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More Praise for What’s Your Formula?

“ As someone who trains groups every day, this book gave me fresh new ways to 
think about my programs. I especially loved the insights on the radioactive 
elements of training sessions!”

 —Melissa Marshall, TED Speaker, Founder, Present Your Science

“ Brian Washburn breaks down key training elements in What’s Your Formula? 
making it an effective tool for HR professionals. I highly recommend it for 
anyone responsible for delivering training programs.”

 — Michelle Jones, Chief Human Resources Officer at a  

professional association 

“ What I love about this book is that it challenges L&D professionals to 
approach their training programs with intention and curiosity. Rather than 
continuously using the same ‘elements’ in their work, trainers can use this 
book to find new ones that better suit the content, the learners, or the context. 
Jam-packed with helpful tools, What’s Your Formula? will remind trainers 
that each program they create is its own unique experiment.”

 — Sophie Oberstein, Author, Troubleshooting for Trainers

“ What’s Your Formula? is a narrative in organizing and building an 
effective training program that guides you to answer a key question: What 
is the problem to solve? Like a baker, Washburn identifies different training 
elements and shows how to mix them together to create meaningful learning 
experiences.”

 — Tim Cunningham, Director, Customer Training and Development,  

at a multinational tire manufacturing company
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To River,  
this book wouldn’t exist if you hadn’t been  

craving corndogs that day.

To Quinn, 
this book wouldn’t exist if you hadn’t wanted  

to go to DC for spring break.

And to everyone  
who embraces this butterfly effect-like journey  

that we call life, open to pondering the question:  
what’s possible?
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Introduction
What’s Possible?
It’s a question that both scientists and learning professionals should be asking 
themselves, nonstop: What’s possible?

Dedicated scientists combine their expertise, developed through years of 
study, hard work, research, experimentation, observation, trial and error, and 
sheer curiosity, to mix elements and accomplish feats like curing disease or 
putting people on the moon.

If you believe in your craft as a learning professional, you can string some 
elements together and do this too. Seriously. A well-designed training pro-
gram can be world changing. It can lead audience members to new knowledge, 
skills, or abilities that enable them to cure blindness, end child abuse, or figure 
out ways to curb or stop climate change. I’ve seen it happen. I’ve been part 
of training programs that have helped restore sight to blind people, enabled 
abused and neglected children find safe and permanent homes, and helped 
farmers improve their practices through sustainable crop planning.

A well-designed learning program can change the way individuals and 
organizations do things. Even if you’re not working on projects that cure dis-
ease or lead to world peace, chances are you’re working on something that 
will impact people. People spend more waking hours at work than they do 
anywhere else during the week, so when you can help someone do something 
new or differently or better, it can lead to higher job satisfaction, more efficient 
ways of working, and perhaps less time at the office. If your learning program 
can accomplish any of this, then you’re influencing your learners’ quality of 
life—you’re changing their world.

Just as scientists use elements—such as hydrogen (H), gold (Au), or 
oganesson (Og)—as they study, research, or make world-changing break-
throughs in the fuels that take us to outer space or the electronics we carry in 
our pockets, we as learning professionals rely on combining different elements 
in our field. 
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We may need to string together elements such as adult learning (Al), les-
son plans (Lp), Mr. Sketch markers (Ms), and gamification (Gm) to develop 
engaging learning experiences that help people want to do something new 
or differently or better. When we find the right combination of elements and 
people walk away from something we’ve designed with new skills and abilities, 
we change lives.

Engaging, effective training programs are a mixture of science and art; 
they require a certain quantity of adult learning theory, available technology, 
intuitive tools, proven practices, and creativity, and a touch of risk. Finding the 
right combinations and proportions of these elements, however, depends on 
the situation.

With all of this in mind, an idea struck me when I was at a restaurant one 
day. My oldest child had ordered corndogs from the kids’ menu, which came 
with a placemat printed with a periodic table of tasty ingredients. As I looked at 
the placemat, I began to wonder what an equivalent periodic table of engaging 
and effective learning elements might look like. Over the next days and weeks, 
an image began to emerge in my mind, and I began to ask my colleagues for 
their thoughts on instructional design and training elements that could fall 
under the metaphor of “solids” and “liquids” and “gas-like” elements. That 
corndog-filled lunch, some individual brainstorming time, and collaboration 
with my co-workers led to the creation of the Periodic Table of Amazing Learn-
ing Experiences (Figure I-1). While it has undergone several iterations, the fun 
part about this visual metaphor is that users can combine various elements stra-
tegically and intentionally to yield amazing learning experiences. 

I’ve been in the learning and development field long enough to have heard 
all sorts of predictions. The ease and consistency of e-learning will eliminate 
the need for instructor-led training. Virtual meeting platforms will eliminate 
the need (and cost) of traveling to on-site, in-person training. The creation 
of the chief learning officer role will give the learning function “a seat at the 
table” and transform how organizations learn. The learning management sys-
tem will ensure the availability of individualized learning, anywhere, anytime. 
MOOCs, free online courses from some of the world’s leading universities, 
will forever disrupt the way both higher ed and corporate training conduct 
business. Bold predictions are a dime a dozen, and none of these quite panned 
out the way some “futurists” in our industry thought they might.
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Of course, e-learning, virtual meeting platforms, LMSs, and MOOCs 
were all important innovations in our field. How do we track and make sense 
of them? And what about our old, trusted tools and models? Is there still a 
place for them?

The periodic table of learning elements that you’ll find in this book is an 
attempt to say: Yes, new innovations and time-tested strategies and practices 
all play a role. To help sort through the plethora of options available to train-
ers and learning experience designers, I organized this periodic table into 
solids, liquids, gases, radioactive elements, and interactive elements. Some 
elements have been around for a long time; others have only recently been 
discovered. You may look at the table and think of other elements that are not 

Figure I-1.	Periodic	Table	of	Amazing	Learning	Experiences
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represented, or you may find that it inspires you to dream up some yet-to-be-
discovered elements. The point of this table is to offer up tools and strategies 
that, when combined under certain conditions, have the potential to create 
amazing learning experiences for your participants. They are that impactful. 
You just need to know how to harness their dynamic properties, and that’s 
what this book can help you do. Whether you’re new to the field of learning 
and development or you’ve been doing this for years, I hope the way in which 
this table is organized can inspire new ideas and ways to organize the design 
of your learning programs.

How you choose to string together some of these elements of amazing 
learning experiences—the way in which you “find your formula” for a spe-
cific learning program—is often much more art than science. Yes, you should 
incorporate evidence-based practices as much as possible, but when you’re 
working with humans, making sure you mix the science of learning with the 
art of learning experience design will be very important. And that’s how this 
book can be most helpful.

As you grow more familiar with the range of elements across this periodic 
table, you may begin to experiment with a variety of combinations, almost the 
same way that scientists create chemical equations. For example, a shorthand 
way to think through the combination of a set of gas-like elements, solid ele-
ments, and a radioactive element to yield an effective e-learning program could 
look something like this:

El	=	(Lo	+	Al)	+	(Vi	+	Ra)	+	Ex

While What’s Your Formula? uses the science-inspired metaphor of a peri-
odic table as the core theme, it is not intended to be a book about the science 
behind how people learn. You will find some references to data, statistics, and 
research throughout these pages, but there are a number of excellent publi-
cations written by a lot of very smart people that will take you through the 
science of learning in much more depth. If it’s the science of learning you’d 
like to dive into more deeply, then one or more of the following may prove 
helpful to you:

 • Evidence-informed Learning Design: Creating Training to Improve 
Performance (Mirjam Neelen and Paul A. Kirschner)

 • Transfer of Training: Action-Packed Strategies to Ensure High Payoff 
from Training Investments (Mary L. Broad and John W. Newstrom)
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 • E-Learning and the Science of Instruction: Proven Guidelines for 
Consumers and Designers of Multimedia Learning (Ruth Colvin Clark 
and Richard E. Mayer)

 • Design for How People Learn (Julie Dirksen)

About This Book
In chapter 1, we examine the gas-like elements. These are eight core concepts, 
models, and theories that you may never actually be able to see, but are 
typically wafting through the air of any training room. While most people 
don’t really notice if these gas-like elements are present (kind of how we 
very rarely think too much about the oxygen that surrounds us every day), it 
will become very evident very quickly if we walk into a stuffy or suffocating 
learning environment where no gas-like elements have been provided. The 
gas-like elements become the building blocks for everything else you read in 
this book. 

