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Introduction

Immersive experiences are increasingly permeating everyday life. In Jan-
uary 2018, I attended the ATD TechKnowledge Conference in West Palm 
Beach, Florida. It was a typical conference full of networking with col-
leagues, listening to exciting keynote speakers, and attending education ses-
sions. The Florida sunshine allowed us to get outdoors between sessions and 
explore the surrounding areas.

There was a shopping complex near the convention center filled with 
unique stores and restaurants. As I wandered over for a quick break, I had no 
idea what a momentous decision it would be, because I stumbled upon the 
traveling Downton Abbey exhibit, which was on its first US stop. I was a huge 
fan of this popular television show and immediately got a ticket and went in-
side. I thought it would be fun to see the costumes and learn more about the 
production. From the moment I walked in the door, I was captivated. 

To my surprise, it wasn’t just an ordinary museum exhibit; it was extraor-
dinary. I felt like I was stepping onto a TV set. The characters and the show 
came to life. The robust exhibit mixed technology with trivia in a way that I’d 
personally never before experienced. 

The first room was filled with a maze of full-screen video panels fea-
turing each character. The next rooms replicated other aspects of the show, 
and the minute details were incredible. But the exhibit did more than just 
replicate the set; it was immersive. I stood in the Crawleys’ living room while 
scenes from the show took place around me. The kitchen came alive with 
Mrs. Pattmore’s baked goods. I walked into the dining room just before a 
dinner was about to be served, and it was as if I were actually there. I heard 
the voices, I saw the imagery, and I felt the emotion.

It was an exhilarating experience I would not forget—partly because I 
loved the show, and partly because it opened my mind to possibilities. The 

v
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combination of being at a training conference focused on technology and 
attending this entrancing museum exhibit led me to explore immersive 
learning. That specific experience stimulated my thinking and formed the 
foundations of this book.

Around this same time, I discovered early versions of immersive experi-
ences integrating into virtual classrooms. With my consulting emphasis on 
upskilling virtual trainers, I wondered about the impact of these new tools 
on facilitators. I wanted to know how to prepare facilitators to incorporate 
these new tools into their virtual classes, and what updated skills they would 
need. My interest in this question led me down the research trail of immer-
sive technologies in all learning environments.

Immersive and Other New Learning Environments
To be clear, immersive learning isn’t new—it is an educational experience 
that engrosses the learner in a realistic environment for the purposes of 
knowledge and skill building. Simulated training experiences, a form of 
immersive learning, have been around since at least the 1700s, when the 
French Academy of Surgeons approved a childbirth simulator created by 
Madame du Coudray, a midwife for King Louis XV. She traveled the country-
side using experiential techniques to teach midwives about childbirth, and 
subsequent infant mortality rates dropped (Walton 2017).

Many other examples of simulations and experiential learning can be 
found across a multitude of industries. From military training exercises to 
apprenticeship programs, replicating the real world in a learning context is a 
common endeavor. Even technology-based immersive learning experiences, 
such as airplane pilot training simulators, have also been around for decades. 

Yet we are at an interesting time in history due to the rapid integration of 
technology into our everyday lives. Updates in the quality, accessibility, and 
features of technology have created new opportunities for learning. In addi-
tion, thanks to a notable digital shift in our industry, learning opportunities 
now go beyond traditional training simulations.
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For example, smartphone use is at an all-time high and continuing to 
grow. In 2021, 85 percent of all Americans had a smartphone, which is a mas-
sive increase from just 35 percent in 2011 (Pew Research 2021). Smartphones 
allow for on-the-go learning, enabling access to training anytime and any-
where. They contribute to immersive learning by acting as the lens for aug-
mented reality (AR) applications.

Wearables, like smart watches and other jewelry, are also becoming 
more widespread. In fact, about one in five Americans regularly wears some 
type of smart watch or other connected fitness tracker (Vogels 2020). This 
everyday adoption opens the door of acceptance to other smart, internet- 
connected products and wearables, like glasses, goggles, and headsets.

