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Introduction 

Thank you for downloading this eBook. You’re probably here because you’re interested in 

scaling your online learning. Well, this eBook is a manifesto, in a way, for how I operate my 

online training content development firm, Curious Lion.  

My name is Andrew Barry. There are two things you should know about me. 

1 I’m passionate about helping curious humans reach their potential. 

2 I’m on a mission to help rapidly growing companies educate their people and their 

customers in unique and engaging ways. 

My team and I are proud to help our clients create uniquely beautiful online learning that 

reflects their brand, and most importantly, their culture.  

After working in corporate training for just over a decade, I started Curious Lion in the belief 

that we could do a better job creating custom virtual training. Too often I saw online training 

consist of hastily thrown together eLearning versions of slide decks. I knew there was a 

better way. 

We are passionate about creating meaningful custom learning experiences using a blended 

approach of video, print, and facilitation.  

Your culture matters. 

Your way of doing things makes the difference. 

Your training should reflect that. 

This guide is our way of codifying what we do for clients so you can do it too. If you ever 

have any questions or want to bounce ideas off someone, please feel free to schedule a 

no-obligation call. We’re here to help.  
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About Curious Lion 

Curious Lion is a digital learning design and development firm that supports rapidly growing 

companies with 200 - 1,000 employees deliver high-quality training.  

We’ve worked with learning leaders at the NBA, KPMG, and PagerDuty to name a few.  

Here’s how we’ve helped a few of them: 

“Curious Lion are people people. I have a very small team, and Curious Lion became an 

extension of it, helping me execute on some of our learning deliverables with quality and 

speed. If you want a partner who knows what great looks like, Curious Lion can help you 

build the learning culture you need to scale skills for the future.”  

~ Phylicia Jones, Director, Global Talent Development, PagerDuty. 

“Andrew and his team went above and beyond to understand our product and made sure to 

come into every meeting with intelligent questions to enhance the overall training instead of 

spending our time learning our product.”  

~ Jessica Eule, Technical Education Program Manager, 1010data. 

“Absolutely brilliant. Andrew and his team quickly understood our business needs and 

designed the perfect video course to show clients how to use our platform in a style consistent 

with our brand.”  

~ Matthew Hodgson, Founder & CEO, Mosaic Smart Data. 

“We've used Curious Lion as a development partner for several of our high profile courses. 

They are professional and strategic in their approach. Highly recommend.”  

~ Cathy Cole, CEO, Motif. 
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5 Steps For A Flawless Virtual Training 

1 Identify the building blocks of your course. 

2 Outline sections that each have a distinct learning objective. 

3 Pick your delivery format, media and tone. 

4 Storyboard or script how you’re going to transfer your knowledge. 

a Craft a narrative flow for your content. 

b Apply multimedia principles for managing cognitive load. 

c If you are using video, follow filming guidelines for rapid video development. 

d Provide ways for learners to practice in new contexts. 

e Provide opportunities for interaction with the expert. 

f Check on the progress of your learners by performing regular knowledge checks. 

g Promote community by encouraging students to give feedback to each other. 

5 Consider how you will reinforce learning after the course. 
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1 Identify the Building Blocks of Your Course. 

It’s important to start with an inventory of everything you’re going to use in creating 

your training. 

The content itself is an obvious starting point – slide decks, PDF’s, workbooks, product 

documentation.  

Now, shine a light on concepts and principles, not facts and formulas.  

Ask a series of WHY’s (commonly referred to as the 5 Why’s – keep answering the question 

to drive at the heart of the content) to reach the first principle of any complex concept 

you cover. Be ruthless about eliminating anything unrelated to the core concept or that 

can be looked up by a quick search. Learners will only remember a handful of things, so 

take the time to clarify the top 3-5 takeaways you want them to leave with. 

Finally, pinpoint the level of prior knowledge of your learners and anchor your content 

to this. 

Armed with this information, you’re now ready to map out your approach. 

 

DOWNLOAD THE COURSE MAP TEMPLATE 

  

ACTION STEPS 

F Start with an inventory of everything you’re going to use in creating your training. 

F The content itself - slide decks, PDF’s, workbooks, product documentation.  
F The top 3-5 takeaways or first principles you want learners to take away. 
F The prior knowledge of your learners to anchor your content to. 

