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Preface: “The Night  
Before Training”

by Diana L. Howles

’Twas the morn of a weekday,
When throughout virtual space,

Each learner logged in, 
With anticipation on their face.

They grabbed cups of coffee, 
Clicked their join link with care,

In hopes their facilitator,
Soon would be there.

And I in my home office,
Nestled snug in my seat,

Dressed professional on top,
But in yoga pants with bare feet.

My producer joined too,
With a ring light in tow,

Settling in for virtual training,
Musing how it might go.

When more rapid than fire,
From across the globe, they all came,

We welcomed them onscreen,
And greeted them by name. 
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But then to my surprise,
There arose such a clatter,

I checked the participant panel,
To see what was the matter.

We heard dogs barking, adults talking, 
Kids screaming down the hall,

I asked learners to mute,
To be less distracting for all.

They turned on their cameras,
But their silhouettes—how shrouded,

Their headroom—too spacious,
Their backgrounds—so crowded.

They posted chats, clicked reactions,
Raised virtual hands at will, 

But when I asked a discussion question,
I heard crickets; all was still.

Then what to their wondering ears,
did they hear,

But my producer and I saying, 
“Breakouts are near!”

Away to their breakouts,
They tried to join in a flash,
It worked on the third try,

Which was quite the mad dash.

Learners brainstormed on whiteboards, 
With colleagues so dear,

Then returned to the main session,
To debrief with good cheer.
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But then to my astonishment,
What did my bewildered eyes see?

I lost my internet connection,
No one could hear me!

I hurried to network settings, 
Heartbeat racing—what was wrong?

It looked like an outage,
But I didn’t know for how long.

I texted my producer,
To forge ahead without me,

Found the hotspot on my phone,
And reconnected with plan B.

But the end of virtual training, 
Had finally drawn near,

And my producer and I realized,
There was nothing left to fear.

We wanted to learn from these lessons,
Take our training to the next level,
Because that would be something,

In which we could revel.

So, close whiteboard,
Clear annotations,

Tidy desks where we sat.
Close poll results,

Stop screen sharing,
Post evaluation link in chat.

And I heard learners exclaim,
As they smiled real cute,

“It’s a good thing we read lips,
’cause you’re . . . still on mute!”
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Introduction

“I keep on making what I can’t do yet in 
order to learn to be able to do it.”

—Vincent van Gogh, artist

The year was 2000. The large financial organization I worked for had 
recently purchased a new web conferencing platform. I was a corporate 
trainer at the time and remember being amazed as I watched an IT col-
league demonstrate how it worked. She showed us how real-time collabora-
tion and communication was possible from anywhere, anytime. Later, my 
manager suggested this could be a way for us to connect remotely with field 
staff, train internal staff, and educate external customers. I began using the 
platform to train employees and customers, and presented on the technol-
ogy at company conferences to showcase what was possible. As a seasoned 
in-person trainer, I found this fresh online medium fascinating. It may have 
been the combination of technology and multimedia, the fact that it was a 
challenge, or the novelty of it all, but something deep down in me seemed 
to intuitively know it could be a game changer. Simply put, I was hooked. 

And now, more than two decades later, I still find the live online learn-
ing medium exciting and brimming with possibility for greater innovation 
and opportunity. I strive to challenge myself to continually improve, with 
frequent reminders to step back so I can view things in new ways, discard 
what doesn’t work, and eagerly build upon what does. It’s also exciting to 
watch modern virtual training tools rapidly improve. We are fortunate to 
have many more affordances than we did before. 
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A Brief Virtual Training Case Study
Recently, I met with a new US client via video call to learn more about 
their organization, and how I might assist. They had requested a virtual 
training class on professional online presence for all their employees. 
Some staff were local and worked from home and in the office, while oth-
ers worked out of state. More than 95 percent of their customer meetings 
were online, and many were on camera. As we talked about key con-
cepts we could address, the organization’s leaders and staff management 
assured me they would have conversations with staff afterward about 
key principles that could be incorporated into their development plans. 
Because this organization already used Zoom, we decided to deliver train-
ing via this platform. A week before the session, I met with my client 
contact to ensure our shared technology was working as expected. The 
following week, my client—who also offered to play the producer role—
logged in early with me to ensure all was working correctly so I could post 
a welcome in chat, prepare my whiteboard, pull up supporting visuals, 
check the quality of my audio, frame myself on camera, and be ready for 
participants to join. 

As the training program began, I was intentional about creating a wel-
coming environment and mindful of the energy I was projecting. Knowing 
enthusiasm takes a hit online, I tried to generate twice my normal energy 
level. At the same time, I was strategic. I knew the reasons behind what I 
was asking learners to do each moment and where I hoped it would lead 
the group at large. For example, I helped learners warm up their partici-
pation in a fun and easy way. I asked them to post in chat what footwear 
they were currently wearing (such as barefoot, slippers, socks, or shoes). 
Behind the scenes, my real intention was to ensure everyone successfully 
posted a chat. Once they did this, I knew they would be much more likely to 
chat again during the forthcoming substantive learning activities, primar-
ily because they had already done it.

Throughout the virtual training, I was also intentional about being con-
versational and using a natural inflection in my voice to create more interest. 
I customized the session by offering examples from the organization and 
using their business lingo, which I had learned during the preliminary calls. 
When they divided into small breakout groups, they were able to critique 
and apply some of the key points of online presence that we had discussed. 
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I listened carefully to what participants said and spoke their first names 
aloud when connecting back to their previous comments. I genuinely 
complimented their insights and verbally rewarded their contributions to 
encourage more of the same.

