Blended tech learning in 2021:
A key to successful digital transformation

Introduction
The principles of effective adult learning remain the same in 2021.

If you would like to brainstorm about training design

However, the stakes are higher. Many organizations are pursuing

or instructor-led training for software and IT professionals,

digital transformation to stay competitive and cannot afford

contact: info@developintelligence.com

a failed implementation. Achieving success requires a trained
workforce—software development and IT teams that know the
new technologies and how to apply them on the job. But what’s
the right kind of training?
This guide will walk you through key considerations and questions
to think about as you’re designing tech learning programs in
2021. Unlike a traditional whitepaper, you can read this material in
any order. Whether you skim it or soak in every word, you’ll find
actionable insights on each page.

For questions about self-paced, self-guided learning resources,
email: sales@pluralsight.com
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Ensure mastery, better
knowledge retention and
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specific organizational goals.

Blended learning/
adult learning
In any given group of employees, you will find varied learning
preferences. So, if you want to keep a diverse group of software
developers and IT professionals engaged—and more importantly,
prepare them to apply their new learning on the job—you’ll need
a mix of training methods.
The training marketplace offers an ever-expanding assortment
of education options. You know about virtual instructor-led
training, in-person classroom training and self-paced online
learning resources. Some people define “blended learning” as a
combination of these things, but that description is both narrow
and incomplete.
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In an employment setting, optimal
blended learning programs have
these three characteristics:

1

A range of training modalities
to present new material and
skills in multiple ways so that
every employee can find ways
to connect with the subject.

2

A combination of “scheduled
and unscheduled learning
modules, plus structured and
unstructured learning approaches,

Differences in visual memory,
working memory and other

to accommodate natural

attributes play a role in how

differences in ability and aptitude

people learn best. Interacting

among learners.” 1

3

with new information in
several formats—to engage
all the senses—reinforces new

Sufficient customization to help

concepts and builds mastery.

employees understand how to

Blended learning helps

apply their new knowledge to the
specific types of projects they’ll be
doing on the job.
1. The Present and Future State of Blended Learning at WorkplaceLearning Settings in Adult Education: A Systematic Review”
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1199046.pdf

organizations equip a diverse
workforce to accomplish vital
technical goals.
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Adult learning best practices
Employees want face-to-face interaction, collaboration with likeminded peers and real-time feedback as they learn, in order to

1.

the work environment.

promote knowledge retention and on-the-job application. This is
particularly true for technical talent.

2.

Further, researchers from University of Oklahoma-Tulsa and Tulsa
Community College offer this advice:

Design learning experiences that mirror
Focus on practical application of
acquired knowledge.

3.

Recognize adult learners’ desire to
assimilate new information with old
information and the possibility that they
will sometimes make incorrect linkages.

4.

Use assessment methods to gauge
students’ ability to apply their
knowledge to generate solutions to real
problems rather than merely reiterate
facts.

5.

Invite participants’ managers or
supervisors to collaborate in the learning
process through capstone projects or
other methods.

6.

Provide support and promote
collaboration.

7.

Create a safe environment for students
to ask questions and express concerns.

Source: “Educating adult learners: twelve tips for teaching business
professionals” https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED502732.pdf

Blended learning is the most effective way to accomplish these
goals and gives every employee something they can connect with.

6   | DevelopIntelligence | Blended Tech Learning in 2021: A Key to Successful Digital Transformation

Each training element
serves a vital purpose
A few years ago, it was common to compare self-paced resources
against instructor-led training. But as shown on the next page,
these options can help achieve different goals.. They complement
each other.
Instructional designers can organize self-paced content into
bite-sized chunks that learners can absorb quickly. The 24/7
availability gives employees continuous learning opportunities.
Further, eye-catching visuals, interactive animation and
on-the-spot testing capabilities help to increase learner
engagement and provide metrics.
Instructor-led training helps knowledge stick. Software developers
need to get their hands dirty breaking code in a safe, low pressure
environment. An expert trainer can help them make connections
between previous knowledge and new knowledge. As well, the
instructor can guide them in applying what they’ve learned to
real work scenarios. Participants get to talk things over with their
peers who have their own take on the material, and they gain the
confidence to push the envelope, try new things and innovate.
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Common reasons why employers select each approach
Self-Paced Resources

Instructor-Led Training

Blended Learning

Employees complete learning
activities at their own pace, on their
own schedule. Options include
reading, videos, simulations, online
labs, assessments and so forth.

