LEARNING LAGGARDS:
ARE TRAINERS SLOW TO
ADOPT TECHNOLOGY?
Trainers are sometimes accused of dragging their heels when it comes to adopting technology.
Martin Addison fights their corner and highlights some breakthroughs in learning.

T

here’s a celebrated and muchcopied cartoon that depicts a
medieval battle: as the arrows fly
by, a king suited in armour gruffly
tells an aide that he doesn’t have time to
see a salesman. Behind them, crestfallen, is
a man offering a machine gun. One of the
accusations often levelled at trainers is that
they are so busy doing their jobs; they
don’t have the time, or the energy, to
become familiar with new technological
developments that could be integrated into
the classroom.
As a result, trainers are sometimes depicted
as laggards – an unflattering term
popularised by the US sociologist Everett
Rogers, who developed a ‘technology
adoption lifecycle’ which shows that
different consumers adopt new products or
innovations at different stages. Those first
to use a product are Innovators; those last
to use it are laggards.

Let’s put this straight: trainers are not
laggards. However, in order to fully
challenge this misconception, it’s important
to understand where it has come from. So
let’s set out the allegations. As well as lack
of time, there are three other accusations
levelled at trainers by those who claim they
are slow to adopt technology.
Trainers don’t have the stomach for more
preparation. The allegation is that trainers
have, over time, developed programmes
proven to be effective and, with some
tweaking, are re-usable time after time.
Adding technology to the mix would mean
they’d have to start again. It is grossly
unfair to suggest that trainers are not
adopting technology because it would
involve too much work.
The vast majority of trainers work hard to
prepare their programmes and tailor their
provision to the needs of their audience, so

this accusation doesn’t hold water. It is
‘survival of the fittest’ out there and there’s
simply no room in the market for trainers
who are unprofessional or ineffective.
Trainers have had their fingers burned
before. Here, the claim is that trainers are
sceptical of the merits of technological
innovations because they’ve seen – or may
have invested in – other promising
technologies that did not live up to
expectations. This is an understandable
human reaction. In the last recession for
example, e-learning was heralded as the
panacea that would provide the blueprint
for future learning. We were told no one
would ever train in a classroom again.
Of course, such predictions proved false.
Relatively few trainers have completely
turned their backs on e-learning as a result.
Many agree that today’s e-learning courses
are a vastly different proposition. In other
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words, e-learning has been forgiven. This
time around, it is proving a worthy addition
to the training mix.
Trainers are worried about the reliability
of the technology. Here, the contention is
that trainers don’t want to be vulnerable to
perceived threats such as an unstable
internet connection or a crashing laptop.
Understandably a trainer may be reluctant
to test out a new approach because they
feel their job is on the line and they’re not
willing to take a chance on something that
might not work. However, with 4G on the
horizon and fast Wi-Fi connections as
standard in most meeting rooms and
training facilities, connectivity is much less
of an issue than ever before.
Also, vendors of training solutions have
become savvier, realising that the reliability
of their platforms is the rock on which their
brand is based: not something to be
undervalued in an L&D environment where
trainers are competing hard for the
precious time of their potential learners.
INNOVATIONS IN DELIVERY
Training has always been about engaging
people and delivering a message. The
modern-day ‘weapons’ with which today’s
trainers are arming themselves in order to
achieve this, are video-streaming, social
networking, ‘collaborative and informal’
learning and ‘anywhere, anytime’ learning.
In many cases, trainers recognise that these
approaches have considerable benefits over

traditional methods of training. For
example, in the realm of video learning,
once upon a time you had to physically
move the resource around. If you were
using a DVD for training in Newcastle, your
colleague in Birmingham couldn’t use the
same resource at the same time. With
digital video clips, anyone can view the
content at any time, no matter where they
are, via tablets and smartphones. The
implications of this are twofold.
Firstly, the old-style approach of providing
a structured pathway through learning
material has given way to the new concept
of ‘anytime, anywhere’ learning where the
L&D professional becomes more of a
curator than a trainer. Instead of being the
‘sage on the stage’, trainers have become
‘the guide on the side’: a business partner,
responsible for creating an environment in
which people can work and learn.
Secondly, the role of the L&D department
has become less about providing learning
at specific times and more about pushing
out content to people and enabling them
to access and use it on-demand.
HARDWARE AS AN ENABLER
Today, smartphones and tablets, with full
colour touch screens, have revolutionised
the delivery of soft-skills training. These
devices offer a dynamic way for individuals
to consume learning content and to access
just-in-time performance support on-themove. Mobile learning (m-learning, as this
is sometimes termed) is gaining ground,

particularly as a way of reinforcing and
embedding learning that has been delivered
through other means. Organisational
learning strategies are evolving to link
mobile learning with instructor-led courses,
coaching, performance support tools and
other self-study tools to ensure a holistic
approach.
SOFTWARE INNOVATIONS
Learning Management Systems have
evolved to become complete online,
one-stop-shop libraries of learning content.
Some contain video training clips,
e-learning and mobile learning courses,
workshop resources and digital books,
enabling trainers to pick and choose from
the available content to create a tailored
learning solution for their learners. In the
future, it’s likely that formal, planned
learning will still occur – in a physical or
virtual classroom or via online and selfpaced e-learning.
However, 90% of learning will probably be
informal: the response to that trend is
already apparent in the growth of social
learning via Twitter, Facebook and other
online networks of communities. And as
learning moves outside a formal
environment so does the technology that
tracks and measures it. Organisations can
already schedule, manage, track and report
on all formal learning activity.
The excited buzz around the new learning
technology specification Tin Can, comes
from its potential to do the same for
informal learning. Tin Can (also known as
the next generation SCORM) is a new way
of recording learning activity, whether it’s
mobile learning, simulations, virtual worlds,
serious games, real-world activities,
experiential learning, social learning, offline
learning or collaborative learning.
Captured data is held in a learning record
store, which can be accessed by the LMS or
other reporting tools. This enables better
reporting and it means that a much more
accurate picture of learners and their
learning activity can be created. The fact
that the L&D world is so open to adopting
new technologies makes a mockery of the
accusation that trainers are laggards,
haplessly stuck in the old days where the
default response was to provide classroom
training for all.
The truth is that, far from being averse to
technology, trainers have always been keen
to implement cutting-edge approaches that
will help them achieve their objectives.
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