At one point, I paused to ask a specific question so participants could 
stop and think. No one responded initially, and some silence followed. 
However, knowing the value of giving learners space to think, I waited 
several seconds more, and sure enough, a learner came off mute to share 
her thoughts, and then more shared after that. By the end, the participants 
had joyfully discovered what they didn’t know about what they didn’t know. 
Going forward, leadership agreed to hold follow-up conversations with staff 
and incorporate takeaways into development plans as part of their ongoing 
performance review discussions.

In this example, you’ve read about the wide range of opportunities 
available to virtual trainers to engage participants as well as the diversity of 
capabilities required to create the most effective learning experience. All of 
this and more will be covered in this book.

The Joy and the Rise of Virtual Training
Part of the fun of virtual training is that although you thoroughly prepare 
ahead of time, once you go live, anything can happen. This is part of its 
adventurous nature. Because of this, flexibility is key. For instance, during 
the session you might need to adjust your original order of content, remove 
an activity on the fly, add something relevant you think of in the moment, 
speed up a bit because you’re falling behind schedule, or extend chat time 
because the rich discussion is going so well. Regardless, live online learn-
ing is an adventure that certainly benefits from preparation but must also 
be approached with openness. In this way, it truly becomes a unique jour-
ney between you and your learners as it unfolds in real time.

Although live online training has been a credible delivery platform 
for more than two decades, it experienced widespread adoption during 
the COVID-19 pandemic. In 2020 and 2021, when many employees from 
global organizations worked from home, virtual training platforms and 
web conferencing use skyrocketed. According to an ATD research report, 
92 percent of the more than 430 organizations surveyed identified health, 
safety, and travel concerns from the pandemic as the top reasons for using 
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virtual training platforms. Nearly all surveyed had converted some tradi-
tional classroom training to virtual training during the pandemic (ATD 
2021). Millions quickly adopted technologies to support synchronous 
training across time and distance. Not only could employees now work 
from anywhere, but virtual facilitators could also train from anywhere. 
Zoom, for example, became one of those widely adopted platforms. After 
completing its first quarter, Zoom predicted annual revenue of $4 billion 
for fiscal year 2021, which was up approximately 50 percent from 2020. 
And when the pandemic first began, Zoom’s revenue quadrupled from 
2019 to 2020 (Liedtke 2021). 

As organizations continue to embrace hybrid work models, their reli-
ance on video conferencing and virtual training platforms for professional 
development remains. Suffice to say, online learning and virtual training 
are here to stay. 

Next Level Virtual Training
Just as organizations scrambled to manage the transition to working 
remotely during the COVID-19 pandemic, so too did talent development 
functions. They were required to manage the shift of their in-person learn-
ing and development offerings to virtual. This meant trainers, facilitators, 
and educators needed to quickly learn or relearn some basic virtual training 
skills to keep their programs running and their customers learning. Often, 
they were looking for guidance just to keep their heads above water. Because 
we no longer live in a world where workplace training occurs 100 percent 
in-person, talent development professionals cannot settle for novice skills. 
To continue to best serve their organizations, learners, and customers, they 
will need to take their abilities to the next level.

So, what does it mean to go from basic to the next level? There is a dif-
ference between going through the motions as a virtual trainer and truly 
excelling by doing your best work. To guide professional development 
toward excellence, this book introduces you to the Virtual Trainer Capabil-
ity Model, which identifies eight areas of expertise for the top virtual pro-
fessional. Working toward proficiency in all these skills represents the full 
range of what it means to facilitate at the next level. Skill mastery in only 
one of these areas is not sufficient. 



xvIntroduction

Who Should Read This Book?
Maybe you have been facilitating online for a few years but are now ready 
to move beyond the basics. Or perhaps you are familiar with available tools 
and virtual platforms, and you want to learn how to hone your craft even 
more. Do you find yourself asking, “What can I do to develop my live online 
facilitator skills?” “How can I be a more effective designer for virtual train-
ing?” “What other skills do I need?” “What else do I need to know about 
being a modern facilitator in a hybrid work environment?” or “What does a 
virtual trainer’s development path look like?” 

If you professionally facilitate live online learning, this book is for you. 
You might refer to yourself as a virtual trainer, a live online facilitator, a 
synchronous educator, an online adult education instructor, an instruc-
tional designer, a learning experience designer, or something similar. In 
this book, I use both virtual trainer and virtual facilitator interchangeably. 
Developers, evaluators, and producers of virtual training or online adult 
education will also find this helpful.

This book intentionally goes beyond the basics. Much of the existing 
body of work on the subject addresses the foundations of virtual training 
such as what virtual training is, its key features, how to make the business 
case for adopting virtual training, how to select a platform, how to transi-
tion from instructor-led to online learning, how to set up your workstation, 
tools and exercises, and how to prepare participants, facilitators, and pro-
ducers. These excellent contributions have established a solid foundation 
and body of knowledge for the profession. Now there is a need to modern-
ize and provide a framework for professional growth that builds upon and 
goes beyond what is currently written on the topic. 