F Armed with this information, you’re now ready to map out your approach. Click 

below for a template to help you map our your virtual training. 
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2 Outline Sections That Each Have A Distinct Learning Objective. 

Organize your content by scaffolding it around learning objectives framed from the 

perspective of the learner. What do you want them to be able to do differently after 

completing each section? 

Your existing material may already have learning objectives, but for a online learning 

course, it is important to separate content into sections that each only have one learning 

objective. This will help you pick your delivery format and media in the next step. 

 

 

ACTION STEPS 

F Organize your content by scaffolding it around learning objectives framed from 

the perspective of the learner. 

(What do you want them to be able to do differently after completing each section?) 

F Separate content into sections that only have one learning objective. 

F Group these sections into modules for better organization. 
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3 Pick Your Media, Delivery Format, And Tone. 

Media 

Are you looking to capture attention, or increase motivation? Do you have a complex 
topic and need ways to manage cognitive load? 

In instructional design, there is a concept known as a “blended approach”. The principle 
here is that no single solution can meet all the learning needs of your audience. Instead, 
use a combination of multimedia to transfer the knowledge you’re looking to transfer. 

Use video to capture attention and explain complex topics. 

Use live Zoom-based sessions to interact with your audience and provide them with 
opportunities to practice the concepts you teach. 

Supplement your own content by including curated material from outside sources. 

 

ACTION STEPS 

For each lesson, pick your delivery format and media. 

F Recorded Video 

F Examples: animations or live action micro-videos. 
F Great for: managing cognitive load and motivation. 

F Live Video Conference 

F Examples: Webinars or workshops run on software like Zoom or Teams. 
F Great for: capturing attention and interaction. 

F Print Media 

F Examples: PDFs, infographics, workbooks and study guides. 
F Great for: concentrated study, factual information. 

F Curation 

F Examples: any version of the above not created by you.  
F Great for: attention, motivation and curiosity! 
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Delivery Format 

If you’re creating videos for your virtual training, it helps to choose the type of video 

you’re going to create upfront. That way you can plan resources and design around the 

chosen format.  

 

ACTION STEPS 

For videos, choose from one of the five formats common in training videos: 

F Talking head - what you see in news broadcasts. 

F Interview - one person visible at a time in a conversation. 

F Conversation - both people on screen, like in a talk show. 

F Presenter - most often used in educational content and work best with visual aids.  

F Action - primarily narrator driven, with visuals shown as support. Animated videos 

and documentaries are excellent examples of this. 
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Tone 

The tone or mood of the virtual training is heavily influenced by the presenter’s voice 

and body language, no matter what format you choose. Your choice of tone affects your 

scripting, so it is important to be clear on them during this step. 

If you are going to feature an expert in your training, consider what brings out the best 

in the person presenting the video 

 

  

ACTION STEPS 

Consider tone from the perspective of the learner. 

F Formal or informal?  

F Collaborative or instructional?  

F Authoritative or exploratory? 
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4 Storyboard or script how you’re going to transfer your knowledge. 

Craft a narrative flow for your content. 

At Curious Lion we believe that the best educators are storytellers because they imbue 

learning with imagination, teaching us to visualize and think about things instead of simply 

presenting us with information. 

Storytelling helps educators demonstrate ideas creatively, and it offers a handle to learners 

in understanding concepts. 

Storytelling is knowing that everything from your first to your last sentence is leading to 

a singular goal, in this case, the learning objective.  

The elements of a great story include: 

 Protagonist with goals  

 Sets out on a journey  

 Faces unexpected obstacle 

 Protagonist attempts to overcome obstacle 

 Climax 

 Conclusion 

  

ACTION STEPS 

Use the template below to create your script. 

DOWNLOAD THE SCRIPT TEMPLATE 

Use the following framework to craft your narrative structure: 

F Hook -  capture attention by shocking, surprising, or delighting your audience. 

F Signpost - signal what’s coming and show why a learner should care.  
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Apply cognitive theory for multimedia learning. 

Our minds respond well to multimedia inputs. Images convey information 60,000 times 

faster than words. 

Our brains are wired to receive information from multiple sources, i.e. be multi-modal. 

The best learning occurs when words and images are combined intentionally. 

Luckily, we have the work of one of the most published researchers in online learning, 

Richard Mayer, to refer to for guidance in creating multimedia learning. 

