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	 Figure 10. 360° tour of the International Space Station by NASA

	� Manga, the Japanese comic style, attracts some WOW reactions. Serious organizations are 
piloting the form for serious purposes. Figure 11 uses manga to prepare leaders to document 
responses to a fire incident at a hardware store on Vermont Avenue (http://l10.biz/ri_flash.html). 

	

	 Figure 11. Vermont Avenue Incident manga by Bartley Collart of L10

	� Recently, one of us reviewed a manga comic strip whose pedestrian purpose is to convince 
employees to fill out timecards in a systematic fashion. Before employees’ eyes glaze over, they 
are pulled in by the novelty of the form and kinship with the guy who makes endless excuses  
for not entering the required information each and every day. He promises to do it tomorrow. 
He promises to do it later. All goes well until the dreaded external auditor discovers his 
malingering. This manga strip works because it looks new and because it is not really new 
at all. That guy could be you. Will the manga form attract attention in 2010? Probably 
not—but the vivid stories will.
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12.	�Measure and continuously improve. In 2002, approximately 15% of reporting organizations 
were using technology for delivery of learning programs. By 2004, that number had nearly 
doubled. The ASTD State of the Industry Report described what award-winning organizations 
are doing: “BEST organizations delivered 32% of all their learning content using technology. 
Approximately 75% of technology-based learning was online in 2004, and about 75% of 
online learning was self-paced.” The trend line is clear.

	� But how is it going and what difference is it making? What approaches should be 
replicated? What approaches should be tweaked and which ones should be ended?

	� While instructor led training is valuable, it does not fill us with curiosity. Why would it? 
We know it well.  But wikis? RSS feeds? Social networks? E-coaches? What do we know 
about them independently or within systems? These new forms require insight into their 
uses and effects so that they can be advanced (Rossett 2007). 

	� At a minimum, eLearning and learning management systems (LMSs) provide comfort to 
executives with technology-based information about compliance and risk avoidance. Yet 
much more is possible. Do learning organizations know what their people already know? 
Need to know? Want to know? Can they swiftly identify an engineer who speaks Zulu, an 
attorney with recent experience in Eastern Europe’s petrochemical industry, a driver with 
special ability to avoid accidents? Do they collect and distribute that information? Do they 
know why some resources are used and others ignored? Do they know which modes satisfy 
or what questions remain unanswered? 

Engaged in what?
A New York Times article, “Dumb and Dumber: Are Americans Hostile to Knowledge ?” 
(Cohen 2008), raised questions about what we’re teaching in schools and universities. The article 
cited a National Geographic poll “that found nearly half of 18- to 24-year-olds don’t think it is 
necessary or important to know where countries in the news are located. So more than three years 
into the Iraq war, only 23% of those with some college could locate Iraq, Iran, Saudi Arabia, and 
Israel on a map.” 

On September 11, 2001, in New York City, author Susan Jacoby listened in on a conversation in 
a bar:

“This is just like Pearl Harbor,” one of the men said. 

The other asked, “What is Pearl Harbor?” 

“That was when the Vietnamese dropped bombs in a harbor, and it started the Vietnam War,” the 
first man replied. 

It feels almost reckless to worry about engagement without also attending to why we seek to engage 
their attention. It is easy to imagine scantily clad avatars belly-flying around virtual environments 
to visit shops, bars, beaches, and restaurants, not online museums and Socratic discussions. Those 
experiences might be engaging, but should anybody’s attention be riveted to them? Purpose is 
always the best place to start, as discussed in strategy 1.

If a tree falls and nobody hears it 
ASTD’s Learning Circuits attempted to find out what’s on people’s minds regarding eLearning 
in 2008. Their little study (ASTD 2008) closed with the question, “What concerns does your 
organization have about using eLearning?” 

The responses were not surprising—topping the list was “employee buy-in.” That is the double 
edge of eLearning and engagement. On the positive side, it enables independence and freedom, 
with access to learning, guidance, and information as needed by employees and students. Not 
so glorious is that the use of eLearning resources is not automatic. And when people do take 
advantage of such resources, they do not always do so consistently.

One employee can take her freedom and exercise it with gusto. Another can take his access and 
squander it, grumbling about preferring to go to the training center for a few days of respite from 
the grind. 
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Every one of us has a horror story about eLearning resources that are frittered away. Some years 
back, one of us visited a company that was producing an online curriculum to teach business skills. 
The executive described how his company had donated 400 seats to a large global company to 
gather field-based data about program effectiveness. Six weeks later, very few people had logged in 
to have a look. Not one employee had completed the scenario-based eLearning programs. 