How Will This Book Help You?
This book will teach you how to advance beyond the basics of virtual 
training and online synchronous instruction. In doing so, it introduces 
a capability model for synchronous facilitators, applies learning experi-
ence design to live online learning, provides an in-depth chapter on how 
to develop on-camera competence as a virtual trainer, and addresses the 
dos and the don’ts of combining on-site and online learners in hybrid 
training classes.
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Importantly, this book is more about actionable tips, techniques, and 
strategies, rather than the technology itself. Technology changes, but 
solid principles for how to use it do not. I’ve personally used many plat-
forms over the past decades, including PlaceWare (which later became 
Microsoft Office Live Meeting), InterWise, HorizonLive, Elluminate Live!, 
NetMeeting, Macromedia’s Breeze Meeting, Digitell, RingCentral, Blackboard 
Collaborate, Microsoft Teams, GoToTraining, Webex, Adobe Connect, and 
Zoom. Most platforms share common tools. Regardless of which platform 
you or your organization uses, you want to keep yourself up-to-date and do 
your best to leverage the affordances of each platform.

As virtual trainers and educators, we experience how deeply rewarding 
it is to help learners journey toward that aha moment. In a similar vein, it 
is my deepest hope that this book pushes you further than you thought pos-
sible, and you are inspired by new ideas that then trigger new ideas of your 
own. Take and apply the nuggets that resonate with you to help you tune 
and polish your craft. 

Chapter 1 introduces you to the Virtual Trainer Capability Model, which 
identifies eight key areas of expertise. It is intended to serve as a framework 
for your professional development. These areas of expertise are:

 • Experience design
 • Environment shaping
 • Online facilitation
 • Facilitator presence
 • Technical fluency
 • Dynamic engagement
 • Agile troubleshooting
 • Evaluating impact

Chapter 2 focuses on the first virtual training capability: experience 
design. This skill set challenges you to approach the design of virtual training 
as an overarching experience from pre-class assignments all the way to post-
class follow-up. You will learn how to include target learners in the design 
process and collect their valuable perspectives on course design. As learning 
designers, you also want to create learning experiences that integrate all the 
learning dimensions: cognitive, emotional, social, and behavioral.

Chapter 3 describes how to cultivate a successful virtual environment 
that is conducive to learning. To do this we focus on the second capability: 
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environment shaping. Facilitators must build community by leveraging the 
social experience dimension and creatively sourcing ways for learners to 
connect and discover shared commonality. Just as facilitators shape learn-
ing environments, so do environments shape learners and their overall 
online experience. 

Chapter 4 delves into strategies to take your online facilitation capabil-
ity up a notch. You may be familiar with the basics of facilitation but are 
now ready to try some advanced techniques. You will learn how to make 
the invisible audible and increase learner agency. Skilled facilitators also 
need to place learners at the center as they guide them to be co-creators of 
their own learning.

Chapter 5 provides in-depth professional tips on how to develop 
on-camera competency as a live online facilitator (the facilitator presence 
capability). You’ll learn, for example, how to use the three-finger rule for 
framing. Although facilitators do not need to always be on camera, they 
should still know how to professionally polish their on-camera presence 
during purposeful connection moments.

Chapter 6 focuses on what you can do to further enhance your facilitator 
presence by improving audio quality and vocal delivery. Techniques include 
speaking with an informal, conversational style, using personal pronouns, 
and tips on how to slow your speaking rate. Learn how to improve facilitator 
presence by taking small actions to adjust audio quality and your voice.

Chapter 7 discusses how to refine your technical fluency. Facilitators 
need to strategically leverage tools in today’s virtual training platforms to 
help achieve their desired learning outcomes. For example, just using a poll 
for the sake of using a poll can be a missed opportunity for building curios-
ity, checking knowledge, encouraging reflection, or providing immediate 
corrective feedback. This chapter explores the tools available in a facilita-
tor’s modern tool box and how to use them at the right time for the right 
reason with the right activity.

Chapter 8 details new ways to leverage movement to your advantage 
when training online with the sixth capability: dynamic engagement. For 
example, you will learn how to employ strategies to avoid learner habitu-
ation as well as how to draw attention rather than lose it. Facilitators will 
learn to leverage the power of movement in multiple ways to engage learn-
ers throughout virtual sessions.
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Chapter 9 offers a framework for agile troubleshooting by addressing 
the technological challenges that can often occur. You will learn what you 
can do to minimize or alleviate the risk of things going wrong, manage the 
expected and unexpected, and keep training moving forward. For example, if 
you encounter a complex technical issue, have a ready-made, topic-relevant 
assignment in your back pocket to assign learners. This gives participants a 
related learning activity they can do independently, as a group on a white-
board, or via paired chat while you or your producer troubleshoot. 

Chapter 10 discusses the importance of evaluating impact and whether 
your live online sessions met their goals. This involves collecting data on 
the effectiveness of your virtual training program, so you can examine its 
effect from the learners’ reactions to the training all the way to the broader 
impact on the organization. You’ll want to measure the value of virtual 
training based on initial learning objectives, as well as what matters most 
to the learners, their managers, and your stakeholders. This chapter also 
explores the possibilities for future innovation in the industry.

Chapter 11 explores how to craft effective blended learning solutions. 
This chapter does not focus exclusively on one capability; instead it includes 
them all. It addresses how to successfully pair synchronous online training 
with asynchronous components to maximize learning’s effectiveness. For 
example, you might offload independent activities like podcasts, reading 
articles, videos, infographics, on-demand tutorials, or reflection exercises 
as asynchronous elements to supplement virtual training classes as part of 
the overall training program. You’ll also find evidence-based research sup-
porting blended learning’s superiority when it comes to improving learn-
ing outcomes.

