then	learners	are	your	customers	and	you	will	be	
keen	to	respond	to	their	requirements.	

An	employer	may	be	driving	the	intervention,	looking	to	fix	a	
problem,	prepare	employees	for	a	change,	take	advantage	of	an	
opportunity,	or	respond	to	a	regulatory	requirement.	If	you	work	as	

a	learning	professional	inside	an	organisation	then	the	needs	of	
your	organisation	are	likely	to	be	paramount.	

A	regional	or	national	government	or	some	similar	organisation	

may	also	be	driving	the	intervention,	perhaps	to	address	a	current	
or	potential	skills	gap	and/or	to	reduce	unemployment.	
Governments	may	intervene	in	vocational	training	by	providing	

funding	to	colleges,	independent	training	providers,	employers	or	
learners	themselves.	

Establish impact measures 

At	this	point	it	is	useful	to	establish	measures	that	can	be	used	to	
determine	your	success	in	reaching	the	goal.	These	measures	

represent	the	Key	Performance	Indicators	(KPI)	for	your	
assignment.	
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The	nature	of	the	KPIs	will	vary	depending	on	the	situation.	If	you	
are	a	college	or	training	provider	looking	to	meet	the	needs	of	

learners,	the	KPIs	may	relate	to	numbers	of	students	or	income.	

If	you	are	an	employer,	all	sorts	of	business	metrics	could	be	used,	
such	as	sales,	employee	turnover,	customer	complaints,	margins,	

error	rates	and	so	on.	

From	a	governmental	perspective,	KPIs	could	include	skills	
shortages,	unemployment	rates,	etc.	

It	is	important	to	establish	measures	for	the	KPIs	before	you	
commence	your	intervention,	so	you	have	a	baseline	from	which	to	
assess	your	progress.	These	can	be	compared	with	the	target	levels	

that	you	are	aiming	for.	

	

	

Focus on performance 

Once	you	have	established	the	goal	for	the	programme,	a	good	
second	question	to	ask	is	what	it	is	that	people	need	to	be	doing	in	

the	future	that	they	may	not	be	doing	now	if	this	goal	is	to	be	

achieved.	You	are	looking	for	specific,	observable	behaviours,	for	
example:	
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• Use	the	in-house	social	networking	tool	to	seek	out	expertise	
and	resolve	challenges.	

• Recognise	and	act	upon	opportunities	for	upselling.	
• Avoid	waste	by	re-using	…	
• Drive	with	consideration	for	other	road	users.	

• Develop	PowerPoint	slides	that	act	as	genuine	visual	aids	
rather	than	speaker	prompts.	

• Use	the	principles	of	…	to	drive	decision-making	and	actions	

in	their	work.	

By	maintaining	an	emphasis	on	performance	rather	than	learning,	
you	will	avoid	the	trap	of	believing	that	the	job	is	done	simply	

because	some	training	event	has	taken	place.	What	matters	is	not	so	
much	what	people	learn,	but	what	they	do	with	that	learning.	

The	behaviours	that	you	are	looking	for	from	the	target	population	

can	be	compared	with	what	they	are	doing	right	now.	The	
difference	between	the	two	represents	the	performance	gap.	
Bridge	the	gap	and	you	achieve	the	goal.	

What sort of performance? 

It	can	be	helpful,	even	at	this	early	stage,	to	consider	the	nature	of	

the	actions	that	you	want	people	to	be	taking.	To	what	extent	is	the	
performance	rule-based	or	principle-based?	

Rule-based	tasks	are	algorithmic	and	repetitive.	As	long	as	you	

follow	the	rules,	you’ll	get	the	job	done	to	a	consistent	quality.	These	
are	tasks	like	replacing	a	punctured	tyre,	completing	a	form	or	
operating	a	cash	register.	You	can	teach	these	tasks	using	simple	

instruction	–	see	a	demonstration,	have	a	go,	get	feedback,	and	so	
on.	

The	trouble	is	that	fewer	and	fewer	of	the	tasks	that	we	have	to	

perform	at	work	are	rule-based.	After	all,	if	tasks	are	algorithmic,	
the	temptation	is	to	find	a	robot	or	a	computer	to	do	them,	or	to	
look	for	the	cheapest	possible	source	of	labour,	wherever	that	is	in	

the	world.	Much	of	the	work	we	now	do	in	organisations	is	heuristic	
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–	it	requires	us	to	make	judgements	based	on	principles.	Principles	
are	not	black	and	white	–	they	need	to	be	experienced	rather	than	

taught.	And	as	we	shall	see	later,	with	principle-based	tasks,	we're	
much	better	off	using	a	strategy	of	guided	discovery.	

It	will	be	unlikely	that	the	performance	you	are	looking	to	elicit	is	

entirely	rule-based	or	entirely	principle-based	–	most	jobs	involve	a	
mixture	of	the	two.	However,	it	will	help	you	to	know	roughly	
where	the	balance	lies	as	you	start	to	investigate	options	for	your	

solution.	

Is learning the answer? 

We	cannot	always	take	a	requirement	for	a	learning	solution	at	face	
value	–	our	project	sponsor	may	be	wrongly	diagnosing	the	
problem.	Work	performance	is	influenced	by	many	factors,	as	this	

diagram	shows1:	

																																																								
1	This	model	was	influenced	by	a	Kepner-Tregoe	workshop	attended	some	35	
years	ago.	Hopefully	it	has	been	remembered	correctly.		
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First	of	all,	performers	are	influenced	by	the	situation	in	which	they	

are	working.	Do	they	have	clear	objectives,	authority	and	
responsibilities?	Do	they	have	the	necessary	time	and	financial	
resources	to	meet	their	objectives?	Do	they	have	appropriate	

working	conditions?	

We	will	also	be	interested	in	whether	performers	have	access	to	the	
information,	tools	and	other	resources	they	need	to	do	a	good	job.	A	

shortfall	here	may	indicate	a	need	for	on-demand	performance	
support,	in	addition	to	or	instead	of	any	learning	intervention.	

