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Preface

...............................This fourth edition is built on the same solid foundation of active
training originated by Mel Silberman. It’s been an honor to be asked
to revive the active learning work that Mel started. My goal is to con-
tinue to acknowledge his work throughout the book by respecting his
voice, celebrating and expanding his ideas, and engaging others to pay
tribute to Mel.

One ofMel’s personal guidelines was, “It’s not what you give them;
it’s what they take away that counts.” Mel believed that it didn’t matter
how much information you disseminated. If the learner was unable to
retain it, learning had not occurred. I followedMel’s advice as I edited
this book. I tried to revise and add things that would make the content
something you can take away.

Mel and I started in this field at about the same time, and although
Mel coined the term “Active Training,” both of us believed, practiced,
and expounded identical philosophies throughout our careers. For a
few years before I was solidly grounded in the history of learning and
development, and before I’d heard of Malcolm Knowles, I thought I’d
invented Adult Learning Theory. Mel and I had a good laugh about
that when I first met him.

It’s been twenty-five years since Mel’s first edition of Active Train-
ing: A Handbook of Techniques, Designs, Case Examples, and Tips
made its way onto our bookshelves. So it is fitting that 2015 has been
selected for the fourth edition.
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............................................

THE GOALS
OF THIS
BOOK

Mel’s staunch advocates still follow his active learning concepts. Many
are represented throughout this and his 101 Ways to Make Training
Active books. Mel’s unwavering support is based on the fact that his
concepts work. Training is “active” when the learners do most of the
work. Learners consider the content, solve problems, make decisions,
and practice the skills. This ensures that they are ready to apply what
they learned once they return to the workplace or wherever they
intend to use their newly acquired skills and knowledge. Like its
predecessors, this fourth edition of Active Training has three goals:

1. To explore all aspects of training

Training has a front, a middle, and an end. The front involves
all the activities involved before the first slide or exercise is ever
developed. Foremost are the assessment of the training need and the
establishment of training objectives. The middle contains the detailed
planning and delivery of the training program. The end focuses
on the events that encourage back-on-the-job application, ongoing
performance support, and the evaluation of training outcomes. This
edition of Active Training provides a comprehensive examination of
these three phases of training.

2. To promote an active approach to training

The active approach to training involves a commitment to learning by
doing. Everything we know about adult learners suggests that partic-
ipants must be actively engaged during a training program for results
to occur. If there is little activity, participants will forget or fail to apply
what they are taught and will be bored by the material presented. This
new edition of Active Training continues to define what is meant by
the active approach to training and how it can be practiced effectively.
It goes beyond the classroom and presents active learning ideas for
virtual online classes, using social media, m-learning, and other excit-
ing processes available to our profession.

3. To provide a practical handbook of techniques, designs,
case examples, and tips

As Active Training promotes learning by doing, it shows how to
acquire these skills through learning by example. It not only describes
several active training techniques but also illustrates how they are
applied in actual training situations. Designs and case examples drawn
from private and public sector training professionals are presented to
give readers ideas for their own situation. One of the special features
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of Active Training is the wide variety of training topics from which
its examples are pulled. All of the examples are flexible enough to be
customized to the topics and groups any reader might be training.

Since 1990, the year the first edition was published, much has
happened. Training continues to be delivered in classroom settings
but now is also delivered in new ways that were only a vision in 1990.
The view of training as something that only occurs in classrooms has
been broadened to include the concept that training means support-
ing learning wherever it occurs in the organization—in meetings, on
computer screens, through mentors, during work team projects, or on
your smartphone.

Many examples of training activities and designs are incorporated
in this fourth edition. You will find case examples from a long list of
training topics in Active Training. They include topics such as career
development, change management, childcare, coaching, communica-
tion skills, conflict management, cultural diversity, customer service,
leadership development, problem solving, project management, sales,
succession planning, teambuilding, train-the-trainer, and others. They
also come from a variety of industries including banking, government,
health care, insurance, manufacturing, real estate, and others.

............................................

HOW THIS
BOOK IS
ORGANIZED

This book is organized into five parts: starting at the beginning with
understanding more about active training and ending with new roles
and realities for trainers.

