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The six golden rules  
to training employees
You could have the world’s best instructors, access to 
bleeding-edge technology and course materials that would 
grace Harvard—but if you’re taking the wrong approach to 
training employees then it will still end in failure.
Here’s just one example. Recall your childhood and how you learned. 
Most likely you went along with the flow, trusting in your teachers, 
with only occasional flashes of rebellion. Now imagine you were told 
to take a course by your boss; no questions asked, just do it. Chances 
are that you won’t be quite so well disposed to learn.

This shouldn’t be a surprise. As children we trust our teachers and are 
predisposed to learning—it’s what we do, after all—but as adults we 
build up defensive walls. “Don’t see the point.” “I know this already.” 
“Why should I listen to you?” Even if we end up doing the course, we’ll 
curse every moment.

Other factors come into play too. One is that we’re easily distracted by 
everyday life, whether that’s a key task we have to finish at work or our 
personal lives. Another is that, by the time we’re adults, we know how to 
game the system; to do enough to pretend that we’re learning when, in 
reality, we’re just nodding our heads or checking boxes at relevant times.

In this white paper:
The six golden rules
1. Make it real and applicable
2. Make it easy and flexible
3. Make it collaborative and 

engaging
4. Test and track your 

employees
5. Make it rewarding
6. Test your courses and your 

assumptions
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This short article can’t possibly solve all the challenges of training your staff, but it should 
prompt some questions about your current approach. Are you putting off staff when you 
should be engaging them? Could a simple change have a significant lift in your results? Or is it 
time for a complete rethink?

1. MAKE IT REAL AND APPLICABLE
It’s obvious but true: if it isn’t clear to 
someone why they’re being asked to 
complete a piece of learning, then they won’t 
engage with it. They may sit through the 
videos, they may answer the multiple-choice 
question at the end of the session, but the 
information won’t sink in and you’ll have 
wasted everyone’s time: yours preparing the 
course, theirs taking it.

Saying “because you have to, it’s for 
compliance”—a particular trait of the heavily 
regulated finance and health industries—isn’t 
enough. Somewhere, there’s a reason why 
your employees are being asked to take this 
course. Often it’s due to legislation based on a 
particular case, so dig out the details: explain 
that Company A was sued ridiculous amounts 
of money and people lost their jobs. If fear is 
the only motivator you have, then use it.

Most of the time, though, you’re asking people 
to take a course for good reasons. This makes it 
all the more distressing when course designers 
jump straight into the lessons without 
explaining what those reasons are, either 
because they assume the learner already 
knows or because they fail to think about it.

There’s no excuse for this. Put yourself into 
the shoes of the employee and hunt out such 
assumptions. Although it’s tempting to push 
out courses as soon as they’re done, you 
should also be using someone in your staff as 
a test subject (ideally, have a group of people 
test it simultaneously, because—as we’ll 
come to later—collaboration is a key part of 
adult learning).

We’ll come back to testing later, but now let’s 
talk flexibility…

“Put yourself in the 
shoes of the employee”
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2. MAKE IT EASY AND FLEXIBLE
We should explain: when saying “make it 
easy”, we don’t mean design your course so a 
six-year-old could coast through it. We mean 
remove the barriers that will stop employees 
from completing the course.

One obvious barrier is the phone; if your 
current course doesn’t work beautifully on the 
device employees keep in their pocket, you’re 
already failing.

That’s because many adults like to “snack” 
on information rather than indulge in the 
feast of school-like lessons. That snack could 
be watching a three-minute video, reading a 
short article, checking details of coursework, 
even taking a test—if your course doesn’t 
work well on a phone, you’re blocking this 
preferred way of learning.

This also means you should look carefully 
at how your whole course is constructed. 
Sometimes, companies aim to save money 
(or, they tell themselves, adapt to employees’ 
needs) by taking what was once a single-day 
course and moving it online.

This can work, but you need to think carefully 
about how people are likely to follow that 
course now. If it was previously set up as two-
hour chunks of instructor-led learning, you’ll 
need to adapt it. 

So, think about any barriers that could 
block employees from taking your course. 
Time; boredom; technology; lifestyle; work 
demands; motivation. You’ll need to have 
an answer for each of these if your course is 
going to be a success.

“Snack on information 
rather than indulge”
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3. MAKE IT COLLABORATIVE AND ENGAGING
We won’t force you to read all the academic 
papers on how collaboration and active 
learning helps people of all ages learn; 
instead, take a look at the above graph, taken 
from a 1999 academic study.

The first set of three bars show how many 
people understand “force” as a Physics 
concept. The bottom bar shows knowledge 
levels before taking a relevant course, the 
middle bar after traditional instruction—a 
tutor in front of a lecture hall, presenting—
and the top bar shows levels of understanding 
after using the “new methods” of 
collaborative and active learning.