When	we	look	at	the	performers	themselves,	we	should	first	ask	

whether	they	have	the	necessary	aptitudes	for	the	task.	No	amount	
of	training	is	going	to	make	a	square	peg	fit	in	a	round	hole.	It	is	
possible	that	the	recruitment	and	selection	process	has	broken	

down	and	some	of	the	current	job	incumbents	may	need	to	be	
allocated	to	more	suitable	work.	

Motivation	is	another	important	determinant	of	performance.	To	an	

extent,	a	learning	intervention	can	impact	on	motivation,	not	least	



©	Skills	Journey	2018	 	 8	

because	we	are	all	driven	by	the	desire	to	master	our	chosen	job,	
but	motivation	is	not	typically	the	primary	goal	of	a	learning	

solution.	Inappropriate	incentives	and	disincentives	may	be	
impacting	on	motivation	and	we	will	not	be	able	to	influence	these	
through	our	intervention.	

Finally,	performance	cannot	flourish	if	the	performer	is	not	
receiving	timely,	relevant	and	specific	feedback	on	their	
performance,	whether	this	is	targeted	or	incidental.	

If	we	are	confident	that	learning	is	at	least	part	of	what	is	required	if	
we	are	to	achieve	the	underlying	goal,	we	can	move	on	to	analysing	
the	situation	in	more	detail.	If	learning	is	really	not	a	causal	factor,	

we	can	politely	take	our	leave	and	hand	over	to	other	specialists	
who	can	address	the	problem.	

Gaining the perspective of your target population 

Even	when	a	solution	is	being	driven	from	the	top	down,	valuable	
insights	can	be	gained	by	consulting	with	the	target	population.	In	

particular	it	helps	to	know	the	following:2	

• What	challenges	they	encounter	
• What	aspirations	they	have	for	the	future	

• What	hazards	or	risks	they	face	
• What	resources	or	learning	experiences	they	believe	would	

help	them	to	meet	the	challenges,	realise	their	aspirations	

and/or	minimise	risk	

By	actively	involving	representatives	of	your	target	population	in	
the	needs	analysis	process	you	will	do	a	great	deal	to	ensure	the	

relevance	of	your	solution,	which	in	turn	will	increase	learner	
engagement.	You	may	find	it	difficult	to	reconcile	the	differences	
between	top-down	and	bottom-up	perspectives	on	the	situation,	

																																																								
2	This	approach	to	needs	analysis	is	influenced	by	by	Nick	Shackleton-Jones’	CTR	
(Concerns-Task-Resources)	model	
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but	you	are	taking	a	great	risk	by	ignoring	your	end	user,	the	
learner. 	
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THE FIRST L: THE LEARNING 
In	the	previous	section	we	saw	that	our	initial	priority	when	

considering	a	new	learning	intervention	was	to	establish	the	nature	
of	the	underlying	need.	We	focused	on	performance	by	asking	what	
our	target	population	would	have	to	be	doing	differently	if	the	need	

was	to	be	satisfied.	We	checked	whether	factors	other	than	
knowledge,	skills	and	attitudes	were	getting	in	the	way	of	this	
performance,	so	we	did	not	waste	resources	on	a	learning	

intervention	when	learning	was	not	really	any	part	of	the	problem.	

Let’s	suppose	that	you	have	got	past	this	stage	and	still	feel	
comfortable	that	you,	as	a	learning	professional,	are	the	right	

person	to	be	addressing	the	problem.	Your	next	task	is	to	come	to	
terms	with	the	three	Ls	–	the	learning	(the	immediate	outcome	of	
your	intervention),	the	learners	(your	starting	point)	and	the	

logistics	(what	will	help	and	hinder	you	along	the	way).	

In	this	section	we	address	the	first	of	the	Ls,	the	learning.	

Three types of learning 

There	are	many	ways	of	categorising	learning.	It	does	not	matter	
too	much	which	model	you	choose,	as	long	as	you	can	see	a	clear	

relationship	between	the	type	of	learning	you	are	attempting	to	
achieve	and	the	strategies	that	you	select	to	get	you	there.	For	the	
purposes	of	learning	solution	design,	we’ve	chosen	a	variant	on	the	

familiar	KSA	model	(knowledge,	skills	and	attitudes),	because	we’ve	
tried	it	time	and	time	again	and	it	gets	us	where	we	want	to	go.	

So,	you’ve	already	established	what	it	is	that	your	learners	need	to	

be	doing	that	they	may	not	be	doing	now.	To	understand	the	
learning	requirement,	we	need	to	follow	this	up	by	asking:	

• what	they	absolutely	must	know	in	order	to	do	these	things	

• what	‘big	ideas’	they	need	to	understand	and	buy	into,	and	
• what	skills	they	need	to	acquire	and/or	put	into	practice	
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If	we	dig	deep	enough	then	the	answers	to	these	three	questions	
will	tell	us	everything	we	need	to	know	about	the	learning.	

We’ll	start	with	knowledge	and	its	close	relative,	information.	

Knowledge and information 

	

Knowledge	and	information	are	not	quite	the	same	thing.	
Knowledge	is	information	that	has	been	committed	to	memory,	so	it	

can	be	recalled	without	the	need	to	refer	to	some	external	resource.	
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This	is	an	important	distinction	when	you’re	analysing	
requirements.	It’s	essential	you	find	out	what	really	needs	to	be	

remembered	and	what	can	be	safely	looked	up	as	and	when	needed.	
There	is	a	definite	change	in	people’s	expectations	in	this	respect,	
because	it	has	become	so	easy	to	search	for	information	online	on	a	

PC	or	a	mobile	device	that	it	seems	pointless	to	try	and	remember	
everything	that’s	relevant	to	your	job.	In	designing	your	solution,	
you’ll	want	to	pick	out	those	items	of	information	that	someone	

really	must	know	if	they	are	to	perform	effectively	in	their	job.	The	
rest	–	the	nice	to	know	and	the	where	to	go	–	you	can	provide	as	a	
resource.		

