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constructivist approach to learning and
more traditional models is that in con-
structivism the point is not to precisely
transfer knowledge from the instructor to
a group of learners, but to facilitate the
individual learner’s ability to build on and
extend existing knowledge within a given
domain. In that sense, it seems pre-
sumptuous to speak of designing con-
structivist e-Learning, in advance, for a
mass audience.

However, because the rubber has to
meet the road somewhere, pristine theo-

ry must inevitably be drawn into contact
with squalid practice, and so in this arti-
cle I shall show how to start designing 
e-Learning along constructivist lines. I’ll
provide links to multiple resources, mod-
els, and discussions about this process
online and elsewhere. You, Dear Reader,
may then resolve the irony in this under-
taking for yourself and in your own way. 

Similar to traditional design of instruc-
tion in which the designer has a choice
from among many step-by-step proce-
dures for building a course, in construc-
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If you’ve spent years
learning to use
Instructional Systems
Design processes to
create e-Learning, the
slight anarchy inher-
ent in constructivist
design may leave you
feeling a little dizzy.
Before you decide that
constructivism has
nothing to offer your
organization, read this
article to get a more
complete perspective
on the techniques 
and the resources
available. You’ll be
glad you did!

O
xy.mo.ron (n) a figure of speech in which opposite or contra-

dictory ideas or terms are combined (Ex.: jumbo shrimp, con-

structivist design)

Believe me, this is an article I have approached with trepidation.

There is more than a little paradox involved in the term,“constructivist

design.” In my most recent articles, I’ve introduced the basic theory

behind constructivism and reviewed some of the tools that learners

can use to construct knowledge. The essential difference between the
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on page 8



tivist practice there are guidelines of vari-
ous kinds that can be followed. Each 
of these sets of guidelines represents
someone’s way of dealing with the para-
dox of thinking about design while re-
maining true to a subtly anarchical set 
of principles. 

Probably the most frequently-refer-
enced set of guidelines used to create
constructivist-based e-Learning are those
provided by David Jonassen for Con-
structivist Learning Environments, or
CLEs. You will find several References to
these in the list at the end of this article.
However, there are many practitioners
who create successful constructivist sys-
tems for learners, and whose approach-
es to design are different in significant
ways from Jonassen’s. 

It is likely that there will never be a
universal constructivist design framework
such as ISD (Instructional Systems
Design), Gagne’s Events of Instruction,
or Dick and Carey’s model provides for
the objectivist approaches. However, by
paying careful attention to developments
within the community of practice and to
the body of work done by constructivists,
designers can build up their own knowl-
edge and toolkit of the principles that
work. My purpose here is simply to open
the introduction to the community of
practice and to suggest places to start.

Benefits of constructivist design
One of the questions that a designer

might reasonably ask is, “Why should I
consider a constructivist approach to
learning?” Perhaps it would be well to
take a little time to give my answer to
that question.

First, please be aware that I am not
advocating replacing your current design
model completely with constructivism.
The traditional approaches to designing
and delivering instruction (sometimes
referred to as the “objectivist approach-
es”) work quite well for many learning sit-
uations, as long as they are appropriate-
ly selected and correctly applied. In
some cases, either an objectivist ap-
proach or a constructivist approach
would provide satisfactory results, de-
pending on the maturity of the learners.
But there are many situations you face
as a designer, when you will find that you
need to support learning in domains or
for audiences where an attempt to trans-
fer knowledge or skill from a subject mat-
ter expert’s head to a learner’s head is
doomed to fail. Those are the times to

reflect on constructivism and its many
benefits, and to ask, “Should we do
something different?”

It’s good to reflect that people learn
all the time, every day, and that most
learning takes place outside of a formal
setting. People add to what they know
and to what they can do, and for the
most part without any “e-” being involved
in the learning at all. It’s clear that the
mechanisms by which these learnings
take place are different from those used
to teach in a traditional setting, and that
the mechanisms are powerful. Much of
constructivism is based on careful study
of those “other” mechanisms. In many
cases, information and communication
technology — the Web, computers, and
software — will make it possible for
learners to leverage the other mecha-
nisms in ways that are not possible even
on the best day in a classroom.

