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These days, as we develop more innovative methods for delivering 
learning, it seems that our decisions on which ones to use get harder, not 
easier. Blended solutions are often the answer, but they can make the 
choices more complex. So how do you find the right method or blend?

The most important thing to consider in answering the question is the 
level of knowledge or skill that we expect the learner to attain. 

We look at three general levels:

 ▪  Awareness: This means that learners should know specific facts 
and concepts and how they could be applied in the real world. For 
example, with training on your organization’s sexual harassment policy, 
you would only expect the learner to be aware of the policy and the 
consequences that would result from specific behavior. 

 ▪  Understanding: Here, learners will have a limited ability to perform 
with cases that are simpler than what will be encountered in the real 
world. The cases might be able to approximate the performance 
required for new users, but this cannot be guaranteed. You might teach 
to this level for a new computer system that learners can gradually 
master while practicing on the job. 

 ▪  Skill: In this level, learners will have the ability to perform competently 
in the real world, under a variety of conditions, and meet the standards 
for performance. Teach to this level when acquisition of the skill (e.g., a 
surgical procedure) is required for performance. 

Note that the skill level of performance may not be achievable through 
formal training. On-the-job learning (using coaching and job aids, for 
example) may be required. If the skill is dangerous, you might employ 
virtual reality (VR) or other simulation methods.

CHOOSING A  
DELIVERY METHOD?  
IT JUST GOT SIMPLER.
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Okay, back to our original question: 
How do you choose among the plethora of delivery options? 

Note: We have created an interactive version of this chart, called the “Learning Delivery 
Advisor.” To download the app for Android devices or to access the desktop version, go to 
Knowledge > Apps at www.innovativeLG.com.

We like using a simple chart called “Delivery Method Selection 
Guidelines” (shown right) that plots the expected performance 
against a continuum of delivery options ranging from audio 
presentation (with no real-time, contextual feedback) to field 
coaching (with complete real-time, contextual feedback). The 
acceptable range on the chart is a zone where the delivery 
method matches the level of knowledge and skill required. 
Anything outside the zone is either probably not efficient (you will 
get the performance you expect, but will spend more money and 
time than you should) or probably not effective (the learner won’t 
be able to achieve the performance you expect).

 ▪  Begin at the left side of the chart, at the word understanding.

 ▪  Follow a horizontal line across the chart until the line intersects 
with the acceptable range band.

 ▪  Then, follow a vertical line down to the delivery methods 
continuum at the bottom of the chart.

 ▪  Where you land are the most efficient, effective delivery 
methods, ranging from level 2 self-paced at the low end of 
understanding to classroom at the high end.

Job aids, reference materials, and a community of practice are 
also options. These informal learning methods work for a range of 
knowledge/skill levels.

The full chart, with definitions, is shown on the next two pages.

Example: A company’s sales support professionals need an 
understanding level of knowledge in the topic of order entry. To 
determine appropriate delivery methods for this need: 
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DEGREE OF REAL-TIME PERFORMANCE 
AND FEEDBACK DESIGNED INTO LEARNINGLOW HIGH

COMMUNITIES OF PRACTICE / COLLABORATION

DOCUMENTATION / REFERENCE INFORMATION

JOB AIDS / PERFORMANCE SUPPORT

Learners will have the ability 
to perform competently under 
a variety of conditions to the 
level expected for exemplary 
performance in the real world.

Learners will have a limited ability 
to perform with cases similar to 
those encountered in the real 
world. Learners can explain why 
they are doing what they are 
doing, identify good examples 
of performance, and begin to 
approximate the performance. 

Learners will have the factual 
and conceptual framework 
that provides insight into the 
importance of the content 
and how it could be applied 
in the real world.
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Adapted from: Brinkerhoff, Robert O., and Apking, 
Anne M. High-Impact Learning: Strategies for Leveraging 
Business Results from Training, New Perspectives in 
Organizational Learning, Performance, and Change. 
Cambridge: Perseus, 2001.
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LEVEL 3 SELF-PACED (E-LEARNING OR PRINT)

 ▪  Learners engage in accomplishing a task or solving a problem, typically based on a scenario 
and often using real-world information. 

 ▪  Learners control steps taken to solve the problem, within options established by the course.
 ▪  Individual responses may result in customized paths through the content.
 ▪  Includes explanation, demonstration, exercises (e.g., via simulations or application software), 

and skill/knowledge tests, using all types of media and interactivity.

CLASSROOM

 ▪  Instructor teaches a group of learners in the same physical space. 
 ▪  Teaching may take the form of lecture, discussion, small-group collaboration, and/or lab 

demonstration and practice with immediate evaluation and feedback.

SIMULATION

 ▪  Representation of how skill is performed in the real world. Learners use the simulation to 
learn and practice the skill.

 ▪  Simulations can range from low-tech (e.g., role play) to high-tech (e.g., virtual reality).

ON-THE-JOB TRAINING (OJT) / FIELD COACHING

 ▪  In OJT, a proficient performer teaches a learner on a one-on-one basis in the actual job setting. 
 ▪  In Field Coaching, a proficient performer observes a learner on the job and provides feedback 

to improve performance. 

JOB AIDS / PERFORMANCE SUPPORT

 ▪   These tools deliver information to aid execution of a specific task or procedure at the time of 
performance on the job. 

 ▪  Types include checklists, steps, schematics, embedded help, demonstrations, and augmented 
reality. 

 ▪  Can be delivered in many formats (e.g., hardcopy, digital, video) via internet or apps on PCs, 
mobile devices, wearable devices, or other appliances.

DOCUMENTATION / REFERENCE INFORMATION

Auxiliary information is accessed by learners as desired via print or intranet/internet/mobile.