Perhaps	the	greatest	danger	when	analysing	requirements	is	to	
over-estimate	the	amount	of	knowledge	that	people	are	going	to	
need.	The	main	culprits	are	subject	specialists	who	have	long	since	

forgotten	what	it’s	like	to	be	novices	in	their	particular	fields	and	
think	just	about	everything	that	they	know	will	be	interesting	to	
learners	and	important	for	them	to	know.	A	good	way	to	resist	this	

pressure	is	to	ask	the	question:	‘What’s	the	absolute	minimum	that	
learners	need	to	know	before	they	can	start	practising	this	task?’	
Again,	this	keeps	the	focus	on	performance.	Generally	speaking,	

employers	are	much	less	interested	in	what	you	know	that	in	what	
you	can	do.	

Of	course	there	are	some	occupations	in	which	it	is	absolutely	

essential	that	the	job	holders	have	a	great	deal	of	knowledge,	so	
they	can	respond	immediately	to	difficult	and	sometimes	dangerous	
situations.	The	examples	that	are	usually	quoted	are	airline	pilots	

and	surgeons.	Yes,	they	need	to	have	an	excellent	understanding	of	
the	concepts	and	principles	that	underpin	their	decision-making	
within	their	narrow	specialism.	Yes,	they	need	to	know	exactly	what	

the	correct	procedures	should	be	in	everyday	situations.	But,	they	
can	–	and	do	–	refer	to	reference	documentation	in	extraordinary	
situations.	In	other	occupations	the	ratio	of	‘must	know’	to	‘must	

know	where	to	look	or	who	to	ask’	will	be	heavily	weighted	to	the	
latter.		
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While	your	primary	interest	will	be	in	the	‘must	know’,	we	cannot	
ignore	the	fact	that,	in	many	occupations,	there	will	be	plenty	of	

additional	knowledge	from	which	people	would	benefit.	While	this	
may	not	be	critical,	it	could	be	extremely	useful	in	making	sense	of	
the	work	environment,	making	judgements	and	solving	problems.	

As	a	general	rule,	you	would	not	want	to	weigh	down	your	formal	
interventions	with	the	requirement	for	loads	of	additional	
knowledge,	but	you	may	provide	alternative	means,	such	as	curated	

content,	exchanges	through	peer	communities,	and	events	such	as	
conferences	and	webinars.	

Be	careful	to	distinguish	explicit	knowledge,	which	can	be	easily	

articulated	and	assessed,	from	tacit	knowledge,	which	is	much	
harder	to	teach	formally.	Tacit	knowledge	explains	how	things	work	
–	what	causes	things	to	happen	and	what	is	likely	to	happen	if	we	

decide	to	do	this	as	opposed	to	that.	Another	way	of	thinking	of	tacit	
knowledge	is	as	wisdom	and,	as	the	term	implies,	this	tends	to	be	
hard	earned	over	time.	For	this	reason,	there	may	well	be	a	

requirement	for	job	experience	as	a	component	in	your	
intervention.		

If	this	is	what	you	find	out	…	 …	then	this	is	the	implication	

There	is	a	‘must	know’	
requirement	

In	most	cases,	an	instruction	strategy	
will	work	best.	Reinforce	regularly	and	

don’t	expect	too	much	too	quickly.		

There	is	information	which	it	
would	be	nice	for	people	to	

know	

Use	an	exploration	strategy.	Suggest	
resources	that	people	are	likely	to	find	

useful.	

Some	information	must	be	
available	for	quick	reference	

Your	solution	must	include	an	easy	
access	reference	component.	For	those	

people	who	do	not	work	at	a	desk,	
consider	using	mobile	devices.	
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There	is	a	need	for	tacit	
knowledge	

Make	sure	your	solution	incorporates	
an	experiential	element	(learning	from	

doing	the	job)	and	a	social	element	
(learning	from	others	who	are	doing	
the	job).	Don’t	expect	this	to	happen	in	

a	hurry.	
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Skills 

	

	

Skills	matter	a	great	deal	more	at	work	than	knowledge.	Skills	are	
your	abilities	to	do	things,	to	put	procedural	knowledge	into	
practice.	As	such,	they	directly	impact	on	performance.	There	is	

really	only	one	way	to	acquire	skills	and	that	is	through	practice,	
ideally	with	the	aid	of	specific,	timely,	relevant	and	reliable	
feedback.	If	there	is	one	consistent	fault	with	the	training	

programmes	that	most	organisations	provide,	it	is	an	over-
emphasis	on	theoretical	knowledge	and	a	wholly	inadequate	
provision	for	practice	with	feedback.	By	far	the	most	successful	

training	technique	is	to	provide	just	the	most	essential	information	
up-front	and	then	to	get	the	learner	practising.	You	can	feed	in	more	
‘nice	to	know’	information	as	the	learner	begins	to	build	confidence.	

The	ultimate	aim	of	skills	development	is	for	the	learner	to	be	able	
to	apply	the	skill	correctly	without	any	conscious	effort.	Whether	
it’s	playing	the	piano,	programming	in	JavaScript,	closing	a	sale	or	

hitting	a	top-spin	backhand,	the	goal	of	unconscious	competence	is	
obtainable	by	almost	anybody	who	puts	in	enough	effort.	Research	
suggests	that	world-class	performance	of	skills	as	varied	as	sports,	

playing	an	instrument	and	mathematics	is	obtainable	by	anyone	
who	has	the	mental	or	physical	aptitude	for	those	skills	(you’ll	not	
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be	good	at	basketball	if	you	are	five	foot	six	and	you	will	not	excel	at	
maths	with	a	low	intelligence)	if	you	put	in	10,000	hours	of	practice.	