Part One defines and contains a rationale for an active approach
to training. It has been updated to reflect the latest theory, research,
and practice. Among other things, it examines the case for active train-
ing. It contains a discussion of the nature of adult learning, exploring
the reasons why adults learn best when they are active in the learning
process. It also identifies the frequently asked questions people con-
cerned with the introduction of active training techniques most often
ask. Finally, it examines the contexts in which active training is deliv-
ered. While most training takes place in classroom-type settings, an
active approach to training can be incorporated online, on the job, or
in other delivery modes.

Part Two considers all the steps needed, from the opening to
the closing elements, to create an instructional design for an active
training program, course, workshop, virtual classroom, or session.
You will find these names interchangeable throughout the book. You
may find yourself needing to just tweak a course a bit or you may be
in complete control over a course design. It is in this situation, when
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trying to make multiple design decisions that make up a professional
training program, that the many tips, designs, and case examples
described become especially useful. You will find examples for online
learning sprinkled throughout the entire book, but may notice them
here more than ever. Chapter 10, “Incorporating Active Training in
All Learning,” has been revamped and includes additional discussion
about online learning and an expanded discussion of social media and
m-learning.

Part Three covers every aspect of training delivery, including cli-
mate setting, enlisting participation, managing participant behavior,
and staging experiential activities. This fourth edition of Active Train-
ing emphasizes what you can do to create an experience for your par-
ticipants. You will find new examples and templates throughout.

Part Four examines how to extend the value of training through
follow-up activities and evaluation. You will find both of these chapters
expanded. The follow-up activities tap into the expanded Kirkpatrick
model to include return on expectation (ROE) as a measurement tool.

Part Five is an entirely new section. It presents two chapters. “The
Expanded Roles for Trainers” looks at how you can use Active Train-
ing methods in your onboarding programs, when you are called upon
to lead change, when and why you coach managers, and several other
roles. A second all-new chapter, “NewBusiness Realities for Trainers,”
provides ideas when your job calls on you to do more with less, partic-
ipate in globalization or vendor management, work with a multigen-
erational workforce, and other new focuses.

If you are new to the training environment or a student studying
the field for the first time, reading Active Training can help you to
learn the reasons why trainers make the design and delivery choices
they do when creating an active training program. In addition, you will
learn a variety of facilitation techniques that can help you to conduct
any training program professionally. The examples help you to make
sense out of the components of a good active training program in a
way that straight text never could.

I hope that Active Training will continually provide you with
specific guidance as you reference the book throughout your career,
whether you work in a business, governmental, or educational setting.
The book is meant to be practical and helpful for you.

Elaine BiechNorfolk, VA
April 2015







Part One

Introducing Active
Training

.......................................Training is a method of enhancing human performance. Whenever
a person’s ability to perform a job is limited by a lack of knowledge
or skill, it makes sense to bridge that gap by providing the required
instruction.

Sounds simple, doesn’t it? Not really. The problem begins with
the notion that learning something you don’t already know requires
another person (a trainer) or medium (a book, a computer) to
provide it.

One of Mel’s favorite exercises was to cover a wristwatch with the
opposite hand and ask those who are observing, “What am I doing?”
Immediately, someone would say, “You’re covering your watch.” He
would then request a synonym for the word cover. Typically, sugges-
tions such as hide, obscure, or block are given. With this opening, he
would say, “The next time you have something to cover with a person
whom you are training, you might be hiding the information, obscur-
ing it, or completely blocking it from view. That’s because, at that
moment, it’s your information and your understanding of it. It does
not belong to the other person.” Mel’s point was that as trainers we
need to think about “how” we are “covering” the topic, making sure
that we do not prevent the learner from “uncovering” it; this “uncov-
ering” process only happens by virtue of the learner’s own activity.
Ultimately, you—or a book or a computer—cannot do the work for
the learner.

Active training occurs when the participants do most of the work.
If you neatly package the information or elegantly demonstrate the
skills, you, not the participants, are doing “the work” for them. No one

1
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is suggesting that well-designed instruction is unnecessary. The key to
effective training, however, is how the learning activities are designed
so that the participants acquire knowledge and skill rather thanmerely
receive them.