His precise studies have confirmed that our mix of text, images, audio, animation, and 

video in online learning is often flawed, resulting in cognitive overload. 

 

  

F Sensitize - facilitate a receptive mindset by being consistent in your choice of 

music, color and images.  

F Elucidate - explain the more complex topics of your content.  

F Reinforce - repeat key points early and often.  

F Conclude - provide your audience with the dramatic climax they’ve been craving 

and summarize your key points. 

ACTION STEPS 

F Check out the reference section and make sure you’re applying the principles. 

JUMP TO MULTIMEDIA PRINCIPLES 
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If you are using video, follow filming guidelines for rapid video development. 

Framing - Proper framing is one of the simplest hacks to instantly improve any learning 

video. Just follow the rule of thirds. 

The rule of thirds teaches you to split your screen into thirds vertically and horizontally. 

Most cameras have a gridline setting to do this for you. Then you place the most relevant 

information at the intersection points of the gridlines. These points carry magnetic “weight” 

that naturally draws our eyes. 

 

Create a pleasing effect for the viewer by placing focal points, such as the eyes of a person, 

at these intersection points.  

Some additional considerations for framing: 

 The edges of a frame are magnetic too. Objects too close to the edges will appear 

as if they’re being pulled out of the screen. Leave space between the edges of 

your frame and your subject. 
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 We read frames, just like text, from left to right. We pay more attention to the 

right of the screen (the last place our eye rests after a scan), so place your focal 

points there. 

Background - The key to background is to create depth. Leave ample space behind your 

subject. You want to be able to focus on your subject while leaving a soft blur of the 

background behind them. Props and background tell a story so be intentional about 

what you place there. 

 

Lighting - The classic lighting mistake is to point your camera at your subject with a light 

source behind them. If you want to show an outside location in your frame, position your 

subject at an angle, and balance the light from the window with artificial light from the 

opposite direction. 

There are 3 things to remember here: 

 Rely on natural light as much as possible. 

 Place the primary light source behind the camera. 
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 Balance lighting across the frame to avoid shadows. 

Sound - Sound can be used to convey all kinds of information to support the dialogue. 

There are also three simple rules here: 

1 Record any background noise for 10 seconds. This ‘noise print’ can be used later 

in editing to remove it from your final cut. 

2 The subject and the microphone should be the same distance apart throughout. 

It may help to use a separate microphone from the one on your camera or 

phone. If you do this, make your editors life easier by clapping your hands at the 

start of filming to aid in syncing. 

3 One more tip to help with editing: pause for longer than natural between takes. 

Provide ways for learners to practice in new contexts. 

Behavior is shaped by its consequences; consistency and timing play important roles in 

shaping new behaviors. Complex behaviors are best learned via continuous reinforcement, 

in which the desired behavior is reinforced every time it’s performed. 

These are the findings of Harvard professor of psychology B.F. Skinner. 

Reinforce the behaviors you want learners to demonstrate by using scenarios and role-

plays as ways to introduce new contexts in which to apply the knowledge they’re gathering. 

These are equally effective in online learning when using a blended approach that also 

considers offline reinforcement. More on this in the final steps. 

Experiencing content in multiple ways also helps learners to make meaningful connections 

between concepts, thus maximizing recall. 

Incorporate group work into practice elements. Moving from the main class forum to a 

smaller group forum, which is often student-led, creates a less formal space and greater 

ease for connecting socially. When students communicate amongst themselves, they 

feel more at ease and equal to their peers. 
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Provide opportunities for interaction with the expert. 

As access to information becomes more readily available in remote, asynchronous settings, 

learners assume more responsibility for their own learning. 

As learners assume more responsibility, the role of the expert changes, shifting from an 

instructor and sole information source to a facilitator, coach or mentor. 

Learners should be doing, building, or exploring in virtual settings. The design of your 

program should reflect that. Include ample opportunities for interventions like Q&A 

segments to allow learners to get answers to their questions; facilitated discussions to 

provide an opportunity to reflect and debate; and worked examples where the class 

can work through a problem together with the expert. 