Chapter 2 explores 10 different liquid elements, which are practices pri-
marily designed to support knowledge and skill transfer. They have been cate-
gorized as “liquid” because they can be quite flexible and often take the shape 
of the vessel (individuals, teams, organizations) into which they are poured. 
Of course, their flexibility also allows you to freeze them in place if you think 
they can be a solid pillar of a learning program (and if things change, you can 
melt them down again and change them up). 

In chapter 3, we put 11 radioactive elements under the microscope to 
determine if your learning program can be powered for years by harnessing 
these tools, practices, and resources . . . or if your design or program is unin-
tentionally emitting toxic learning experiences that can contaminate the repu-
tation of your learning team for generations to come. Perhaps “generations to 
come” is tongue-in-cheek hyperbole, but do take great care when using these 
elements, because when they’re misused, they really do diminish the prestige 
and credibility of your learning programs. 

In chapter 4, we take a look at the solid elements of amazing learning 
experiences. You’ll explore 15 different tools—some of which are physical 
(thus the term “solid elements”) while others which are digital—that you may 
wish to use as you develop your next learning program. 

Chapter 5 reviews seven different interactive elements. These internet-based 
social media and communication platforms enable learning to go well beyond 
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the traditional training room or learning management system, encouraging 
learners to interact with one another as well as the rest of the world. 

Beyond these periodic elements, effective training programs depend on an 
X factor: your comfort level as a designer or facilitator with engaging learners. 
In chapter 6 we take a closer look at the impact that a facilitator—whether 
you’re designing for yourself or for someone else to deliver the content—can 
have on an overall learning program. As you’ll find out, your training design 
should look very different based upon the facilitator’s level of content knowl-
edge and ability to apply adult learning principles to their presentation delivery.

Chapter 7, “Finding the Right Formula,” puts together everything you’ve 
learned throughout this book. It features a series of real-life case examples; 
you’ll be challenged to determine which elements were present in the right 
quantities, which elements were overused, and which elements may have been 
missing. You’ll put yourself in the place of the person putting the programs in 
each scenario together, and decide which other elements to include. Once you 
reflect upon each situation, you’ll be able to see how your thoughts compared 
to what actually happened. Perhaps some of these scenarios will resemble situ-
ations that you’ve had to confront in your own work. Even if you’ve never had 
to face any of these scenarios, chances are good that you’ll find some transfer-
able lessons in one or more of these situations.

Sometimes books, especially business books like this, feel a bit like a lec-
ture. They’re presented in an (I hope) interesting format and they’re full of (I 
hope good) information. We read them, perhaps highlighting some key points 
or dog earing a few pages, and then we put them on a shelf.

I strove to bring learning design into the way this book was structured in 
hopes that you could relate what you’ve read to your own situation and learning 
programs. At the end of each chapter, you’ll find an opportunity to reflect on 
how you’re currently using any of the elements discussed and identify whether 
and how you may want to integrate other elements into your program.

Some of you may choose to read this book from start to finish to gain a bet-
ter understanding of all these elements and how they fit together. Others may 
choose to scan the table of contents and flip to the elements you think would 
be most applicable to you in your moment of need. However you choose to use 
this book—as a cover-to-cover page-turner or as a workbook in which you cap-
ture all of your thoughts and reflections or as a quick reference guide—I hope 
you’ll find new elements that will help you engage your learners in professional 
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development experiences that ultimately lead to change. I also hope this book 
can help you to find new answers you may have never dreamed of when you’ve 
asked yourself the question: What’s possible?

Experiment away, try new things, and don’t get discouraged if they blow 
up in your face. That’s what experimentation is all about. It’s how new break-
throughs are discovered. Learn, adjust, and try again.

Whether you’re just breaking into the field of learning and development 
or you’ve been working in the field for decades, I hope this book will help 
you find (or rediscover) a sense of adventure and fearlessness when it comes to 
meeting your learners’ needs. I hope this book helps you find your formula.
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There’s more to an effective learning  
program than meets the eye.

Chapter 1

Gas-Like Elements

In my first instructional design role, I didn’t even know I was an instructional 
designer. I was teaching at a youth center, helping youth in Washington, DC, 
who had dropped out of school get their high school equivalency credential 
(GED), and I would spend my afternoons putting together a lesson plan for 
the next day.

When I was promoted to lead the whole GED portion of our team, includ-
ing supervising several other GED instructors, I realized I needed to find some 
help. So, I turned to my father, who had spent years not only as a classroom 
instructor but as the guy who led training programs at our school district to 
help other teachers be more effective. I remember sitting around the dinner 
table and getting a kick out of my father’s job: teaching teachers how to teach.

Now it was my turn. I needed a crash course on teaching so I could make 
sure that all the other GED teachers also knew how to teach, so I called up 
my dad and asked for some pointers on curriculum design. Several days later, I 
got a package in the mail full of binders, books, and notes on how to use it all.

All I thought I wanted was to know how to put a few lesson plans together. 
What I learned, however, was that a comprehensive learning program is more 
than just lesson plans. It’s more than just handouts and games like Jeopardy 
and creative ideas and bringing people to the whiteboard or the flipchart. It 
was more than just having the desire to keep people engaged.

An effective learning program required intentionality. I couldn’t simply 
lecture on what I wanted to talk about based on something I’d read the prior 
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evening. I shouldn’t simply pop in a review game because I thought it might 
be fun. Well, I could actually do either of these things, but only if they fit into 
the bigger picture learning objectives I created.

I had a hunch that people better and smarter than me had done this stuff 
in the past, but I had never been exposed to any formal study of the practices, 
theories, or research on what truly made for effective learning experiences. I 
needed to better learn how people learn, how to identify needs, and how to 
develop learner-centered, action-oriented objectives if I wanted to do right by 
my students. I needed to figure out a variety of ways to determine if they were 
learning, and I had to determine how to make any changes that came about 
from that knowledge.

There was way more to an effective learning experience than I ever imag-
ined, but I couldn’t see what the best teachers I’d had growing up or the best 
trainers I’d learned from during conferences were doing as they put their pro-
grams together. Perhaps one of the most important lessons I’ve ever learned 
while putting together educational experiences was that I needed to make real 
what I couldn’t see. 

Enter the gas-like elements.

What Are Gas-Like Elements?
We begin our in-depth exploration of the Periodic Table of Amazing Learn-
ing Experiences by putting the big-picture, all-encompassing gas-like elements 
under the microscope. Gas-like elements are concepts, models, and theories 
that you may never see, but that constantly waft through the air of any train-
ing room. Some, like the air we breathe, are invisible and odorless, but you’d 
definitely know if they were suddenly vacuumed out of the training room. 
Without one or more of these elements constantly swirling around your learn-
ing programs, none of the other elements matter. There are eight gas-like 
elements: adult learning (Al), dialogue education (De), gamification (Gm), 
change management (Cm), levels of evaluation (Le), visual design (Vd), learn-
ing objectives taxonomy (Lo), and instructional design (Id).

In any quality adult learning (Al) experience, you must include the work 
of titans such as Malcolm Knowles and Robert Gagné. Perhaps less well-
known—because their contributions to the field are newer—but no less 
important is the work of Jane Vella (dialogue education, De); Cammie Bean 
and Cathy Moore (instructional design, Id); Donald Kirkpatrick and Will 
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Thalheimer (levels of evaluation, Le); Nancy Duarte and Melissa Marshall 
(visual design, Vd); and Karl Kapp, Kevin Werbach, and Dan Hunter (gami-
fication, Gm).