Yes, there is a whole lot more to training than “show and tell.”
Learning is not an automatic consequence of pouring information into
another person’s head. It requires the learner’s own mental involve-
ment and doing. Lecturing and demonstrating, by themselves, will
never lead to real, lasting learning. Only training that is active will.

In order for people to learn something well, they must hear it, see
it, question it, discuss it with their peers, and do it. They may even
teach it to someone else in order to solidify their understanding of the
information or skill. An active approach to training requires a variety of
strategies that promote all six processes—hearing, seeing, questioning,
discussing, doing, and teaching. Let’s consider more fully why.

............................................

THE NATURE
OF ADULT
LEARNING

Over twenty-four hundred years ago, Confucius declared:

What I hear, I forget.

What I see, I remember.

What I do, I understand.

These three simple statements speak volumes about the need for
active learning. As only Mel could do, he modified and expanded the
wisdom of Confucius into what he called the Active Learning Credo:

When I only hear, I forget.

When I hear and see, I remember a little.

When I hear, see, and ask questions and discuss with someone
else, I begin to understand.

When I hear, see, question, discuss, and do, I acquire knowledge
and skill.

When I teach someone, I master what I have learned.

Why Is This Important?

Hearing and Seeing. You’ve probably read “pop data” that insists
that participants retain less when listening to lecture and more when
what they hear is paired with a visual; they retain evenmore when they
practice by doing. There are several reasons why most adults tend to
forget what they hear. One of the most interesting has to do with the
rate at which a trainer speaks and the rate at which participants listen.
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Most trainers speak at about one hundred to two hundred words
per minute. But how many of those words do participants hear? It
depends on how they are listening. If the participants are really con-
centrating, theymight be able to listen attentively to about half of what
a trainer is saying. That’s because participants are thinking while they
are listening. It’s hard to keep up with a talkative trainer. Even if the
material is interesting, it’s hard to concentrate for a sustained period
of time. Participants probably hear at the rate of four hundred to five
hundred words per minute. When they are listening for a sustained
period of time to a trainer who is talking more slowly they are likely to
get bored and their minds will wander. The upshot? A steady diet of
lecture is problematic, because the lecturer and the listener are often
not in synch.

To alleviate the audio bombardment of lecturing, master and
trainer and CPLP Fellow, Bob Pike, recommends that participants
should be given a chance every eight minutes to internalize what
they have been hearing before it’s simply supplanted by the next
wave of information (Pike 2003). Ruth Clark (2014) points out that
still visuals are helpful to learning; they generally impose less mental
load than animated visuals. Still visuals have been shown to be more
effective to teach general content (animated visuals are better for
procedures).That could be true because between 80 to 90 percent of
all information that is absorbed by the brain is visual (Jensen 2008).

When teaching has both an auditory and a visual dimension, the
message is reinforced by two delivery systems. It not only helps to
use presentation slides along with meaningful words, but several other
sources of visual information can be utilized, such as objects, docu-
ments, and vivid stories. Some of us prefer one mode of delivery over
the other. By using both you have a greater chance of meeting the
preferences of more participants.

But merely hearing something and seeing it is not enough
to learn it. Let’s explore the reasons why.

Ask questions and discuss. The adult brain does not function
like an audio or video recorder. The brain doesn’t just receive infor-
mation; it processes it. The brain is suffused with a vast number of
networks through which it sorts out all incoming information. Thus,
any information already stored influences how and what we under-
stand and eventually learn. Your brain tries to make connections.

If adults discuss information with others and if they are invited
to ask questions about it, their brains can do a better job of connect-
ing with information they’ve already stored. That’s because the act of
learning begins with a question. The brain starts the work of learning
because it has a question about information it is obtaining from the
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senses (hearing, sight, touch, and taste) that feed it. If the brain could
talk, it would say things like: Where does this information fit? Does it
confirm what I already know? Does it challenge what I already know?

If the brain isn’t curious about incoming information, however,
it takes the path of least resistance and attends to something else.
Therefore, getting participants to ask questions puts them in a seeking
mode rather than a passive mode. Their brains are activated to obtain
answers rather than merely “logging in.” If participants are asked to
listen to a lecture or view presentation slides and they come to it with
few or any questions, their brains treat the information superficially. If
they are trying to find out something, their brains treat the information
carefully.