Of course, part of the challenge to this
day-to-day learning process is that peo-
ple also get things wrong, perhaps more
often than they “get it right.” They don’t
know how to check what they’ve learned
for validity, for exceptions, or for applica-
tion guidelines. A substantial part of con-
structivist practice has to do with helping
people learn how to learn, including how
to test, verify, and validate new knowl-
edge and skills and so to increase their
own autonomy.

Constructivism is concerned with
engaging people in meaningful learning.
While there are various details provided
by constructivist theoreticians about
what makes learning “meaningful,” one
of the keys is that meaningful learning is
also mindful learning. Ellen Langer (see
the list of Resources and References at
the end of this article) has introduced
this term in a very specific way, drawing
from the concept of mindfulness. A mind-
ful approach, she points out, has three
characteristics: the continuous creation
of new categories, openness to new
information, and an implicit awareness
of more than one perspective. 

There are many benefits of a mindful
approach for psychological and physical
wellbeing. The alternative, mindless
approach to learning and living can trap
people in old categories and in automatic
behavior that operates from a single per-
spective and keeps a person from
attending to new signals. There are sig-
nificant consequences in a changing
world to the choice between adopting
either mindfulness or mindlessness.2
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The eLearning Developers’ Journal™ is design-
ed to serve the industry as a catalyst for inno-
vation and as a vehicle for the dissemination of
new and practical strategies and techniques for
e-Learning designers, developers and managers.
The Journal is not intended to be the definitive
authority.  Rather, it is intended to be a medium
through which e-Learning practitioners can share
their knowledge, expertise and experience 
with others for the general betterment of the
industry.

As in any profession, there are many differ-
ent perspectives about the best strategies,
techniques and tools one can employ to accom-
plish a specific objective. This Journal will share
these different perspectives and does not posi-
tion any one as “the right way,” but rather we
position each article as “one of the right ways”
for accomplishing a goal.  We assume that read-
ers will evaluate the merits of each article and
use the ideas they contain in a manner appropri-
ate for their specific situation.  We encourage dis-
cussion and debate about articles and provide an
Online Discussion board for each article.

The articles contained in the Journal are all
written by people who are actively engaged in
this profession at one level or another — not 
by paid journalists or writers.  Submissions are
always welcome at any time, as are suggestions
for articles and future topics. To learn more
about how to submit articles and/or ideas,
please refer to the directions on our Web site:
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James Atherton says that although
constructivism has received more atten-
tion in education and the schools for the
reasons just given, it is important in two
additional ways to those who design for
learners in other organizational settings
and for “post-compulsory” education.
Atherton, a Principal Lecturer in Educa-
tion at De Montfort University, Bedford, 
in the United Kingdom, asserts that 
constructivism provides an excellent ap-
proach to facilitate professional develop-
ment, and to deal with resistance to
learning.

Learning through reflection in 
professional practice

“Continuous learning” has received
much attention in the training press in the
last decade, mainly in an organizational
context. We understand from this atten-
tion that many businesses believe that
continuous learning can bring competitive
advantage in a changing world. However,
Atherton points out that, in 1983, the late
Donald Schön showed how continuous
learning as a result of reflection on one’s

actions is one of the defining characteris-
tics of professional practice.

Schön was a professor at the Mass-
achusetts Institute of Technology (MIT)
when he wrote an important series of
books around the processes and devel-
opment of reflective practitioners. These
works provided a close examination of
what practitioners in different profes-
sions actually do, with the focus being
on “an analysis of the distinctive struc-
ture of reflection-in-action.” Schön’s work
quickly became influential as many edu-
cators involved in the development of
professionals took it up.

A key part of Schön’s contribution
was his insight that “Technical Rational-
ity” — his term for the model of profes-
sional training that loads learners up
with content while they are students, so
that they can apply it when they enter
practice — has never been an accurate
description of how professionals “think
in action,” and that this model is a poor
basis for practice in a fast-changing
world. 