While	few	of	us	can	afford	to	devote	that	much	time	to	developing	a	
skill,	our	aspirations	probably	do	not	extend	to	being	a	world-class	
performer	and	not	all	skills	are	that	difficult	to	perfect.	In	practice,	

we	need	‘good	enough’	more	often	than	we	need	world	class.	

From	the	point	of	view	of	designing	learning	solutions,	what	really	
makes	the	most	difference	is	to	determine	the	type	of	skill	that	

needs	developing.	In	particular,	you	need	to	know	with	whom	or	
with	what	the	learner	will	be	interacting	when	they	apply	this	skill:	

Motor	skills:	In	this	case	the	learner	is	interacting	with	the	physical	

world,	for	example:	lifting	a	heavy	object,	driving	a	car,	using	a	
mouse.	While	these	tasks	can	sometimes	be	simulated,	as	with	
flying	a	plane,	more	often	than	not	we	have	to	provide	opportunities	

for	practice	with	the	real	object	in	a	realistic	situation.	

Interpersonal	skills:	Here	the	learner	is	interacting	with	people,	as	
they	would	if	they	were	making	a	sale,	providing	someone	with	

feedback	or	making	a	presentation.	Interpersonal	tasks	can	be	
simulated	–	and	this	may	be	useful	as	an	early	form	of	practice	–	but	
no	computer	can	yet	accurately	provide	feedback	on	what	a	learner	

says	or	on	their	body	language.	So,	to	be	really	confident	about	a	
learner’s	interpersonal	skills,	you’ll	have	to	provide	opportunities	
for	practice	with	other	people.	

Cognitive	skills:	In	this	case	the	learner	is	interacting	with	
information.	Lots	of	our	tasks	at	work	are	like	this,	requiring	us	to	
solve	problems	and	make	decisions.	Examples	include	business	

planning,	using	software,	solving	quadratic	equations,	writing	
reports,	or	reviewing	financial	data.	Cognitive	skills	lend	themselves	
more	easily	to	computer-based	practice.		

Of	course,	you’re	quite	likely	to	find	there’s	a	need	for	a	mix	of	
different	skills	–	motor,	interpersonal	and	cognitive.	This	is	another	
powerful	reason	why	blended	learning	can	be	so	useful	–	there	

simply	isn’t	one	method	or	medium	that	meets	the	whole	need.	
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If	this	is	what	you	find	out	…	 …	then	this	is	the	implication	

There	is	a	need	for	motor	skills	 You	may	be	lucky	enough	to	have	

access	to	a	simulator	to	provide	early	
practice.	Otherwise,	you’ll	need	to	set	
up	practice	in	an	authentic	physical	

environment,	with	the	opportunity	
for	the	learner	to	obtain	feedback.	

There	is	a	need	for	

interpersonal	skills	

You	might	be	able	to	provide	initial	

practice	with	interactive	computer-
based	scenarios,	but	the	learner	will	
have	to	graduate	to	practising	with	

other	people,	with	the	opportunity	to	
obtain	feedback.	

There	is	a	need	for	cognitive	

skills	

You	may	be	able	to	find	or	develop	

software	that	will	allow	the	learner	to	
obtain	repeated	practice	of	the	skill.	
Otherwise,	you	will	need	to	contrive	

other	forms	of	activity	that	allow	the	
learner	to	get	feedback	from	another	
person.	

There	is	a	need	for	a	broad	
range	of	skills	

While	it	is	important	that	you	clearly	
separate	out	the	types	of	skills	and	
allow	the	learner	to	practise	them	

individually,	real	job	performance	is	
likely	to	involve	all	the	skills	being	
applied	together.	That	means	you	

must	also	provide	regular	
opportunities	for	the	learner	to	
practise	the	whole	task.	
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Big ideas 

	

We	mentioned	earlier	that	some	tasks	are	rule-based	–	they	can	be	
carried	out	routinely	in	accordance	with	established	procedures.	
Other	tasks	require	us	to	make	critical	judgements	in	highly	

variable	situations,	and	the	basis	on	which	we	do	this	–	in	the	
absence	of	rules	–	is	to	rely	on	our	understanding	of	cause	and	
effect:	if	we	do	this,	x	is	likely	to	occur,	whereas	if	we	do	that,	y	will	

occur.	

A	principle	is	a	statement	of	cause	and	effect.	It	sums	up	what	we	
believe	is	likely	to	be	the	cause	of	a	particular	phenomenon	or	the	

outcome	of	a	particular	action.	Principles	govern	our	problem-
solving	and	decision-making,	whether	consciously	or	unconsciously.	

Generally	speaking,	it	is	not	enough	to	know	a	principle	(‘smoking	is	

bad	for	you’,	‘a	meeting	will	be	more	effective	with	a	clear	objective’,	
‘organisations	benefit	from	diversity’,	‘object-oriented	code	is	easier	
to	maintain’)	for	us	to	act	on	it;	we	really	need	to	buy	in	to	the	idea.	

And	we	are	much	more	likely	to	buy	in	to	an	idea	that	we	feel	we	
have	discovered	for	ourselves.	That’s	why	principles	are	much	
better	acquired	through	a	process	of	guided	discovery	than	through	

simple	instruction.	

We	cannot	leave	an	analysis	of	learning	requirements	without	
mentioning	attitudes.	An	attitude	is	a	predisposition	to	think,	feel	or	

act	in	a	certain	way	without	reference	to	the	facts	of	the	situation.	
Attitudes	can	get	in	the	way	of	people	buying	in	to	key	principles	
and	so	have	to	be	addressed	by	your	solution.	Your	whole	

programme	will	be	a	wasted	effort	if	you	cannot	get	past	attitudes	
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such	as	"I	absolutely	hate	computers",	"My	job	would	be	perfect	if	
only	there	were	no	customers",	"I	would	never	give	a	task	like	that	

to	a	woman"	or	"E-learning	is	the	work	of	the	devil."	