Chapter 12 explores the unique challenge of hybrid or live mixed learn-
ing where virtual facilitators train learners concurrently who are both 
online and on-site in real time. To succeed in this environment, you’ll need 
to tap into all the capabilities covered in the book. We will explore consid-
erations like using a lead facilitator in one location and a co-facilitator in 
another, keeping class size small, and adapting learning activities for both 
locations. Whether live mixed learning is appropriate for your organiza-
tion depends on the technology you must have to support it, your ability to 
source multiple facilitators, and your design flexibility, ability to keep total 
class size small, and access to additional IT support. 
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As you advance through the book, each chapter also begins by high-
lighting “The Big Idea.” Scan them to quickly identify which chapters are 
most relevant to you and your work. In addition to the big ideas and capa-
bility model, there are also 101 next level tips scattered throughout the 
book. These are actionable, and you can immediately begin practicing and 
applying them. A convenient summary of all prescriptive tips discussed can 
be found at the end of each chapter. 

Become the Best Virtual Trainer You Can Be
As is true with everything in the professional training space, the end goal is 
learning transfer. We want to ensure virtual training participants apply what 
they’ve learned to their jobs and, ultimately, their workplaces and organiza-
tions. To that end, this book serves as a train-the-trainer resource for those 
who design and facilitate virtual training. Elevating virtual training design 
and delivery capabilities can have a ripple effect on virtual participants’ 
learning and application and the impact of learning on their organizations.

Online facilitators and learning designers are essential to upskilling the 
global workforce. My goal is to challenge you to upskill yourself first and to 
raise the bar in both quality and skill. Hopefully, you will find this book to 
be a gem you can reference for novel ideas, practical tips, inspiration, help-
ful frameworks, evidence-based research, and professional development. 

Because virtual training is here to stay, let’s learn from evidence-based 
research, best practices, recommended strategies and techniques, and 
modern technology tools so we can make a difference for our learners, 
our organizations, and our global community. I welcome your feedback 
on this book and would love to hear from you. I consider it a privilege to 
invest in your professional success and thank you for reading. The chal-
lenge is to move from just getting by to doing your best work. So together, 
let’s make the learning and development (L&D) world a better place. May 
the journey begin!

To your virtual success,
Diana L. Howles
linkedin.com/in/dianahowles
@DianaHowles



“The learning field is still struggling to create true and 
meaningful engagement activities that enhance learners’ 

outcomes. We know how to use the various sub-tools in these 
platforms, ranging from polls to whiteboards to chat to breakout 

sessions. . . . I want to get smarter about how, when, why, 
duration, style, and options for engagement activities.” 

—Elliott Masie, Chair of the Learning COLLABORATIVE 
and CEO of The MASIE Center (2021)
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CHAPTER 1

Introducing the Virtual 
Trainer Capability Model

Virtual training has become ubiquitous. “Online education is here to stay . . . 
and can make an organization more future-proof” (ul Haq 2021). Its 
use also continues to grow exponentially. “A May 2020 forecast from 
Global Market Insights predicts that virtual classroom technology will 
grow at a compound annual growth rate of 11 percent between 2020 
and 2026, faster than the overall learning category average of 8 percent” 
(Bersin 2020). 

Trends also show the traditional in-person classroom in a diminish-
ing role compared with virtual training. ATD’s 2020 State of the Industry 
reported that the use of traditional instructor-led classrooms for training 
declined to 40 percent in 2019 after averaging around 50 percent in prior 
years (ATD 2020). Virtual training in 2019 already showed rapid growth 
accounting for 19 percent of total learning, a 100 percent increase from 
2012–2018 (ATD 2020). This use then skyrocketed during the COVID-19 
pandemic beginning in 2020 with widespread virtual training adoption 
due to the shift to remote work for many organizations. In early 2021, 
for example, 98 percent of organizations surveyed reported using some 
virtual training, and 88 percent predicted their virtual training budgets 
would either remain as is or even increase in 2022 (ATD 2021). This is yet 
another strong indicator that virtual training is likely to continue well into 
the foreseeable future as a top training venue. Because of its popularity 
and widespread use, more skilled online facilitators and virtual trainers 
are needed.

Upskilling (building skills for a current role) and reskilling (building 
skills for a new role) are top priorities now for organizations across a 
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variety of industries. As organizations shifted from mostly working on-site 
to mostly working from home and then transitioned back to hybrid work 
models, the tremendous need to upskill and reskill grew. According to 
LinkedIn Learning’s 2020 Workplace Learning Report, “digital transforma-
tion is catalyzing an upskilling and reskilling revolution” (Van Nuys 2020). In 
2021, LinkedIn Learning reported upskilling and reskilling as the number- 
one area of focus for L&D programs according to more than 1,200 learn-
ing professionals from over 25 countries. For example, Amazon was 
investing more than $700 million to train and upskill employees, and PwC 
was spending $3 billion to upskill employees over the next several years 
with the mantra “New World, New Skills” (Van Nuys 2021).

Employees are also being tasked with doing more with less because 
of the Great Resignation, a term attributed to Professor Anthony Klotz 
from Texas A&M University (Kane 2021). The Great Resignation describes 
the mass exodus of employees from their previous employers that 
ensued in the US and in some European countries in 2021 in the wake 
of the COVID-19 pandemic. According to the US Department of Labor, 
11.5 million employees in the US voluntarily left their jobs in the spring 
and early summer of 2021 (Kane 2021). This mass workforce departure 
has been linked to employees rethinking priorities during the pandemic 
and choosing to leave jobs due to burnout, stress, exhaustion, family 
demands, the desire to try something new, or to actively pursue a profes-
sional or personal dream.