Helping learners discover how to

reflect in action (both while doing some-
thing and afterward) is an important fea-
ture of constructivist practice, and one
that has major applications for develop-
ing professionals. 

(For more information on Donald
Schön and his contributions to the theo-
ry and practice of learning, see his biog-
raphy in the Encyclopaedia of Informal
Education, at http://www.infed.org/
thinkers/et-schon.htm.) 

While professionals have an understand-
able interest in learning to be successful
in their practice, other learners are more
resistant. Atherton has some insights to
offer regarding ways in which construc-
tivism can address failure to learn.

Dealing with resistance to learning
Atherton contrasts “supplantive learn-

ing,” which questions current knowledge
or skills and then replaces them, with
“additive learning,” which simply adds
new knowledge or skills to an individ-
ual’s current set. He makes the point
that, when people fail to learn, the fail-
ure may be due to lack of motivation,

The eLearning Guild has created The Guild Online Forum Series, a new series of online
events that will be held throughout 2004. On the 2nd Thursday of every month (except
January) you can register to participate as an individual, or as a group, in a one-day “virtual
conference” that includes four highly interactive seventy-five minute sessions designed to
explore a specific topic.

e-Learning for e-Learning Professionals...

Individual or
Site Registration:

Participate as an
individual or you 
can pay a site fee, 
set up your meeting
room, and have your
e-Learning team
participate in an
Online Forum as 
a group!

J U L Y  8 ,  2 0 0 4

Managing the Value
Metrics and ROI of 
e-Learning
Examine the key metrics and how to
measure them. Discuss who needs to
see and understand these metrics, and
the best way of presenting the metrics
to stakeholders. Learn how to tie your
e-Learning metrics to your organiza-
tion’s business metrics. Discover which
tools are most effective for measuring
these metrics.

Target Audience: This Online Forum
is for managers who need to under-
stand ways to measure e-Learning 
and how to show the value of their 
e-Learning programs.

To learn more about each
upcoming Online Forum 
and to register, go to:
www.eLearningGuild.com

Here’s a brief description
of the next Online Forum
in the series...

Here’s how the Online Forums work:



lack of ability, lack of aptitude, or to poor
teaching. A fourth factor, which he says
is often not recognized, is the psycholog-
ical cost of change. This cost may come
into play when an apparently competent,
experienced adult is required to change
or realizes that change is necessary.

Supplantive learning becomes prob-
lematic when it is forced, or if the individ-
ual has a significant emotional invest-
ment in the prior beliefs or skills. Where
supplantive learning does not create
problems, the learner may at least feel a
bit demoralized because of a temporary
loss of perceived competence. If the sup-
plantive learning does become problem-
atic, the demoralization intensifies,
sometimes to “crisis” proportions. This

combination makes it difficult to learn,
and the learner may well simply go back
to the old way of doing things.

Over time, the learner who does not
just “give up” will become re-oriented
through learning. The reorientation can be
sparked in several ways. For example,
there may be an external crisis that forces
the change. In an extreme case, the indi-
vidual may have the sense of “bottoming
out,” so there is no way to go but up. Or,
the learner may find himself or herself in
a “facilitating environment,” where the
learner is supported and safe, and where
the change is not forced.

The function of learning under the con-
structivist model is to provide that sup-
portive, safe, motivating environment.

The designer’s job is to create such an
environment.

Guidelines for constructivist design
If you look for a definitive flowchart

that shows “how to design constructivist
e-Learning,” you won’t find one. That’s
because:
• Constructivism isn’t an approach to

learning that can be outlined in a flow-
chart and applied the same way to all
learning, over and over; 

• Constructivism is about how individu-
als create meaning and knowledge, by
extending and modifying current per-
sonal knowledge and skills; and

• Constructivism is not a specific
approach to design — it’s a way of
thinking about design.
However, you can find plenty of guide-

lines. These are useful because con-
structivist ideas can be incorporated into
the typical instructional design process
without impairing the project manage-
ment and quality-control functions.