In 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic changed workplace dynamics world-
wide. Most organizations rapidly transitioned their traditional classes to on-
line learning experiences. Organizations needed to quickly search for ways 
to leverage technology, increase reach to remote learners, and create flexible 
programs. And in the process, the role of trainers and facilitators changed.

What’s the facilitator role in these new immersive, virtual, blended, and 
hybrid learning environments? What traditional trainer skills apply, and what 
new skills are needed in these technology-driven learning environments? 
When is a facilitator needed to enable learning, and what do they do to drive 
learning results? These are the key questions we will answer in this book. 

About This Book
This book is by a facilitator, for facilitators. I am a lifelong teacher, trainer, 
and educator—I’ve been doing it since I was four years old, when I’d set my 
dolls in front of an old blackboard every day and teach them everything I’d 
learned. Many of those who feel drawn to this role feel that same excitement 
about learning. It’s a part of who we are. We love being in the classroom—
both in person and online—and are continually trying to improve our skills. 

In addition to the facilitation skills and techniques that I use in my own 
training projects, this book also features experiences and stories from many 
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of my colleagues and clients. You will read about their real-world experi-
ence, discover their lessons learned, and hear their advice.

If you are not a facilitator and are instead an instructional designer, 
course developer, learning consultant, training manager, measurement 
specialist, or any other training department role, don’t despair. While the 
primary audience is facilitators, everyone can glean important information 
from the discussion. Facilitators rarely operate in a vacuum, and roles over-
lap. For example, designers and developers create the learning experiences 
that trainers facilitate. And training managers make business decisions that 
directly affect a trainer’s work. We all need to incorporate the new principles 
of immersive facilitation in what we do, at each level of learning develop-
ment and management.

This book will walk you through the world of immersive, virtual, blend-
ed, and hybrid learning, step by step. Let’s take a closer look at what we’ll 
cover in each chapter:

 ▶ Chapter 1. The New Learning Experience Facilitator—The book 
begins by diving deep into the role the facilitator plays in any 
learning environment. It introduces a new term, the learning 
experience facilitator, by explaining each word—learning, experience, 
and  facilitator—and what happens in the facilitator role when you 
combine those definitions.

 ▶ Chapter 2. Technology for Immersive Learning—This chapter 
clearly explains current technologies used in learning environ-
ments, including virtual classrooms, blended learning, virtual 
reality (VR), augmented reality (AR), and mixed reality (MR).  
Think of it as a primer, full of definitions and explanations.

 ▶ Chapter 3. Facilitating Immersive Virtual Classes—In this chapter, 
we will explore new developments in live online learning. I also 
share practical facilitator techniques you can use to engage remote 
learners in the virtual classroom. This content will likely feel the 
most familiar to facilitators who have already been using online 
collaboration tools to connect with dispersed audiences.
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 ▶ Chapter 4. Facilitating Hybrid Classes—This chapter provides the 
essential skills needed to facilitate effectively when some partici-
pants are in the room and others are remote. This hybrid audience 
model exploded in popularity in the post-pandemic business world, 
so we will look at the skills required to do it well.

 ▶ Chapter 5. Facilitating Blended Learning Journeys—This chapter 
considers the importance of the facilitator’s role in blended train-
ing curriculums, in which the facilitator acts as guide and enabler 
throughout a learning journey. We’ll look at the best practices for 
facilitator involvement outside the traditional classroom, and how 
to keep learners motivated throughout.

 ▶ Chapter 6: Facilitating With Augmented Reality—Because AR 
components can be easily incorporated into classroom experiences, 
this chapter explores the facilitator’s roles and responsibilities in 
using these tools. It also provides examples of how to use them and 
tips for success.

 ▶ Chapter 7. Facilitating With Virtual Reality—This chapter answers 
the big questions: What does a facilitator do to lead participants in 
a VR training program? When is a facilitator needed inside the im-
mersive experience? How does the facilitator add value? What skills 
are needed to enable learning?

 ▶ Chapter 8. The Facilitator of the Future—This final chapter serves 
as a springboard for “what’s next” in facilitation. It considers newly 
emerging trends and offers advice to facilitators on how to stay 
current or even ahead of the curve. 

