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People skills best left to people

BY DAVID COHEN 
For Workplace News 

 
In 1980, when I was the principal 
of a school in New Jersey, the 
superintendent introduced me to a 
revolutionary new teaching tool 
called the Macintosh computer. 
Squat, cute and a whopping 128K, 
this classroom idol was going to be 
the cure for all teaching woes. 
By the time I shifted careers and 
moved on to corporate consulting 
in 1986, we knew the computer as 
teaching tool was just a glorified 
set of flash cards. 
Flash forward to 1995. Suddenly 
everyone I talked to in the 
organizational development or 
training universe was wildly 
enthusiastic about the possibilities 
of the computer as a new corporate 
learning tool. 
Computers were going to energize 
workers, engage them directly in 
the learning process and give the 
learning organization a distinct 
competitive advantage. 
The space odyssey continued. By 
2001, e-learning had become the 
latest black hole for huge portions 
of the corporate training budget. 
All companies could benefit, but in 
particular, those organizations of 
scale and global reach — the ones 
which happened to have the biggest 
budgets — would be able to engage 
workers in distant locations, 
supplying “learning” where and 

when it was needed, without having 
to bring those workers to a central 
location at great expense. 
How times have changed. 
Unfortunately, the electronic flash 
card flipper isn’t all it’s cracked up 
to be. 
True, tremendous potential for e-
learning does exist. Companies like 
Cisco Systems have made great 
advancements linking classroom 
training with e-learning. Barry 
Stein and Rosabeth Moss Kanter at 
Harvard Business School have 
reportedly designed some really 
neat e-learning software with IBM. 
While bells and whistles are 
necessary to engage us, they are 
also expensive to develop. And     
e-learning on its own is no 
substitute for in-person training or 
education. Before you decide to 
devote your precious training 
dollars to the e-learning odyssey, 
you would do well to understand 
what educators in the 1980s learned 
about the difference between 
“instruction” and “teaching.” 
Instruction works well for technical 
skills acquisition. Teaching, on the 
other hand, is a nuanced, usually 
face-to-face activity that engages 
both teacher and student in the 
learning process. 
Computers and e-learning systems 
can provide reasonable return on 
investment when the scope of that 
instruction is limited to technical 
knowledge transfer or as a 
supplement to in-person training. 
When it comes to soft skills like 
management, customer service, 

leadership, sales, etc., computers 
are no substitute for well-trained 
human beings. 
Even in the area of technical skills 
acquisition, different learning styles 
of those who are meant to benefit 
from the instruction must be taken 
into account. When it comes to 
learning styles human beings can 
be categorized into four major 
groups: reflectors, activists, 
pragmatists and theorists. 
Consider the differences: Theorists 
need to make simple matters 
complex, and complex matters 
simple; take care that your 
computer learning program doesn’t 
bore them silly. 
Activists are those learners who 
like to jump into the water before 
they know how deep it is. In 
learning activities, they’re the ones 
who hate preparing in advance but 
love to get busy when the session 
begins. They do not do well sitting 
in front of a computer or “reading a 
book”; it doesn’t engage them 
enough. 
Pragmatists are those who operate 
under the “What’s in it For Me?” 
philosophy. Any learning they do 
has to be directly related to 
improving the skills they need to 
perform better and earn more 
money. 
Finally, reflectors are those who 
like to do a lot of advance 
preparation and feel comfortable 
about what they are learning. Stick 
a reflector in a spontaneous brain 
storming session and they’ll clam 
up; give them a memo about what 
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they will be brainstorming three 
days in advance and they’ll lead the 
charge. Reflectors do well with 
computer-based learning because it 
provides them plenty of inward 
time to. . . reflect. 
Educators know comfort and 
learning don’t always go hand in 
hand. A lot of the best learning is 
done on the edge, during moments 
of crisis, anxiety or uncertainty. 
When the stakes are real and 
individuals must learn something to 
figure out the solution to a concrete 
problem they learn the lesson 
longer because it is impressed upon 
their emotional memory banks. 
Such learning leads to that elusive 
goal of all educators — 
development. Perhaps that is why 
in a USC study, executives claimed 
only 15 percent of what it took to 
make them successful was learned 
in a formal classroom setting. 
Consider how much worse 
computers (which are further 
removed from reality) must be at 
providing that level of education. 
So in the name of “truth in 
advertising” I suggest that we stop 
referring to “e-learning” as we 
know it today and call it instead “e-
instruction.” At least we would not 
be remiss in representing the 
program to those who turn on their 
OS X or P4 with 2.0 gHz of power 
with “flash cards” still in the box. ● 

 
David Cohen is President of 
Strategic Action Group, Ltd. and 
author of’ The Talent Edge: A 
Behavioral Approach to Hiring, 
Developing, and Keeping Top 
Performers. His email is 
david@sagltd.com. 