What happened? It could be that the programs were flawed or that they violated some or 
several of the 12 strategies previously listed. 

But even more likely, in this case, were failures in execution and alignment within the organization. 
There are two aspects to successful engagement: great systems and assets; and organizational 
readiness for what is a substantial change.

•	 �Did executives at the global company make concerted efforts to introduce the eLearning? 
They had paid nothing for it and perhaps then invested nothing in it. Did they tell their line 
leaders how the programs advanced their strategy? Did key leaders try out the program and 
report on their experiences?

•	 �Were the supervisors familiar with the programs and did they know how to support them? Did 
they provide support for learners?

•	 �Were employees encouraged and expected to participate? Did they see links between program 
goals and their own task and career goals? Were they helped when glitches occurred?

•	 �How did the eLearning company itself execute the rollout? Perhaps they had focused their 
energy on creating the programs and paid scant attention to delivery and support in the field.

It would be ironic if a paper about eLearning 2.0 positioned itself as the final word on engagement. 
Instead, the purpose of this paper is to advance the conversation. Would you like to add number 
13 or 14 to our list of strategies for engagement? How about another example or a dissenting view? 
Are you particularly concerned about change management for eLearning, a topic we touched on 
only lightly? Please visit an Adobe community to converse with other developers or instructors. 
Contribute to the many good ideas available on Jay Cross’s (http://informl.com), Stephen  
Downes’s (www.downes.ca), and George Siemens’s (www.elearnspace.org/blog) blogs. Say your 
piece about engagement in eLearning on your blog. When you yourself contribute, it speaks 
volumes about engagement.

There is no silver bullet solution. Help us understand all that is involved in attracting and holding 
attention online.

About the authors
Allison Rossett, long-time professor of educational technology at San Diego State University, is 
the author of many award-winning books, including First Things Fast. Rossett offers keynotes 
and workshops across the globe and is the coauthor of the new book, Job Aids and Performance 
Support: Moving from Knowledge in the Classroom to Knowledge Everywhere. You can reach 
Rossett at arossett@cox.net.

Antonia Chan, a Fulbright scholar from Panama, received her MA in educational technology 
from San Diego State University in May, 2007. She also holds a BS in Computer Science from 
Universidad Santa Maria La Antigua, Panama. She is currently an instructional designer 
supporting leadership development initiatives at Qualcomm Inc. in San Diego. Most recently she 
has been working on mobile learning. You can reach Chan at antonia.chan.liu@gmail.com.



13

Sources
ASTD, March 2008. E-Learning trends 2008. Retrieved March 17, 2008, from  
www.learningcircuits.org/0308_trends.html.

Bandura, A. 1982. Self-efficacy mechanisms in human agency. American Psychologist  
37(2): 122-147. 

Belton, M. (n.d.) Making e-learning work. Retrieved February 28, 2008, from the Learning 
Technologies website at www.learningtechnologies.co.uk/magazine/article_full.cfm?articleid=242
&issueid=25&section=0.

Cohen, P. February 14, 2008. Dumb and dumber: Are Americans hostile to knowledge? The New 
York Times. 

Derryberry, A. 2008. Serious games: online games for learning [white paper, electronic 
version]. Retrieved from the Adobe website at www.adobe.com/resources/elearning/pdfs/
serious_games_wp.pdf. 

Diaz, D.P. May/June 2002. Online drop rates revisited. Retrieved March 1, 2008, from the 
Technology Source website at http://technologysource.org/article/online_drop_rates_revisited.

Downes, S. (2008) Elearning 2.0 Retrieved March 2, 2008 from www.downes.ca/post/31741

Flood, J. 2002. Read all about it: online learning facing 80% attrition rates. TOJDE 3(2): 
Retrieved March 1, 2008, from http://tojde.anadolu.edu.tr/tojde6/articles/jim2.htm.

Frankola, K. 2001. Why online learners dropout. Retrieved March 1, 2008, from the Workforce 
Management website at www.workforce.com/archive/feature/22/26/22/index.php?ht=why%20
online%20learners%20dropout%20why%20online%20learners%20dropout.