Because the immersive learning landscape will undoubtedly continue 
to grow and change in the future, I’ve created a resource page on my web-
site (cindyhuggett.com/facilitatorsguide) to help us all stay current on trends 
and to provide easy access to some of the ready-to-use items found in this 
book. My site also serves as a go-to place for your questions and comments 
about virtual training. I hope to hear from you and learn from your experi-
ences as well! 
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CHAPTER 1

The New Learning 
Experience Facilitator

If you’re looking for an instructional design job, it may be hard to find. Not 
because there aren’t instructional design positions available, but because 
the new, en vogue job title is Learning Experience Designer. A quick search 
for this role on LinkedIn reveals thousands of results. 

The term learning experience design has progressively creeped into the 
L&D lexicon over the past 20 years. According to e-learning expert Connie 
Malamed (2022), it was first mentioned in a 2002 article by Hillary McLellan. 
By 2020, many articles had been written about learning experience design in 
industry magazines, and it had become part of everyday vocabulary.

Even though the terminology is relatively new, the concepts have been 
assembled and espoused by learning thought leaders for almost a century. 
For example, the table of contents of Wilbert McKeachie’s book Teaching 
Tips, first published in 1951, includes many components of learning experi-
ence design. Numerous other research studies, authors, blog posts, articles, 
and books have studied and expanded on the concepts. To use a gardening 
analogy, learning experience design has rooted, sprouted, and grown out of 
combined efforts from many elements over a long period of time.

What Is Learning Experience Design?
Collectively as an industry, we have not yet settled upon one official defini-
tion for learning experience design. It is still under debate whether it’s an 
entirely new method of instructional design or just an evolution of tradi-
tional instructional design methods. I believe it’s a combination of both: a 
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new approach to designing learning solutions that honors the legacy of tra-
ditional instructional design processes (such as ADDIE) while incorporating 
more modern techniques (such as design thinking).

In short, learning experience design (LXD) is an interdisciplinary approach 
to designing learning that combines user experience theory and practices 
with learning research and instructional design principles. It pulls concepts 
from cognitive psychology, design thinking, and learning science. 

LXD is particularly important in immersive, blended, and hybrid learn-
ing, where training is more than just the content presented—it’s an inten-
tional effort focusing on how, why, and when learning happens. In other 
words, the experience is what enables the learning outcomes. 

A hallmark of learning experience design is that it’s centered on the 
learner from start to finish. The “learner” is the person who needs to per-
form a workplace task or learn to behave in a certain way. Much like user 
experience design in the software industry, learning experience designers 
seek to submerge themselves in the learner’s perspective so they can create 
ideal solutions. Learning experience designers empathize with their audi-
ence to craft an authentic experience that leads to learning outcomes and 
behavior change.

It’s good to note that traditional instructional design, when done well, 
has always centered on the learner. For example, the first step in ADDIE—
the most widely used instructional design model—is analysis. This is when 
the designer determines the goal, assesses the need, and defines the target 
audience. It confirms that training will achieve desired results and focuses 
on creating a relevant solution. But LXD goes one step further by keeping a 
laser focus solely on the learner throughout the entire design process.

The ADDIE model also leads most traditional instructional designers to 
create a single training solution, such as a course, a workshop, or an  e-learning 
event. But LXD tends to dive deeper into the analysis phase, asking the de-
signer to step back, determine if training is even the right solution, and often 
go further in audience analysis. They then blend more modern approaches, 
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which are based on learning science, to create a multifaceted program instead 
of a single training solution.

The rise of LXD, in fact, is visible in the increased popularity of blend-
ed learning journeys. Well-designed learning journeys immerse learners in 
real-world situations, on-the-job scenarios, and practical application activi-
ties. They are baked into a learner’s everyday reality, which creates a sense of 
continuous and relevant learning. 