Learning is scheduled and takes place
in a physical or virtual classroom. The
trainer can be an in-house subject
matter expert, a peer or an outside
instructor.

The first two columns become even
more potent when you combine
them, enabling your organization to
achieve ambitious technical goals.

Employees can...

Organizations can...

Organizations can...

■ Learn at their own pace, on their
own timetable, from anywhere in
the world, 24/7.
■ Have access to hundreds of ondemand learning resources as a
job perk.
■ Fill knowledge gaps.
■ Review and practice concepts,
material or a specific skill.
■ Generate ideas around how to solve
a particular challenge.
■ Do pre-work prior to instructor-led
training (VILT or ILT).
■ Complete skill assessments
before training.
■ Measure understanding, knowledge
and skills after training.
■ Reinforce VILT/ILT learning during
and after a course.
■ Innovate by tinkering with new
technology, even tech that may
not relate to current work or
projects but satisfies curiosity and
thirst for learning.

■ Ramp up a team’s skills by a specific
date and for a specific need.
■ Ensure employees know how to
apply their new learning to an
upcoming challenge.
■ Impart the nuances of a specific
tech stack, architecture, engineering
culture and/or business process.
■ Support participants in drawing
connections between their former
and current careers.
■ Build and nurture connection, a
sense of community and teamwork
among employees.
■ Support employees in real-time
with an expert resource who can
work coding challenges, answer
participants’ questions and shore up
areas where people are struggling.

■ Create an end-to-end solution
for solving a particular business
challenge.
■ Equip employees to hit the ground
running on a mission-critical project.
■ Prep a team for a total digital
transformation, such as changing
tech stacks, adopting DevOps,
migrating to the cloud or building a
Big Data pipeline.
■ Architect a comprehensive plan for
upskilling or reskilling a group.
■ Ensure new hires can be
immediately productive on
assigned projects.
■ Establish a baseline skillset when
team members come from differing
backgrounds and experience levels.
■ Build a reputation as an industry
leader and highly-coveted employer,
one that invests progressively in its
people and career-pathing
in general.
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Blended learning in practice
Web-based, self-paced content. Instructor-led training, virtual or
in-person. Self-guided labs and tutorials. Virtual reality. Augmented
reality. Simulations. Group projects. Industry articles. Peer
communities. The list of training options seems to grow by the day.
So, how do you pick the right elements for your organization’s
specific business goals? How do you decide when off-the-shelf
components will meet the need versus creating a custom solution?

69%
50-80%

of developers prefer to allocate
of a course to hands-on interaction

Source: DevelopIntelligence 2018 Developer Survey

Enable learners to experience
the content in several different
ways so they really “get” it and
can apply it.
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For complex software development and IT topics,
most enterprise organizations today are weaving
together self-paced and instructor-led elements
to ensure employees can apply their new learning
on the job. Consider this example:

Pre-program
Assessment
Pre-work

Instructor-led

Capstone

Self-paced

Self-paced content

training

Project

content

■ Introductory

■ Instructor

■ Real-world

■ Reinforcement

■ Establish
baseline
knowledge
■ Fundamentals
■ Concepts

mentoring
■ Peer

application
■ Company-

collaboration

specific

■ Labs and

■ Introduce
supplemental
topics
Self-paced

exercises

labs
■ Sand box

Self-paced
content

environment

■ Reinforcement
■ Application

Post-program
assessment

Employees start a program with a
baseline assessment. This allows
an organization to track learning
progress. Self-paced, online prework equips participants with
foundational knowledge before
the program starts.
Instructor-led training includes
hands-on exercises and
encourages peer collaboration.
Self-paced training, interspersed
with the instructional sessions,
reinforces concepts learned
in the classroom. And quizzes
help instructors understand
where students are excelling
or struggling with concepts. A
capstone project leverages an