 

ACTION STEPS 

F Reinforce the behaviors you want learners to demonstrate by using: 

F scenarios and role-plays  
F group work 

ACTION STEPS 

F Include ample opportunities for interventions like: 

F Q&A segments to allow learners to get answers to their questions;  
F Facilitated discussions to provide an opportunity to reflect and debate; and 
F Worked examples where the class works through a problem with the expert. 
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Check on the progress of your learners by performing regular knowledge checks. 

Regular knowledge checks provide an instant “pulse check” for learners to calibrate their 

progress in your course. In a virtual environment, there are ample opportunities to embed 

knowledge checks in your presentation materials, in the courseware, and in the offline 

communications used to inform learners about the course. 

But remember, these should be designed to test the knowledge level only. You should 

already be dedicating large portions of your online learning to facilitated discussions, 

worked examples and deliberate moments of reflection. 

 

 

Promote community by encouraging students to give feedback to each other. 

The hardest part of learning anything is knowing what to do and when to do it. It’s not 

access to content that’s the problem. But you can’t always respond to everyone in an 

individual capacity with online learning. Peers, support, and deadlines provide a structure 

to help you do this. 

ACTION STEPS 

F Use knowledge checks as pulse checks to maintain the flow of your course. 

F Design knowledge checks to test the knowledge level only. 
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Encourage a “buddy” system, whereby learners pair up after the training and check-in 

with each other at regular intervals. Social exchanges serve to build cohesiveness. 

Not only does this benefit the person receiving feedback, but the giver must apply what 

they’ve learned to be able to give constructive feedback. 

Daniel Kahneman in Thinking Fast and Slow identifies two elements of good feedback – 

quality and speed. Spend time outlining a framework for what good feedback looks like 

and set up the infrastructure to remind participants to do it and document it soon after 

the learning event. 

 

 

  

ACTION STEPS 

F Encourage a “buddy” system, whereby learners pair up after the training and 

check-in with each other at regular intervals.  

F Here are a few feedback frameworks you can use: 

F The DESC (Describe-Express-Specify-Consequences) 
F The SBI (Situation-Behavior-Impact) 
F The OFNR (Observations-Feelings-Needs-Requests) 
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5 Consider how you will reinforce learning after the course. 

As we’ve seen, attention spans are severely tested in a virtual environment. Your training 

videos should be bite-size (generally 2-5 minutes). Your live virtual sessions should be 

concise (generally 45-60 minutes). 

As we’ve also seen, spacing out your online learning and repeating key concepts is a 

good instructional tactic. 

Clearly, though, there is room for learning in the spaces between. The final step in designing 

your online learning course is to consider the support you will provide learners after 

the course is over. 

The “buddy” system from the previous section continuously reinforces content through 

pre-designed interventions. 

Office hours can be used to address follow-up questions from your learners. Typically 

hosted in online chat groups like Slack, Yammer, or even Facebook, it’s many-to-many 

instead of one-to-many, produces a record of Q&As to refer back to, everyone can 

participate no matter where they are, and once the expert logs off the conversation 

usually continues. This is an excellent way to foster community. 

Email check-ins can be pre-scheduled to go out to learners after the course to ask them 

how they are doing if they have any questions, and how they have applied the knowledge 

covered in the course. 

Discussion boards are another asynchronous opportunity for engagement. Building 

these into the flow of your course can also seed the discussions that will hopefully continue 

long after the course has been delivered. 
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ACTION STEPS 

F Consider the support you will provide learners after the course is over. 

F “Buddy” systems to continuously reinforces content through pre-designed 

interventions. 
F Office hours to address follow-up questions from your learners.  
F Email check-ins to ask pre-designed questions. 
F Discussion boards to seed discussions that continue after the course is 

completed. 

F Experiment with these interventions and always get feedback from your learners 

about what is working and what isn’t. 
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Examples of Great Virtual Training 

Here are four examples of great virtual training, with notes on why they are so good. 

Virgin Atlantic Safety Film 

 

This award-winning airline safety film from Virgin Atlantic is delightfully creative. It relies on 

humor and relatability to capture attention. Like the main character, we’ve all probably 

ignored the safety demo at the beginning of a flight. This helps us relate to the video. We then 

learn through the eyes of the main character as we follow him through his dream sequence. 

Here’s why this video works: 

 Personalization with a twist: Each narrated scene has a different theme with a 

different style of VO. This helps bring contrast to each and highlights various learning 

points. It also holds attention by creating momentum and anticipation of what theme 

will come next. 
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 The contrasting themes also assist with another learning principle, segmenting. Each 
scene contains a single, discrete learning outcome related to safety (e.g., life jackets, 
seat belts, and exit signs). 

