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Validating Knowledge Through
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In today’s knowledge economy, the transfer of information and knowledge is
critically important. An organization’s financial value is measured more by its
intellectual capital than by the number of buildings and equipment it owns. Yet,
knowledge for the sake of knowledge alone is of little business value. In the
business world, knowledge is only useful to the extent that it is applied in
meaningful performance that supports the execution of critical strategic busi-
ness initiatives. The fact is that people don't just go around the workplace
spouting their knowledge—they need to use that knowledge so they can
explain a product to a customer, complete an activity or do something mean-
ingful for the business. Possessing knowledge is not enough—that knowledge
must be applied appropriately. Simply put, learning organizations should be
focused on what people need to be able to do, rather than on what they know.

The Limits of the Academic Model

Because the roots of learning in the business world are found in
the academic model, it’s not surprising that testing and assess-
ment also typically follow that model. Traditionally, trainers
determine all the content that learners need to know, just as an
educator develops a course curriculum. Training time is spent
covering the content, moving from one topic to the next. A
subject-matter expert discusses each topic, expecting his or her
knowledge to be transferred to the learners. Experiential activi-
ties, including group exercises, role-plays or case studies, are
added to build interest and provide “practice.” At the end of the
training, learners are tested on their ability to recall the content.
True-false or multiple-choice questions are used to test the
learners’ knowledge. If learners are able to answer questions
more or less correctly, they are deemed “trained” and job-ready.

But when those same learners go back to their jobs, managers
quickly discover that they are not fully ready to perform, despite
the knowledge they might have attained in training. There is a
learning curve—the time needed for learners to experience all
the real-world situations that are part and parcel of the job. In
many cases, this is where the real learning takes place, and it

often takes place through trial and error. That can be a high-risk
and expensive way to learn, because learners are dealing with
real customers and live data. Too often, the results are lost cus-
tomers and sales, reduced productivity, compliance violations
and other negative consequences.

Eliminating the Learning Curve

Since the learning curve carries with it both risks and costs, there
is good reason to see if there are ways to eliminate it by taking a
different approach to training, testing and assessment. By follow-
ing a performance model, it’s possible to guarantee that learners
will have all the skills needed to meet management expectations
before leaving training.

In the performance model, knowledge is presented in the con-
text of the job to be done and is assessed in terms of performance,
not simply memory recall. There are four steps to making certain
that knowledge can be effectively applied on the job:

m Define the precise performance expectations for the job.

m Determine what knowledge is required for competent per-
formance.
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m Present the knowledge in the context of the tasks to be per-
formed on the job, including real-world practice and feedback
on the quality of the practice.

m Test the learners’ ability to apply the knowledge and skills in
the situations that they will face on the job.

Defining the Performance Expectations

Unlike the academic model’s initial focus on subject-matter con-
tent, the performance model starts with a clear definition of job
performance expectations. This enables the training to be built
around performance objectives that describe:

m What the learner must be able to do.

m The conditions under which the performance will occur (sim-
ulating the actual job performance as closely as possible).

m The criteria (or performance standards) for competent per-
formance.

In other words, what should the performer be able to do, and

how well should she be able to do it? Note that the focus is not

on knowing, but on doing.

Learners should be told what these expectations are, and they
should serve as the basis for both the training objectives and the
testing on the accomplishment of those objectives. These per-
formance expectations serve as the measure for determining
whether the learning has accomplished what it intended to
accomplish. The aim of training or instruction should be to

ensure that every learner is able to meet these performance
expectations before leaving—whether training is delivered in
the classroom, online or on the job.

Determining Knowledge Requirements

Analysis is used to determine exactly what knowledge learners
need to meet job performance expectations. Analysis helps
answer the question, “What do exemplary performers do when
completing this job task?’ rather than “What does someone
need to know?”

Through observation, interviews, surveys and other analytical
techniques, relevant knowledge items are identified and
described as actions or performances. For instance, knowledge
items might be described as “interpret a diagram” or “recall the
types” instead of as content topics (such as safety precautions,
billing, welding, etc.).

Information and knowledge are limited to only what’s required
to practice the skill being taught. This helps reduce training
time and enables learners to spend the majority of training in
actual job-related practice—at least 50 percent of training
should be spent practicing the same skills that will be needed on
the job. In fact, one of the major reasons why so much academ-
ic-style learning is not as effective is because it frequently
includes knowledge that does not directly relate to job perform-
ance. Including the history of any field or theory unattached to



job requirements virtually guarantees the inclu-
sion of irrelevant knowledge. It is far better to
sacrifice some knowledge and information for
more practice time on critical tasks.