Better yet, if adults can discuss the information with their peers,
they can obtain feedback about how well they understand it. Learning
is enhanced if people are asked to do the following with their peers:

• State the information in their own words

• Give examples of it

• Have an opportunity to reflect on the information

• See connections between it and other facts or ideas

• Practice higher-order thinking, such as analysis, synthesis, and
evaluation

• Apply it to case situations

Even better is the opportunity to do something with the infor-
mation. Research conducted at Stanford University (Levin 1996)
suggests that the optimal environment for learning allows people
at different times to be partners, teammates, and teachers. In a
training context, this occurs best when learning teams are organized
to engage in “action learning” tasks. They challenge participants to
solve problems and apply what they know to real work situations.
Furthermore, giving participants the opportunity to learn information
or a skill and then teach it to peers allows them the opportunity to
discover what Aristotle declared many years ago, “Teaching is the
highest art of understanding.”

In many ways, our brain is like a computer and we are its users.
A computer needs to be “on” in order to work. Our brain needs to be
on as well. When learning is passive, the brain isn’t on. A computer
needs the right software to interpret the data that are entered. Our
brain needs to link what we are being taught with what we already
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know and how we think. When learning is passive, the brain doesn’t
make these linkages to the software of our mind. Finally, a computer
cannot retain information that it has processed without “saving it.”
Our brain needs to test the information, recapitulate it, or explain it to
someone else in order to store it in its memory banks. When learning
is passive, the brain doesn’t save what has been presented.

What occurs when trainers flood participants with their own
thoughts (however insightful and well organized they may be) or
when they rely too often on “let me show you how” demonstrations
and explanations? Pouring facts and concepts into participants’ heads
and masterfully performing skills and procedures actually interfere
with learning. The presentation may make an immediate impression
on the brain, but without a photographic memory, participants simply
cannot retain very much for any period of time, even though they
think they will never forget it. As Eric Jensen, author of Brain-Based
Learning, explains, “The traditional stand and delivery approach is
brain antagonistic. The brain is not very good at absorbing countless
bits of semantic (factual) information.”

In any case, real learning is not memorization. Most of what we
memorize is lost in hours. In order to retain what has been taught,
participants must chew on it. Learning can’t be swallowed whole.
A trainer can’t do the mental work for participants because they must
put together what they hear and see to form a meaningful whole.
Without the opportunity to discuss, ask questions, do, and perhaps
even teach someone else, real learning will not occur.

Further, learning is not a one-shot event; it comes in waves. It
takes several exposures to material to understand. It also takes differ-
ent kinds of exposures, not just a repetition of input. For example, a
software application can be taught with manuals, through classroom
exercises, and through an asynchronous online class. Each way shapes
the participants’ understanding. Even more important is the way in
which the exposure happens. If it happens to the learner, there will be
little mental engagement by the learner.

When learning is passive, learners comes to the encounter with-
out curiosity, without questions, and without interest in the outcome.
When learning is active, learners are seeking something. They want
an answer to a question, need information to solve a problem, or are
searching for a better way to do a job.

David Rock is the director of the NeuroLeadership Institute and
author of Your Brain at Work. He uses an AGES model that identifies
four requirements to embed ideas:
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1. Attention must be very high; multitasking dramatically reduces
recall. The chemical processes to encode memory are activated
when we are very focused.

2. Generating a mental map around the new ideas; participant can’t
just watch or listen.

3. Emotions need to be high; we only remember things we feel
strongly about.

4. Spacing learning is critical.

A high AGES score is required for participants to recall ideas.
Attention, generation, emotion, and spacing form the AGES model.
Practicing in the form of small group work, gamification, contests, or
team teaching can all increase a learning event’s AGES score.