Without integrating their work into your training program, a game will 
be just a time-consuming activity, not part of a truly gamified experience; 
the usefulness of smile sheet data will be limited because you’re not asking 
the right questions; and slides will continue to be repositories for presenters’ 
knowledge, not visual experiences that help learners more easily digest and 
process information.

Element 12 
Adult Learning (Al)

Adult learning theory, also known as andragogy, has been around for a long, 
long time but is perhaps best characterized by the work of Malcolm Knowles. 
The Adult Learner, which was published in 1973 (and has been updated several 
times since), is his most well-known book. 

Depending on which source you cite, there are three, four, six, or seven 
key principles that characterize the adult learner. For the purposes of this dis-
cussion, the key properties of element 12, adult learning, are:

 • Adults come into the training room with previous life and  
work experience.

 • Adult learners are autonomous and self-directed learners.
 • Adult learners need to see and understand the relevance of  
what’s being taught.

 • Adult learners want to be able to use what’s being taught to solve  
a problem in the near future.

So, what does this mean in plain English? Basically, if we want a learn-
ing experience to truly be amazing, we can’t just get up in front of a group 
and start sharing content. We need to be intentional about what needs to 
be learned and how we present that information, all depending on who our 
audience is. For every learning experience, we need to reflect upon and answer 
some basic questions such as:

 • How am I honoring the previous life and work experiences of  
my participants?

 • What choices will I allow my participants to make during this 
learning experience?
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 • How will the relevance of my topic to my participants be made 
crystal clear?

 • Will my participants know how to use my information to solve a 
problem by the end of the experience?

Perhaps more so than any other element in this gas-like category, when 
principles of adult learning are missing from a learning experience, it truly is 
as if the oxygen has been sucked out of the room. After a while, the absence of 
adult learning principles makes it uncomfortable, almost impossible to take in 
a dull, meandering presentation.

On the bright side, it’s been my experience that a lot of people know of 
the term adult learning. I’ve worked with a number of department heads and 
subject matter experts who have all said that they embrace adult learning and 
would like to see it woven throughout their learning programs. 

The idea that adults should be at the center of their own learning experi-
ence, that they should be given autonomy (to some degree) over what happens 
in a training program, that they need relevant content, and that the content 
needs to solve a work-related problem is not controversial. However, it’s also 
been my experience that while department heads and subject matter experts 
say they embrace adult learning, very few are equipped with the knowledge 
and the skills to actually put these principles into action. 

This is where talent development professionals need to shine. Subject 
matter experts and department heads aren’t paid to know how to put prin-
ciples of adult learning into action, and we shouldn’t be frustrated by this 
fact. We need to take advantage of the fact that there are department heads 
and subject matter experts who are open to incorporating principles of adult 
learning into their training programs, and then we need to help them design 
learning programs that honor these principles.

You can show what’s possible when adult learning is integrated into each 
learning experience in many ways. Bonding principles of adult learning with 
the following elements can offer some ideas on where and how to begin:

 • Lecture (Lc). When you design through the lens of adult learning, 
even the traditional lecture can look different. Asking a rhetorical 
question at the beginning of a lecture can give the audience an 
immediate clue to how the content can help them solve a problem. 
Incorporating a tightly woven story can make content seem more real 
and help listeners see the relevance. Keep in mind that lecture doesn’t 
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always have to be synonymous with a machine-like reading of facts and 
figures from the podium. In fact, if you’re honoring the principles of 
adult learning, it never should by synonymous with that.

 • PowerPoint (Pp). A quick way to integrate principles of adult learning 
into PowerPoint slides is to ensure that the relevance of each slide 
is clear. Sometimes this can be done by limiting the amount of text 
on a slide, highlighting key words when text cannot be limited, and 
ensuring imagery correlates to what’s being discussed. More advanced 
users of PowerPoint may choose to include hyperlinks on their slides 
and allow participants to choose the order in which certain topics are 
covered, giving them autonomy and allowing them to identify the 
most relevant topics.

 • Learning boosts (Lb). It’s one thing to help learners understand the 
relevance of a topic when they’re immersed in a learning experience, 
whether it’s in-person or an e-learning course. Sending learning boosts 
after the initial learning experience has concluded is another opportunity 
to keep content relevant, build upon initial concepts, and help learners 
identify how the content can solve work-related problems. 

 • Google (Gg). There may be (many) times when formal training 
programs are not necessary. Reminding and encouraging learners 
to take control over their learning and professional development by 
conducting their own research using Google or other available resources 
allows them to find what they need in the flow of their workday.

 • Subject matter experts (Ex). Keep in mind that nobody on the 
planet actually carries a business card listing “subject matter expert” 
as their job title. Subject matter experts have day jobs and are usually 
paid to make money for the organization by doing something other 
than training. So, if you’re able to help craft a message or lesson plan 
for your subject matter experts that abides by the principles of adult 
learning, you can support them and help ensure learners are exposed 
to meaningful learning experiences.

 • Change management (Cm). If you’re working with an organization 
that understands the need to integrate adult learning theory into 
learning programs, then your life may be much easier. If you’re 
working with organizations that either have not bought in to, have 
not heard of, or claim they don’t have time for “touchy feely” concepts 
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like adult learning theory, then change will be necessary, and it’s not 
likely to happen quickly. Change management components such as 
identifying the need to integrate adult learning into a program and 
identifying key influencers such as a department head or subject matter 
expert who would be open to the change are important initial steps. 
Designing programs that integrate key principles of adult learning to 
show the rest of the organization what’s possible may be necessary, 
because just talking about theory and dropping Malcolm Knowles’ 
name into your conversation won’t move the needle on this.

 • E-learning (El). E-learning offers an almost-endless opportunity 
for learners to autonomously choose certain paths during a learning 
experience and simulate real-world applications of key concepts. 
The key to effective e-learning that provides an amazing learning 
experience, even when under tight deadlines and without a large 
budget, is to ask: How can I ensure the relevance of this content 
cannot be missed or mistaken?

 • Virtual meeting (Vm). Virtual meeting platforms offer a variety 
of tools to help you connect the relevance of your content to the 
actual learning experience. While smaller group sizes allow for more 
breakout rooms or discussion using voice or chat features, even 
webinars attended by hundreds or thousands of people can integrate 
polling, storytelling, rhetorical questions, or discussion prompts with 
which learners can engage and decide for themselves how they can use 
your content.

 • Collaborative file sharing (Cf). Emphasizing the fundamental 
idea that adult learners are autonomous, being able to quickly find 
internal documents, policies, forms, and resources without having 
to go through an entire formal training program is a strategy that 
respects an employee’s ability to think for themselves. Confirming the 
collaborative file sharing repository is up-to-date and easily searchable 
will help ensure this element can be effectively used. 

 • Learning objectives taxonomy (Lo). Honoring the key principles 
of adult learning begins with learning objectives. Are they learner-
centric? Are you using verbs that will lead to learning activities that 
truly accomplish what your training program is supposed to do? 
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Element 13 
Dialogue Education (De)

Influenced heavily by the concept of adult learning theory, dialogue education 
is an element that was brought to the public’s attention by educator Jane Vella, 
who believed that dialogue is the cornerstone of how learning happens. In her 
book Learning to Listen, Learning to Teach: The Power of Dialogue in Educat-
ing Adults, Vella outlines the 12 core properties of this element:

1. Needs assessment. Who needs what according to whom?
2. Safety. How can we make sure all learners experience an 

environment in which their contribution is valued?
3. Sound relationships. Everyone in the learning experience is in some 

sort of relationship with one another, and there should be genuine 
curiosity that runs both ways in each of these relationships—
instructor to learner, learner to learners, designer to learners.

4. Sequence and reinforcement. The flow of a learning experience 
matters and needs to be intentional, and key concepts shouldn’t 
be touched upon only once with the assumption they’ve left a 
meaningful impact on the learners.

