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B Y S H A R I C A U D R O N 

LEARNING TECHNOLOGIES ARE CHANGING FASTER THAN 

Y O U C A N S A Y " E L E C T R O N I C L I T E R A C Y . " H E R E A R E 

SOME COMPANIES USING TOOLS THAT GO 

FAR BEYOND CBT AND VIDEODISCS. 

A N D AWAKE-UP CALL FOR 

TECHNOPHOBES (YOU 

KNOW W H O 

YOU ARE). 

ou ve 
gotten 

comfortable with the idea that 
computer-based training is here to 

stay. You're start ing to think video-
discs might work for some courses, and 

that OK, m a y b e t he r e is s o m e t h i n g to 
teletraining. Like scores of other training 
profess iona ls , y o u ' r e r econc i l ed to the 
fact that t echno logy has en te red your 
domain and you better get used to it. 

Well brace yourself, because you 
ain't seen nothin' yet. 
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Engineers have given birth to a 
new generation of learning technolo-
gies that as they mature will signifi-
cantly change the role of trainers in 
corporate America. Be it interactive 
multimedia, electronic performance 
support, or the Internet, these tech-
nologies signal a new era in employ-
ee development in which trainers will 
not only have to become technologi-
cally literate, they will have to rethink 
how they do their jobs. Not to scare 
you, but frankly, the survival of the 
profession depends on it. 

Sound farfetched? Then consider 
the case of Apple Computer which is 
a leader in the use of learning tech-
nologies. In just three years, 85 per-
cent of Apple's classroom training has 
been replaced by just-in-time, multi-
media learning platforms. As a result, 
the company has laid off 60 percent 
of its training staff. Sure, Apple has 
suffered layoffs everywhere else, too. 
But don ' t be misled. Although the 
training staff has been significantly 
downsized, the amount of employee 
learning actually has increased. 

What's driving these changes? The 
main dr iver is the avai labi l i ty of 
t e c h n o l o g y i tself— in par t icu lar , 
faster, cheaper, user-driven learning 
technology. 

People have been saying for a long 
time that classroom training is dead in 
the water. It's expensive, it's ineffec-
tive, it takes people away from their 
jobs— you know the arguments. But 
until very recently, we didn't have 
anything to replace classroom train-
ing. Compute r -based training has 
helped somewhat, but for the most 
part, CBT simply replicates a tradi-
tional training approach. Instead of a 
lecturer in front of a classroom, you 
have a computer disk in front of an 
employee. It's still passive and train-
er-driven. 

What you need, 
when you need it 
The new learning technologies, how-

ever, give employees the information 
they need, when they need it. They al-
low learners to decide what is most 
important for them to learn. The tech-
nologies are interact ive, dynamic 
and—here ' s the rub—they are de-
signed to boost performance, not nec-
essarily provide training. It's a subtle 

distinction, but an important one. 
At the same time these new tech-

nologies are becoming available, the 
realities of today's workplace make it 
imperative we take advantage of them. 
To begin with, employee learning re-
quirements are at an all-time high. The 
amount of information is doubl ing 
every five to seven years. New technol-
ogy elsewhere in the workplace re-
quires constant skills upgrading. The 
global marketplace means companies 
have to keep track of competitors and 
customers around the globe. 

Unfortunately, while learning re-
quirements have increased, the time 
available for training is disappearing as 
product life cycles get shorter and 
shorter. In 1995. for example, 60 per-
cent of Hewlett Packard's revenues 
came from products introduced within 
the previous two years. What all of this 
means is that the only real competition 
companies have any more is time— 

m The technologies 
are designed 

to boost 
p e rfo r ma nee, 

not necessarily 
to provide 
training • 

and that the time required for training 
is a luxury few companies can afford. 

"Anytime you move employees 
away from the workplace for training, 
you take them away from the time 
needed to develop products and ser-
vice cus tomers ," expla ins Claudia 
Davis, director of education at Hewlett 
Packard in Palo Alto, California. "In this 
environment, we can't run to a class 
every time we need new information. 
We need to learn what's necessary to 
do the job now." 

