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Re-Wiring Your Learning 

There is a Chinese proverb which says, “may you live in interesting times”, and that we do. We are at 
the nexus in time between the omnipresence of technology and the restructuring of business 
learning. Technology is now all around us. It surrounds everything we do from our work to our play, 
in everyday life.  For younger generations it has become a completely intuitive way of looking at the 
world. In the learning sector it has sparked the question: how can we leverage these new evolutions 
to help build and drive the business?  
 
The question heralds a shift towards performance support. Nowhere is this intersection more 
apparent than the dialog surrounding mobile. From a hardware perspective, your mobile is now a 
very sophisticated piece of kit that you take with you everywhere and check up to 150 times per day.  
 
It’s time organisations take full advantage of this extraordinary opportunity to translate the 
relationship we have with our phones into learning impacts. This makes a change in the way you 
may currently frame the mobile opportunity. For example, we believe mobile learning to be less 
about technology, and more about culture. 
  
In the Cloud 
 
Let’s stand back and look at ‘cloud’.  Cloud is partly defined as resources which are dynamically 
reallocated per demand. So it is not a passive storage space but an active ‘dynamic’ offering which 
allows users to call down and apply to specific situations [per demand]. In the world of learning this 
is fundamental. For us, cloud is actually a philosophy. The cloud is something the average person 
may be using without knowing it. For example, consider a GPS/SatNav system; this is a cloud 
application for drivers. You no longer need to remember (or store) the route, the GPS will remember 
it for you. In this same sense, we are a looking at a way for activating the mobile device as a learning 
GPS/SatNav that goes with the user. We want to turn the mobile device into a GPS device for work – 
guiding you when you get lost or need a new route to your goal.   
 
Supplementary rather than Replacement Strategy  
 
It’s important to note that we’re not recommending that you replace classroom learning – we’re 
simply looking to supplement it and give employees something for in between. Let’s use the 
example of a taxi driver to further explain this idea. On the one hand, taxi drivers, particularly in 
London, spend considerable time learning thousands of streets and key routes between them.  They 
are then tested and receive certification. On the other hand, they have a SatNav or GPS in their car 
which they use to help them find the best route or identify a stop they aren’t familiar with. In this 
same sense, you can think of mobile learning as your knowledge GPS.  
 
When you get stuck or you’re in those moments where you need a bit of information – perhaps it’s 
having a difficult conversation with a colleague or chairing a strategic meeting – you’re able to look 
at your ‘GPS’ and it gives you some options on how to get to where you need to be. Basically, what 
you want to achieve in the workplace is a way to complement the learning employees spend years 
doing (and getting accreditation for) with the ability to top-up information when needed at the press 
of a button.  
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If you go to a business school or you attend a corporate program on leadership, the assumption is 
that when you go back to that leadership role you’ll be a little bit better than you were before that. 
Again, we’re not trying to get rid of this model; our idea is to supplement it.  We are trying to see if 
we can support the ‘campus’ learning experience with a ‘market economy’ approach to learning.  In 
this economy, the trigger to access the support content is a work-place event, e.g. having a key 
review conversation with a colleague or client.  We want to use the mobile to help the user focus, 
get back into the right frame of mind and attitude in order to deliver against this key event.  
 
What can we learn from the Matrix?  
 
Cast your mind back to 1999 when Cloud learning was born. You may recall an iconic film starring 
Keanu Reeves called the Matrix. In one particular scene of the movie, Keanu’s character, Neo, and 
Carrie-Anne Moss’s character, Trinity, are escaping the bad guys by running to the top of a building 
where they find a helicopter.  Then Neo says to Trinity “can you fly that thing?” to which she replies 
“not yet”. After making a quick call (on her Motorola) she becomes hardwired with the knowledge 
necessary to fly the helicopter and they make their escape.   
 
This is classic cloud learning… if still a little in the future! 
 
Here are the steps to rewiring your learning:  
 

1) Location: The first step is accepting the move away from the classic learning environment of 
the classroom (4 walls and a roof), to knowing that knowledge transfer can now take place 
anywhere at any time. In Trinity and Neo’s case, at the top of the building.  