Brent Wilson, James Teslow, and
Rionda Osman-Jouchoux provided an
extensive set of ideas in their 1995
chapter on the impact of constructivism
on instructional design (ID) fundamentals
(again, please see the Resources and
References section at the end of the
article). They also gave a great summary
of the theoretical background and
research underpinning constructivism,
and I recommend reading that summary
along with my earlier articles.

Wilson, Teslow, and Osman-Jouchoux
make an important observation when
they say that, “Traditional ID models suc-
ceed largely because they provide for the
management of a team of workers
engaged in a complex project. ... man-
agement goals and design goals are
often in tension with each other. For an
ID model to work in the real world, it
must combine these two critical func-
tions into a workable methodology: effec-
tive, creative design on the one hand
and efficient management on the other.
... the point is that we need a balanced
set of safeguards and constraints that
assure careful design and accountability,
but which are flexible enough to allow
the project to safely ‘fly’.”

Constructivist learning environ-
ments

I have already mentioned David
Jonassen and his work with the design
of Constructivist Learning Environments,

DESIGN / s t r a t e g i e s
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Call 1.707.566.8990 or visit www.eLearningGuild.com



or CLEs. A CLE is a framework that pro-
vides a supportive, safe, motivating envi-
ronment in which learners can solve
problems, interact with others, and
assess their learning. Within a CLE, a
designer can provide any resources the
learners may need, from problem-based
or case-based experiences to micro-
worlds and virtual realities, subject to
also taking into account some of the
issues in constructivist design to be 
discussed later in this article.

Sidebar 1, “Attributes of meaningful 
e-Learning” (below) is a summary of
Jonassen’s list of design attributes for
meaningful learning, some details of the
elements and considerations within each
of those attributes, and my ideas about
the kinds of technology a designer might
provide to support each attribute.  

You will find more about the details of
CLEs in the online article, “Welcome to
the Design of Constructivist Learning
Environments (CLEs)” and in Jonassen’s
Learning to Solve Problems with Techno-
logy: A Constructivist Perspective.

Guidelines (not rules) for designs
Another key element Jonassen pro-

vides is a list of the components of CLEs
that the designer should try to include:
• A problem or project context: Learners

should receive a clear problem state-
ment, with the context surrounding the

problem shown as clearly as if it were
real life.

• A problem or project representation:
Simulate the situation in a natural con-
text, and recreate the same type of
interesting cognitive problems the
main players would face in the real
world. Tasks assigned should replicate
the actual activity structure, and the
physical setting should provide the
same constraints and advantages that
would exist in the real world, including
the tools.

• The problem or project manipulation
space: Learners should be able to
manipulate things — tools, product, or
environment — in a meaningful way.

Learners must be able to test hypothe-
ses about their problems.
Instructional activities will also be nec-

essary in a CLE. Sometimes learners do
not possess enough knowledge structure
in the domain to begin building or con-
structing new knowledge. Instructional
activities must be supported in three
ways: modeling, coaching, and scaffold-
ing. 

Modeling is mainly a matter of demon-
strating to the learner how (and why) to
perform the necessary activities needed
to complete a task. In other words, pro-
vide one or more examples, and then
ask the learner to explain what he or she
is thinking about while going through
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SIDEBAR 1 Attributes of meaningful e-Learning

Meaningful learning
is ACTIVE

Meaningful learning
is CONSTRUCTIVE

Meaningful learning
is INTENTIONAL

Meaningful learning
is AUTHENTIC

Meaningful learning
is COOPERATIVE

Learners are engaged in mindful processing of information, where they are responsible
for the result. Learners manipulate objects and parameters of the environment they are
working in and observe the results of their manipulations.

Learners integrate new ideas with prior knowledge in order to make sense or meaning.
Learners articulate what they have accomplished and reflect on their activity and obser-
vations: they construct increasingly complex mental models.

When learners are actively and willfully trying to achieve a cognitive goal, they think and
learn more because they are fulfilling an intention. Technology should help learners artic-
ulate their learning goals, and then support them.