5. Praxis. From the Greek word for practice with reflection, this 
concept reflects that it’s not just enough to have learners go 
through an activity—the debriefing of that activity is at least as 
important as the activity itself.

6. Learners as decision makers. Do we respect our learners enough to 
allow them to make some decisions about their learning experience?

7. Ideas, feelings, and actions. It’s not enough to be exposed to a 
concept; learners need to have an emotional connection and decide 
when, if, and how to act upon the concepts and emotions.

8. Immediacy. Will the content help learners do their job better 
(tomorrow)? Will it help solve a problem (today)?

9. Clear roles. Another name for this principle could be humility; 
does the presenter feel the need to be “the professor” in front of the 
room, holding a monopoly on all knowledge, or do learners play a 
role in the dialogue that takes place in the learning experience?

10. Teamwork. In accordance with the idea that two (or three or four) 
heads are better than one, providing opportunities for learners 
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to work together not only aids in in-the-moment learning, but 
also mirrors real life, in which people generally need to work with 
colleagues across an organization to get things done.

11. Engagement of the learners. When learners are deeply engaged in 
a learning experience, especially one that revolves around dialogue, 
it can be difficult to get them to stop learning.

12. Accountability. Yes, learners need to ultimately be accountable 
for their learning and what they do after a learning experience, 
but facilitators and course designers must also be accountable 
to the learners, putting the effort in to ensure an engaging, 
purposeful experience.

While a firm grasp of these concepts is important, you don’t need to mem-
orize all 12. When I introduce dialogue education during a train-the-trainer 
session, I’ll often ask participants, if they had to choose one of these concepts, 
which do they think is the most important? After they share their thoughts, 
the room always fills with relieved laughter when I tell them that no single 
concept is most important. But by being asked to read through descriptions of 
each and make a value judgment about which is best, they better understand 
them. Through the ensuing dialogue of this activity, we all learn, which is the 
whole point of dialogue education.

Think of some of the learning programs or presentations you’ve designed 
or given. Which of these 12 concepts did you apply, perhaps even without 
thinking about it? Which came most naturally?

Now think of the same learning programs or presentations. Which of these 
concepts might have been missing? How would the program or presentation 
be different, possibly even better, if some concepts were more overtly present?

In an effort to help with this last set of questions, dialogue education can 
be bonded with some of the following elements to better ensure that you’re 
able to bring all 12 concepts into your next learning program:

 • Audience response (Re). Whether you’re in front of a large group 
or a handful of people, finding ways for learners to engage with your 
content and with one another can be key. Audience response tools 
allow your learners to vote, share their thoughts, or respond to your 
questions in a way that is safe (it’s generally anonymous) and allows 
everyone’s voice to be seen and heard. 
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 • Lesson plan (Lp). We cover this concept in depth in chapter 2, but 
when you are able to map out the sequence and flow of your activities—
complete with talking points, instructional techniques, and detailed 
directions—the odds of intentionally incorporating the concepts 
of dialogue education increase over simply putting together your 
presentation by opening up PowerPoint and generating a slide deck.

 • Assessment (As). Common tools of assessment include formal 
quizzing or testing, but through dialogue, you can quickly and 
informally gauge how well your learners are “getting it.”

 • E-learning (El). While Jane Vella’s original concepts focused on 
in-person instruction, the fundamentals of dialogue education can 
be brought into e-learning design with great success. Integrating 
comments, vignettes, scenario-based interactions, and case studies that 
include real dialogue from others are ways to asynchronously expose 
people to others’ experiences. Integrating discussion boards could 
be an alternate way to asynchronously bring dialogue into a learning 
experience between people who may be half a world away.

 • Virtual meeting (Vm). While dialogue with participants can 
be increasingly difficult as the attendance of a virtual meeting 
grows, most platforms offer a variety of ways to include the voice of 
participants and allow them to enter into dialogue with the facilitator 
as well as between one another. Using breakout rooms, the chat tool, 
on-screen annotation, or allowing participants to come off mute to 
speak with the facilitator or other participants are all ways to design 
dialogue into a virtual meeting.

Element 21 
Gamification (Gm)

There is a difference between element 42 (games) and element 21 (gamifi-
cation). Games—as you’ll read in chapter 3, “Radioactive Elements”—are 
something you play, and are often isolated activities within a larger learning 
experience. Gamification, on the other hand, is an intentional design strategy 
applied to some or all of a learning experience.

If you’re curious whether your learning program has truly “gamified” the 
experience for your learners, you may want to ask whether it has any combina-
tion of these gamification properties:



Chapter	1

18

 • Engages learners by carrying game-based elements throughout the 
design of a learning experience

 • Balances content delivery and game play in an ongoing basis
 • Introduces or reinforces new knowledge, skills, or abilities

But, what are these “game-based elements”? Points are perhaps the most 
commonly used—get an answer correct, you get points; get it incorrect, you 
lose points. Once you’ve reached a certain number of points, or perhaps if you 
have the most points at the end of the game, you (and your team) win.

Another commonly used game-based element is the leaderboard. You 
keep accruing points over time and see how you stack up against colleagues, 
peers, co-workers, people in other offices, and so forth. Points can be carried 
over a multiday in-person session or can be tracked in a learning management 
system that shows a leaderboard over time.

Badges are yet another commonly used game element. Accrue enough 
points, complete enough courses, or hit a certain score on an end-of-course 
test and you’ve earned a badge. Can you collect every badge offered across our 
training offerings?

These three game elements can offer incentive and create new streams 
of engagement for learners, especially those who thrive on competition and 
achievements, and those who like to play games outside work. However, 
relying solely on points, leaderboards, and badges in an overall gamification 
strategy is a bit like relying on hamburgers, tacos, and pizza for a nutritional 
strategy. They’re easy, but relying exclusively on them means you’re missing 
out on a lot of other effective game elements; eventually you and your learners 
may get tired of what you’re serving up.

In their book For the Win: How Game Design Can Revolutionize Your 
Business, Kevin Werbach and Dan Hunter outline a whole host of other game 
elements to include in any gamification design and strategy:

 • Constraints. Can you accomplish the goal of an activity or game 
within the rules and limited resources available?

 • Emotions. Can you get so wrapped up in an activity that it makes you 
feel how certain concepts can influence the outcome?

 • Narrative or storyline. When we chose to gamify the new employee 
onboarding process at one organization where I worked, we 
used the organization’s mission statement as the overall narrative 
(how can we eliminate corneal blindness throughout the world?). 
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Then we incorporated a short game that represented the work of 
each department to illustrate how everyone worked toward the 
organization’s overall mission.

 • Relationships. Can there be meaningful interactions among all learners 
and game players that demonstrate how we’re all in this together?

 • Elements of chance. Think Jeopardy and the “Daily Double.” It’s 
hiding somewhere on the board, and the only way you’ll find it (and 
perhaps double your score) is if you keep answering questions correctly 
and control the board.

 • Competition or cooperation. While in chapter 5 I talk more about 
competitive and cooperative games, keep in mind that gamification 
doesn’t have to mean that people or teams are competing against each 
other. Sometimes your learning objectives are better served when 
everyone works together to “beat the game.”

 • Feedback. How do you know that you made a correct or incorrect 
choice? In some games you win (or lose) points. In some scenario-
based games, your avatar gets stronger (or, with poor choices, can die). 
In a finance-related game, perhaps your bank account increases with 
each correct answer, or you go bankrupt. In an ethics-related game, 
you could lose your job or the organization may lose all credibility. 
Feedback doesn’t have to simply be text that says “right” or “wrong”; 
the power of gamification-based feedback is that it can show and allow 
learners to experience consequences.

 • Resource acquisition. Sometimes a learning experience is enhanced 
when players can accrue different resources beyond just points. Perhaps 
in a gamified learning experience focused on sales, you can accrue new 
contacts, additional “credibility points,” and a larger expense account 
as you navigate trickier and more complex sales scenarios.