If	this	is	what	you	find	out	…	 …	then	this	is	the	implication	

There	is	a	need	for	learners	to	
understand	and	buy	in	to	one	
or	more	big	ideas	

Be	quite	clear	what	these	ideas	are.	
Try	to	think	of	activities	that	will	
allow	learners	to	figure	out	the	

sense	of	the	idea	for	themselves.	

There	is	a	need	to	tackle	
negative	attitudes	

Tackle	these	early	on	and	you’ll	
remove	the	barriers	to	your	big	

ideas.	Have	learners	articulate	
their	negative	attitudes	without	
judging	them.	Provide	activities	

that	might	trigger	cognitive	
dissonance3	(‘I	take	drugs,	I’m	a	fan	
of	David	Beckham,	David	Beckham	

doesn’t	take	drugs	–	this	conflict	is	
uncomfortable’).	

	

	 	

																																																								
3	In	psychology,	cognitive	dissonance	is	the	mental	stress	or	discomfort	
experienced	by	an	individual	who	holds	two	or	more	contradictory	beliefs,	ideas,	
or	values	at	the	same	time,	or	is	confronted	by	new	information	that	conflicts	
with	existing	beliefs,	ideas,	or	values.	
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THE SECOND L: THE LEARNERS 
If	the	first	L	–	the	learning	–	represents	our	intended	finishing	point,	

the	second	L	–	the	learners	–	is	where	we	start.	It	is	essential	that	
you	get	to	know	your	target	audience.	What	expertise	will	they	
bring	to	the	learning	topic?	How	interested	are	they	likely	to	be	in	

learning	about	the	topic?	What	hopes	and	fears	will	they	have	about	
the	learning	experience?	What	cultural	expectations	will	they	have	
about	the	nature	of	a	learning	experience?	What	basic	skills	and	

computer	literacy	are	they	likely	to	have?	

Every learner is different 

	

There’s	a	lot	of	talk	in	learning	and	development	circles	about	

learning	styles,	the	purpose	of	which	is	to	help	teachers,	trainers	
and	designers	of	learning	experiences	to	adapt	their	work	to	reflect	
the	characteristics	of	different	types	of	learners.	This	seems	a	

reasonable	endeavour	until	you	reflect	on	the	fact	that	there	are	
literally	hundreds	of	competitive	models,	which	cannot,	of	course,	



©	Skills	Journey	2018	 	 21	

all	be	right,	and	that	not	one	of	these	has	so	far	come	through	any	
critical	test	of	its	validity.		

The	Association	of	Psychological	Science	concluded	that:	‘There	is	
no	adequate	evidence	base	to	justify	incorporating	learning-styles	
assessments	into	general	educational	practice.’	And	in	the	UK,	a	

review	by	The	Learning	and	Skills	Research	Centre	found	the	
various	theories	‘seriously	wanting’	and	with	‘serious	deficiencies’.	
Many	were	downright	dangerous	as	they	‘over-simplify,	label	and	

stereotype’.	Both	Donald	Clark4	and	Will	Thalheimer5	have	
reviewed	this	research	in	some	detail	in	their	blogs	–	don’t	bother	
checking	these	out	if	you’re	a	learning	styles	enthusiast	unless	you	

have	a	thick	skin.	

The	fact	that	we	have	yet	to	find	a	reliable	way	to	categorise	
learners,	does	not	reduce	the	need	for	a	learner-centred	approach	

to	design	or	for	empathetic	teaching.	As	Dr	John	Medina	makes	clear	
in	Brain	Rules,	every	one	of	the	world’s	seven	billion	inhabitants	is	
different:	

‘What	you	do	in	life	physically	changes	what	your	brain	looks	like.’	

‘Our	brains	are	so	sensitive	to	external	inputs	that	their	physical	
wiring	depends	upon	the	culture	in	which	they	find	themselves.’	

‘Learning	results	in	physical	changes	to	the	brain	and	these	changes	
are	unique	to	each	individual.’	

Interesting	as	all	this	is,	it	does	not	take	us	that	far	in	terms	of	the	

big	decisions	we	have	to	make	when	designing	a	blended	solution.	
There	are	two	learner	characteristics	that	are	far	more	influential	
than	learning	preferences.	One	is	the	extent	of	their	prior	learning,	

and	the	other	is	their	motivation	to	learn	about	the	subject	in	
question.	

																																																								
4	http://donaldclarkplanb.blogspot.co.uk/	
5	You	can	earn	$5K	if	you	can	apply	learning	styles	in	a	learning	intervention	and	
prove	that	it	improves	the	result.	No	one	has	in	the	8	years	it's	been	running.	See	
http://www.willatworklearning.com/2014/08/learning-styles-challenge-year-
eight.html	
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If	this	is	what	you	find	out	…	 …	then	this	is	the	implication	

You	have	an	audience	with	
widely	differing	preferences	

Provide	alternative	options	if	
you	can	within	your	budget,	but	
never	at	the	expense	of	what	is	

needed	to	meet	your	learning	
objectives.	

You	have	an	audience	with	

broadly	similar	preferences	

Be	happy.	

The importance of prior learning 

As	we’ve	discussed	above,	learning,	both	formal	and	informal,	
literally	rewires	the	brain.	The	more	a	person	learns	about	

something	–	a	work	task	or	a	subject	of	interest	–	the	more	
elaborate	become	the	mental	models	(known	by	academics	as	
schemas)	that	connect	the	various	underlying	concepts	and	

principles.	These	models	provide	us	with	an	understanding	of	how	
all	the	elements	of	a	domain	fit	together	and,	as	a	result,	enable	us	
to	solve	problems	and	make	decisions.	After	a	while,	we	become	so	

competent	in	a	particular	aspect	of	our	lives	that	we	seem	to	
respond	to	situations	intuitively	–	in	other	words	without	conscious	
effort.	