 The background audio drops out at 2:38 when flight mode is switched on. Did you 
catch this? There is a physical reaction to this, which reinforces the point. Sometimes, 
the absence of sound can have a powerful effect, but we suggest to use it sparingly. 

 Another learning principle on display is that of coherence. The animations match the 
voiceover perfectly While you may be surprised how often videos lack this, this video 
allows viewers to see and hear what to do at the same time. Observe what happens 
from 4:40 onwards for an excellent example of this. 

What can be improved: 

 Not much, but if I had to nit-pick, it would be the ending. The sequence beginning at 
4:40 acts as a summary of the key learning points, which is a smart way to visually 
reinforce the takeaways. However, it’s helpful to list these points on the screen in 
text form to underscore their importance even further. Consider a small list that 
builds in the corner of the screen. As we witness the action, we also have a record 
to refer back to. This saves us the mental effort of remembering the entire sequence 
of steps. 

Blockchain 
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I love this blockchain video. It breaks a complex topic down into principles and applies the 

basics of multimedia design. 

What worked well: 

 This video is another excellent example of coherence at work. It weeds out any 

unnecessary words and graphics to cover a highly complex topic in less than six 

minutes. Superbly focused. 

 Pay attention to the timing of the display of words and graphics with the voiceover. 

They’re perfectly aligned. This principle is called contiguity and it presents 

corresponding text and graphics near rather than far from each other. Graphics and 

narration are also in sync rather than taking place successively. It’s subtle and you 

hardly notice it. And, that’s a good thing. 

 The three factors that make blockchain unique are well signposted (0:54, 2:31 and 

3:17), creating three mini-chapters. The result is a list of clear takeaways that are 

reinforced at the end (5:26). 

 The use of clean, simple, and beautiful graphics supports the narration. Too often, 

graphics can get in the way, resulting in extraneous processing. That was not the 

case here. 

What can be improved: 

 If anything, there are a few too many words on the screen in places. Take a look at 

0:26 and 2:55. Notice how difficult it is to read the text, listen to the voiceover, and 

take in the animation. It would have been more helpful to use keywords instead of 

full sentences. 

 Another nit-pick, but I’d also show all three factors on the screen at the same time 

near the end for a visual recap of the main points. 
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How the Economic Machine Works 

 

This magnum opus from Ray Dalio tackles the most ambitious topic of any that we’ve looked 

at — the entire economy! Let’s see how it does. 

What worked well: 

 The use of simple (and might I add, beautiful) animation and voiceover with sound 

effects and background music keep the momentum going. Don’t underestimate the 

role of background music! It plays an outsized role in creating energy, especially for 

a technically demanding subject. 

 As with the other videos, the signposting is top-notch. You can see clear chapters 

emerge at: 

1:17 (transactions) 

2:17 (markets) 

3:28 (credit) 

6:20 (cycles) 

11:58 (short term debt cycle) 

14:35 (long term debt cycle) 



 
How To Create A Perfect Digital Training 26 

16:50 (deleveraging) 

29:37 (the summary and conclusion) 

However, these chapters present a possibility for improvement (check out the section below). 

 You don’t have to reinvent the wheel. The transactions scene at 1:17 makes use of 

simple graphics that don’t change, but their placement does. By moving them around, 

you can create new relationships and concepts. 

 First-principles again, as the explainer starts with a small concept (transactions), then 

zooms out to show broader concepts (markets, cycles, and eventually deleveraging). 

Elon Musk would be proud. 

The video makes use of the concept of pre-training by providing definitions of 

concepts before showing how they relate to each other. (e.g., credit, borrowers, lenders, 

assets, liabilities). 

 Repetition is a good thing. For example, “credit is important” is repeated multiple 

times. Don’t believe me? Just watch from the bartender example at 9:15 and note 

how everything before this is pre-training. 

 The use of on-screen text is minimal and always matches the voiceover. It’s contiguous, 

which we also saw in the blockchain explainer. 

Here are a few things I liked at specific timestamps: 

 11:58 - the short term debt cycle explainer uses many of the icons, graphics, relationships, 

and concepts already introduced to show a new flow of logic (isn’t it scary to see how 

debt keeps rising despite each cycle being relatively short?). 