Replacing these departing workers requires reskilling. Equipping 
current employees to close gaps left behind requires reskilling. And 
promoting individual contributors into leadership positions requires 
reskilling. So, who and how will these reskilling and upskilling efforts be 
delivered? Much of it relies heavily on learning and development depart-
ments, and virtual training will most likely be the top training delivery 
method. Because much of the workforce continues to work from any-
where, virtual training is more conducive to hybrid and remote work.

With its rapid growth and widespread adoption, virtual training is 
now a core business skill for learning and development professionals. 
However, for virtual training professionals to best support employee skill 
development, facilitators, designers, developers, and producers must 
also hone their own skills. Due to rapidly changing technologies, multiple 
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platforms, widespread global adoption of vILT, and popular hybrid work-
place models, the role of a virtual trainer has become even more chal-
lenging. Couple this with 24/7 distractions and temptations to multitask, 
and the challenges multiply. 

To rise and face these challenges, learning leaders, virtual trainers, 
designers, developers, and producers must operate at higher levels of 
excellence. Whether or not they do will either support or hinder their 
ability to improve employee proficiencies, close gaps in workplace per-
formance, and equip staff for new or current roles. Regardless of your 
experience with traditional in-person training, virtual training requires 
new and expanded skills to be successful. Now is the time to upskill and 
grow your capabilities as a virtual training professional. 

But where should you start? What skills or abilities are most import-
ant beyond knowing how to use the tools a platform offers? How can you 
become an expert who knows how and why certain engagement activities 
should or should not be used? What if you have been delivering online 
training for a year or two but now desire to move past just getting by to 
doing your best work? This book is here to help you by outlining all the 
core capabilities essential to upskilling yourself, along with multiple strat-
egies and tips to take your virtual training to the next level.

  
THE BIG IDEA
Use the Virtual Trainer Capability Model to professionally upskill in 
eight core areas of development.

The Virtual Trainer Capability Model
In my 20 years as a virtual trainer, I sought out best practices by exper-
imenting, observing, researching, and tweaking strategies used in my 
own virtual classes and from what I observed in other classes. I tried to 
learn from my mistakes. If there were techniques that didn’t work well, 
I analyzed why and modified them. If strategies worked well, I repli-
cated them in other classes and tried to expand on them. For example, I 
observed that participants seemed more willing to participate in white-
boards than in chat with earlier technology platforms because writing 
on whiteboards back then was always anonymous. Contrast this with 
chat where their colleagues could see their names and who said what. 
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So, I realized I needed to use the whiteboards to get everyone to think 
more deeply about core concepts when responding to thoughtful ques-
tions because they’d be more willing to participate if I emphasized that 
their typing was anonymous. I also studied media like radio to learn 
what lessons might transfer well to virtual training. I remember advo-
cating for virtual trainers to partner with a co-facilitator because two 
voices working together (like what you might hear in radio interviews or 
podcasts) creates greater vocal variety and interest. 

This observation, analysis, and experience helped me hone my own 
virtual training skill set. But what really helped me transition to the next 
level was my development across multiple areas of expertise. For exam-
ple, it was essential I become technically literate with each platform I 
used. To train effectively, not only did I need to know every tool at my 
disposal but also discern which learning activities would work best with 
each. Paired with this technology know-how, I also needed to trouble-
shoot technical issues when they emerged. Over the years, I witnessed 
a variety of platforms come and go with common features and some 
variations, but generally there were only slight changes to these tools 
and platforms. However, the more universal adoption of virtual training 
throughout the COVID-19 pandemic prompted rapid, frequent, and sub-
stantive updates to several virtual training platforms across the industry. 
It was important to stay fluent in my knowledge of these improvements.

Another development area of expertise for me was verbal commu-
nication skills. In the early days of using web conferencing software for 
training, we relied heavily on audio, not video. Video was available, but 
it was usually a tiny window in the corner of the screen and, because 
of limited bandwidth, the quality was not very good. So, many of us 
displayed a still picture of ourselves in that corner instead and relied 
mostly on our voices. As video technology began to improve, I started 
heavily researching the on-camera medium. This led to me to establish 
a sense of presence vocally and visually, recognizing how important that 
was for learners. I was very aware also that developing a professional 
on-camera presence was a new literacy for many. Around 2015, I began 
researching and training professionals on how to best use multimedia 
to support learning. 
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Also integral to my own professional development was learning how 
to facilitate in a virtual environment. There were clearly some differ-
ences in the online medium, although we could leverage some in-person 
facilitation skills. And, of course, cultivating an online environment for 
learners that was supportive and inclusive became a top priority as well. 
Finally, because I used to teach public speaking at the university level, I 
knew there were strategic techniques for designing and displaying visual 
aids, and that this was especially important in virtual training with its 
multimedia options. 

More recently, it occurred to me that a comprehensive framework 
to guide virtual trainers’ professional development was missing. We 
develop others, but we sometimes forget to develop ourselves. And so, 
I created the Virtual Trainer Capability Model. As I embarked on this 
journey, the foundational question I used to guide framework develop-
ment was, “What is most important for live online practitioners to know 
and be able to do?” 