Because companies don't have the 
time—or money, for that matter—to 
be con t inua l ly t ra in ing an ent i re 
workforce, it's imperative that trainers 
begin to understand and take advan-
tage of the new learning technology. 
Just to be perfectly clear, we're not 
talking about changing the way em-
ployees learn, "People have learned 

the same way for thousands of years," 
says Gloria Gery, an interactive learn-
ing consultant. We're talking about 
using technology to enable learning. 

So what are these new learning 
technologies and how are companies 
using them to boost employee perfor-
mance? Here's a primer. 

Interactive 
multi-media training 
Andersen Consulting in Chicago, Illi-
nois. was spending more than $200 
million, including payroll and travel, 
on training for 30,000 employees , 
about half of whom required education 
in basic business practices. Working 
with the Institute for Learning Sciences 
at Northwestern University, the compa-
ny p roduced a series of CD-ROM-
based multimedia courses. Instead of 
taking a six-week training course be-
fore their first consulting project, em-
ployees now use the CD-ROM to get 
just-in-time training before they begin a 
new assignment. The system, known 
as the Business Practice Course, is a 
self-paced, interactive replacement for 
the traditional instructor-led training. 

The course modu le s allow em-
ployees to control the order and pace 
of learning. Subtitles are available for 
employees whose native language is 
Other than English. The program is in-
teractive in that it asks users to gather 
information and put together hypo-
thetical client recommendations. Fur-
thermore, because employees tend to 
learn best from the experiences of 
other employees, the system includes 
videotaped "war stories" from Ander-
sen's senior consultants. Employees 
about to embark on an assignment in 
unfamil iar ter r i tory—such as in a 
manufacturing company—can access 
information related to manufacturing 
assignments and learn from their col-
leagues what to expect in the field. 

The Business Practice Course cuts 
training time from 65 to 40 hours and 
saves the company more than S10 mil-
lion annually in training and payroll 
costs. But it's not just about saving 
money. "This is a new approach for 
educa t ing profess ionals ," says 
Lawrence Silvey. managing director for 
Andersen Consult ing Education. 
"When employees learn by doing, they 
learn faster and retain more, and we're 
able to develop more advanced profes-
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sional skills in our people. Bui perhaps 
what's most compelling about this sys-
tem is that it lets people learn from the 
computer the same way we learn from 
each other: by listening to stories." 

Interactive multimedia training like 
that developed by Andersen Consult-
ing is an effective, cost-efficient way 
to deliver learning and information 
to the employees' desktops. In a x 

nutshell, interactive multime-
dia is compute r -based 
training with two impor-
tant fea tures added : 
event-driven program-
ming that allows learners to 
retrieve the information they 
want, when they want it. and in 
the manner that makes the most 
sense to them; and audio and full-mo-
tion video, which significantly enhance 
the learning experience. 

When combined, these two fea-
tures replace much of what is ineffec-
tive about more traditional CBT: the 
low-level of interactivity and the lack 
of appealing visual and audio aids. 
Interactive mult imedia also offers 
portability. Because audio and video 
files take a lot of memory, most multi-
media programs are placed on CD-
ROMS which can easily be mailed to 
employees at off-site locations or giv-
en to employees who travel and need 
knowledge resources while on the 
road. 

With the abil i ty to s to re large 
amounts of data, these CDs also are 
great for employees who need conve-
nient access to information about 
products, competitors, or their own 
company. AT&T, for example, has 
replaced a three-day company orien-
tation with a CD-ROM package that 
explains to new employees how the 
company is organized, what each de-
partment does, how the departments 
relate to each other, and what their 
missions are. 

CD-ROMS do have a downs ide , 
however, and that is that they are not 
particularly effective in giving employ-
ees infomiation that has to be updated. 
Tliis is because the CDs must be devel-
oped. pressed, and distributed before 
employees can take advan tage of 
them. To enable learning in environ-
ments where information is always 
changing, there are performance sup-
port systems. 

mm 

• The system 
not only coaches 
employees in the 
r ight questions 

to ask, it 
ma kes product 

reco m me n da tion s 

Electronic 
performance support 
It used to be that when a customer 
called AT&T to inquire about the op-
tions and prices available for new 
phone service, the customer service 
representatives would have to take 
down the customer's information— 
hoping they remembered to ask the 
right questions, search through product 
and pricing manuals to determine the 
system that best met customer needs, 
and then get back to the customer. 