 • Transactions between players. Sometimes learning how to work 
together means that players can trade resources they’ve accrued with 
others involved in the learning experience so they can benefit one 
another. Bringing a gamified experience to this level not only helps 
learners grasp new concepts but teaches them concepts and interpersonal 
skills that can’t always be effectively taught by other methods.

 • Boss fights and culminating challenges. If you’ve ever played a 
video game (Super Mario Bros. for example), you know that bouncing 
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on top of killer tortoiseshells and jumping over bottomless pits are 
just the warm-up challenges; to clear the level, you need to get past 
a bigger, tougher final opponent. Similarly, in a learning experience, 
it may help to warm up learners with smaller challenges before 
they need to combine everything they’ve learned to complete a 
culminating activity.

 • Levels. Just like real life, when you’ve moved past one culminating 
activity, the door is simply unlocked to bigger and even more complex 
concepts and skills.

There are lots more, and if you’d like to read in more depth about gam-
ification, I also recommend Karl Kapp’s The Gamification of Learning and 
Instruction: Game-Based Methods and Strategies for Training and Education.

The bottom line is that simply dropping an activity that uses points 
to determine how well participants did may give your learners a whiff of a 
“game,” but unless it’s part of a more comprehensive design strategy woven 
throughout the learning experience, you haven’t quite infused the program 
with the pleasant, wafting aroma of a fully baked gamified experience. The 
following elements can be bonded with gamification to help design a more 
complete and comprehensive gamified learning experience:

 • Quiz software (Qz). Using quiz software such as Kahoot during 
a training session can be a fun way to introduce topics or engage 
learners in review activity. The system does all the work when it 
comes to keeping track of points and leaders, all you need to do is 
fill in the questions and the content. To bring this beyond a game 
into the realm of gamification, you can use quiz software as one 
element in a series of challenges whereby your learners must achieve 
a minimum threshold score to continue their quest for knowledge 
and new skills, only unlocking the next piece of content once the 
threshold has been reached.

 • Video (Vi). There are several ways video can play a part in a 
larger gamification initiative. First, presenting your learners with 
a challenge to generate learner-created content and share during a 
session or post as part of an online program can be a way to earn 
points or complete a challenge that unlocks additional content or 
feedback. Video can also be used to allow SMEs (or even actors) to 
present content as a clue or part of a game component that learners 
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need to piece together to uncover important content or be exposed 
to new skills.

 • Lesson plan (Lp). As mentioned at the start of this section, a game 
is something you play, while gamification is an intentional design 
strategy. Using a lesson plan (or for e-learning, a storyboard) to map 
out that design strategy can help you connect the dots and envision 
how a completely gamified program could work.

 • Assessment (As). Not only can you learn a lot about the answers and 
choices a participant makes during a gamified experience, but you can 
assess a lot about the learner and their ability to work with others and 
problem solve as well.

 • E-learning (El). Using a comprehensive narrative to help a learner 
navigate an overall learning experience can bring relevance to 
individual games and activities throughout an e-learning experience.

 • Augmented reality (Ar). When you think about the gamification 
of learning programs, there are a variety of technologies that 
can be helpful; encouraging participants to use their devices can 
broaden their learning opportunities. Integrating the element of 
augmented reality allows your participants to see things that aren’t 
actually physically present in the training environment, which can 
add a unique touch to your training program. Take advantage 
of software tools like Zappar and send your participants on an 
augmented reality–based quest or scavenger hunt as part of a broader 
gamification initiative.

 • Learning objectives taxonomy (Lo). The key to success for a 
gamified learning initiative—and the element that will ensure a fun, 
engaging experience is also a valuable, effective experience—is the 
learning objectives taxonomy that’s used, and specifically the learning 
objectives that have been defined for the program. If the activities 
don’t align with the best way to accomplish the learning objectives, 
then gamified or not, it’s not an effective learning program.

 • Games (Ga). It would be very difficult to generate a gamified learning 
experience without the use of games. However, you need to remember 
that games—even if you put a series of games into one learning 
experience—are not synonymous with gamification. The games 
chosen, the game-like elements integrated, and the comprehensive 
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nature of a learning experience are the pieces that need to be combined 
to create a truly gamified experience.

Element 22 
Change Management (Cm)

Learning initiatives without change management strategies are a bit like the 
world without hydrogen or helium; there’s just no lift.

When I became a training professional, I was very excited to get in front 
of a group and present, using a flipchart I had made or activities I’d come 
up with to meet the learning objectives. People would see me at conferences 
or other events, and they’d come up and tell me that they still remembered 
a training program I had delivered a year or two earlier. It was exciting, and 
my ego grew . . . until I began to ask a simple question: “That’s great to hear! 
What kinds of things did you change after the training session?”

They’d pause for a moment and think, then their response would go 
something like this: “You know, I can’t tell you specifics, but I really liked 
your training. It was one of the best I’ve ever been part of!”

That was the response I dreaded most. It frustrated me because training isn’t 
just about engaging people and making sure they enjoy the learning experience. 
At the end of the day, if an organization is investing time and money for someone 
to go through a training experience, it should result in some sort of behavior 
change or new skill adopted. This is where change management comes in.

Change management is a process in which intention is applied and an 
environment is created to help a person or organization do something new, 
different, or better. A number of models have been developed to guide a per-
son or organization through sustainable change, but at its core, change man-
agement is characterized by:

 • A structured process
 • A design with the intention to make adjustments sustainable

Notice the word “sustainable”; it’s not meant to be permanent. While 
effective change management is intended to move a person or organization 
from a current to a future state, progress can always be made and additional 
changes may need to be facilitated in the future. 

Change management is an underlying piece of ATD’s Talent Develop-
ment Capability Model, an element that is significant in the Impacting Orga-
nizational Capability. While this is often thought of more as a specialty of 
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organization development practitioners, anyone involved in training and 
instructional design should at least have a foundational understanding of the 
key concepts and models beneath change management. This is because:

 • Individual change leads to greater confidence. When participants 
learn a new skill or take away a job aid that helps them immediately 
solve a problem, they will generally be more willing to try other new 
things. With appropriate individual change management strategies in 
place, learning experiences can become a virtuous cycle. 

 • Seeing is believing. When needed change is observed happening in the 
halls of an organization, it builds champions among department heads, 
executives, and key influencers. These are the people who approve 
future learning initiatives, and they’re good allies to have, but we in 
turn must show them that our learning initiatives can be effective.

 • Sustainable change means demonstrable value. Whether a 
training initiative to implement a new sales model leads to increased 
sales or a learning program built to break down perceived silos leads 
to increased communication and higher employee satisfaction scores, 
measurable changes in individual and organizational behaviors 
can lead to important case studies and justification for the value of 
future learning initiatives.

Here are two of the most commonly used models of change management:
 • John Kotter’s 8-Step Change Model follows eight sequential steps 
that allow sustainable change to occur (there are no shortcuts for 
sustainable change):

 ° Create a sense of urgency.

 ° Form a powerful guiding coalition.

 ° Create a vision for the change.

 ° Enlist a volunteer army aligned with the change.

 ° Remove barriers to enable action.

 ° Generate and communicate short-term wins.

 ° Accelerate the change.

 ° Institutionalize the change.
 • Prosci’s ADKAR Framework helps individuals move through 
organizational change by navigating five steps:

 ° Awareness of the need for change

 ° Desire to support the change
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 ° Knowledge of how to change

 ° Ability to demonstrate skills and behaviors

 ° Reinforcement to make the change stick
Regardless of the model you choose or the structure you apply to ensure 

an environment in which sustainable change is possible, keep in mind that 
individual and organization change do not happen in a neat, straight line 
such as this:

Actual individual and organization change will typically look more like:

And that’s when you’ve put some effort into change management. This 
is why it’s important to have a plan, be prepared for backsliding, and be 
persistent in your efforts. Also, you should keep in mind that learning ini-
tiatives generally aren’t the only thing needed for organizational change—
they often need to be coupled with other elements, even when trying to 
encourage individual change.