The Design–Delivery Connection
Let’s back up for a moment and connect the dots between design and de-
livery. In the traditional ADDIE process to create an instructor-led course, 
the first thing to happen is that a need arises. That need is analyzed, and 
the result is a recommended learning solution. Then the learning solution 
is designed, and the program and its accompanying materials (including 
guides, graphics, activities, and handouts) are developed. Next the program 
is facilitated and finally evaluated for success. Most of these tasks are com-
pleted by a designer. Trainers get involved at the end of the development 
phase when the program is piloted, and they also carry out the facilitation 
and delivery tasks. 

Of course, there are as many variations to this process as there are types 
of organizations. In smaller businesses the trainer and designer are often 
the same person. In larger ones, this process is often a team effort with mul-
tiple players. However, the actual number of people involved is much less 
important than the overall process—a relevant training solution is designed 
and then it’s delivered.

ATD’s Talent Development Capability Model (formerly the ATD 
Competency Model) includes instructional design and training delivery and fa-
cilitation as separate but related capabilities under the Building Professional 
Capability domain. While most learning professionals specialize in one or 
the other (or a different niche altogether), these two skill sets are intricately 
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related. Trainers should know at least the basics of instructional design, and 
designers should be familiar with effective delivery techniques. Both are im-
portant capabilities for well-rounded learning professionals.

3 KEYS TO TRAINING SUCCESS 
As I’ve noted extensively in my other books on virtual training, including 

The Virtual Training Guidebook and Virtual Training Tools and Templates, in 

addition to design and delivery, there is a third important factor in learning: 

the participants. This idea is supported in LXD, due to its focus on the learner. 

The three critical components of any successful learning experience are:

1. Interactive design. Training should intentionally engage the learner 

in meaningful activity that leads to the desired learning outcomes. 

This could range from classic role plays in breakout groups to a full-

blown VR immersive experience.

2. Engaging delivery. Training must be delivered by skilled facilitators 

who invite learners into the dialogue instead of keeping the focus 

on themselves. Immersive facilitation relies more on collaboration 

than presentation.

3. Prepared participants. Training needs to be a priority for learners, 

who see the benefit of learning new skills and therefore take an active 

role in the process. They need to be properly equipped for learning, 

especially when technology is required for the learning experience.

In the train-the-trainer workshops I taught long ago, I would ask my stu-
dents two questions: “Can a great facilitator carry a poorly designed training 
program?” and “Can a really well-designed training program make up for 
poor facilitation skills?” 

These questions always sparked vigorous discussion among the group, 
with strong arguments made on both sides. However, the main takeaway was 
always focused on the intricate connection between the two components: de-
sign and delivery. The best learning experiences come from a well- designed 
program that’s expertly delivered. Both are critical factors to success.
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Because design and delivery are interconnected, like two sides of the 
same coin, when one goes through a transformation, so should the other. If 
instructional design evolves, so too must its related tasks, including facilita-
tion. If the field of instructional design has morphed to learning experience 
design, incorporating immersive, blended, or hybrid elements, then the role 
of the trainer needs to update too. Let’s take a closer look.

A Transformation and an Evolution
The rapid pace of change is mirrored in many industries, not just learning 
and development. For example, think of the internet. In the mid-1990s, the 
World Wide Web was a static experience of visiting informational online 
websites. Then came Web 2.0, which added interactions, ratings, and dis-
cussion. Now we are in the era of Web 3.0, which centers on user-created 
content and communities. 

Likewise, computing devices have evolved over time. Personal desktop 
computers brought high-powered data to our stationary desks. Then came 
laptops, which allowed users to choose their working location because they 
were no longer tethered to one room. In today’s era of mobile devices, we 
have small, powerful, handheld computers that fit in our back pocket. The 
idea of needing a static location to access data no longer exists; instead, it’s 
ubiquitous and we are surrounded by it.

In a similar vein, we could argue that the trainer’s role has already 
changed. First was the esteemed instructor—someone who imparted knowl-
edge as a subject matter expert in a formal classroom. They lectured and 
presented, demonstrated skill in public speaking, and commanded respect 
as an authority on the topic. 

