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Introduction

“There is nothing so practical as a good theory.” (Kurt Lewin 1890–1947)

Learning, like teaching, is a core life skill. It is commonplace; everyone does
it. When there is an urgent critical need to learn we can do it. Babies and
children grasp life’s essentials quickly enough. But as we grow older, indiv-
iduals move in different directions and at a different pace. Learning, while
still essential for our happiness if not survival, is not as instinctive as it was.
We need help, some would say direction, to keep up with others. Nowhere
is that more apparent than in the workplace.

Employers demand skills, many of which are not taught by parents,
school or university. Furthermore, in today’s competitive world, employers
are not just looking for people with knowledge and skills but those who
have appropriate work and life values. They want staff who have commit-
ment, who are going to win new business against the odds, who will go the
extra mile.

But trainers and the professional institutions that promote and look after
their concerns (ASTD in the US and CIPD in the UK) frequently lament the
fact that they are not taken seriously. They believe they warrant a place on
the board of directors. But do they deserve it? Are they truly professional?
Do they know their job? Do they really earn their keep and deliver a high-
quality product?

Training, coaching and the associ-
ated learning technologies have become
big business and yet the professions are
unregulated; anyone can claim to be a
trainer or coach and cash in on the
business needs of an ever more skill-
hungry workforce.

Perhaps because learning is so
commonplace, people think it is instinc-
tive, a gift which most people share. We
all know how to do it because we have
experienced it ourselves and have taught others. Senior executives and many
staff therefore believe that trainers have an easy life and do not deserve much
more than a decent salary. They think this despite the fact that many cannot
put together a decent presentation let alone plan, deliver or evaluate a train-
ing course.

1

If money is your hope for
independence, you will never
have it. The only real security
that a man will have in this
world is a reserve of know-
ledge, experience, and ability. 

Henry Ford 1863–1947 
American industrialist



Trainers do not always help their cause. Practitioners can go about their
business and not know why they are doing something and easily become
subject to fads and fashions. The world of training has plenty of those. Many
new learning ideas, done in the right place and at the right moment, can
help, but, in the hands of the unknowledgeable, they can, at best, be useless
and at worst dangerous.

The issues are similar with technology-based training, but more compli-
cated. The learner is distant, there is little if any human contact, there is a
bigger premium on using good visual aids and the new technologies are so
complex that specialists need to build the programs. The future should be
bright for e-learning and other technology-based learning. But can it deliver
the promises made by many on its behalf? 

In the modern world of competitive global business, of ever better qual-
ified employees and increasing labor turnover, retraining older staff and the
plethora of new technologies put the learning profession under greater pres-
sure to deliver. At present trainers and coaches rely on learners wanting to
move on. The trainer often needs to do little more than put new knowledge
in front of students and let them absorb it. Knowledge of the process of
memory and learning will become fundamental to the professions of train-
ing and coaching.

Practice has also developed over the years through trial and error. It
works, but why? What is the scientific basis for the systems that have grown
in the learning environment? Too much training and coaching happens
without the deliverers understanding why it works or indeed if it works.

CEOs and directors considering the training
options in their organization have a wealth of
choice, from the traditional prospectus offered
by training departments around the world, to
specialized coaching options often offered to
high flyers. Exotic technologies suggest there is
a quick fix.

Training is experiencing some tectonic shifts as its world has to absorb
the impact of new words and concepts (learning rather than training,
blended learning, learning organizations as well as the remarkable increase in
coaching and e-learning). Are these shifts really changing the shape of learn-
ing or will the learning crust settle back into something familiar? 

Statistics provided by the leading professional bodies of learning in the
US-based American Society for Training and Development (ASTD) and the
UK-based Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development (CIPD) show
that at the beginning of the 21st century, coaching and e-learning are
increasingly popular on both sides of the Atlantic. 

This has caused some excitement and both disciplines receive much
coverage in their research and publications. Books on both subjects are regu-
larly reviewed in their house magazines. But they tend to play down the fact
that instructor-led classroom training still accounts for the biggest propor-
tion of training. 
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It is always in season
for old men to learn.
Aeschylus, Agamemnon



According to the ASTD’s 2004 State of the Industry, over 60% of training
is still done in the classroom (Sugrue and Kyung-Hyun 2004, p. 14). In the
UK the CIPD found that “the emerging new orthodoxy still finds an impor-
tant place for the training course. In fact on balance respondents report an
increase in the level of formal classroom training offered over the past few
years.” (Sloman 2004, p. 31). The popularity of coaching and e-learning is,
however, rising more rapidly. 

Other statistics produce slightly different figures but the picture is
similar: classroom learning still dominates but coaching and e-learning are
increasing their share. Other concepts such as blended learning are also
increasing in popularity.

Rather than trying to convince the reader that any one method, mode,
mantra or mindset is best, Learning at Work puts the business of learning
into the context of learning theory and analyses how practice matches what
is known about how the mind works. There are many theories, some of
which are based on scientific research and have been exposed to critical acad-
emic analysis as well as trialed in the workplace. Other “theories” have
caught people’s imagination; perhaps because they claim a quick fix or offer
the ultimate training solution. 

This book starts with the assumption that like all professions, there
should be a strong knowledge base to their work. In the case of learning this
means knowing about how the memory works and how people, particularly
adults, learn best. The early chapters describe the theoretical underpinning
of best practices in the learning business. 

Learning at Work goes on to examine the options available to companies
and organizations who are looking for the most effective ways of develop-
ing, teaching and training their staff. It puts the options of coaching and e-
learning along with more traditional forms of learning into the context of
learning in the workplace. 

Managers, trainers and coaches often come across people who are reluc-
tant to learn. This phenomenon does not apply only to those who feel they
are too old, but to young people with excellent educational backgrounds
and the highest IQ. Others who come with unexceptional backgrounds
absorb new knowledge and learn new skills easily and with alacrity. Sugges-
tions of slacking or lack of commitment begin to appear. 

The more enlightened trainers or coaches will give such individuals more
time and even call in specialists to help. However, do we really understand
what is happening? Why should one individual, capable in every necessary
respect, be unable to take on some new learning? Is it specific personality
traits, some competence that is lacking or is it to do with self-esteem? Sports
coaches know only too well that the state of mind of a sportsperson can
profoundly affect the game of an individual or team. The same is true at
work, although few people realize it.

People do lose confidence or fail to engage in a particular subject. They
have the necessary intellectual horsepower and the determination, but
somehow they fail to develop, to understand and learn. Chapter 3 analyses

� I N T R O D U C T I O N 3



the factors which contribute to someone’s
ability to learn a particular subject.  New theory
is developed to help to judge someone’s learn-
ing quotient (their “learnability”, that is, ability
to learn). Conscious of why someone may be
finding learning difficult, the trainer, coach or
manager will be better equipped to help that
person address the issues and develop properly. 

There is no alternative to developing staff. It is not easy to train or coach
well, although many people can do an average job. For most CEOs and
budget managers, however, OK is not enough. Excellence in the learning
business will come from sound knowledge of the theory and being able to
put it into practice. Learning at Work aims to help those responsible for any
aspect of learning to achieve excellence.  
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If you think educa-
tion is expensive, try
ignorance.

Derek Bok, president
Harvard University
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