Learning tasks that are situated in meaningful real-world tasks or simulated in a case-
based or problem-based learning environment are better understood and more consis-
tently transferred to new situations. Technology should support learners in solving com-
plex and ill-structured problems as well as simple and well-structured problems.

Collaboration requires conversation, and technology can support this at any scale.
Cooperation and collaboration are the most difficult attributes to support, especially if
learning is evaluated on an individual basis.

WebQuests, Office-type
applications

Web logs, mind maps,
concept maps

Web logs, WebQuests,
concept maps, mind
maps

Office-type applications,
hypermedia

Wikis, community 
systems, hypermedia,
content maps, course
maps, 

Attributes Elements Technology

Based on Jonassen (2002 and 2003) and on Brandon (June 14, 2004). See references on page 7.

The primary goal of constructivist design is to engage learners in meaningful learning, which has five interdependent attrib-
utes. Technology — e-Learning — should support these same attributes.

For an ID model to work in the real world,
it must combine these two critical functions into a work-

able methodology: effective, creative design on the one

hand and efficient management on the other... [T]he point is

that we need a balanced set of safeguards and constraints

that assure careful design and accountability, but which are

flexible enough to allow the project to safely “fly.”  

— Wilson, Teslow, and Osman-Jouchoux
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each step.
Coaching involves intervening at criti-

cal points in the instruction. Each inter-
vention provides learners with encour-
agement, diagnosis, direction, and feed-
back.

Scaffolding adjusts the task for the
learner, so that the task is matched to
what the learner can do. Eventually all
scaffolding will be removed.

The constructivist design team and
process

Wilson, Teslow, and Osman-Jouchoux
suggest that essentially the same cast
of players will be involved in construc-
tionist design as is involved in objectivist
(traditional) design. In other words, sub-
ject matter experts (SME’s), designers,
instructors or facilitators, and learners
will all take part. The difference is that
all of them are part of each step in the
process. SMEs help design the learning
experiences. Designers can serve as
model learners and teachers. Teachers
and students may help define or select
content and then design their own learn-
ing experience. This mixing of roles re-
quires care in implementation.

The actual design process, from a

project management point of view, may
not look so different from the steps in a
traditional project. Again, Wilson, Teslow,
and Osman-Jouchoux provide a break-
down that includes all the major activity
steps, from needs assessment to evalu-
ation, with specific tips for incorporating
constructivist methodology and concerns
in each step.

Online resources
Many designers may find it more use-

ful to start their first project by looking at
some of the activity types typically includ-
ed in a constructivist design. Susan
Colaric has created a wonderful resource
that will assist in this process. Please
see Sidebar 2: Susan Colaric’s
Knowledge Base, below, for the details.

As you use the various resources,
take a minute to read over the article by
Joseph Petraglia, “The Real World on a
Short Leash: The (Mis)Application of
Constructivism to the Design of Educa-
tional Technology.” Petraglia teaches at
the Georgia Institute of Technology, and
he makes some important points about
how to design problems and task envi-
ronments for learners.

Examples 
Another way in which many designers

learn is to look at examples of the work
of other designers. While I was unable 
to find any complete constructivist pro-
grams on line, I did find several articles
that may be useful to you.
• Mahnaz Moallem has provided an out-

standing example of the way in which
his team combined elements of tradi-
tional instruction and constructivist
environments in order to deal with a
learning situation in which part of the
answer required prescriptive solutions,
and part of it required learner control
of the environment. Mahnaz is Asso-
ciate Professor of Instructional Techno-
logy at the University of North Carolina
at Wilmington.

• Mark Guzdial, at Georgia Institute of
Technology, created CaMILE (Collabor-
ative and Multimedia Interactive Learn-
ing Environment) as a Web-based col-
laboration tool for use by students.
Mark is also responsible for develop-
ment of the Swiki, another anchored
collaborative learning environment.