COMMUNITIES OF PRACTICE / COLLABORATION

 ▪  A group of people with a common interest share information and experiences. 

 ▪  Group may meet live in a physical space or virtually using online social networking tools.

 ▪  Group may use an online venue for creation, review, and revision of documents by members.

AUDIO/VIDEO PRESENTATIONS

 ▪  Information is presented using sound and/or video.
 ▪  Presentations may be delivered live in a physical or virtual auditorium, or accessed 

when desired via intranet/internet/mobile.

LEVEL 1 SELF-PACED (E-LEARNING OR PRINT)

 ▪  Learners have little interaction with the instruction other than “turning pages,” 
answering questions, or accessing additional content.

 ▪  Correct/incorrect feedback is provided for test items.

JOB SHADOWING

 ▪  Learners observe a proficient performer on the job.
 ▪  Learners may perform the job tasks under the supervision of the proficient 

performer.

LEVEL 2 SELF-PACED (E-LEARNING OR PRINT)

 ▪  Learners determine order in which they advance through the instruction.
 ▪  Learners must interact with content in a manner that encourages them to think 

about and remember what they are learning.
 ▪  Course reinforces learning by providing opportunities to apply learning by answering 

questions or performing simple simulated tasks.
 ▪ Immediate evaluation and feedback are provided.

VIRTUAL INSTRUCTOR-LED

 ▪  Instructor teaches a group of learners in real time (synchronously) via intranet/
internet/mobile.

 ▪ Teaching may include lecture, discussion, and/or practice. 
 ▪  Learning may involve structured asynchronous work that learners complete on their 

own.

PRACTICE ASSIGNMENTS

Learners independently apply understanding or skill in realistic or real situations, with 
feedback provided upon completion. Assignments can be done on paper or online, or 
observed live.
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EFFICIENCY
If you know that an awareness level of knowledge is required for a 
particular topic area, the chart indicates that anything from audio or video 
presentations to job shadowing would be appropriate. If, however, the 
learners are going to be in town for a meeting and you choose to transfer 
the knowledge in a classroom setting, the objective will still be met — even 
though the chart shows that this delivery method is probably not efficient. 
Inefficiency means only that more costly resources or technologies were 
used where a simpler method would have been appropriate, based on the 
depth of knowledge required.

EFFECTIVENESS
While falling into probably not efficient can be justified, landing in  
probably not effective is a problem. The not effective zone signifies  
that the learner will not be able to achieve the objective, as determined  
by the depth of knowledge required, using that delivery method. 

For example, if you want to teach someone to ride a bike, a complex  
skill requiring physical and cognitive ability, the chart indicates that  
classroom, simulation, and field coaching methods would be appropriate. 
No one would expect that viewing a video or visiting “HowToRideABike.
com” would be sufficient to ensure the learner has the competence  
and confidence necessary to ride a bike.

THE BLENDED SOLUTION
Often, a performance need calls for a blended solution: a combination 
of delivery methods that address the knowledge/skill levels required for 
different aspects of the performance. The blended solution can consist  
of formal methods, informal methods, or both.

Let’s continue with the bike-riding example. We know that showing  
a video is ineffective in teaching someone to ride a bike, but if you  
have identified that “Rules of Biker Safety” is a critical topic, using a  
video to demonstrate the rules is entirely appropriate. Going to 
“HowToRideABike.com” to review facts, concepts, and rules may  
also be an efficient, effective delivery method. However, if you want  
to ensure that the learner can apply that knowledge, you will need to  
add delivery methods that provide simulated or real-world opportunities 
to practice and get feedback.

In other words, providing multiple delivery methods along the acceptable 
range band will create a comprehensive learning solution for the 
performance need. Learning can be built from awareness to understanding 
to skill.

INFORMAL VS. FORMAL METHODS
Informal methods — such as job shadowing, practice assignments,  
field coaching, job aids, online help, reference information, and sharing/
collaboration sites — are an important component in ensuring the 
transfer, application, and sustainability of learning that has been initiated 
through formal training such as e-learning or instructor-led courses. 

Furthermore, informal methods may be used as the primary delivery 
method if the performance need doesn’t warrant, or wouldn’t benefit 
from, formal training. This is usually the case when learning is most 
effectively transferred on the job, at the point of need. 

Consider this example of informal learning as the primary delivery 
method: a new function has been added to a computer application  
that employees have used for a long time. 
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To enable employees to learn the new function, this sequence of informal 
methods might be used:

1.   Post a message about the new function on the company intranet, 
pointing out that help is available within the application. 

2.   Provide embedded help in the application, which individuals access 
when they actually need to use the function. 

3.   If the function is complex, provide an online practice simulation with 
correct/incorrect feedback. 

4.   As employees begin to use the function, have early adopters post tips 
and FAQ answers on the company’s sharing site.

The bottom line? We must clearly define performance requirements, 
identify enabling content, provide practice, and use the most efficient 
delivery methods to ensure mastery of the topic. As long as all of the 
methods fall into the acceptable range band, we will have engineered  
an effective, efficient blended solution.

REAL-WORLD EXPECTATIONS
The underlying principle behind this model is this: In order for individuals 
to perform in the real world, they must be given opportunities to practice 
performance and receive feedback on that practice. The closer the 
conditions of practice match the real world, and the more performance-
specific feedback we provide, the more likely learners are to actually 
transfer what they have learned to their job.
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A performance-first learning company, Innovative Learning Group, Inc. 
creates custom training and tools that help employees of Fortune 1000 
companies do their jobs more effectively. Headquartered in Troy, Michigan, 
ILG is a privately held, certified Women’s Business Enterprise founded in 
2004 by CEO Lisa Toenniges. 
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Learning Group 

1130 Coolidge Highway
Troy, Michigan 48084

248.544.1568
info@innovativeLG.com
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