Quizzes

organization’s internal use cases
and lets employees apply what

Customized Content

they’ve learned throughout
the course.
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By incorporating company-specific examples throughout the

To plan a journey, you need to identify your starting point, your

program, students learn to apply the new concepts and skills

destination, your travel dates and your resources. Because these

to the specific tasks they’ll be doing on the job. After the course

variables are unique for every technical project, a blended learning

concludes, students can explore more topics on their own

solution for a DevOps transformation may look different from

through online content and self-paced labs. A post-program

organization to organization. Similarly, the learning programs

assessment can measure whether students have increased their

within a single company may vary widely, based on the specific

knowledge and skills as a result of the blended approach.

learning objectives.

Blending these learning elements ensures that participants retain

Varying combinations of self-paced learning, VILT/ILT and other

their new knowledge and are able to apply it when they resume

learning resources offer very distinct paths of growth.

their daily tasks.

The structure and content
of a blended learning program
can vary widely, even within a
single organization.
Instructional designers begin with the technical goal.
What does the company need to achieve and by when?
Next, they need to articulate the current state and the
desired state.
■ What tech stack and tools does the team use today,
and what will they need going forward?
■ What is the engineering culture today, and what
cultural adjustments does the organization need to
make to reach its objectives?
■ What do employees know today and what skills do
they need for tomorrow?
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“The teacher’s role changes from being a ‘transmitter’
of knowledge to a ‘facilitator’ who assists the students
in their own learning, provides relevance to the content,
offers examples of application to practice, invites
reflection, motivates and helps to provide significant
meaning to new knowledge.”
Source: “Adult Learning Principles and Presentation Pearls”
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4005174/

The Virtual Mentored Model
Month 1

Month 2

Month 3

Month 4
Target Topic
Assessment
Project
Capstone

Month 5

Month 6

Month 7

Month 8

Virtual Ofﬁce Hours
Self-Paced Material
Schedule assumes
approximately 6-8 hours
of self-paced work per week

Consider the example above.
Your engineering team needs to transition from one skill set to

“Learners have to make mistakes, identify their errors,

another, but your organization can’t afford to pull them off their

and get expert assistance to find out what they’re

daily tasks for weeks at a time. You decide to leverage your existing

doing wrong in order to do it right going forward.”

self-paced library, but you also know that a purely web-based
learning model won’t work for everyone.

Ace VanWanseele, Customer Success Manager,
DevelopIntelligence

To make learning as effective as possible, you pair the self-paced
curriculum with instructor support, weekly exercises, projects and
assessments. This extra support ensures that participants absorb
the web-based training and are able to apply their new learning on
the job.
The design above represents only one example of infinite possibilities.
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Organizations select a program length and structure based
on the depth of instruction needed. For example, suppose you
want to train non-technical employees to become developers.

“With DevelopIntelligence, we designed a five-day,

Or, to implement DevOps, you need System Administrators to

hands-on class focused on the fundamentals of machine

become DevOps engineers. You will need a more comprehensive

learning. We then used Salesforce-specific examples so

program to equip these employees for their new roles.

our engineers could get hands-on and run some of these

Academies for upskilling and reskilling tend to run longer,
while a supported course on a specific technology is shorter
but goes deep.

data sets through our own tools to see how it would
impact the projects they’re working on.”
Caitlin Mann, Director of Technology,
Marketing & Product’s Learning, Salesforce

Choosing the right strategy and
content at the right time—and for
the right group of participants—can
make or break your odds of digital
transformation success. With the
right solution, employees go back
to their jobs able to perform their
new skills immediately.
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Two enterprise L&D leaders
discuss technical training
“Technical talent with a high level of mastery in a technology
or domain can more easily manage their own learning, thereby
taking advantage of the efficiency self-paced training offers.” That’s
according to Roz Tsai, chief learning officer for Ecolab, a global
organization of 48,000, more than half of which are technical jobs.
“It allows learners to progress at their own pace and review and
accelerate based on their level of mastery,” she explained. “The
challenge to that approach is you’re dependent on a tremendous
amount of internal motivation for the learners to progress and
commit to completing the learning assignment.”