All	learning	is	a	process	of	establishing	patterns	and	making	
connections.	When	we	know	very	little	about	a	subject,	we	have	
very	little	prior	knowledge	to	connect	to.	Without	pre-existing	

schemas	to	build	on,	we	need	examples,	stories,	metaphors	and	
similes	to	help	us	relate	new	information	to	our	other	life	
experiences.	Most	novices	will	crave	a	well-structured	and	

supported	programme	of	learning,	which	allows	them	plenty	of	
time	to	process	new	information	and	to	make	sense	of	this	in	the	
context	of	practical	application.	They	need	reassurance	and	

encouragement	to	help	them	through	the	difficulties	they	will	
inevitably	encounter. In	short,	novices	appreciate	and	benefit	from	
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good	teaching	and	should,	as	a	result,	be	the	main	focus	of	your	
attention.	

The	more	expert	you	already	are	in	a	particular	area,	the	less	
structure	and	support	you	need	in	order	to	learn	something	new	
related	to	that	area.	We	all	have	aspects	of	our	life	that	we	

understand	really	well,	whether	or	not	we	could	easily	explain	what	
it	is	that	we	know	to	someone	else.	We	may	be	an	expert	in	
molecular	biology,	photography,	accounting,	office	politics,	bringing	

up	children	or	the	tactics	of	football.	Because	of	our	understanding,	
we	can	pretty	well	cope	with	any	new	information	relating	to	our	
specialisms.	We	are	very	hard	to	overwhelm	or	overload,	because	

we	can	easily	relate	new	information	to	what	we	already	know;	we	
can	sort	out	the	credible	from	the	spurious	and	the	important	from	
the	trivial.	As	an	expert,	we	can	cope	with	a	long	lecture,	a	densely	

written	textbook,	a	forum	with	thousands	of	postings,	or	a	whole	
heap	of	links	returned	in	response	to	a	search	query.	

These	are	the	extremes.	Of	course	there	are	many	gradations	of	

expertise	and	only	a	minority	of	learners	are	complete	novices	or	
acknowledged	experts.	But	it	is	easy	to	see	how,	if	we	are	not	
careful,	we	end	up	providing	an	'average'	learning	experience	which	

satisfies	no-one.	

• We	can	over-teach	those	who	already	have	a	lot	of	expertise:	
• We	patronise	them	with	over-simplified	metaphors,	

examples	and	case	studies.	
• We	frustrate	them	by	holding	back	important	information,	

which	we	then	proceed	to	reveal	on	a	careful	step-by-step	

basis.			
• We	insult	them	by	forcing	them	to	undergo	unnecessary	

assessments.	

• We	waste	their	time	by	forcing	them	to	participate	in	
collaborative	activities	with	those	who	know	much	less	than	
they	do.	
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And	we	can	under-teach	the	novices:	

• We	bombard	them	with	information	that	they	cannot	hope	to	

process,	providing	nowhere	near	enough	time	for	
consolidation.	

• We	provide	insufficient	examples	and	case	studies	to	help	

them	relate	new	information	to	their	past	experience.	
• We	are	not	always	there	when	they	get	stuck	or	have	

questions.	

• We	do	not	go	far	enough	in	providing	practical	activities	that	
will	help	them	to	turn	interesting	ideas	into	usable	skills.	

It	may	seem	from	this	that	you	need	to	double	your	workload	by	

providing	two	versions	of	each	learning	experience,	but	it	doesn't	
work	like	that.	The	relative	experts	need	resources	not	courses	and,	
of	the	two,	resources	are	much	easier	to	assemble.	Many	times	you	

can	just	point	the	expert	at	the	information	and	let	them	get	on	with	
it.	And	by	doing	this,	you've	reduced	the	population	that	requires	a	
more	formal	learning	experience	considerably.	You	can	start	to	give	

the	novices	the	attention	they	deserve.	

If	this	is	what	you	find	out	…	 …	then	this	is	the	implication	

You	have	an	audience	of	
relative	novices.	

Be	careful	not	to	overload	them.	
Provide	them	with	plenty	of	support.	
In	terms	of	strategies,	focus	on	

instruction	and	guided	discovery	at	
the	expense	of	exposition	and	
exploration.	

You	have	an	audience	with	
relatively	good	prior	
knowledge.	

Minimise	structure	and	hand-holding.	
Back	off	and	allow	them	to	control	
what	they	learn	and	how.	

You	have	a	mixed	audience	
in	terms	of	prior	knowledge.	

Concentrate	on	the	novices.	Direct	
those	with	more	prior	knowledge	
towards	the	resources.	
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The motivation to learn 

Another	characteristic	that	will	have	a	big	influence	on	your	design	
is	the	degree	of	motivation	the	target	population	is	likely	to	have	to	
learn	about	the	topic	in	question.	It	is	hard	to	bring	about	learning	

without	a	degree	of	emotional	engagement.	Quite	simply,	when	our	
attention	is	aroused	we	remember	much	more.	

If	you	know	that	learners	will	be	coming	to	your	programme	full	of	

enthusiasm,	you	have	the	luxury	of	being	able	to	get	straight	on	
with	the	teaching,	without	much	in	the	way	of	preliminaries.	More	
often,	learners	need	some	convincing	that	they	should	devote	time	

in	their	busy	lives	to	what	you	have	to	teach.	It	is	possible	they	have	
no	choice	about	whether	or	not	they	go	through	your	programme	
and	are	feeling	just	a	bit	resentful.	In	situations	like	this	you	have	to	

build	into	your	design	the	steps	necessary	to	overcome	these	
obstacles.	You	need	to	show	why	the	topic	in	question	is	relevant	to	
the	learner’s	life	and	why	time	spent	engaging	with	it	will	yield	real	

benefits.	