• Brent Wilson and May Lowry, both pro-
fessors of Information and Learning
Technologies, University of Colorado at
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SIDEBAR 2 Susan Colaric’s Knowledge Base

Constructivism

Problem-Based Learning

Case-Based Reasoning

A Web-Based Case Library to Support Learning

Anchored Instruction

Scaffolding

Goal-Based Scenarios

Situated Learning

Cognitive Flexibility Theory

Constructivist Learning Environments (OLEs) - Jonassen

Open Learning Environments (OLEs)

http://www.soe.ecu.edu/ltdi/colaric/KB/Constructivism.html 

http://www.soe.ecu.edu/ltdi/colaric/KB/PBLs.htm 

http://www.soe.ecu.edu/ltdi/colaric/KB/CBR.htm 

http://www.soe.ecu.edu/ltdi/colaric/KB/CBRarticle.htm 

http://www.soe.ecu.edu/ltdi/colaric/KB/AnchoredInstruction.htm 

http://www.soe.ecu.edu/ltdi/colaric/KB/Scaffolding.htm

http://www.soe.ecu.edu/ltdi/colaric/KB/GBS.html 

http://www.soe.ecu.edu/ltdi/colaric/KB/SituatedLearning.htm

http://www.soe.ecu.edu/ltdi/colaric/KB/CogFlexibility.htm 

http://www.soe.ecu.edu/ltdi/colaric/KB/CLEsJonassen.html 

http://www.soe.ecu.edu/ltdi/colaric/KB/OLEs.html 

Topic URL

Susan Colaric, now an assistant professor at East Carolina University, created a knowledge base covering the instructional
systems process, as a component of her doctoral examinations at Penn State University. This knowledge base is available on
a Web site and it can be an extremely useful resource for designers who are learning about different approaches to learning.
The URL for the portal to this resource is at http://www.soe.ecu.edu/ltdi/colaric/KB/index.html (verified June 26, 2004).

The knowledge base incorporates 427 files, 213 pictures, and 2088 internal hyperlinks. Among the resources that will be
of interest to readers are eleven articles relating to constructivist design.
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Denver, compiled a very useful set of
links, including links to actual projects,
in their paper “Constructivist Learning
on the Web.”

• Finally, the IBM Watson Research
Center has published a number of
papers from its Collaborative
eLearning projects, and these name
actual organizations involved in work-
place training programs that make use
of collaborative learning on the Web. 

How to get started
Many designers find it easier to start

adding collaborative elements one at a
time to course designs, rather than to 
try to design a complete constructivist
model all at once. I would recommend
starting with a simple case-based
approach in a single module. Susan
Colaric’s Knowledge Base has enough
information in it to make that possible. 

Another way to begin would be to add
a WebQuest to a synchronous e-Learning
program, following the guidelines on
Bernie Dodge’s WebQuest page. Then
have the learners work together to cre-
ate their own WebQuest, based on the
model you have provided. I also recom-
mend looking over all of the Web sites
mentioned here, and contacting the
authors.

This summer, we will also be publish-
ing an article on Problem-Based Learning
that you will not want to miss. Problem-
Based Learning is one of the most effec-
tive of the constructivist methodologies.
In the meantime, good luck with your
efforts!

AUTHOR CONTACT
Bill Brandon is the 
Editor of The eLearning
Developers’ Journal. He
has been active in the
learning and develop-
ment field since 1968,
and created his first 

e-Learning applications in 1984. Bill lives
near Dallas, Texas. You can reach him by
email at bbrandon@elearningguild.com.

Additional information on the topics 
covered in this article is also listed in
the Guild Resource Directory.
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Consider creating online instruc-
tion for the following purposes:

transitioning from one email client
to another; teaching managers to
write legally defensible perform-
ance reviews; facilitating use of
common project management
tools. In high-quality classroom
instruction, hands-on activities
allow learners to practice achiev-
ing certain results. How do you do
these same hands-on activities
online? Think it’s hard to do? It’s
time to get unstuck!

When we design instruction, we
want learners to be able to DO
something, not just look at con-
tent or answer basic (and often
not especially useful) questions
about it. In a project management
course, is it more important that
people learn to use project man-
agement tools (Gantt charts, for
example), or that they be able to
recall definitions for tasks, dura-
tion, milestones, and dependen-
cies (which they can easily look up
as needed)?