Practicing. Quite a few studies have compared learning out-
comes among individuals playing a game with individuals assigned
to a more traditional instructional method such as lectures or com-
puter tutorials. In these studies the same content is presented in a
game version and in a traditional version and learning is measured
with a test. In her bookEvidence-Based TrainingMethods, Ruth Clark
(2014) reports that results aren’t clear cut; however, in one study sim-
ulation games resulted in learning gains 9 to 14 percent higher than
comparison groups. However, the comparison groups learned more
than the game groups when taught with active instructional methods.
The game groups learned more than the comparison groups when
the comparison group was taught with passive instructional methods.
Ruth states, “My conclusion from the review is that active engage-
ment leads to learning and any method that incorporates relevant
active engagement (with feedback) will lead to better learning than
a method that relies primarily on passive learning environments such
as lectures or reading.”

The bottom line here? Telling is NOT training. As Harold
Stolovitch and Erica Keeps suggest in their book, Telling Ain’t
Training, there’s much more to it.

............................................

THE SOCIAL
SIDE OF
LEARNING

We all face a world of exploding knowledge, rapid change, and uncer-
tainty. As a result, participants may be anxious and defensive when
they show up for training. Abraham Maslow taught us that human
beings have within them two sets of forces or needs—one that strives
for growth and one that clings to safety. A person who must choose
between these two needs will choose safety over growth. The need to
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feel secure has to be met before the need to reach out, take risks, and
explore the new can be entertained. Growth forward takes place in
little steps. According to Maslow, “each step forward is made possible
by the feeling of being safe, of operating out into the unknown from a
safe home port.”

One of the key ways people feel safe and secure is when they feel
connected to other people and are included in a group. This feeling of
belonging enables participants to face the challenges set before them.
When they are learning with others rather than alone, they have avail-
able the emotional and intellectual support that allows them to go
beyond their present level of knowledge and skill.

Maslow’s concepts underlie the development of the small-group
learning methods that are popular in training circles. Placing partici-
pants in teams and giving them tasks in which they depend upon each
other to complete the work is a way to capitalize on their social needs.
They tend to get more engaged in learning because they are doing
it with their peers. Once they have become involved, they also have a
need to talk with others about what they are experiencing, which leads
to further connections.

Collaborative learning activities help to drive active training.
Although independent study and large group instruction also
stimulate active learning, the ability to teach through small-group
cooperative activities will enable you to promote active learning in a
special way. Remember that what participants discuss with others and
what they teach others enables them to acquire understanding and
master learning. The best collaborative learning methods (see, for
example, “Jigsaw Learning” in Chapter 5) meet these requirements.
Giving different assignments to different participants prompts them
not only to learn together but also to teach each other.

As you begin to practice active training, remember:

• Learners follow a hierarchy to take in information.

• Use a variety of deliverymethods to support participants’ learning.

• Adults have a need to feel safe and a part of the group.

............................................

CONCERNS
ABOUT
ACTIVE
TRAINING

If this is your first introduction to using an active approach to
training and development, you may have questions. These FAQs may
answer them.

Is active training just a bunch of “fun and games”? No, it’s
not just fun, although learning can be fun and still be worthwhile.
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Actually, many active training techniques present participants with
unusual challenges that require much hard work.

Does active training focus so much on activity for its own
sake that participants don’t reflect on what they are learning?
This is a real concern. Much of the value of active training activities
comes from thinking about them when they are over and discussing
their meaning with others. Don’t overlook this fact. You will find many
suggestions inActive Training to help participants reflect on what they
have experienced. Ensure that you design time to process each activ-
ity; that’s where the real learning often occurs. Add value by giving
a few comments after an active training activity to connect what the
participants experienced to the concepts you want to get across.

Doesn’t active training require a lot of time? How can you
cover course material using active training methods? Isn’t lec-
turingmore efficient?There is no question that active training takes
more time than conventional lecturing, but there are many ways to
avoid a needless waste of time. Furthermore, even though a lecture
can cover considerable ground, you have to question how much is
really learned. Also, remember the “coverage” trap. The more you try
to cover, the more you may be hiding.

Can active training methods spice up dry, uninteresting
information? Absolutely! When the subject is interesting, it’s easy to
train. When it is dry, often the excitement of active training methods
catches up with the participants and they becomemotivated to master
even boring material.