Entire master’s degree-level programs are built around change manage-
ment. It’s important to find time to investigate the models and strategies, but 
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when it comes to other elements that can be bonded with change management 
to amplify its effect, consider the impact of:

 • Supervisor support (Su). This is covered in much more detail in 
chapter 2, but there is a significant body of research that points to 
the fact that if you want someone to apply what they’ve learned in a 
training program, their supervisor will be the most important factor. 
Identifying ways to engage the supervisor, whether you’re providing 
goal-setting resources or just communicating what’s possible from the 
training program, is essential if you want the program to have a chance 
to bring sustainable change.

 • Measuring for effectiveness (Me). Finding ways to assess the 
program’s effectiveness is the most tangible way to measure for impact 
and behavior change. This begins with identifying baseline data 
against which post-training data can be compared.

 • Follow up (Fu). While supervisor support is crucial, so is direct 
follow up with learners. Every change model includes a step related 
to maintaining the momentum that can be established through small 
victories. Your learners may be extremely motivated to apply new 
knowledge or skills when they’re in the moment of learning, but follow 
up, once they return to their regular workflow, will be an important 
contributor to long-term behavior change.

 • Levels of evaluation (Le). Having a variety of data points can help 
identify the efficacy of a change initiative at any given point in time. 
Knowing how many people participated in a session, what their reaction 
to the program was, how much they may have learned, whether they’ve 
been able to apply anything to their job, what the impact has been, and 
whether there has been any measurable return on the investment are all 
pieces of information that can be examined for a more complete picture 
of whether and to what degree a change has taken place.

 • Learning objectives taxonomy (Lo). If you want to change specific 
behaviors, that should be documented from the beginning of the 
design process. The learning objectives that are chosen and the 
activities connected to them will be all you have to steer your learners 
in the right direction.

 • Instructional design (Id). If change is the ultimate goal, then the 
need for that change should be assessed from the beginning and 
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strategies to support it—such as baseline data, program evaluation, 
goal setting, making the case for change during the instruction, 
supervisor support, and follow up—need to be part of the overall 
program design.

 • Data (Dt). Whether qualitative or quantitative, measurement 
determines the need for change and whether it has taken place.

 • Goal setting (Gs). It’s one thing to want to change; it’s a whole 
other thing to have a specific idea of what needs to change. Offering 
learners an opportunity to reflect on where they may have knowledge 
or skills gaps, and what and how they can apply following the training 
program, is important. Preparing something for them to discuss with 
their supervisor as part of their goals is even more important. 

Element 30 
Levels of Evaluation (Le)

Have you ever collected end-of-training evaluation forms and, as soon as the 
last participant is out the door, hurried to scan through the comments? Lots 
of “that was the best training I’ve ever received” can absolutely make your 
day. Of course, reading “that was a total waste of time”—even if it’s the only 
negative comment in 50 evaluation forms—can be soul crushing.

The thing is, those post-training evaluation forms are only one way to 
evaluate the program, and we shouldn’t put too much weight on any particular 
evaluation component. Each one provides a data point that tells a story—the 
more data points, the more complete story we can tell.

Element 30, levels of evaluation, is characterized by three properties:
 • Determines the effectiveness or success of a training program
 • Uses qualitative and quantitative measures
 • Gathered at various points between the actual training event and a 
specified time following the event

There are six commonly used levels of evaluation. Levels 1–4 are commonly 
attributed to Donald Kirkpatrick and collectively referred to as Kirkpatrick’s 
Four Levels of Evaluation. Various attributions have been given to Levels 0 and 
5, which may offer a more complete view, depending on how you use the data.

 • Level 0: Attendance or course completion. Also referred to as the 
“butts-in-seats” metric, this level measures how many people attended 
a training course or completed an e-learning program. While high 
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numbers may be little more than a vanity metric (the fact that you’ve 
trained 4,500 people in a year may mean you’ve been busy, but does it 
tell us how effective you were?), low numbers could lead decision makers 
to question the investment in developing certain training programs. 

 • Level 1: Learner reaction. Also commonly referred to as “smile sheets” 
(which you’ll learn more about in chapter 3), this level of evaluation 
provides the first quantitative and qualitative glimpse at how a learning 
program has been received by the participants. High scores or effusive 
praise may indicate the course (or the instructor) was popular, but they 
don’t guarantee that learning has happened or that new skills have been 
developed. Low scores, however, could mean that participants were 
turned off for some reason and may merit further investigation to decide 
whether changes to the program should be made.

 • Level 2: Knowledge gain or learning. Measuring learning or 
knowledge gain is traditionally done using pre- and post-tests to 
compare what someone knew before the training program began with 
how they performed on a similar set of questions after the program 
ends. While this is a logical way to collect information, there is a 
danger of putting too much stock in post-test results, especially if the 
post-test is administered at the end of the training program while 
the information is still fresh. Giving a post-test several days or even a 
week after the program ends may provide a more accurate indicator 
of knowledge gain, although getting people to take a post-test after 
they’ve left the training room may be tricky.

The first three levels of evaluation are typically collected during a training 
event. The next three are generally monitored and measured at some point 
following a training event.

 • Level 3: Transfer to the job or behavior change. Has the learner 
applied new knowledge or skills to their daily routine? This is typically 
measured in one of three ways. 

 ° First, you can send a post-training survey to the participants, asking 
them to report on anything they’ve applied from the training 
program. While this is an important data point to determine the 
effectiveness of a training initiative, there is danger in self-reporting 
because participants will typically want to make themselves look as 
good as possible. 
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 ° A second way to measure Level 3 is to send the participants’ 
supervisors a survey asking if they’ve observed a change in behavior. 
This may be a more objective instrument, but the response rates 
from supervisors are typically lower. 

 ° A third method is for someone to observe the participants in 
action and complete an observation form. This is often used in 
the education and early childhood sectors, where principals or 
instructional coaches will observe teachers in action and note 
observations, sometimes providing feedback as well.

 • Level 4: Results or impact. Did the learning program yield the results 
you were hoping for? This can (kind of) be determined if baseline data 
has been collected and compared with post-training performance. For 
example, if a training program was designed to increase the adoption 
of a new computer system, did the adoption actually increase? If 
the program was intended to decrease the amount of rework in a 
manufacturing facility, did that happen following the training program? 
As with every other level of evaluation, you’ll have to use some caution 
in looking at these results. Are you sure that training was the sole cause 
for any movement in the metrics? Correlations can be inferred, but 
causation is much harder to demonstrate.

 • Level 5: Return on investment. This is perhaps the trickiest level to 
calculate, but some organizations insist on using ROI as a measure of 
training effectiveness and value. At Level 5, you’re basically asking: 
How much did it cost to put together the training program, and 
by how much did it increase revenue or reduce costs? You may have 
a challenge determining the direct costs associated with putting 
together a training program, such as how much to allocate to training 
staff time, SME time, materials, and participants’ time attending 
the program? On the other side of the equation, how much of a 
rise in revenue or reduction in cost is owed to the training program 
compared with a shift in market conditions, efficiencies gained in 
other organizational initiatives, or other factors?

As you can see, each level provides a glimpse of program effectiveness 
from a different point in time, and each level offers imperfect data. Keep 
in mind that not every training program needs to be measured at every 
level. To determine which levels are most appropriate for your next training 
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initiative, you’ll have to determine what you want success to look like. And 
be sure to ask that question before you begin designing the program. It’s 
very difficult to collect baseline data, for example, after you’ve already 
launched the learning program.

As you think through how these levels of evaluation can integrate with the 
design of your learning program, you may want to bond this element with one 
or more of the following:

 • Supervisor support (Su). When you find ways to enlist the support 
of your learners’ supervisors, they can help the learners find the 
relevance and importance of your content, which can boost Level 1 
scores. Supervisor observations are also key to a more objective  
Level 3 evaluation.