But with the advent of electronic 
performance support, these employees 
now have all the product and pricing 
information available at their comput-
ers. The system not only coaches em-
ployees in the right questions to ask, it 

makes product r ecommenda t ions 
based on the customer's answers. 

According to Marc Rosenberg, dis-
trict manager for learning strategy. 
AT&T's electronic performance support 
system is absolutely necessary for cus-

tomer service representatives to do 
their jobs. "We have hundreds of 

products and prices change all 
the time." he says. "There's 

no way to teach employ-
ees all of that informa-

tion. so instead, we 
teach them how to 

use this highly intel-
ligent per formance 

support system that gives 
them the information they 

need based on the diagnostics 
they do with the customer. We 

still train employees on how to be 
customer-service oriented, but we taist 
the system to configure products, ser-
vices, and pricing accurately and fairly 
for the customer." 

The biggest leaps in employee per-
formance today are coming from elec-
tronic performance support systems 
like the one used by AT&T. What are 
electronic performance support sys-
tems. you ask? "It's a souped-up elec-
tronic job aid that can function as a ref-
erence librarian, an expert advisor, a 
patient tutor, and an administrative as-
sistant," explains Eric Parks, president 
of ASK International in Long Beach, 
California. "A well-designed perfor-
mance support system provides just 
the right support at just the right time." 

Electronic performance support sys-
tems are especially ideal for knowledge 
workers who make routine but com-
plex decisions on the job while using 
computer applications. Because perfor-
mance support is built directly into the 
application, employees have all the as-
sistance, coaching, and information 
they need while doing their jobs. In fact, 
the best systems can actually detect 
when employees make a mistake and 
give them immediate feedback. "This 
way, there is no dividing line between 
work and learning and that is the ulti-
mate goal," Rosenberg says. "Work is 
learning. Learning is work." 

Most of the performance support 
systems in use today are built into a 
company's proprietary software. At 
an insurance company, for example, 
agents may be requi red to follow 
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A DETRACTOR SPEAKS 

The consultants advocating the use of 
learning technology are so passionate 
about their cause, so fervent about the 
performance improvements technolo-
gy makes possible, that often, the weak 
voices of detractors get drowned out. 

But there are those w h o think this 
headlong rush into technology may not 
necessarily solve all our problems. That, 
in fact, an over-reliance on technology 
may even create a few new ones. 

Where do these voices come from? 
"1 see some of the greatest resistance 
to this w h o l e p e r f o r m a n c e s u p p o r t 
c o n c e p t c o m i n g f r o m 
within the training orga-
n i z a t i o n i tse l f ," says 
Marc Rosenberg, district 
m a n a g e r f o r l e a r n i n g 
s t r a t egy at AT&T in 
Somerset , New Jersey. 
Why are trainers so re-
sistant? Because they are 
a f r a id of l o s ing the i r 
jobs, of change, and of 
technology that they don't understand. 

"Tra iners w h o buy in to l ea rn ing 
t echno logy , h o w e v e r , f ind out that 
over the long run, they 're delivering 
higher levels of organizational perfor-
m a n c e for less m o n e y , " R o s e n b e r g 
says. This increases demand for perfor-
mance support , the trainers' jobs get 
e x p a n d e d , and , u l t imate ly , the re is 
more work for them to do, not less. For 
many trainers, in other words, support-
ing the new technology is only a matter 
of education and experience. 

But even some training profession-
als with a thorough understanding of 
the technologies are, if not necessarily 
afraid, then at least concerned about 
where they may take us. 

Jim Botkin. president of InterClass, 
the nonprofit International Corporate 

• Technology 
needs to be 

balanced with 
real-life 

human needs 

Learning Association based in Cam-
br idge, Massachuset t s , says: "When 
you look at the overall fu ture of the 
field of learning in business, technolo-
gy plays an important but minor role in 
my opinion." Why? "Because the single 
most important element in a 21st centu-
ry networked organization is trust, and 
I have not yet seen technologies that 
promote trust." 

Although he believes performance 
support technology is very beneficial, 
he advocates balancing our reliance on 
technology with good old-fashioned hu-

man interaction. "In a 
world that has become 
so technology-depen-
dent, there is increas-
ing room for face-to-
face meetings, rituals, 
and s torytel l ing," he 
says. "All the interac-
tions on the Internet, 
for example, are great. 
But if you haven't met 

the people in person before, it is unlike-
ly you will develop a level of trust need-
ed to develop the relationships." 