There	are,	perhaps,	three	ways	in	which	you	can	maximise	a	
learner’s	motivation	to	learn:	

• You	show	how	the	intervention	could	help	them	to	address	
challenges	they	face	now	or	will	do	in	the	future	

• You show how the intervention could help them to realise their 

hopes for the future	
• You show how the intervention could help minimise hazards or 

risks that they face	

	
If	this	is	what	you	find	out	…	 …	then	this	is	the	implication	

Your	population	will	come	to	
you	motivated	to	learn	

One	less	thing	to	worry	about.	
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Your	population	may	be	
indifferent	to	what	you	have	to	

offer	or,	worse,	reluctant	to	
engage	

Do	everything	you	can	to	help	
learners	see	the	benefit	of	your	

programme.	Ideally	they	will	feel	
that	they	have	discovered	this	for	
themselves	rather	than	being	

sold.	

Some	of	your	population	are	

motivated	and	some	are	not	

If	you	can,	address	the	two	

elements	of	your	population	
separately.	More	likely,	you	will	
need	to	progress	on	the	basis	that	

nobody	is	motivated.	

Of course it’s not that simple 

We	have	concentrated	on	two	characteristics	that	seem	to	have	the	
biggest	impact	on	your	design	–	prior	learning	and	the	motivation	to	
learn	–	but	learners	are	more	complex	than	that.	You’ll	want	to	find	

out	as	much	information	about	your	target	population	as	you	can,	
for	example:	

• There	will	be	cultural	differences,	from	country	to	country	and	

organisation	to	organisation,	particularly	in	terms	of	the	
expectations	that	learners	have	about	the	way	training	is	carried	
out.	You	may	have	to	adapt	your	solution	to	take	account	of	

differences	between,	say,	South	Americans	and	the	Chinese,	but	
be	wary	of	stereotypes.	

• Learners	will	also	have	different	expectations	based	on	their	

past	experience,	perhaps	at	school	or	college,	perhaps	in	their	
previous	employment.	Sudden,	unexplained	changes	will,	
naturally	enough,	be	met	with	bewilderment,	maybe	hostility.		

• Be	aware	of	any	potential	problems	in	terms	of	computer	
literacy,	particularly	if	there	is	a	digital	component	to	your	
solution.	In	extreme	cases,	you	may	need	to	provide	special	IT	

training	to	some	learners,	before	they	participate	in	your	
solution.	
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• Be	aware	of	practical	obstacles,	such	as	childcare	
responsibilities,	which	may	hinder	learners	from	travelling	to	

training	events.	
• Take	account	of	the	extent	and	nature	of	any	disabilities	among	

your	target	population.	In	many	cases	you	will	find	that	you	are	

bound	by	law	to	make	your	solution	accessible	to	everyone,	but	
there	are	moral	and	practical	considerations	as	well,	not	least	
the	fact	that	a	relatively	large	proportion	of	the	population	who	

want	to	engage	in	learning	and	development	is	affected	by	some	
form	of	disability	

Attention	should	also	be	given	to	the	learner’s	hopes	and	fears,	

factors	that	can	be	easily	overlooked	when	you	are	focusing	on	
performance	outcomes.	Very	often	the	learner’s	primary	motivation	
is	to	fit	in	and	to	avoid	embarrassment,	particularly	when	they	are	

new	in	a	job	and	lacking	in	confidence.	It	is	very	important	that	you	
take	these	hopes	and	fears	into	account	when	designing	your	
solution.	

Putting this information to use 
If	this	is	what	you	find	out	…	 …	then	this	is	the	implication	

Your	population	is	culturally	
disposed	to	low	levels	of	

interaction	in	a	classroom	
context	

Adapt	your	classroom	events	
accordingly,	without	sacrificing	

your	chances	of	reaching	your	
objectives.	You	could	avoid	the	
classroom	altogether	and	provide	

alternative	means	for	interaction	
elsewhere	in	your	blend.	

Your	population	is	used	to	

traditional	means	for	learning.	

If	you	intend	to	make	changes,	try	

to	integrate	some	familiar,	
traditional	methods	alongside	the	
new.	Make	sure	to	consult	with	the	

population	beforehand	and	explain	
how	the	changes	will	benefit	them.	
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Some	or	all	of	your	population	

have	low	levels	of	computer	
literacy.	

Deal	with	this	first	as	a	separate	

learning	intervention.	

Some	of	your	population	have	a	

difficulty	in	attending	classroom	
events	away	from	their	normal	
place	of	work.	

Take	this	into	account	when	

determining	the	media	you	will	
use.	Try	to	be	flexible.	

Some	of	your	population	have	a	
visual,	hearing	or	other	
impairment.	

Where	possible,	make	your	
solution	accessible	to	all.	Where	
this	is	not	practical,	provide	an	

alternative	approach	especially	for	
those	who	are	unable	to	access	
some	aspect	of	your	solution.	
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THE THIRD L: LOGISTICS 

All design takes place within constraints 

	

The	third	element	of	the	situation	that	you	need	to	investigate,	after	
the	learning	requirements	(‘the	learning’)	and	the	characteristics	of	

the	target	population	(‘the	learner’),	is	the	logistics.	You	need	to	
know	what	practical	constraints	(or	to	put	it	more	positively,	what	
opportunities)	you	will	have	to	accommodate	(or,	in	the	case	of	

opportunities,	exploit).	

All	design	takes	place	within	constraints.	Quite	possibly,	the	film	
director	James	Cameron	moans	about	his	measly	$200m	budget	and	

his	unreasonable	two-year	schedule.	Chances	are	you	have	much	
greater	limitations	to	work	with,	but	this	is	completely	normal,	and	
can	be	seen	to	help	the	design	process	by	closing	down	the	options	

you	need	to	consider.		
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So	what	logistical	factors	are	likely	to	impact	on	your	design?	

• The	size	and	geographic	distribution	of	the	target	population.	

• The	languages	in	which	the	intervention	needs	to	be	made	
available.	

• The	amount	of	time	that	learners	can	make	available	for	

training.	
• The	budget.	
• The	deadline.	

• The	facilities	and	equipment	available.	In	particular	you’ll	want	
to	know	what	devices	learners	can	use	to	access	digital	content.	