I based the model on my own virtual training experience, research 
studies in the field, the existing body of published work on the subject, 
and input and reaction from trusted colleagues. The intent was to create 
a comprehensive development path toward full competence in essential 
areas of expertise. Initially, the model began as a list of 16 capabilities. 
As I ran these categories by respected colleagues in the field, measured 
them against research, and weighed them against my own experience, I 
eventually narrowed the list down. To be honest, it was with great strug-
gle and much iterative work that the current model emerged. In sum, the  
Virtual Trainer Capability Model identifies eight major areas that address 
the most important knowledge and skills virtual trainers and online facil-
itators need to be successful. These capabilities will guide your profes-
sional development and prepare your current and future readiness.

The target users of the model are those who design and facilitate live 
online classes. This may include virtual training facilitators and train-
ers, learning designers and developers, producers, online instructors, 
adult educators, and professors who teach online classes. By growing 
your knowledge and skills in these eight core capabilities, you will ele-
vate yourself from novice to expert.
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Just as puzzle pieces play a role contributing to the whole, the eight 
capability areas also comprise a whole. This is why the model is visu-
ally depicted as puzzle pieces (Figure 1-1). The model’s circular shape 
communicates how connected each component is and how they overlap 
with one another. The core eight areas of professional development for 
virtual trainers are: 

 • Experience design
 • Environment shaping
 • Online facilitation
 • Facilitator presence
 • Technical fluency
 • Dynamic engagement
 • Agile troubleshooting
 • Evaluating impact

Let’s take a closer look at each.

Figure 1-1. Virtual Trainer Capability Model
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Experience Design Capability 
As a virtual trainer, you may not always be involved in designing the 
instruction that underlies the training you deliver; however, you should 
be knowledgeable and skilled in how you design the experience for the 
learner. Design determines scope, sequence, strategy, learning activities, 
skill practices, and more. Approaching instructional design solely from 
your own “design cave” without input from others misses an opportu-
nity to improve quality. Contrast this with designers who ask for input 
from representative learners very early in the process. When I initiate 
focus groups or run designs by a few learners one-on-one in the begin-
ning stages of the design process, their input has always proved to be 
immensely valuable. 

Going beyond what we know as traditional instructional design, 
there are other important elements to learn about creating experiences 
that extend beyond the virtual session. This capability will challenge 
you to think differently about how you currently design while helping 
you understand that every learner touchpoint (from A to Z) is part of the 
learner experience. For example, creating an experience map to envision 
your learners’ overarching journey can be a helpful way to visualize and 
identify opportunities for reinforcing and enhancing participants’ learn-
ing experiences.

Environment Shaping Capability
Virtual trainers are also responsible for leading and creating positive 
learning climates. Cultivating psychological safety, inclusivity, personal-
ization, and global cultural competence go a long way to creating virtual 
spaces where learners are comfortable engaging with others. This capa-
bility includes being respectful of all cultures as part of global cultural 
competence. For example, in international and cross-cultural classes, 
use broader examples from other countries, research and avoid offensive 
on-camera hand gestures from participating cultures, and thoughtfully 
weigh the best start times for sessions to accommodate learners. 

Developing this capability also helps facilitators be mindful of the 
cumulative small things they can do to build environments that welcome 
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the unique contributions of every learner. For example, a virtual facilita-
tor who begins a session acting impatient or frustrated can unintention-
ally poison the energy of what could have otherwise been a productive 
virtual environment. Energy is contagious, and negative energy trickles 
down easily to others. Contrast this with facilitators who begin a virtual 
session with enthusiasm and passion. They affirm participants’ contribu-
tions and cultivate a safe space in which learners are comfortable partici-
pating, sharing, and learning. 

Online Facilitation Capability
Virtual facilitators also need to communicate clearly and in a compelling 
manner. This includes prompting learners to participate, posing thought-
ful open-ended questions, keeping a watchful eye on who is contributing 
and who isn’t, and checking in with those who have not yet shared. Online 
facilitation is an expanded skill set from traditional facilitation. For exam-
ple, facilitators need to learn how to verbalize what is unseen for partici-
pants, be flexible with format, and guide participants to be co-creators of 
their own learning. Because of the differences between online facilitation 
and in-person facilitation, this capability is critical to developing beyond 
the basics.

Facilitator Presence Capability
Another key core business skill in which virtual trainers need to develop 
literacy is on-camera competency. This is the online facilitator’s ability to 
project themselves professionally on camera. In addition to framing them-
selves, adjusting movement, and lighting themselves well on camera, vir-
tual trainers must also demonstrate superb verbal communication skills. 
They need to express ideas and concepts with concise language, clarity, 
expression, and eloquence in a way learners can logically follow and under-
stand. In addition, they need the know-how to optimize their own technical 
equipment to create the best possible audio quality for learners. 

How facilitators leverage their on-camera skills, voice, and audio 
equipment all contribute to how they come across online. I call this facil-
itator presence. Ultimately, when done well, it conveys a sense of the 
facilitator “being there,” regardless of time and distance. An example 
of establishing poor facilitator presence is when a facilitator speaks in 
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a monotone voice with minimum inflection, uses their device’s built-in 
microphone (which makes it sound like they’re in a cave), and shares a 
poorly lit camera angle of themselves looking oddly truncated at the chin. 
Contrast this with an effective facilitator, who leverages a variety of vocal 
inflections, uses a high-quality external USB microphone, lights them-
selves well from the front, and centers themselves in the frame with a 
small margin of headroom.