Presenting Knowledge in the

Context of Job Tasks

One of the most common mistakes in learning
design is to allocate hours, days or even weeks to
providing knowledge, then massing all of the
practice at the end. This presents multiple obsta-
cles for learners. First, they aren’t able to practice
in small chunks so that they are able to build on
their own success. By including practice in bits
and pieces along the way, learners receive contin-
uous feedback to correct mistakes and reinforce
appropriate actions and behaviors. Second, the
emphasis on content apart from application is not
only inefficient, but also increases the likelihood
that much of the newly learned knowledge will be
forgotten before the opportunity for practice arrives.

A better approach is to integrate knowledge con-
tent with task performance by presenting infor-
mation (knowledge, procedures, errors to watch
for, etc.) needed to perform a single task or sub-
task, immediately followed by practice applying
that information. The practice should mirror the
real-world environment and conditions the
learner is likely to face as closely as possible. For
example, in a call center training program, learn-
ers should practice performing tasks with all the
different kinds of customers they are likely to
face—whether they are angry, abrupt or pleasant.
If there is a time constraint for performing a par-
ticular task, the practice should require meeting
that constraint as well.

Testing Knowledge Application

If something is worth teaching, it also makes
sense to see whether or not the instruction was
successful. However, traditional, academic-style
written tests measure the acquisition of knowl-
edge, but not the real-world application of that
knowledge. The problem with true-false or multi-
ple-choice tests is that they don’t evaluate what
people will really be doing on the job. Whether or
not someone can answer a multiple-choice ques-
tion correctly is not a good indicator of real-world
performance. How many times in the real world
is someone given five choices and asked which is
the most correct answer?

It is true that these tests are easy to score and are
well-suited for assessing large numbers of learners,
but the bottom line is that they don’t test for com-
petence. You may find out whether someone
understands how to read a meter or how to con-
duct a performance evaluation, but whether or not
the person can do what you need him to do is still
an unknown. For example, passing the written test
on driving a car is very different from passing the

in practice:

The Virginian-Pilot: Cutting Costs With
Press-Room Training

In the past year, The Virginian-Pilot newspaper, which has a circulation of 250,000 and
covers territory from southeastern Virginia to the outer banks of northeastern North
Carolina, has made some significant changes to its press-room operations. The press
room, where the newspaper and all its varied inserts and sections are printed and assem-
bled, has a new training program that resulted in significant cost and time savings, as well
as a productivity boost for newly trained and existing press operators.

“When | first came to work here, | wandered around meeting people,” said Allen Byrd,
press operations manager, The Virginian-Pilot. “I asked one of the young men what his job
was, and he told me he was a press trainee. | asked him how long he'd been a press
trainee, and he told me nine years. | kind of went, ‘Uh-oh. | think we have a problem here.”

Byrd then looked at records and saw that past attempts to develop press-room training
programs had been unsuccessful. So he joined forces with the Center for Effective
Performance to put a new program together that would address The Virginian-Pilot's press
operation training needs. A little more than a year later, the newspaper produced its first
Six graduates.

The press-room training program was developed with structured, specific criteria built into
15 or so reference training modules that define what a trainee must do in order to be con-
sidered successful in that particular module and working that task on the job. “For instance,
you have to reproduce front-page color registration within two rows of dots, within 1,000
copies of starting the press,” Byrd said. “If you ever look at a newspaper with a magnify-
ing glass, all of those colors are different-colored little dots. They all have to be superim-
posed on each other for perfect registration for your ability to see it clearly with your eye.
If it isn’t registered, it will look all fuzzy."

The modules primarily are delivered via self-paced learning and instructor-led demos
before learners are sent into the press room to practice and receive feedback from the
instructor or a subject-matter expert. If learners decide that they can do what the module
says they must to be successful, they can go to the instructor and request a skill check or
assessment. This test-out procedure is a condition of further employment, and there is a
time constraint. “There’s no option to fail this,” Byrd said. “You have to be able to do it.
There is a defined time—you can't take more than X amount of days or weeks for each
module, but if you test out halfway through and fail, you still have time to get it right.”

The training and assessment time limit is six months, but Byrd said that The Virginian-Pilot
has yet to run into that worst-case scenario. In fact, many people get through the program
in as little as three months, and there are incentives to learn fast and well. The press train-
ing program has three phases with accompanying modules, and after each graduation
there is a pay increase.