The difference is phenomenal, yet so many 
online learning courses continue to rely 
on the traditional technique. Instead, you 
should shift to learning in groups wherever 
possible: consider having some elements led 
by an instructor, either in person or using an 
easy collaboration tool (see “Make it easy 
and flexible”), and encouraging discussion 
between learners.

Collaboration doesn’t need to be en masse 
or in real-time. By encouraging employees to 
help each other—which could just as easily 
be via instant message in a collaboration tool 
as it can by sitting next to someone—you’re 
also making each of them think about what 
they’re learning.

One final thing to consider: studies have 
shown that spending time in groups can have 
a big effect on attitudes, and that covers 
improving their academic achievements, their 
perception of having support and even their 
own self-esteem.

So much evidence points to having 
collaboration as a core part of your course 
that you really can’t ignore it.

Figure 1. Active engagement vs traditional instruction 
for improving conceptual understanding of basic physics 
concepts (taken from Laws et al, 1999)
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“Collaboration doesn’t 
need to be en masse or 
in real-time”

http://science.uniserve.edu.au/newsletter/vol13/sokoloff.html
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4. TEST AND TRACK YOUR EMPLOYEES
We’ve seen some online courses—particularly 
in compliance-based sectors such as finance 
and health—where “proof of learning” comes 
from a multiple-choice question where the 
answer could have been guessed by a layman 
before taking the course. That’s helping 
no one.

Testing should be there to help the employee, 
especially an adult learner. It should be 
designed to let both you and them know how 
well they’re learning and what areas need 
more work. Whichever e-learning system 
you’re using, make sure it has excellent polling 
and testing tools.

Testing can also be a valuable way of making 
employees think about what they’re learning 
rather than accepting and repeating it, parrot 
style. As such, think carefully about your 
questions: what do you really want employees 
to have taken away from this section of the 
course? What can you ask them that will 
genuinely test that knowledge?

In addition, people love to know how well 
they’re doing. Think about how you can 
layer the knowledge in your course so that 
employees’ scores will increase as they go 
on—so long as they are genuinely learning.

The other side of this is for you. Does your 
current course allow you to track the 
performance of  employees so effectively 
that you can spot the ones who need more 
support? Just as colleges and universities put 
sophisticated measures in place to improve 
retention, so you should be spotting the 
employees who might “drop out” of your 
course if you don’t intervene.

“People love to know 
how well they’re doing”
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5. MAKE IT REWARDING
If we work hard, we like to be rewarded. Money 
is one obvious reward, but even the most 
modest of people feed off their status. If you can 
incorporate some way to increase the status of 
your employees by not only taking your courses 
but also being an active participant in them, 
you’re on the pathway to success (and you’ll 
probably gain some recognition for creating 
such a great course, too).

There are various ways to do this, including 
leader boards and badges. These needn’t be 
for individuals: you should consider a way of 
putting people into teams so they can fight for 
number one position together.

Nor should you think that badges could be 
digital only. A physical badge system, or a 
certificate, or whatever you think is appropriate 
for your teams, can work just as well.

You could even consider building a rewards 
system—say, Amazon vouchers—based on 
how well people do on tests. Offer someone 
a $20 pay raise and they’ll laugh in your face; 
present them with a $20 voucher and they’ll 
likely be delighted.

Ultimately, there are only two limits to 
how you reward employees for taking your 
courses and learning new information: your 
imagination, and the capabilities of your 
learning platform.

“Offer someone a $20 
pay raise and they’ll 
laugh in your face”
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6. TEST YOUR COURSES AND YOUR ASSUMPTIONS
We all know and understand the temptation of 
creating a course, releasing it into the wild, and 
then forgetting about it until the complaints 
become too loud or the results too bad. It’s 
totally understandable: we have busy working 
lives and there’s always something else to do.

Unfortunately, this is a flawed approach when 
it comes to courses. As part of the design 
process, you should have your own testing 
process built in. How satisfied are employees 
with the course? How many are completing it? 
Are there obvious blockage points or sections 
they find too hard to understand?

Data is your friend here, and your learning 
platform should offer you an easy way to judge 
all the above questions. Ideally, it should also 
provide a regular report that flags up anyone 
who is struggling so that you can take action.

You should also create your own independent 
tests, however. Speak to the people who’ve 
taken the course. Did they enjoy it? Is there 
anything they’d like to change? Would they 
recommend it to a colleague?

Then use this information to tweak the 
course. (If you can’t tweak the course, you 
need to change your learning platform.)

And then test again, and build in regular 
assessments. It should be clear enough from 
the data if people are finding it less useful as 
time goes on.

“Speak to the people 
who’ve taken the course”
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We hope you’ve found this guide useful. It was 
brought to you by Blackboard, the world’s biggest 
supplier of education technology.

For information about how our learning platform 
can help your business, visit:

blackboard.com/business

http://www.blackboard.com/business/index.aspx

