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talking point

Giving them what they want:
Information vs learning

by Alan Nelson

I recently asked a group of Road Hauliers whether they would be interested in learning about how the Internet could help to
develop their business. | didn't get much enthusiasm. Then | asked them whether they knew about a website that could give
them up to date information about how long the queue at the Dartford Tunnel was, or a site that told them the price of
Diesel at service stations across Europe. This time | had some volunteers!

Online learning

The Internet has created an exciting new environment for learning. It changes the rules in all sorts of ways: it puts learners in
charge and makes them believe they can find the solution to their problem.

But for many HR and self-development professionals this is a pretty scary idea. An unstructured environment that puts the
learners in charge sounds a lot like anarchy. Which of course is pretty much what the web is.

If online learning is going to work, it must reflect everything that is best about the Internet. Clearly there is a need for
structure but not at the expense of the new found freedom that people have so much enjoyed on the web.
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Let's go back to the road hauliers | mentioned. They had
given me an idea. An idea that maybe in order to get people
to focus on learning, | had to find a new way of presenting it
to them. What we have since discovered by developing
online learning resources and watching people use them, is
that by doing away with the distinction between

Doesn't everyone want to know something different?

Absolutely. So it's important to help them find the thing they
are looking for as quickly as possible. If you waste their time
on things they already know or that aren't relevant, they may
not stay around long enough to reach the good stuff.
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Ask people what they want to find out about and let them
start there — in an online programme everyone can move at
their own pace and you avoid the old chestnut in stand up
training of 50% of the people either being ahead of you or
behind.

‘ ‘ Learning developers have put
all their energies into controlling
people online. But this kicks against
the wonderfully anarchistic nature
of the internet. If you ask people to
do A then B then C online, you can
be sure that a good proportion will
do C first just to see what happens
and just because they can! The best
online programmes make a virtue of

this , ,

You will also have to deal with people looking for real detail
in one area while not wanting to be confused by the same
amount of detail in another. It's all about the way you
structure and organise the material.

Will people learn if you give them this sort of freedom?

Good question. Only if they find what they are looking for
and come to trust that they will again.

Sometimes trainers focus on the fact that if you don't have
the learners in a classroom together, you can't control
whether they keep at it — you can't stop them leaving the
virtual room. Learning developers have put all their energies
into clever ways of controlling people online.

But this kicks against the wonderfully anarchistic nature of
the Internet. If you ask people to do A then B then C online,
you can be sure that a good proportion will do C first just to
see what happens and just because they can! The best online
learning programmes make a virtue of this. They don't
control people and stop them doing things, but persuade
them to stay involved by making the experience engaging
and interactive and making it feel personal. Don't just
assume either that things need to be linear. For many topics,
a non-linear approach can be an ideal way of personalising
the experience.

But can people learn just by being given access to
information?

Not really no. Or at least some can but only a few. That is
why it is so important to balance the provision of
information with the development of really interactive
learning resources. We do it by building two parallel websites
and linking them: a sort of yin and yang of development.

Lead with highly relevant information to draw the learner in
and give them some easy wins, and then back it up with
effective developmental activities.

We describe the experience as walking through a library built
specially for you with an expert or coach talking to you,
pointing things out that they think might be of interest.

LEARNING
RESOURCE

INFORMATION
RESOURCE

So what next?

There are some amazing success stories in online learning —
large groups of people taking on new ideas and new ways of
thinking at a very low cost per learner. But there are also
plenty of examples of poor practice. If you want to get this
right you will have to work through it systematically. Here
are some useful rules that we have set ourselves:

Define your market

You need to be clear about who you are developing an
online resource for. Identify constituencies of learners that
have something in common. It could be the same job
function — marketing managers or financial controllers — or
members of the same team. They may be geographically in
the same place. There are many different things that tie a
group together, but the better you define this the more able
you will be to research sources of information that will excite
them and draw them in.
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Get to know the learners

You need to know what makes this group tick. It was clear
when we worked with Road Hauliers that they cared a lot
about the price of diesel; with photographers it was the
decline of the reprint business that worried them. In both
cases when we showed them ways in which they could get
information about these issues, we got them on our side.
We were lucky to get the chance to work with focus groups;
without their contribution we would never have succeeded
so well.

Structure the information

You need to have a very clear structure to the information
part of your resource, otherwise people will be confused and
turn off before they find anything to interest them. Prepare a
structure diagram and be ready both to apply the rules that
govern it and to change them as you unearth new sources of
information.

Balance learning and information

You need to strike the right balance. Too much information
and you end up with nothing more than a reference work;
too much learning and people will turn away — remember,
they never said they wanted to learn. Use the separation of
the two resources to balance depth of content with
simplicity of structure.

If you get this right, the results will be powerful. The
excitement of the Internet coupled with the structure of the
classroom.

Remember, you can be their coach, walking with them
through the library they had always hoped to find.

Alan Nelson is co-founder of Nelson Croom, which he
has run for the last seven years. Before setting up
Nelson Croom, he was the CEO of Thomson Learning's
activities in the UK, Europe, the Middle East and Africa.
Alan had spent the last 15 years in educational
publishing. He has been at the forefront of the
development of learning materials on the web.
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