• The	human	resources	available	for	design,	development	and	

delivery,	and	the	skills	and	knowledge	they	possess.	
• The	availability	of	subject	specialists.	
• The	software	tools	available	for	development	and	delivery.	

• The	organisation’s	policies	and	procedures	with	regard	to	
learning	and	development.	

• What	incentives	there	are	for	performing.	

It	is	important	to	remember	that,	whatever	constraints	you	may	

have,	your	primary	goal	is	effectiveness	and	that	any	compromises	
you	make	must	be	made	in	light	of	the	commitment	to	quality.	

If	this	is	what	you	find	out	…	 …	then	this	is	the	implication	

You	have	a	relatively	small	

target	population	

Unless	the	potential	value	of	the	

improved	or	changed	
performance	is	high,	you	may	not	
be	able	to	justify	developing	

special	materials.	Look	to	use	
what	is	already	available.	

You	have	a	relatively	large	

target	population	

You	can	afford	to	invest	in	high-

quality	self-study	materials	that	
can	be	delivered	cheaply.	Look	
for	approaches	that	do	not	

depend	on	the	continual	
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involvement	of	teachers,	trainers	

and	facilitators.	

You	have	a	relatively	small	
budget	

Double	your	efforts	to	look	for	
the	most	efficient	and	scalable	

means	for	development	and	
delivery.	Make	the	best	possible	
use	of	available	technologies	and	

existing	materials.	You	could	also	
consider	reducing	the	scope	of	
what	you	are	aiming	to	achieve.	

You	have	a	relatively	large	
budget	

Amaze	people.	You	could	
consider	coming	in	under	budget	
rather	than	waste	resources.	You	

might	also	invest	more	in	
resources	that	will	provide	long-
term	support	to	learners.	

You	are	working	to	a	tight	
deadline	

Be	prepared	to	cut	down	the	
scope	of	what	you	are	aiming	to	
achieve.	Concentrate	on	the	high-

priority	requirements	and	deal	
with	these	thoroughly	rather	
than	spread	your	resources	too	

thinly.	

Your	deadline	is	relatively	
relaxed	

Use	the	time,	not	to	slow	down	
your	efforts	but	to	consult	more	

widely	and	to	test	out	your	ideas	
and	your	prototypes	with	your	
target	population.	

You	do	not	have	access	to	the	
facilities	and/or	equipment	that	
you	need	

If	you	cannot	hire	in	what	you	
need,	look	for	alternative	delivery	
methods	that	do	not	place	the	

same	demands	on	facilities	and	
equipment.	
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You	are	short	of	human	

resources	to	design,	develop	
and	deliver	your	solution	

Not	much	you	can	do	here	except	

make	efficient	use	of	the	
resources	you	do	have	and	hire	in	
the	expertise	you	need,	budget	

permitting.	

You	are	restricted	in	the	access	
you	have	to	subject	specialists	

Try	to	make	efficient	use	of	the	
time	you	have	with	subject	

experts	and	plan	their	time	well	
in	advance.	Hopefully	they	will	
not	insist	on	approving	the	

design	at	every	stage.	

You	do	not	have	the	software	
you	would	like	for	the	

development	and	delivery	of	
your	solution	

Make	a	case	for	buying	the	
software,	particularly	if	it	will	

add	capability	or	improve	
efficiency.	Otherwise	consider	
renting	or	subscribing	to	it	on	a	

temporary	basis.	

Your	organisation’s	learning	
and	development	policies	

restrict	you	from	doing	what	
you	want	

Put	forward	a	case	for	change,	
based	on	evidence	of	success	in	

other	organisations.	Offer	to	do	a	
small-scale	pilot	to	prove	that	
your	approach	will	work.	
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PULLING IT ALL TOGETHER 

Taking a look at your options 

Once	you	have	gathered	sufficient	information	about	the	underlying	
goal	and	the	three	Ls,	you	can	make	some	preliminary	decisions	
about	the	nature	of	the	intervention.	The	various	possibilities	can	

be	categorised	under	four	headings:	

Experiential:	First	ask,	what	can	be	achieved	through	the	
experience	of	doing	the	job.	Can	the	learning	process	be	accelerated	

through	job	rotation,	job	enrichment	or	special	assignments?	

On-demand:	Then	explore	the	potential	for	on-demand	learning	–	
the	process	whereby	you	find	the	information	you	need	to	solve	a	

work	problem	at	the	point	of	need.	Possibilities	include	various	
forms	of	performance	support	and	the	use	of	online	support	forums.	

Non-formal:	Non-formal	development	occurs	outside	the	scope	of	a	

formal	course.	It	includes	the	use	of	curated	content	and	learning	
communities	or,	where	skills	development	is	needed,	on-job	
instruction	and	coaching.	

Formal:	Finally,	we	have	formal	programmes,	which	can	include	
workshops	and	other	group	events,	programmes	of	study	
undertaken	in	cohorts,	self-study	courses	and	all	sorts	of	blends.	

An	intervention	may	include	one	or	more	of	these	ingredients,	as	
well	as	actions	that	contribute	to	the	underlying	goal	but	are	not	
related	to	learning.	

Developing your value proposition 

At	this	point,	you	can	report	back	to	your	major	stakeholders	with	

your	‘value	proposition’.	This	has	four	simple	components:	

1. What	you	believe	the	issue	to	be	
2. The	action	you	propose	to	resolve	the	issue	
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4. The	impact	you	expect	this	action	to	have	
5. What	happens	next	

Get	to	this	point	and	you’ll	have	already	proved	your	worth	as	a	
trusted	performance	consultant.	

An analysis is not for ever 

Be	prepared	to	revisit	your	analysis	because	situations	are	always	
changing	and	new	information	comes	available	all	the	time.	Design	

is	–	and	should	be	–	an	iterative	process	as	you	strive	to	ever	more	
closely	meet	the	needs	of	your	project	sponsors	and	your	ultimate	
customers	–	the	learners.	

	