 • Audience response (Re). While pre- and post-testing are perhaps 
the most common way to formally conduct Level 2 evaluations, there 
are many opportunities to gather in-the-moment data around how 
much and whether learning is taking place. Using audience response 
software can be an informal way to collect Level 1 (reaction) and  
Level 2 (knowledge) evaluation data.

 • Quiz software (Qz). Similar to audience response tools, quiz software 
can help you gather Level 2 information during the flow of a training 
program. Most quiz software allows you to review participant results 
and generate reports after participants have completed the quiz (which 
is often conducted in the form of a game).

 • Dialogue education (De). Similar to several other examples 
discussed, the element of dialogue education can be an intentional 
yet informal way to measure Levels 1 and 2 during the course of a 
training program. When participants are engaged in conversation and 
dialogue, it’s much easier to observe how much they’re picking up 
and retaining.

 • Learning objectives taxonomy (Lo). Identifying the appropriate 
objectives on which to focus and connecting them with the 
appropriate activities is the only way to ensure you’re able to accurately 
measure the right things.

 • Instructional design (Id). As with everything else in this chapter, 
once you’ve determined which levels of evaluation are important, they 
should be part of the overall design of the learning program. Pre- and 
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post-tests will take up precious session time. Efforts at Level 3 and 
Level 4 evaluation should be announced and even designed as part of 
the overall program, meaning learners must respond to post-training 
surveys so you can collect that data before they receive their certificate 
of completion for the course.

 • Data (Dt). While all levels of evaluation are data points, it may be 
necessary to collect other information before you can make sense of 
the evaluation results. Baseline data and data on outside factors can all 
offer greater context, which will make any data collected as part of the 
levels of evaluation more meaningful.

Element 31 
Visual Design (Vd)

Which slide is easier for you to process, slide 1 or slide 2?

Slide 1 Slide 2

A simple closed shape in Euclidean 

geometry. It is the set of all points in a plane 

that are at a given distance from a given 

point, the center; equivalently it is the curve 

traced out by a point that moves so that its 

distance from a given point is constant.

This exercise was taken from a presentation, delivered by my friend Mike 
Taylor, entitled “A Few Things L&D Should Steal From the Marketing 
Department,” and if you’re anything like participants from his sessions, you’ll 
agree that slide 2 is easier to process. It’s simpler and more inviting. 

The element of visual design may be overlooked and sometimes dis-
carded because many of us are not natural graphic designers, and we’re 
busy and just need some slides to accompany our amazingly designed con-
tent. If you’re like me and have limited visual design instincts, you may 
want to try out a tool designed to help generate better slides and graphics. 
Some of the more popular visual design tools in use today include Canva, 
Visme, and Slidebean.
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Let’s take a closer look at this element, what it is, and why it may be more 
important that you’d think.

First, when we talk about visual design, we’re talking about the environ-
ment we create when we put visual assets—PowerPoint slides, handouts, flip-
charts, and job aids—on display for our learners. This element is characterized 
by one simple property: the intentional layout of visual imagery.

Good visual design often goes unnoticed, as if we collectively say: “We 
expected that.” Poor visual design can be ignored by some, but rarely goes 
unnoticed. Let’s look at four reasons why you ought to pay close attention to 
this element:

 • It establishes the tone. Just by looking at your materials, will 
participants think that your session will be light and engaging? 
Verbose and dull? Visual design is often the first impression your 
learners will have of your program.

 • It sends a message. Even when you think you’re being unintentional, 
you’re making a choice. It’s a choice to spend time finding just the 
right image. It’s a choice to adjust the font or color scheme or layout to 
be just right. It’s a choice to scratch out some messaging on a flipchart 
at the last minute. It’s a choice to take your time and prepare your 
visual imagery . . . or not.

 • It has the power to help everyone see themselves. Do the people in 
your materials look like everyone who will go through your learning 
experience? It’s very easy to just grab the first photo that seems 
to meet your needs, but “the first photo” typically shows a white 
businessperson. This is one of the most important (and often most 
overlooked) aspects of visual design. Can everyone see themselves in 
your materials?

 • It can make it easier to learn. The first two images in this section 
about visual design presented the same information. One used a 
whole lot of text to describe a circle. The other used a simple image. 
There may be times when a detailed, technical narrative is the most 
appropriate way to share information. Then again, there are a lot more 
times when a simple visual image accompanied by verbal explanation, 
discussion, and dialogue can make it easier and more effective to learn. 
The less energy learners need to put into deciphering your visuals, the 
more energy they can put into actively engaging with you.
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To prevent the common underuse of visual design, you may wish to bond 
this element with any of the following:

 • Word (Wd). Microsoft Word is not a graphic design program, but 
that doesn’t mean you can’t put in the effort. Yes, some wonky things 
can happen with the formatting, especially when you try to combine 
documents, but well-designed, clearly laid out handouts, participant 
guides, and job aids are more inviting and more likely to be saved and 
used after a training session ends.

 • PowerPoint (Pp). I’m always surprised by how many features are 
available in PowerPoint. In addition to the more popular features such 
as font, color, and layout choices, you can do some basic editing of 
images (removing items from the background, adjusting the color or 
transparency, and so forth) and basic cleanup of tables and charts to 
emphasize the data most important to your content and message. 

 • Adult learning (Al). Keep in mind that adult learning, at its core, is 
ensuring learners understand the relevance of your content to their 
lives. Economizing on words, emphasizing key concepts, and making 
sure any data presented is clearly labeled and reduces the amount of 
guesswork your learners need to engage in are all ways to bring adult 
learning theory into your visual design.

 • Flipchart (Fc). When you choose to generate analog visual aids such 
as posters and flipcharts, be sure to take your time and prepare as 
much as you can in advance. Flipcharts can be powerful tools to which 
you and your learners refer all day.

 • Rapid authoring (Ra). Rapid authoring tools have made it easy for 
anyone to generate e-learning modules. Keep in mind that simply because a  
tool is easy to use doesn’t mean that you have a license to leave the learning 
materials ugly. Even when you’re under time and budget pressures, taking 
some time to make sure the visual experience is clean and doesn’t look 
like someone just used the default settings can make an impact on how 
your learners perceive the credibility of your course and your content.

Element 39 
Learning Objectives Taxonomy (Lo)

The first thing you may be asking is: Why are we focused on the learning 
objectives taxonomy as opposed to simply focusing on learning objectives? 
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It’s a good question considering that learning objectives are the most funda-
mentally important element of training design. 

When many nontraining professionals are asked for their objectives, they 
often say things like “I’m going to talk about X topic,” or “In the next 30 
minutes, I’m going to cover six objectives.” What they’re really saying is that 
they have six talking points or their own goals for a session. True learning 
objectives are written in a learner-centric format, often completing some vari-
ation of “By the end of this session, the learners will be able to . . .”

Of course, there’s no need to get into a debate with a SME about whether 
they’re coming to you with true learning objectives or presentation goals and 
talking points. They don’t really care what the nerdy, inside baseball defi-
nition of learning objectives may be. Our job is to translate their goals and 
talking points into true learning objectives that help accomplish the overall 
purpose of the learning program.

That said, it is absolutely essential that we, as learning professionals, are 
clear on what learning objectives are. Their purpose is to clearly and with spec-
ificity state what a learner should be able to do now or differently or better as 
the result of a training program. As long as you have the right learning objec-
tives, your session can almost plan itself.

If you state that your learners will be able to list the five steps of your 
company’s sales process, then you should logically have a component in which 
you introduce those five steps, and some sort of activity in which participants 
are tasked with recalling and listing those steps.

But what if you state that your learners will be able to demonstrate the 
five steps of your company’s sales process? Changing that one verb means that 
your training program should look different. You’d still introduce the steps 
of the process, and perhaps you’ll have a component in which participants 
need to recall and list those steps. However, if your objective is for learners to 
demonstrate those five steps, then you’ll also need to be an activity in which 
participants practice using those five steps, probably with some sort of real-life 
simulation or role play.