 21:13 - I love the way they return to the previous analogy of ordering a beer at the 

bar to elaborate on what an economic depression is. 

 22:16 - the budget deficits sequence is another perfect example of starting with first 

principles and slowly zooming out to show the interaction of all elements in the 

system (ominously leading to social unrest!). 

 26:22- brilliant use of a simple question mark to transition between a statement of 

fact (deleveraging can be beautiful or ugly) and the explanation for it. 
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What can be improved: 

 The video is a little on the long side, but it covers a lot of ground! I detailed the various 

chapters as an example of signposting above. While this type of feature isn’t possible 

with a YouTube video, a video in an online course can use these as natural places to 

split the video into bite-size components. 

 Introduce knowledge checks to confirm understanding from chapter to chapter. This 

helps learners scaffold their knowledge. 

 An ever-present counter or list of the factors that lead to the debt burden could be 

shown during that chapter, much like a scoreboard during sports. This can help 

reduce memory stress on the learner as they currently have to try to keep track of 

everything that’s been covered. 

 The conclusion takeaways felt a bit rushed, and there was too much text filling the 

screen. I’d like to see all three rules on the screen at the same time. This gives learners 

time to absorb them. 

Rent vs. Buy 
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This video breaks down a commonly misunderstood decision that most of us have to make. 

What worked well: 

 The opening is well designed and introduces a concept (rent space vs. rent money), 

that resonates in its simplicity. It’s the first principle of the whole video. As Elon Musk 

stated, the lesson here is to, “boil things down to the most fundamental truths…and 

then reason up from there.” 

 The example gets technical with the details of each expense, but this makes it more 

realistic. If your audience is motivated to learn, they’ll appreciate more detail. 

 The side-by-side comparison of assets and liabilities, shown over time, creates a 

compelling case study of the inputs that affect the outcome of this decision. The 

way they keep returning to this creates a visual frame for the learner to scaffold 

new information. 

What can be improved: 

 It’s important not to rush video content. For example, this video quickly introduced 

information on re-investment rates and returns It would’ve been nice to see the 

variables in a graphical representation so you could see the inputs change first 

before you see the effect on the outcome. 
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Reference Material 

Instructional Design Concepts 

1 Prior knowledge 

Educational psychologist David Ausubel said: 

“The most important single factor influencing learning is what the learner already 

knows. Ascertain this and teach accordingly.” 

We construct understanding by building on the knowledge we have. 

Think about the first time you learned a new language. In the beginning, you have 

no prior knowledge. Learning vocabulary and the proper use of tense is demanding. 

But as you develop experience with the language, you start to take things for 

granted. You “just know” how to construct a sentence. Of course, that’s your prior 

knowledge coming to the rescue. 

Therefore, taking the time to understand the prior knowledge levels of your audience 

is an important first step. 

2 Pattern recognition 

There is a classic result in cognitive science which shows that chess masters can recall 

briefly presented positions better than novice players when those positions are 

actual chess games, but that their superiority disappears with random board positions. 

Our brains are naturally wired to look for meaningful patterns of information. As you 

learn more about a domain, your ability to store more within your working memory 

increases. It’s not your capacity that has increased; it’s your ability to recognize 

meaningful patterns that increases the efficiency of your working memory. 
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You can influence pattern recognition by organizing your content intentionally. Like 

the table of contents in a book, the organization of your course sets your learner up 

with an outline of what they will learn, and serves as an easily referenced reminder 

of what they’ve covered and where they’re headed. 

3 Principles over facts 

True understanding cannot be reduced to sets of isolated facts or propositions.  

Understanding reflects context and applies differently in different circumstances. 

If you had a similar high school or college to me, you were confronted with a barrage 

of lists to memorize. Countries and capitals. Steps to complete a procedure. Definitions.  

To demonstrate your understanding, you had to regurgitate these from rote memory. 

This ability is pretty much worthless in the age of Google, Alexa and Siri. 

The transfer of true knowledge occurs through an understanding rather than a 

memorization of facts or a thoughtless following of fixed procedures. 

Understanding promotes flexibility when contexts change. When faced with a new 

problem you are more likley to internalize concepts if you have to deconstruct and 

reorganize them to solve the problem. 