Workplace pressures often
compete with learning objectives.
Even employees who are motivated can be easily distracted or fail
to complete self-paced training in today’s high-pressure workplace,
or what Tsai described as “a very noisy environment.” That might be
especially true for novices. Less experienced technical talent may
fare better in more structured learning experiences with readily
available support via an instructor or a peer group. “They need
that level of cognitive structure to ensure they stay on track,” she
explained. “And that they understand it in a way that is going
to advance their mastery and build confidence as they progress.”
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Community and collaboration
can accelerate learning.

Practice is essential for
reinforcing new skills.

Rob Lauber, senior vice president and global chief learning

The ability to practice, employ trial-and-error and experiment,

officer at McDonald’s, adds, “Self-paced learning is easy to scale

write code and fail, refine code, fix code and other hands-on

and easy to deploy, but the tradeoff from a learner perspective

learning activities are more important on the technical side than

is the ability to engage with other people and discuss what’s

with most other subject matter. “If I’m going to debug Javascript,

being learned and gain new insights that way.” He said the best

where’s the fake database that I can practice in and apply a

learning solutions combine a bit of self-paced discovery, which

process that I learned? So I can build some mastery before I

could include online learning, along with the ability to engage

have to do it in a real-world environment? In technical roles, it’s

in discussions with other people about what they’re learning.

all about learning-by-doing.” Learning leaders owe it to their

That happens most often in a classroom or lab. “That sense of

technical talent and to their organizations to occupy learners’

community is really important, especially for technical talent.”

time with training programs that actually help them perform
more effectively on the job.
With that in mind, Tsai said it’s important not to rush toward a
training solution. Establish performance objectives and not just
learning objectives. Choose the right training solution for your
talent’s needs right now and into the future.

“71% of Gen-Z, 69% of Millennials, 56% of Gen-X
and 54% of Boomers want more collaborative
learning experiences.”
Source: https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/new-research-shows-explosivegrowth-corporate-learning-josh-bersin/
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Off-the-shelf training or
custom-designed?
Some organizations automatically assume that customized
training is cost-prohibitive and out-of-the question. But price is
only part of the equation. Today, employers are also focused on...
1. Training effectiveness
2. The timeline to skill proficiency
3. The opportunity for financial gain if a technical project is
implemented more quickly
4. Lost-opportunity costs if a technical project is delayed or fails
5. Overall ROI
When you consider this quintet of measures, custom training may
be your most cost-effective solution.
Customization enables you to assemble the exact combination
of learning resources that your teams need for achieving their
specific technical goals. You select the mix of self-paced learning,
instructor-led training, labs and other modalities to equip your
teams to excel on their projects and innovate in the market.

The lifespan of most digital content is just a few months. This means most content needs frequent
refreshing. Keeping up with the changes required to ensure information is current is its own resourceintensive challenge. As you design your technical learning programs, build in a process for ensuring
your content stays up-to-date.
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Engage internal SMEs to design training? Outsource? Or some of both?
Organizations can choose to create a custom tech learning program with internal SMEs, external
resources or a mix. “Do the math for what it costs to build content and deliver it internally,” says Kelby
Zorgdrager, CEO, DevelopIntelligence. “Calculate the hourly cost of your SMEs, as well as any lostopportunity cost from diverting the SMEs from their technical assignments. Often, utilizing SMEs is
more expensive than leveraging an external partner.”