Technical Fluency Capability
Although technology should not be the primary driver of the learning 
experience, virtual trainers must possess the knowledge and skills to stra-
tegically use tools to support learning goals and outcomes. Reaching tech-
nical fluency means you are digitally literate. You have developed your 
capability to full competency because you can now effectively leverage 
common tools and onscreen interactions, are comfortable with the ins 
and outs of platforms, and can successfully pair apps and other digital 
learning tools with training. This capability also includes the all-around 
know-how when it comes to the software and hardware needed to sup-
port virtual training. Knowing when to partner with a producer who is 
technically fluent and developing a positive working relationship with 
them is also a skill. 

A facilitator might reveal their technical deficiency by not knowing 
when or how to leverage platform tools. For example, assigning 10 par-
ticipants into a breakout with six tasks for them to complete within a 
five-minute time limit, and then struggling to successfully divide them 
into breakouts demonstrates a lack of technical fluency. In this instance, 
the breakouts have too many people, too much to do, and too little time 
in which to do it. In contrast, technically fluent facilitators and producers 
know the value of creating breakouts with only three or four participants 
and a focused challenge, task, or activity, all while allowing sufficient 
time for brief introductions and for groups to complete the activity 
without rushing. Proficient facilitators seamlessly know what buttons 
to click to successfully divide participants, open and start breakouts, 
pop into some to check on group progress, send a broadcast message to 
prepare participants to return, and close breakouts to bring them back 
for a debrief. 
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Dynamic Engagement Capability
Virtual trainers can successfully capture learners’ attention with a variety 
of strategies. Some strategies are designed to prevent learners from habit-
uating to certain stimuli or to prevent participants from disengaging. 
This capability requires a wide variety of movement visually and vocally 
to help direct, focus, and captivate learners throughout virtual training 
programs. An example of poor performance in this capability is when a 
facilitator only displays nine static slides to anchor a 90-minute virtual 
training session. In this example, there is little visual change, variety, or 
dynamic momentum to keep attention, especially if participants are left 
looking at the same static slide for 10 minutes.

At its core, virtual training as an online medium is highly visual and 
verbal. Think of all the visual content these technology platforms feature, 
such as slides, on-camera participants, digital whiteboards, polls, chat 
text, and even some facilitators holding placards when they turn on video. 
Movement within these visual pieces should involve frequent changes or 
dynamic focusing elements like annotation. Even cumulatively building 
elements on a whiteboard can stimulate dynamic engagement. Because 
extremes of too much and no movement at all are both undesirable, there 
still needs to be a semblance of balance. One exemplar of this capability 
is scaffolding content visually by progressively building slide content to 
direct focus and add emphasis and variety. It is one of the best strategies 
at our disposal for engaging learners. 

Agile Troubleshooting Capability 
Because online facilitators frequently work with virtual technologies, the 
odds that something technical can or will go wrong are high. The agile 
troubleshooting capability helps you develop the skill, confidence, and 
expertise to effectively resolve technical issues like a pro. Agility means 
you develop skills that enable you to think and act quickly, as well as adapt 
and pivot when needed. Ideally, partnering with a producer who can 
manage the technical side for you is extremely helpful, but facilitators 
should still be prepared to troubleshoot as a backup, or in the event you 
are unable to be paired with a producer.

Part of this capability also includes preventive action. For example, a 
facilitator ideally sends a welcome email to participants well before class 
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day, encouraging them to test their connections with the link provided, 
and inviting them to log in five to 10 minutes early on class day. Both 
actions create space for early troubleshooting and resolution, if needed. 
Overall, this capability encompasses skills for diagnosing, troubleshoot-
ing solutions or workarounds, and recovery from the adrenaline rush 
when things go wrong. 

Recovery is resilience. It’s the ability to move forward construc-
tively as soon as possible after a glitch, all the while leading learners to 
do the same. A poor example of this is a facilitator who panics and get 
stuck emotionally in the turmoil of a technical disruption. As a result, 
they are unable to think clearly, which also makes them less likely to find 
a solution. A proficient, agile troubleshooter, however, has thought of 
solutions to the most common technical issues ahead of time. Because 
of their preparation, they know what to try first. Additionally, agile trou-
bleshooters do their best to maintain a calm, attentive mindset regardless 
of what emerges, and they can pivot to a different activity if needed. They 
don’t get stuck lamenting about what could have been, and instead accept 
what is. This way, they become more open to opportunities to course cor-
rect. Lastly, they must know their platform inside and out to be prepared to 
resolve any surprises. 

Evaluating Impact Capability
Virtual professionals, like all providers of learning solutions, should mea-
sure the value of their training programs. This is how you know whether 
your investment of time, money, and resources has met its goal and was 
worth the effort. Developing in this capability means identifying what you 
will measure and how from the very outset. Ideally, your metrics begin by 
aligning with your knowledge and performance objectives. 

An example of poor performance in this capability is the absence of 
any evaluation whatsoever. In this situation, you wouldn’t know the val-
ue-add of your program except by anecdote. If leaders asked whether 
the program’s goals were achieved, you wouldn’t be able to answer. Most 
importantly, you wouldn’t be able to improve the course without knowing 
your baseline. Contrast this with a virtual training professional who objec-
tively measures and collects data on the effectiveness of their programs 
beyond attendance. Because whether learners attend virtual training 
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does not prove they have learned anything or can apply the information 
in their functional work. To be honest, it only documents that they logged 
in. As you develop in this capability, it is important to identify metrics to 
track the different levels of evaluation that are most appropriate to the 
needs of your organization, leadership, stakeholders, and learners. And 
because evaluation and innovation go together, you also need to be an 
innovator, experimenting with the technology for continuous ways to 
improve live online learning.