Then came the rise of the trainer role. An expert classroom trainer 
was a “guide on the side” as well as a “sage on the stage” (King 1993). This 
person combined teaching and learning with exploration, as they expertly 
included participants in program activities. Skilled trainers managed class-
room dynamics, weaving interaction into their teaching. Yet even in this 
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atmosphere of activity, the trainer maintained control of the timing, logis-
tics, and training space.

Over the past few years, we have moved squarely into promoting the 
facilitator’s role in learning environments. Part of the reason for this shift 
is that workplace skills are becoming increasingly more complex and rote 
instruction isn’t enough (Autor and Price 2013). Another reason is the in-
crease in self-directed, individualized workforces, along with informal 
learning (Santos, Varnum, and Grossmann 2017; Shank 2016). A skilled 
facilitator enables participants to go through a learning process that leads 
to positive outcomes. In addition to formal classes with instruction and 
activity, there may also be self-directed exploration and application. The 
facilitator asks questions, provides guidance, and supports the overall 
learning experience. 

This evolution from instructor to trainer to facilitator doesn’t mean there 
isn’t a place for instruction. Just as the internet still provides plenty of infor-
mational websites, and ultra-powerful desktop computers are still needed, 
so are instructors and educators. There is a time and place for subject matter 
experts to speak, and there are plentiful opportunities for them to share in-
teresting presentations. The major challenge is when there’s a mismatched 
solution—when lecture is provided but facilitation is needed.

The challenge for most instructors and trainers is to know when to let 
go of lecturing and focus on facilitating—to distinguish between when a pre-
sentation or demonstration is sufficient, and when the instructor needs to 
step back and allow the learner to lead. My hope is that this book will provide 
that pathway as learning programs become more immersive experiences.

This takes us back to the transformation of the instructional design-
er to the learning experience designer. If learning experiences are now 
the norm, if learning journeys are the new normal, and if modern work-
place learning is expected, then the facilitator role must also adapt and 
change. It’s time for a new name, new knowledge, new skills, new tools, 
and a new mindset.
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The New Learning Experience Facilitator Role
So, if there’s a new modern design role called the learning experience 
 designer, then it makes sense that there should also be a new modern facil-
itator role, called the learning experience facilitator. To help set context and 
provide insight, let’s review each part of this new name.

Learning
The dictionary describes learning as “the act or process of acquiring knowledge 
or skill.” It comes from the Old English word leornung, which means “to learn, 
read, ponder.” These definitions only scratch the surface of what’s needed for 
workplace learning, which requires one more step: behavior change. To ac-
quire knowledge is one thing; to act upon that knowledge is another. 

Think of it this way: A retail associate may learn how to use a store’s cash 
register to ring up a customer’s purchase. They can navigate the system, 
enter the data, accept payment, and provide a receipt. These tasks are trans-
actional knowledge. But what if problem-solving skills are required because 
a customer cites a price discrepancy or their coupon isn’t working? Or what 
if the associate also needs to show empathy and strive to create a memora-
ble customer experience? These elements are less transactional and more 
interpersonal. They require a deeper understanding of both the purchasing 
system and social dynamics. Routine knowledge usually isn’t enough for this 
task; learning is needed.

Or consider your own career journey. How did you learn to do your 
current job? It was probably a process of learning, building skills, and dis-
covering. You may have taken some formal classes, you may have had a 
mentor show you the ropes, and you likely learned a lot on your own. You 
found resources to support the information you needed when you needed it. 
Learning opportunities were all around you, and you accessed them at the 
right times.

Bob Mosher and Conrad Gottfredson’s research on workflow learning 
provides an easy-to-understand framework for this immersive process. 
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Mosher describes it as “learning that occurs while I do my job” (as opposed 
to stopping work to engage in a learning activity; James 2020). Mosher and 
Gottfredson’s research has found that people learn at five specific moments 
in time:

1. When learning something for the first time (learn new)
2. When expanding upon what they have learned (learn more)
3. When needing to act upon what they learned (apply)
4. When needing to problem solve when things don’t go as 

planned (solve)
5. When unlearning old habits and relearning new approaches 

(change)
Note that these moments can all occur as someone is doing their job, 

immersed in their everyday tasks.
In summary, learning is more than acquiring knowledge; it’s about apply-

ing that knowledge in the proper context. Most learning happens informally, 
when a person needs that specific information. Learning involves behavior 
change in the form of doing something or doing it better than before.