Let’s look at the three pro-
posed instructional modules for a
moment and pull out a few learn-
ing outcomes we might hope to
achieve. (See the table below.) 

If we truly want learners to
achieve these and other perform-
ance-based outcomes, we need to
provide instructional activities that
involve learners in using the con-
tent as it is used in real life.
Answering a multiple-choice ques-
tion that asks the learner to pick
the menu in which the attachment

options are located does not meet
this test.  A drag-and-drop exer-
cise to match performance lan-
guage with the correct policy, or to
pair up Gantt chart column heads
with the correct definitions, does-
n’t go far enough either. 

If these instructional situations
were classroom-based, the
desired outcomes would be
achieved with realistic hands-on
practice activities and plenty of
opportunities for meaningful feed-
back. I have never heard a good
instructor respond, “Incorrect. Try
again.”

How do we DO hands-on
online?

Quizzes, drag and drop, links...
are those the main activities we
can do in online instruction with-
out advanced programming skills
and mega bucks? No! Some folks
think real hands-on activities can’t
be done in online instruction, or
can be done only at great expense
and skill, but that kind of thinking
results in anemic and ineffective
online instruction. We have to be
able to allow people to practice,
not just think about the concepts,
or what’s the use of the instruc-
tion? If we really can’t do that in
online instruction, or have to
spend a fortune to do it, online
instruction doesn’t have much
value. The truth is that it’s the
thinking that’s a problem, not the
online learning.

Here are two errors in thinking
that result in online instruction
containing few, or less meaningful,
activities.
• Error 1: Hands-on has to cost a

lot to build and requires loads
of multimedia programming
expertise.

• Error 2: If the course is online,
ALL the activities must be
online.
In the classroom, most hands-

on activities involve practice,
questions, sharing, and feedback.
This can also happen in e-Learn-

ing: online, using discussion and
collaboration tools, and offline, in
field experiences away from the
computer, or on the computer but
not necessarily inside the course. 

I especially appreciate the abili-
ty to create simple application
simulations using a tool like
RoboDemo that allows learners to
try applications. Users can also
open the application itself, and
while inside the actual application
they can use performance sup-
port tools and job aids. They can
post questions for a designated
expert in a discussion forum. If
they get stuck they can go ask the
designated advanced user down
the hall. These kinds of hands-on
(but not necessarily online) activi-
ties could help people learning to
use the new email system.

Most critical hands-on activities
can easily occur, but not necessar-
ily online. In the case of the per-
formance review training, why not
allow learners to write a real
review for a real person and have
a human resources expert provide
online feedback (through email or
a discussion board) or in person?
The same approach would likely
work for project management
tools training. Let learners build a
Gantt chart, for instance, use it,
and debrief their use with others
and with content experts. These
debriefings could take place
online in a discussion forum or
other collaborative environment, 
or in small group meetings.

Getting unstuck
In most cases, hands-on activi-

ties happen easily with blending.
Blend what the computer does
well with what the person does
well. Blend performance support
and real applications. Blend con-
ceptual instruction online with real
life coaching in person. 

EXTRA INS IGHTS :  Pa t t i  S h a n k

Unsticking Hands-on Activities
How to think outside the monitor

Patti Shank, Ph.D. is
the managing partner 
of Learning Peaks, LLC.
(www.learningpeaks.com)
She speaks regularly 
at training and instruc-
tional technology confer-
ences and writes fre-
quently on instructional
design and online learn-
ing. Patti is the co-
author of Making Sense
of Online Learning
(Jossey-Bass/Pfeiffer,
2004)

Transition from one email 
system to another.

Write legally defensible 
performance reviews.

Use common project 
management tools.

Proposed instruction Selected desired outcomes

Move contacts and mail to new 
format. Send email.

Write legally defensible language.
Apply ratings that follow policy 
manual guidelines.

Build a Gantt chart for a project.
Determine the effect of delays.