Capabilities by Chapter
Most chapters in this book focus primarily on a key capability. This is not 
to say that chapter discussions exclude other capabilities; however, most 
chapters align with one. As the puzzle metaphor of the visual model com-
municates though, all eight capabilities are tightly interconnected. As you 
achieve competence in all capability areas, you will discover for yourself 
their interdependent reliance on one another. Table 1-1 identifies which 
capability is the focus of each chapter. 

Table 1-1. Primary Capabilities by Chapter

Chapter Chapter Title Primary Capability

2 Designing Virtual Learning Experiences Experience Design

3 Shaping a Successful Virtual Learning Environment Environment Shaping

4 Applying the Secrets of Effective Online Facilitation Online Facilitation

5 Developing Your Professional On-Camera Competence Facilitator Presence

6 Enhancing Facilitator Presence Through Audio 
 and Vocal Delivery

Facilitator Presence

7 Leveraging Your Platform’s Technical Tools Technical Fluency

8 Following the Dynamic Principle of Engagement Dynamic Engagement

9 Troubleshooting and Recovery With Agility Agile Troubleshooting 

10 Evaluating and Innovating in the Virtual Space Evaluating Impact

11 Flipping Virtual Training With Blended Learning All

12 Combining On-Site and Online Learners in Live  
Mixed Learning

All
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101 Professional Tips
To support your skill and knowledge development in the virtual train-
ing capabilities, you will also find a treasure trove of actionable profes-
sional tips scattered throughout this book. These tips are categorized 
under each capability and serve as prescriptive principles you and your 
teams can apply to help you design and facilitate successful live online 
learning. You’ll find a summary of the pro tips discussed at the end of 
each chapter.

Applying the Virtual Trainer Capability 
Model in Your Organization
As you continue to produce and facilitate live online learning, use the 
Virtual Trainer Capability Model as a professional development bench-
mark for you and your virtual training teams. Use it as a gauge to elevate vir-
tual training standards. To gain a broader perspective of how professional 
development fits into the business, consider examining your organization’s 
vision, mission, and strategic goals. From there, align your training initia-
tives and professional development efforts with the higher-level initiatives 
of the organization. 

Virtual trainers should also consider having conversations with their 
managers to review the capability model together. This provides a mutual 
opportunity to discuss a facilitator’s areas of strengths as well as oppor-
tunities for improvement. Work with your manager to create a specific 
development plan for growing your skills in design or virtual facilitation. 
You can attach your development plan to your performance goals for the 
year. Write out specific goals to help you adopt the practical tips most rel-
evant to you.

In addition to the capabilities, you might even identify which profes-
sional tips in the book resonate most with you. Set target goals for your-
self after examining your current skills to gauge which ones you’d like to 
work on improving over time. For example, one of your goals might be to 
“consistently apply three specific tips from the on-camera competency 
chapter to my upcoming virtual training events over the next two months.” 
Once you identify targets, set a timeline for application, practice, and feed-
back, and commit to your own professional development. Set check-ins to 
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create accountability and discuss challenges and how things are progress-
ing. Begin with the capabilities where you have the most opportunity for 
improvement, in addition to sharpening your strengths. The end goal is full 
proficiency and competence in each of the eight areas.

Finally, you might also consider sharing the model with leadership 
to use as a reference for assessing current skill levels of your virtual 
facilitators, and as a hiring rubric for adding new staff. The model can 
set a comparison trajectory of professional development for you or your 
professional virtual training team. Allow the model to help you discern 
the skills of candidates you’re considering for virtual facilitation and 
design positions in your organization. Ask final candidates to deliver a 
mini virtual training session online where you can assess their knowl-
edge and skill in each of the capability areas during the interview pro-
cess. This will guarantee that the new employees you hire are the most 
qualified candidates to advance your organization through effective live 
online learning.

Summary
Virtual training has clearly exploded in recent years. Throughout the 
COVID-19 pandemic, the world’s widespread adoption of this training 
delivery method was essential to move a remote workforce forward. As 
the world continues to embrace virtual training and hybrid models for 
virtual learning, the aim of this book is to help improve quality by equip-
ping you with the needed skills and knowledge to be a more advanced 
designer and facilitator. 

In today’s remote work environment, skilled virtual facilitation is 
essential for trainers and educators. You may be skilled as an in-person 
classroom trainer, yet in the virtual space you need more specific skills 
to facilitate online interactivity, skillfully manage multitasking, be techni-
cally fluent, oversee logistics and troubleshooting, master being on cam-
era in a professional and powerful way, leverage your voice, and engage 
virtual learners.

Because of this necessity, learning experience design and live online 
facilitation in today’s world are essential core business skills. By sharpen-
ing your skills and constructing new knowledge, you are better equipped to 
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meet the needs of the modern-day hybrid work environment with innova-
tion and impact. Use the Virtual Trainer Capability Model to professionally 
upskill your expertise in these eight key development areas, so you can take 
it to the next level! 



“At its best, e-learning is as good as the best classroom 
learning. And at its worst, it is as bad as the worst classroom 

learning. The difference is design . . . design is the 1,001 
decisions, big and small, that affect the outcome.”

—William Horton, author, E-Learning by Design
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