While it may seem like this description shifts all responsibility away 
from trainers and onto learners, that thinking couldn’t be further from the 
truth. Instead, it supports the idea that facilitation plays a key role. The fa-
cilitator’s role in supporting learning experiences has expanded—rather 
than simply delivering a lecture, facilitators enable learners and support 
the entire learning environment. Whether that environment is in a class-
room or at a work site, a skilled facilitator helps create the conditions for 
learning to occur.

Experience
One of my clients asked me to create a set of editable resources for their in-
structional designers to use when transitioning from in-person to online 
classes. They had taken and loved my “Designing Virtual Learning for En-
gagement” online workshop, and wanted to capture the course content in 
job aids. However, when I worked up some draft documents for their review, 
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their response was merely lukewarm. The right content was there, but the 
workshop experience was missing. They quickly realized that posting a set 
of job aids to the company intranet would be helpful, but those documents 
wouldn’t replace the visceral experience of attending a live workshop with 
peers who collaborated on a design. It’s difficult to replicate a 3-D experi-
ence in a 2-D document. What they really wanted was to re-create the overall 
learning environment.

Think about times you have been immersed in an experience: whether 
it was walking past a bakery through a cloud of fresh-from-the-oven cookie 
smells or being immersed in the perfect dining experience at a fancy restau-
rant, created by intentional choices in the color scheme, décor, and ambi-
ance, you likely became engrossed in the atmosphere.

Experiences evoke emotion because they heighten the senses. That’s 
why they help people learn. A single powerful experience can quickly 
change someone’s behavior. (Like deciding to walk into the bakery because 
of the delicious smell wafting outside.) This is a main reason for using expe-
rience as a learning tool. 

Experiential learning isn’t new. David Kolb’s experiential learning the-
ory (ELT) has influenced workplace learning for decades (Kolb 1984). Many 
education programs incorporate experiential elements into their curricu-
lums and have done so for years—student teaching for elementary school 
teachers, clinicals for nurse practitioners, and rotational programs for high- 
potential leaders are just a few examples. These experiences help bridge the 
gap between theory and practice, between the classroom and the real world. 

Experiential learning also supports the idea of learning in context. 
Contextual learning asserts that people learn best when they can create 
meaning based on their experience (Hudson and Whisler 2008). In other 
words, a trainer could explain a new concept using a fictious ice cream anal-
ogy or a real-world scenario. While the ice cream analogy might not be bad, 
the real- world scenario would give the learners a better grasp of the concept. 
And even better, the trainer could facilitate a real-world activity so the learn-
ers discover the meaning of the new concept and how it relates to their work.
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For example, imagine how new hotel managers learn to do their jobs. 
They could go to a training workshop at the hotel’s headquarters, spend 
several weeks in a classroom to learn the details, and eventually return to 
their home property. Or, they could stay at their property and take a series 
of facilitator-led online workshops with relevant on-the-job application as-
signments placed between each session. The managers who immersive-
ly learn a new task and immediately get to apply it in the context of their 
workplace will have more effective learning experiences, and ultimately 
get better results.

Many training programs try to replicate real-world experiences through 
classroom simulation activities. Whether it’s a simple role-play exercise 
or a complex case study scenario, the goal is for the learner to practice in 
a real-world setting. For example, one of my previous clients—a fast-food 
restaurant chain—went so far as to build a replica restaurant at their compa-
ny headquarters. They used it during classroom training exercises to create 
experiential simulations. It was as close as they could get to the real world, 
without it being real.

Today, we can use virtual reality and other immersive technologies to 
provide realistic simulations for learning. You’ll hear a lot more about these 
in later chapters.

Facilitator
The root of the word facilitator is facile, which is Latin for “make easy.” The 
essence of being a facilitator is to make things easy for others. 