With element 39, the words—and specifically the verbs—you choose, 
matter. Therein lies the “taxonomy” component. A taxonomy is a way of orga-
nizing and clustering concepts. 

Perhaps the most well-known model for learning objectives taxonomy is 
Bloom’s Taxonomy, which in its original form divides the intention behind 
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your learning program into the following six categories from simplest to 
most complex:

 • Knowledge. How can we get learners to know something? This 
aligns with objectives using verbs such as define, list, identify,  
or describe.

 • Comprehension. How can we get learners to understand something? 
This aligns with objectives using verbs such as compare, explain, 
describe, or infer.

 • Application. How can we get learners to use something? This aligns 
with objectives using verbs such as demonstrate, use, create, or apply.

 • Analysis. How can we get learners to think critically about 
something? This aligns with objectives using verbs such as analyze, 
differentiate, decide, or debate.

 • Synthesis. How can we get learners to put concepts together on 
their own? This aligns with objectives using verbs such as hypothesize, 
integrate, revise, or plan.

 • Evaluation. How can we get learners to place value judgments on 
concepts? This aligns with objectives using verbs or phrases such as 
assess, observe and provide peer feedback, perform a self-evaluation,  
or justify.

Bloom’s Taxonomy was revised in 2001, and the resulting Taxonomy for 
Teaching, Learning, and Assessment renamed the six categories to remem-
ber, understand, apply, analyze, evaluate, and create. There are a handful of 
other models for a learning objectives taxonomy as well. Keep in mind that 
all models are flawed, but some are useful if you understand the underlying 
principles of the model. 

Using a learning objectives taxonomy can be extremely useful when map-
ping learning objectives to the business need of your learning program. If 
you simply want to generate awareness of a new policy or program without 
needing your learners to practice or develop corresponding skills, then draft-
ing learning objectives from the knowledge or comprehension cluster may 
be adequate. If supervisors across your organization have identified a skills 
gap, an application-related learning objective would be appropriate. If you 
are training a group of new managers in a leadership development program, 
objectives that encourage synthesis and evaluation may be most appropriate.
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Bonding your learning objectives taxonomy with the following elements 
may prove useful when deciding at which level your learners will be able to 
demonstrate successful completion of your program:

 • Soapbox (Sb). Using this software tool, you’ll be able to select from a 
list of prepared learning objectives. Once you decide which objectives 
are appropriate for your learning program, the software will generate a 
series of activities to help participants achieve those objectives.

 • Audience response (Re). If you are satisfied with learning objectives 
at the knowledge or comprehension level, using audience response 
software can help you check for knowledge and understanding.

 • Quiz software (Qz). Similar to audience response, you may choose to 
use game-like quiz software to put a different spin on the knowledge 
or understanding levels.

 • Dialogue education (De). Due to the very nature of engaging in 
dialogue, the element of dialogue education will typically push training 
programs to “higher” levels along any taxonomy of learning objectives. 

 • Lesson plan (Lp). It’s one thing to jot down a few learning objectives 
as you begin to plan a training program. Using a lesson plan can help 
ensure you connect specific talking points and activity instructions to 
each learning objective.

 • Microlearning (Mc). Microlearning programs are, by their nature, 
extremely short. It’s essential that you define exactly what someone 
should be able to do as a result, which can help keep the micro-
experience tight, relevant, and effective.

Element 40 
Instructional Design (Id)

Instructional design is the intentional process of deciding how (or if) training 
can help solve a problem, determining the best way to create a learning experi-
ence that will address the problem, and then evaluating the effectiveness of the 
learning experience. These are some core properties of instructional design:

 • A structured approach
 • A needs analysis, program design, and assessment (at a minimum)
 • An engaging learning experience intended to meet an individual or 
organizational need
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As with just about every other gas-like element on this periodic table, 
there are a variety of models that practitioners use for instructional design. 
Perhaps the most commonly used instructional design model is ADDIE:

 • Analysis. What is the problem or challenge to be addressed and how 
do we know it’s a problem or challenge?

 • Design. What is the most effective way to deliver a learning experience 
that can address the problem or challenge?

 • Development. How do we create the learning experience and who 
needs to be involved in the content development, activity development, 
and review of materials?

 • Implementation. How, when, where, and with whom can we bring 
the learning experience to life?

 • Evaluation. How effective was the learning experience?
While this model is sequential, it is also cyclical. In an ideal world, after you 

evaluate the learning experience, you’ll return to the analysis phase to determine 
if there’s still a need, and if so, if the design needs to be modified, and so on.

Using an instructional design model is important because it provides 
structure to the development of a learning experience. I have been approached 
too many times by someone who insists that training is necessary to address a 
problem or challenge. As an eager-to-please, early career training professional, 
I would jump right into the design phase as soon as someone came to me with 
a training request. If I had been more rigorous in applying any sort of instruc-
tional design model to my craft, I would have instead methodically begun 
with some sort of analysis to determine what the problem was and whether 
training was the right solution. There were times when I’d design a highly 
engaging program that didn’t actually solve the problem, because it wasn’t 
a training problem. I may have called myself an instructional designer at the 
time, but I was really more of an order taker.

As you explore the practice of instructional design, you may wish to bond 
it with any of these other elements:

 • Measuring for effectiveness (Me). Regardless of the instructional 
design model that you choose to use, the final piece of the process will 
always involve evaluation, assessing, or measuring for effectiveness. 
The key is to include any sort of measurement into the design of the 
program so that it is a natural part of the learning experience and not 
simply an add-on after the fact.
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 • Learning boosts (Lb). One of the biggest challenges of looking 
at a two-dimensional visual representation of a model on paper or 
your computer screen is that it’s easy to lose sight of the depth that 
goes into a process like instructional design. Steps such as design or 
implementation should not be thought of as one-time components. 
Incorporating an element such as learning boosts will mean that 
implementation is not a one-time event, but rather a series of pieces 
that make up a larger, more comprehensive learning experience.

 • Gamification (Gm). You can learn a lot about people—the way 
they respond to pressure or adversity, work within a structured 
environment, adhere to rules, or choose to problem solve—through 
game play. Incorporating a string of game-based elements into the 
design of a learning experience can be a particularly useful strategy, as 
long as it aligns with the learning objectives that have been established 
to address a challenge or problem.

 • Learning objectives taxonomy (Lo). As you’ve read earlier in this 
chapter, choosing the right learning objectives and connecting them 
to the appropriate learning activities is a core piece to any effective 
design step.

 • Data (Dt). This element is a kind of alpha and omega when it comes 
to instructional design. Data will be an essential piece when kicking off 
an instructional design project and performing the initial assessment. 
Collecting good data during and following the implementation of a 
learning experience will be crucial when evaluating the effectiveness of 
the program.

Reflection: How Is Your Learning Program’s Air Quality?
When gas-like elements are used appropriately, it’s almost like you don’t know 
they exist. When they’re not present at all or when they are used poorly or 
too much, it can be hard to take in the content that’s being shared during a 
learning program. Use Table 1-1 to determine the “air quality” of your learn-
ing programs. Are there elements that you need to use with more frequency? 
Are there times when certain elements are being overused or used poorly in 
combination with other elements? Are any elements being piped into your 
learning programs in an effective formula that should never be taken for 
granted or forgotten?
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Then answer the question: What research, reading, training, or actions 
do I need to take to be able to pump more of these elements into my learn-
ing programs?

Table 1-1.	Air	Quality	Monitor

Poor Air Quality 
(There is a noticeable 
absence of these 
elements.)

Smoggy
(These elements are 
overused.)

Clear
(These elements seem 
to be used in the right 
proportion. I don’t 
even notice them.)

Adult	Learning	(Al) 

Dialogue	Education	(De)

Gamification	(Gm) 

Change	Management	(Cm)

Levels	of	Evaluation	(Le)

Visual	Design	(Vd) 

Learning	Objectives	Taxonomy	(Lo)

Instructional	Design	(Id)
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