Before implementation of this 15-module program, Byrd said not much happened by way
of training. “Somebody would get hired, and their personal motivation would determine
whether they ever became a press operator or not. There was nothing in place to ensure
that they did, so people languished around here for years as trainees,” he explained. “Plus,
just like every other company in the world, replacing skilled labor as they retire isn't the
easiest thing in the world to do, because nobody’s training them anymore. | wasn't able to
attract talent from other newspapers to come and step right in, and there was a track
record before | came here of not being able to do that. And it turns out, if we don't devel-
op the talent in-house within the matter of a few years, we're not going to have enough
people to fulfill our mission.”

The program enables graduates to contribute immediately to press-room operations. Byrd
said experienced operators also have taken advantage of training opportunities and
enjoyed higher morale. Further, The Virginian-Pilot’s portfolio of products was produced in
162 fewer press hours than last year. A press hour involves a single press running for an
hour with a crew of six or seven press operators. Waste also has been down, and with ft,
cost. Byrd said that the training and assessment process has cut paper costs by some
$28,000 and chopped off $71,000 in overtime.

“We paid about $250,000 to have this program developed,” Byrd said. “I'm not even
through one year in its implementation, and I'm already at over $100,000 savings. The
payback is going to be really quick and really significant when you look at it projected
over the long term. It will have itself paid back in two years, and then it's going to be all
profit after that.”

—Kellye Whitney, kellyew@clomedia.com



actual road test. If you are trying to teach someone how to do
something, the test should determine if the person is able to do
it—or not.

Even case studies or group simulation exercises fall short as
assessments of capability and predictors of on-the-job perform-
ance. These assessment methods fail to match what will be
required on the job and don’t measure individual performance.

It is clear that what we need to test for is competence—not
knowledge or understanding. A skill check, or performance
check, is designed to accomplish exactly that. The term “skill
check” is preferable to “test,” partly because so many people feel
trepidation at the mention of the word “test” (remember
school?) and partly because skill check is a far more descriptive
term for determining competence.

The skill check simply asks the learner to demonstrate the same
performance that was described in the performance objective
(and the performance objective is derived directly from the real-
world job requirements). The skill check should match the objec-
tive exactly, both in the performance that is called for and the
conditions under which the performance is completed. Learners
know up front exactly what they will be required to do, so there
are no surprises—no teaching one thing, but testing for another.
This eliminates the fear and frustration learners experience in
academic-style testing.

Learners are required to complete the skill check for each
instructional module. If the learner is able to meet the require-
ments of the skill check, she can move on to the next module.
If the learner can’t successfully complete the skill check, he
receives additional coaching or practice until he can meet the
requirements. As learners continue to complete the skill checks
throughout the course, the instructor knows that the instruction
has taught what it intended to teach. Equally important, learn-
ers gain confidence in their ability to apply new skills. By using
skill checks to test for competence throughout the course and
building skill checks directly from job performance require-
ments, it is possible to guarantee that every learner will acquire

every skill needed to meet management performance expecta-
tions before training ends. This eliminates any issue around
learning transfer and even eliminates the learning curve once
learners return to the job.

To further prepare learners for the real world, integrated skill
checks can be developed that combine the assessment of per-
formance of individual tasks in a way that mirrors the real world.
For example, for a customer service position, an integrated skill
check might combine adding a new customer, taking an order
and handling customer questions in one integrated skill check.
Integrated skill checks also can serve as a certification of per-
formance ability that is required before moving on to more
advanced modules.

Online Testing

One of the many challenges of online learning is that there are
limited options for testing and assessment. The best option is to
take a blended approach and provide knowledge and information
pieces online, but enable the practice and performance checks to
be handled live. If that option isn’t possible, the next-best choice
is to develop scenario-based testing, where learners are given a sit-
uation and must apply what they have learned. Depending on the
available technology, learners either type in a response or com-
pare their response to multiple-choice options. For example, in a
course teaching problem-solving skills, learners might be given a
customer situation and asked to apply the newly learned problem-
solving process to that situation. While less than ideal, this may
be the only practical option available.

There are multiple benefits for taking a performance approach to
testing and assessment. By testing application rather than reten-
tion of knowledge, organizations can be certain that every learn-
er leaves training with every skill needed to meet management
expectations. The end result is shorter time to full productivity,
fewer errors, increased sales and more confident employees. m

Paula Alsher is vice president of client solutions at the Center for Effective
Performance. She can be reached at palsher@clomedia.com
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