Facilitators show up in many contexts. For example: 
 ▶ A marriage counselor who steps in to help a couple work through 

conflict
 ▶ A mediator who helps two opposing interests negotiate a truce
 ▶ A mentor/coach who helps you incrementally improve

In each case, the recipient of the coaching, mediation, or counseling did 
the actual work; the facilitator was just there to enable and support it.
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Meeting facilitators are also commonly used in workplace settings to 
help a group work through a process. For example, an executive team may 
bring in a meeting facilitator to help them craft a new business strategy. Or 
an organization in transition may use an external facilitator to help them 
make weighty decisions about their future. The facilitator isn’t an active de-
cision maker; instead, they help the group discuss and make decisions.

When it comes to learning, the same principles apply. Facilitators en-
able and support the learning process. They help prepare participants, guide 
them along a learning path, ask questions so they discover new meanings, 
and supplement with resources along the way. Facilitators debrief simula-
tions and learning exercises and may even coordinate logistics or manage 
related technology tools. 

Best practices for the general process of facilitation are widely doc-
umented. These techniques include managing tasks and processes, es-
tablishing group norms, encouraging discussion, asking questions to 
create meaningful dialogue, summarizing key points, and staying on 
track. Facilitation is one of the 23 capabilities in ATD’s Talent Development 
Capability Model, which describes the facilitator role as a “catalyst for learn-
ing,” with participants assuming “responsibility for their own learning” 
(ATD 2020b). 

Putting It All Together
So, while the terms learning, experience, and facilitator in isolation have 
meaning and value, when combined to form the new role of learning experi-
ence facilitator, they take on a whole new meaning: 

A learning experience facilitator guides participants along 
a journey of self-directed discovery, leading to learning 
results and tangible outcomes. They help create and shape a 
positive learning environment. They coach learners by asking 
pointed questions and sharing meaningful observations that 
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lead to new insights. They help learners create connections 
between existing knowledge and new information. They foster 
relationships between like-minded learners who are on similar 
learning paths. And they encourage, nurture, and steer the 
learners toward the end goal of performance improvement. 
Learning experience facilitators encourage learning in all 
types of environments, including immersive ones.

Transitioning From Instructor or Trainer to Learning 
Experience Facilitator
You may still be wondering, what about the instructor role? As I mentioned 
earlier, there is still a time and place for presentations and teaching. The chal-
lenge to overcome is when facilitation is needed but instruction is provided. 

Most people are familiar with the type of instruction practiced in for-
mal education, such as grade school or college, where information is shared 
through lectures and readings to build the learner’s general knowledge. This 
type of background knowledge may be a prerequisite to developing special-
ized skills. For example, a history major goes on to law school to become an 
attorney. Or a biology major graduates and goes on to pursue more educa-
tion in a veterinary school. 

However, general education as taught in schools and universities has a 
different goal from that of learning in the workplace. Talent development 
programs, the central underlying theme of this book, focus on applied 
knowledge and skills. Performance improvement is the goal. And when we 
update our methods of improving performance, we should also update our 
methods for getting it.

Instruction makes sense for novices who are learning new skills. 
Beginners need to start somewhere to gain context before diving into 
the deep end of exploration. However, the instructional methods that 
are most effective for novices are different from those that work for 
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experienced individuals. Many beginners benefit from direct instruction 
as opposed to self-discovery (Clark 2020). In a workplace setting, begin-
ners may learn these basics on the job or through a mixture of formal and 
informal training classes.

For example, if a brand-new software system rolls out in an organization, 
replacing an antiquated paper-based system, then people will need specific 
instructions to use the new system. Or in the case of new-hire orientation, 
the purpose is to familiarize new hires with expectations and acclimate 
them to organizational culture. In these and several other similar instances, 
it makes sense to include formal instruction in the training curriculum. 

Some of this instruction could be provided as asynchronous self-led 
learning without trainer involvement, such as a job aid, videos, or other per-
formance support materials. It’s even possible that an organization could 
waste resources on formal instruction when it’s not needed. 