Technology, by itself, can help com-
p a n i e s p e r f o r m , he a d d s , bu t that 
doesn ' t guarantee they'll be number-
one in the marketplace. "American Air-
lines has the best training-by-technolo-
gy system going, yet Southwest Airlines 
is do ing much better. Why? Because 
American Airlines has overlooked the 
human dimension that is so important 
in business success." 

How would Botkin caution compa-
nies that are implement ing learning 
technologies. "I'm not cautioning them. 
Let them go ahead . There ' s no th ing 
wrong with technology on its own. It 
just needs to be balanced with real-life 
human needs." 

different rules and regulations in dif-
ferent states. Instead of memorizing 
the rules or looking them up manual-
ly, the agent inputs information on a 
customer application using a perfor-
mance support system in which box-
es of i n f o r m a t i o n p o p u p on the 
screen to coach the agent in filling 
out the form. 

The really b reak th rough perfor-
mance systems, howeve r , use net-
working technology. Why? Because 
networks allow one person to imme-
diately u p d a t e the informat ion for 
everybody w h o is connected to the 
ne twork . Apple Computer , using a 
sys t em ca l led ARPLE—for App le 
Reference Performance Learning Ex-

p e r i e n c e and P r e s e n t a t i o n 
L ib ra ry—gives m o r e than 
30,000 Apple employees and 
resellers around the world im-
mediate on-line access to the 
c o m p a n y ' s e n t i r e b a s e of 
sales, marketing and techni-
cal information, and training 
resources. 

"These a ren ' t just spec 
sheets," explains Lucy Carter 
who developed ARPLE and is 
currently the vice president of 
Eagle River Business Communi-
ca t ions in Palo Alto. "With 
ARPLE, employees can learn 
anything about Apple's prod-
ucts and technologies . They 
can view quick-time movies, 
read white papers, or conduct 
self-paced training. It is com-
pletely user-driven." 

A similar network at Hewlett 
Packard has practically elimi-
nated the training required for 
sales reps. Now, when prepar-
ing for a sales call, the reps 
type in the name of the prod-
ucts their customers are inter-
e s t ed in and the sys tem 
responds with potential ques-
t ions, answers , p roduc t de-
scriptions, and system configu-
rations. "The sales rep does not 
have to learn all this stuff 
a h e a d of t ime," says Davis. 
"They only learn a b o u t the 
products they need based on 
what the customer tells them." 
If the rep gets an objection, the 
system can be queried to see if 
the objection has ever been ad-
dressed before and wha t re-
sponses other reps have given. 

On-l ine p e r f o r m a n c e sys-
tems are practically a necessi-
ty in industries where infor-
m a t i o n can c h a n g e by t he 
hour. Commercial airlines, for 
e x a m p l e , u s e p e r f o r m a n c e 
sys tems to he lp reservat ion 

agen t s d e t e r m i n e flight t imes and 
prices to meet customer needs. Pack-
age delivery companies use them to 
track weather and delivery schedules 
in different cities. 

But even in those few industries 
where information does not change as 
f requent ly , e lectronic pe r fo rmance 
support is making traditional training 
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less critical. Instead of sitting in a class-
room. learning, and then going off to 
do the job, employees now can do 
their jobs and learn along the way. 

The Internet 
In February, Hewlett Packard hosted a 
conference to educate its training pro-
fessionals around the world about new 
learning technologies. The conference 
was not held in a company conference 
room, at a hotel, or in a teleconferenc-
ing center. Instead, it was held on the 
Internet, inside the company's "fire-
walls" on the World Wide Web. 

Workshops were repeated at differ-
ent times to accommodate employees 
in different time zones. Employees 
who couldn't attend a particular ses-
sion could download transcripts of that 
session. And regardless of whether 
they attended the scheduled workshop 
or not, participants could ask questions 
of the instructors using e-mail. Further-
more, during the conference, on-line 
"chat rooms" were established to allow 
employees with similar interests to talk 
with each other. 

While the conference had all the 
benefits of a traditional conference, the 
costs were minimal: only the cost of In-
ternet access and a local phone call. 