How would you deliver these online?
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About the Guild

The eLearning Guild organizes a variety of industry events focused on participant learning:

The eLearning
Guild™ is a global
Community of
Practice
Through this member-driven com-
munity of designers, developers,
and managers of e-Learning, the
Guild provides high-quality learn-
ing opportunities, networking
services, resources, and publica-
tions.

Guild members represent a
diverse group of instructional
designers, content developers,
web developers, project man-
agers, contractors, consultants,
managers and directors of train-
ing and learning services — all of
whom share a common interest in
e-Learning design, development,
and management. Members work
for organizations in the corporate,
government, academic, and K-12
sectors. They also are employees
of e-Learning product and service
providers, consultants, students,
and self-employed professionals.

The more than 12,500 members
of this growing, worldwide com-
munity look to the Guild for time-
ly, relevant, and objective informa-
tion about e-Learning to increase
their knowledge, improve their
professional skills, and expand
their personal networks.

Resource Directory
The Guild hosts the e-Learning industry’s most 
comprehensive resource management system
that includes more than 4,500 (and growing) 
e-Learning related resources in a searchable
database. Guild Members can post resources
and can update them at any time.

Surveys & Studies
The eLearning Guild conducts continuous polls
and more than a dozen surveys and studies
each year — including an annual salary survey.
Guild Members have unlimited access to all data
and analyses.

The eLearning Developers’ Journal
The Journal provides in-depth articles about how 
e-Learning professionals can make e-Learning
more successful in their organizations. It’s a
weekly online publication in PDF format and
Guild Members have unlimited access to the
searchable archive of every issue published. 

Job Board
The Guild Job Board should be your first stop
for solving employment related issues. Whether
you are an employer looking to fill a key position
or an e-Learning professional looking for a new
job, you’ll find success here.

Info Exchange
The Info Exchange enables members to ask
questions of, and get feedback from, other 
members around the world in a discussion
board format. 

Member Discounts
Guild Members receive a 20% discount on all
optional services offered by The eLearning Guild
that are not included in your membership. These
services include all face-to-face and online
events produced by the Guild, special publica-
tions, and other services as they are developed.

The Online Forum Series
e-Learning for e-Learning professionals! The
Guild Online Forum Series enables you, or 
your team, to explore the most pressing issues
facing e-Learning professionals today with some
of our industries smartest people — right from
your desktop or conference room. 

Engaging Symposia
The Guild’s unique and focused symposia 
drill into the most critical issues for e-Learning
designers, developers, and managers. These are

intensive learning events with limited enrollment.
Participate in person or online, as an individual
or as part of a team.  

Annual Conference
The eLearning Producer Conference, held in
the fall each year, offers comprehensive and in-
depth content for all e-Learning professionals in
a collegial environment conducive to learning
and sharing.  

Event Proceedings
If you attend a Guild event, you have immediate
access to all event proceedings. If you do not
attend, as a Guild Member you still have access
to the proceedings 90 days after an event ends.

Guild e-Clips
A Guild Members-only publication sent by email
every week. It’s short, easy to read, and includes
“clips” designed to keep members connected to
the latest information about Guild publications,
surveys & studies, and learning events. 

eLearning Insider
The eLearning Insider is sent by email every
other week and includes current e-Learning
industry news, excerpts from Journal articles,
highlights from Guild surveys, e-Musings, and
information on Guild matters.

Professional Development 
Through Active Engagement
In order to maintain a vital community and 
provide relevant information, The eLearning
Guild seeks the active involvement of all Guild
Members and Guild Associates. Consider these
ways to engage:

Speak at Guild Events: Members and
Associates are encouraged to submit 
presentation proposals for any and all 
Guild events.

Write for the Journal: The eLearning
Developers’ Journal articles are written by
industry leaders and practitioners just like you
who are working in this field every day.

Join the Program Advisory Committee:
This committee works to craft the program 
content of all events produced by the Guild.

Join the Research Advisory Committee:
This committee works to identify the topics for
Guild surveys and studies, and also develops
the survey instruments.