There is also value in hearing a subject matter expert (SME) present 
short bursts of content—for example, as a keynote speech, a conference 
 presentation, or even a podcast. But this shouldn’t be the only element of 
learning content. Think of it this way: You wouldn’t want a driver to get be-
hind the wheel of a car if they had only watched a video series featuring driv-
ing experts. Absorbing information from a presentation alone is valuable 
only when knowledge, not application, is the end goal. For application, you 
need relevant immersion.

VOICES FROM THE FIELD

“I started as an educator, then became a trainer and speaker, and now am a facil-

itator because I’ve realized that’s where the learning happens. Facilitation means 

more work up front as we create engaging ways (that don’t involve us!) for learn-

ers to interact with the material. You spend your time as a facilitator setting up 

and debriefing activities, so the learners do the work. They also do the learning.” 

—Christie Ward, Principal, The Impact Institute
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What’s in a Name?
The titles trainer, instructor, educator, and facilitator are often used inter-
changeably in our industry. Instructor typically refers to a teaching role, 
someone who is an expert in the subject matter. Educator is often used in 
a formal educational setting, like a university. In some cases, educators are 
collectively referred to as faculty. Trainer is most commonly used in a work-
place setting, referring to someone who delivers training programs for an 
organization’s learning and development department. Facilitator can be a 
meeting facilitator, or a classroom facilitator. 

For the purposes of this book, facilitator is our preferred title for a 
 person who guides immersive, virtual, blended, and hybrid learning ex-
periences. Regardless of which title your organization uses, I recommend 
adopting a facilitator mindset. You can act like a facilitator without actually 
being called one.

Skills of a Learning Experience Facilitator 
The rest of this book will take a closer look at the facilitation skills needed in 
several different types of learning environments, including the immersive, 
virtual, blended, and hybrid classrooms. I’ll address many skills  ranging 
from active listening to the art of asking questions to managing group dy-
namics, all in the context of immersive learning.

For now, Table 1-1 provides a brief comparison of traditional trainer 
skills and the skills needed from a learning experience facilitator. Note that 
some are exactly the same, while others represent an evolution.

Where to Begin
If you have any background in teaching or training, then rest assured you 
are not starting from scratch. It’s like if you already know how to drive a 
car and you need to learn how to drive a bus—the basics are the same. As 



The New Learning Experience Facilitator | 15

a classroom trainer, you received a facilitator guide, studied the notes, got 
your classroom set up, and began the workshop. 

As a skilled traditional trainer, you’ve probably already mastered the art 
of storytelling, learned how to capture an audience’s attention, and honed 
your presentation skills. These tasks will help you become a better facilitator 
because elements of them are found in the facilitator’s skill set.

My own journey from instructor to facilitator had a pivotal aha moment 
when I was still a fairly new trainer. After observing one of my half-day 
leadership workshops, my supervisor said, “Why don’t you try sitting down 
during the group discussion time? You don’t have to stand for the entire 
workshop.” As simple as this advice sounds, it was a turning point for me. 
I realized that I could sit and discuss points with my learners instead of just 
feeling like I had to stay separated and teach the entire time. I could release 
control of the conversation, stepping in to steer and guide the participants 
only when needed.

TABLE 1-1. Traditional Trainer Skills vs. Learning Experience Facilitator Skills

Traditional Trainer Learning Experience Facilitator

Presentation skills Communication skills

Discussion leader Discussion prompter

Storytelling from the stage Storytelling in context

Flexibility Improvisation

Encourage Empathize

Research the audience Relate to the audience

Ask direct questions Ask discussion questions

Create connections between participant 
and content

Create connections among participants 
for learning

Process and debrief training activities Process and debrief learning experiences

Activity planner Engagement coordinator

Provide feedback Provide feedback

Coach Coach



What’s Next
Because technology-enabled learning has paved the way for this new learn-
ing experience facilitator role, our next step is reviewing some technology 
terms. If you’re already comfortable with the hardware and software of vir-
tual learning technologies, including virtual and augmented reality, then 
feel free to skip over chapter 2. Otherwise, keep reading.
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