4 Motivation 

Concentration spans are short. In fact, most of us have a maximum span of 15-20 

minutes before our minds begin to wander. 

Learning requires motivation and it is your job to put the right elements in place to 

motivate learners to return their attention to the topic at hand. 

The rule for motivation is that all creative decisions made in the production of virtual 

training material must be motivated based on their impact on the learner. 
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The thing that is going to inspire your learner to keep coming back: the WHY. Show 

them why learning what you have to teach is important, remind them of this often, 

and you’ll have created an environment in which you can take advantage of the 

“motivational waves” of attention that your audience will have. 

5 Scaffolding 

Scaffolding is the support given to a student during a training course and is made 

up of three elements: 

 interaction with you, or the expert you’re featuring; 

 your awareness of the learner’s current level of knowledge (there it is again); and 

 the gradual removal of support and guidance as the learner becomes more 

proficient. 

The idea here is that you set your students up with all the support and guidance 

they need and then gradually remove it over time, just like if you were teaching them 

to ride a bike with training wheels. 

6 Deliberate practice & retrieval 

To learn, your mind has to be active. When your mind actively responds to something, 

it becomes memorable. 

The takeaway here is to provide plenty of opportunities for your audience to apply 

what you are teaching them. The more they can practice the skills or behaviors, the 

more they retrieve and reinforce that knowledge in their own minds, especially when 

combined with constructive feedback. 

7 Spaced repetition 

Trying to learn something in a single block of time isn’t nearly as effective as learning 

that same thing, in shorter blocks of time spread out over a longer period. 

Think back to when you learned how to drive a car. 
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Do you think you’d learn more from a 3-hour driving session, or 6 days of 30-minutes 

a day, with the opportunity to reflect on how you did in between? 

As we’ll see, once you’ve identified your key learning points, the more you can repeat 

them, the more effective your virtual training will be in transferring knowledge. 

Let’s move on to the second category learning design theory and then we’ll be ready 

to dive into our 5-step process.  

Cognitive Theory of Multimedia Learning 

The precise studies of Richard Mayer and Ruth Clark have confirmed that our mix of text, images, 

audio, animation, and video in online learning is often flawed, resulting in cognitive overload. 

They came up with the following principles which are instrumental in managing cognitive load: 

 Less is more - the Coherence principle encourages us to be ruthless about weeding 

out words, images, animations and sounds that are not central to achieving your 

learning objective. 

 Don’t be redundant - when we see text on a screen, we read it, taking in information 

through our visual channel. But if it is also read to us, it is like an assault on our 

verbal channel – we cannot easily block it out. The Redundancy principle says, in most 

cases, to present information as graphics with narration, without the associated on-

screen text. 

 Chunk it - you now know how attention spans are affected by virtual training. The 

Segmenting principle provides evidence that breaking content into bite-size chunks 

helps people consume information more efficiently and effectively. If learners are 

able to decide when they move to the next step, knowledge retention is even higher 

(this ties back to Daniel Pink’s observations on autonomy). 

 Keep it close - the Contiguity principle shows that to increase knowledge retention, 

you want any combinations of words and graphics to be close together, whether this 

is placing text next to graphics or synching narration with the display of images. 
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 Send signals - studies have shown that thanks to Signaling, we retain more when 

visual and/or verbal cues are used to highlight the organization of essential information. 

Think of keywords to highlight definitions or mark chapters, or visual cues to 

highlight focus areas in a complex diagram. But remember, less is more, so use 

these sparingly. 

 Front-load it - for complex topics, especially where there is a low level of prior 

knowledge, Pretraining principle studies have proven that those that received 

definitions and concepts upfront (followed by a focus on the causal connections 

between concepts in the rest of the lesson) had higher knowledge retention than 

those that did not. 

 Say it, don’t text it - virtual training with only text instruction is like watching a movie 

with closed-captioning instead of the audio. It’s another assault, this time on your 

visual channel. The Modality principle shows us that words should be presented as 

speech rather than on-screen text. 

 Make it personal - perhaps my favorite principle is that of Personalization. Studies 

have proven that using a conversational style for narration (e.g. words like “you”, 

“your”, “we” and “us”) results in improved learning retention. We all work that little bit 

harder when we’re being instructed by someone we perceive as a peer, rather than 

a formal lecturer. 
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