“The key to success is knowing what business imperative we’re
trying to respond to. In other words, what is it that we’re trying
to solve here? Ultimately, to decide if something is worth it, L&D
has to ask, ‘Are we more likely to set the organization up for
success and enable it to achieve business goals by choosing a
custom solution or by not doing that?’”
Carol Morrison, Senior Research Analyst, i4cp

“You have to ask yourself, ‘Do I want to do an off-the-shelf class and
then have it be 80 percent irrelevant?’ That’s not a good solution.”
Kelby Zorgdrager, CEO, DevelopIntelligence
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How do you gain a competitive edge?
Organizations are competing fiercely for the best talent

“You might think an off-the-shelf

in a bare market.

solution is the right one. It might

Compare and contrast:
■ Company A provides its talent with a self-paced training
library and occasional off-the-shelf classes.
■ Company B offers custom blended-learning solutions, tailored
specifically to each technical project. The training, delivered
by an expert, features labs, peer-to-peer interaction and
feedback opportunities.
Which company will win? In this scenario, winning means high
talent retention, employee engagement, technical aptitude and
performance and finally, competitive advantage.

“When you work with the right third-party partner, you
find people who know how to teach, are passionate about
teaching and passionate about the subject area. Internally,
it can be difficult to find the right person with presentation
skills, charisma, who knows how to make information stick
and has subject matter expertise. When you work with
DevelopIntelligence, you get all of those.”
Caitlin Mann, Director of Technology,
Marketing & Product’s Learning, Salesforce
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seem like the less expensive
option,” explains Ace VanWanseele,
customer success manager for
DevelopIntelligence. “But you risk
low engagement and insufficient
learning. Too often, employees
do not know how to translate the
off-the-shelf course information to
their specific job.”

Six steps for designing
a high-impact learning
program
How do L&D leaders get started? Here are six essential activities:
1. Ask, “What business goal is the organization trying to achieve”
or “what business problem is driving the need for a learning
program?” In this conversation, probe for side issues or
distractions that may exist.
2. Define the audience or participants and determine where
they currently are in their skill set, in the organization and in
their knowledge of the journey. Learn who you’ll be training or
working with.
3. Articulate the specific tasks that participants should be able
to complete after the program. As you know, a job description
is not adequate for defining the parameters of a learning
program. To the degree possible, get an understanding of
what the day-to-day looks like and what managers expect
these employees to be able to do.
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“We’re not reaching out because we don’t know how to
develop this content; it’s mostly to help us scale. Also, we
want to hear from DevelopIntelligence regarding the
industry standard. How are other companies succeeding
in these areas? What are some of the tripwires that we
should consider? DI has worked with companies that may
have met some of the same challenges already. We’d love
to learn from them to make sure that we’re as successful
as we can be.”
Caitlin Mann, Director of Technology, Marketing &
Product’s Learning, Salesforce

4. Determine the scope of the program based on the business

As you’ve likely experienced, the planning process is rarely linear.

objective and the information from Steps 1 through 3. Design

You might start the conversation somewhere between steps 2

a conceptual framework to get buy-in, and then refine it

and 3, then need to go back to step 1 for clarification. Or, a tech

throughout a series of conversations.

leader may already have a conceptual framework in mind (step

5. Begin to build out the program and identify elements
you might include (after stakeholders have approved the
conceptual framework).
6. Run a pilot to test the effectiveness of the design with a small
group. Adjust your design based on feedback from pilot
participants.

5), but you need to backtrack to step 1 to ensure the solution is
truly what they need. Gather as much high-level information as
possible before commencing design.
Some organizations seek an outside learning partner to assist
with fact-finding and curriculum design. An outsider brings
knowledge of what other companies are doing, as well as
comprehensive experience regarding what has worked well in
various environments and what hasn’t.
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To brainstorm about training design
or instructor-led training for software
developers and IT professionals, contact
info@developintelligence.com
or call 720-445-4360.
To explore self-paced, self-guided
learning resources,
email: sales@pluralsight.com

www.developintelligence.com
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