When you use groups in active training, how do you prevent
them fromwasting time and being unproductive?Groups can be
unproductive if an opening does not include introductions and a warm
up at the beginning of the session and groupwork is not carefully struc-
tured from the outset. Participants become confused about what to
do, organize themselves poorly, and easily get off task. Or they may do
the work as quickly as possible, skimming the surface rather than dig-
ging into the material. There are several ways to facilitate participants
how to learn in groups, such as assigning roles to group members,
establishing group ground rules, and practicing group skills. Many tips
and techniques in Active Training are geared to this problem.

Can you “group participants to death” using active train-
ing? Yes, it can happen. Some trainers overuse groups. They don’t
give participants enough chance to learn things individually and they
don’t bring the entire group together enough for teaching and discus-
sion. The key is variety. A variety of learning modalities is the spice
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of good training. Several techniques in Active Training will give you
alternatives to small-group learning.

Is there a danger that participants will misinform each
other in group-based active training methods? That certainly
could happen, but the advantages of giving learning a social side far
outweigh the disadvantages. Anyway, a trainer can always review
material with the entire group after participants try to learn it on their
own and teach it to each other. And most questions or misinformation
should come out when you debrief the activity.

Doesn’t it require more preparation and creativity to teach
using active training methods? Yes and no. Once you understand
the process, the extra preparation and creativity will not feel like a
burden. You will feel excited about your training and this energy will
transfer to your participants’ learning. Until then, you should find that
creating ideas for active training can be challenging. At first, you will
wonder how in the world you can teach certain topics actively. This is
where Active Training comes in. It is intended to ease the transition
by providing you with several concrete ways to build activity, variety,
and participation into your training. These techniques are useful for
virtually any subject matter.

I’m sold on active training, but I wonder if my participants
will be. Millennials will enthusiastically embrace active training
because they are good at learning by doing. They also don’t mind
the fast pace of activity. If you have other participants who are less
accustomed to active training, they may be uneasy initially. They
may be used to trainers who do all the work and to sitting back and
believing that they have learned something and will retain it. Some
participants may also complain that active training is a “waste of time.”
In the long run, all will benefit from active training. In the short run,
they will be less anxious if you introduce active training gradually. If
you don’t, you may get some resistance.

Your participants need to know what to expect if your approach is
new to them. Following is a statement you may wish to use to convey
how the training will be conducted.

Welcome to Active Training!

This training session is based on the principles of active learning. The
methods we will use are designed to

• Increase participation

• Enliven learning
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• Deepen retention

• Encourage application

You will be asked lots of questions, urged to take a stab at an
answer, explore, and try things out. You will also work, at times, with
others and will be asked to test yourself periodically to see for yourself
what you have learned and what skills you possess.

At all times, this session will be guided by the idea that it’s not what
I tell you that counts; it’s what you take away.

In addition, I will not cover everything about our topic. I want you
to feel that you have really learned something rather than having
been exposed to everything. If I do a good job focusing on the most
important topics, you will be able to learn the rest of what you need
on your own.

............................................

THE
DELIVERY
OF ACTIVE
TRAINING

Active Training is based on the assumption that you are training a
group of participants at one site in either a physical or virtual class-
room setting. An active approach to training, however, is not limited
to this delivery mode but can be incorporated into other modes. Since
the instructional design principles are essentially the same regardless
of how training is delivered, the ideas in Active Training can be easily
applied to a wide range of training approaches.

The use of e-learning is revolutionizing the way people obtain
learning. The advantage of computer technology is its ability to pro-
vide more training, delivered sooner, in more places, and potentially
at a lower cost, than traditional classroom-based instruction. The
value of e-learning is enhanced when it is designed for maximum
interactivity. Straightforward presentation of information even if it
is replete with visual graphics, limits the learning experience. The
use of questions, case problems, and simulations and the inclusion
of interactive exercises expand the quality of learning that will be
obtained. Such activities can be built into individuals’ interactions in
e-learning instruction through user input options that enable them
to “talk” to the material. To add the social side of learning, it is also
possible to bring together, both face-to-face and virtually, people who
have experienced the same instruction and give them group activities
to reinforce what they learned individually.

What makes learning exciting today is that learners canmake their
own decisions about how they best learn the material. They can learn
in a synchronous physical or virtual classroom or in an asynchronous