By linking up to the Internet, com-
panies like HP are finding they can 
use the computers and applications 
they already have to distribute infor-
mation and learning tools to employ-
ees all around the world. Why? Be-
cause the In terne t is a dynamic , 
ephemeral place that works as a data 
base, network, and global communi-
cations device all rolled into in one. 
It is ideally suited to low-cost com-
puter-based training, electronic per-
formance support , and knowledge 
exchange. 

"The Internet is an effective way 
to train anywhere from 10 to 10 mil-
lion people... you don't have to worry 
about what kind of computer each of 
your t ra inees is using, h o w much 
RAM they have installed, whether or 
not they have a CD-ROM drive, or 
what version of operating system they 
are using," says Pardner Wynn, presi-
dent of Stanford Testing Systems, Inc. 
The only limitation with the Internet 
is that band-width is currently too 
small to accommodate real-time video 
and audio. But in less than two years. 

even this restriction will probably be 
eliminated. 

Ivy Millman, president of WHIZ-
DOM in Menlo Park, California, an 
organization that develops software 
to help companies take advantage of 
the Internet, adds that with industry-
standard browsers—which are the 
applications that provide Internet ac-
cess—there's minimal end-user sup-
port required. "It's very easy for the 
organizations to distribute informa-
tion and r e s o u r c e s b e c a u s e they 
don't have to distribute CD-ROMS or 
train employees to use new applica-
tions," she says. "Furthermore, there's 
not much resistance to using the In-
ternet because employees don't real-
ly think about using T h e Internet. ' 
They just know that suddenly they 
have access to in fo rmat ion they 
didn't have before." 

" Technology 
is not gonna 
take over the 

ivorld because there 
are some things 

humans will always 
do better • 

Because the Internet allows people 
to network and instantaneously share 
vast amounts of information with peo-
ple around the globe, learning and 
working in cyberspace is virtually in-
evitable. As Eric Parks says: "I'm cer-
tain cybertechnology will replace all 
the other learning technologies that 
exist today." 

Impact on trainers 
So what impact will these learning 
technologies have on trainers? How 
will it change their role? 

"I think there is t remendous op-
portunity for the training community, 
a l though I'm not sure the training 
community always sees it that way," 
says Carolyn Ladd, vice president of 
Comware Inc., a Cincinnati-based de-
veloper of performance support sys-
tems. Ladd believes that for the first 
time in many years— perhaps forev-
e r—bus inesses are saying perfor-

mance is what's critical to the success 
of the company. 

"Training people have been condi-
tioned to worry about performance 
but they were l ocked in a box in 
terms of what that meant," she says. 
"Now, the aperture has been widened 
t r emendous ly . Pe r fo rmance is no 
longer a training problem, it's a busi-
ness problem." 

For trainers to survive this shift in 
thinking, they need to find ways to 
correct performance problems within 
the business using a wider array of in-
terventions than they have in the past, 
including those that use technology. 
They can no longer limit themselves 
with the still-pervasive assumption 
that t ra ining is t he pr ime vehicle 
for improving p e r f o r m a n c e in an 
organization. 

So how do you, as a trainer, go 
about making this shift in thinking? 
First and foremost you need to think of 
yourself as an enabler of learning ver-
sus someone who actually delivers 
learning. Second, you need to embrace 
the technology revolution, not be an 
impediment to it. Third, you must gain 
a more thorough understanding of the 
various technologies and how they can 
be used to enhance employee learn-
ing. Fourth, if you expect to maintain 
your role as a performance enhancer. 
you need to learn how to develop elec-
tronic performance support and com-
puter courseware by acquiring skills in 
authoring tools. 

Finally, you mustn't be afraid of the 
inevitable change because traditional 
trainers will still be necessary. Tech-
nology is not gonna take over the 
world and solve all our ills because 
there are some things humans always 
will do better than computers—moti-
vating a sales force, for example. But 
in company after company it's being 
proven that much of what traditional 
trainers used to offer can now be done 
more effectively with technology. 

In the end, the real issue is not 
whether the technology revolution 
is bene f i c i a l—tha t ' s a l ready a 
given—but whether trainers will lead 
the revolution or be left behind. It's 
up to you to decide. • 

Shari Caudron is a freelance writer, 
4071 S. Narcissus Way, Denver. CO 
80237. Phone: 303/691-9859. 
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