2) The second step is allowing your employees to identify their own skill gap. “Can you fly that 
thing?” “Not yet.” Part of the culture change for organisations is: do we trust our population 
to self-diagnose their own skill gaps? If we don’t trust them to do that, then everything else 
becomes irrelevant.  As a part of this, HR professionals will need to adapt to their new role 
of knowledge sherpas as opposed to knowledge brokers – in other words, becoming a guide 
to help learners take responsibility for their own development instead of intermediating 
between blocks of knowledge and skills.   

3) The next thing is a compelling event. Again, with the Matrix scenario, the bad guys are 
gaining on our main characters and there’s no way out except to learn how to fly the 
helicopter. Without a compelling event or occasion in the workplace to trigger the colleague 
into identifying their own skill gap then they will be much less motivated to call down the 
necessary knowledge. This is the move from a push to a pull based learning environment. 

4) Lastly, you have the mode of transmission. This is where the employee accesses the 
information on their device that they need to get them through this compelling event. The 
device is key because it forms the bridge between the moment of need and the knowledge 
repository.  

 
The Window of Opportunity 
 
What better place to access necessary content than on a device that is always with us? Critically, you 
need to be aware of the time this takes. If the user cannot access, identify and call down the 
necessary content within 2 minutes of identifying their need, they’ll tend to move on and ‘wing it’. 
 
If they are able to access the right content, you then have 2-3 minutes worth of their attention for 
the content itself.  We favour video because it is very time efficient and best leverages this 
opportunity. This translates into a 5 minute window of opportunity between the identification of the 
need to delivery of the content. What is really interesting is that an individual’s sense of duration 
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(i.e. the video run-time) differs from device to device – for example, if you play a piece of material 
on a smart phone and then play it on a large screen TV, your sense of how long the piece lasted 
would be significantly different: the smaller the screen the longer a piece of content feels.  
 
People are quite ruthless on their phone; as mentioned, they typically only give you about 3 minutes 
of their viewing time. In order for those skills to be considered useful, they need to be personal and 
fulfil what we call the ‘WIIFM?’ or ‘what’s in it for me?’ They also have to have utility; in other 
words, it needs to make the user feel somehow “better, faster, stronger”. 
  
Along with the length of the content, is the consideration of how it is presented. What we’ve found 
is that mixed media or animation is twice as efficient as classic video in packaging the message into a 
3 minute duration. If the video includes a voice-over, we have also found that the tone of voice you 
adopt this learning modality is incredibly important to get right. The successful approach is to adopt 
a coaching or buddy style of speaking to the user, as opposed to being prescriptive or didactic. 
People do not like being preached at on their phones – they like to call down supportive or coaching 
content.  
 
Once you know how you want to present your data you need to organise it. Try to anticipate the 
competencies that each user will need to deliver against that output. The smart way of organising 
your material in this push/pull modality gets you where you need to be but also trusts the individual 
to work out the bits that they need to call down in order to deliver against that. Technology can help 
this by meta-tagging information and various other ways of deploying material. This way of 
combining the push and the collaborative is really key. This goes back to the earlier point about it 
being more about trust and culture and less to do with just technology. In the end, you need to 
make the whole interaction feel easy and intuitive rather than clunky, tricky and long-form which 
some historical e-learning has suffered from.  Ask yourselves this question – how long does it 
currently take a colleague to access our LMS via their mobile and identify a relevant piece of 
content? More than 120 seconds? Then forget it. Ask yourselves – are my learning objects engaging, 
rated as having good utility and contain a personal motivation for the user? Again, if not then forget 
it. 
 
We know true cloud/mobile learning is a big idea but it is coming and may even have been predicted 
by Philip K. Dick  in 1966 when he penned the short story - We Can Remember It for You Wholesale. 
 
 
Author: Gerry Griffin is the founder and director of Skill Pill M-Learning.  
 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Philip_K._Dick