Gao, F. and Wong, D. 2008. Student engagement in distance learning environments: A 
comparison of threaded discussion forums and text–focused Wikis. First Monday 13: 1-7. 
Retrieved March 1, 2008, from www.uic.edu/htbin/cgiwrap/bin/ojs/index.php/fm/article/
view/2018.

Jonassen, D., Davidson, M., Collins, M., Compbell, J., and Hagg, B.B. 1995. Constructivism and 
computer–mediated communication in distance education. American Journal of Distance 
Education 9(2): 7–26.

Kahn, W. A. 1990. Psychological conditions of personal engagement and disengagement at work. 
Academy of Management Journal 33(4): 692-724.

Kalyuga, S., Ayres, P., Chandler, P., and Sweller, J. 2003. The expertise reversal effect. Educational 
Psychologist 38(1): 23-31.

Kirschner, P. A., Sweller, J., and Clark, R. E. 2006. Why minimal guidance during instruction 
does not work. Educational Psychologist 4(2): 75-86.

Meyer, J. P., Becker, T. E., and Vandenberghe, C. 2004. Employee commitment and motivation:  
A conceptual analysis and integrative model. Journal of Applied Psychology 89(06): 991-1007.

Moore, J.L. and Marra, R.M. 2005. A comparative analysis of online discussion participation 
protocols. Journal of Research on Technology in Education 38(2): 191-212.

Oliver, R., Herrington, A., Herrington, J., and Reeves, T. C. 2007. Representing authentic 
learning designs supporting the development of online communities of learners. Journal of 
Learning Design 2(2): 1-21. Retrieved March 18, 2007, from www.jld.qut.edu.au/publications/
vol2no2/documents/OliveretalJLDVol2No2.pdf.

Paas, F., Tuovinen, J. E., von Merrienboer, J. J. G., and Darabi, A. A. 2005. A motivational 
perspective on the relation between mental effort and performance: Optimizing learner 
involvement in instruction. Educational Technology Research & Development 53(3): 25-34.



Parker, S. K., Williams, H. M., and Turner, N. 2006. Modeling the antecedents of proactive 
behavior at work. Journal of Applied Psychology 91(3): 636-652. 

Phillips, J. and Burkett, H. 2007. Measuring and evaluating learning is one of the most critical 
issues in the learning and development field. E-learning, Retrieved March 4, 2008, from  
www.elearning.b2bmediaco.com/issues/winter08/winter08_BusinessCaseforE-learning.html.

Ramsay, C. and Finney, M. 2006. Employee Engagement at Intuit. Mountain View: Intuit Inc.

Rosenberg, M. J. 2003. Redefining e-learning. Performance Improvement 42(3): 38-41.

Rosenberg, M. J. 2006. Beyond Learning: Approaches and Technologies to Enhance 
Organizational Knowledge, Learning, and Performance. New York: Pfeiffer.

Rossett, A., editor. 2002 The ASTD E-Learning Handbook: Best Practices, Strategies, and  
Case Studies for an Emerging Field. New York: McGraw-Hill. http://books.mcgraw-hill.com/
authors/rossett.

Rossett, A. (2007). Blended Learning [Podcast]. San Diego: San Diego State University.  
http://pict.sdsu.edu/media/allison.mp3.

Rossett, A. 2007. Leveling the levels. T+D 61(2): 48-53. 

Rossett, A. and Frazee, R. 2006. Blended learning opportunities [white paper, electronic version]. 
Retrieved January 3, 2008, from American Management Association website at www.amanet.org/
blended/pdf/WhitePaper_BlendLearn.pdf.  

Rossett, A. and Schafer, L. 2003. What to do about e-dropouts: What if it’s not the e-learning  
but the e-learner? T+D 57(6): 40-46.

Rossett, A. and Schafer, L. 2007. Job aids and performance support in the workplace: moving from 
knowledge in the classroom to knowledge everywhere. New York: Pfeiffer. Associated website and 
tool: www.colletandschafer.com/perfsupp.

Shoniregun, C.A. and Gray, S. 2003. Is e-learning really the future or a risk? Ubiquity 4(10). 
Retrieved January 3, 2008, from www.acm.org/ubiquity/views/c_shoniregun_3.pdf.

Adobe Systems Incorporated 
345 Park Avenue 
San Jose, CA 95110-2704  
USA 
www.adobe.com

Adobe, the Adobe logo, and Captivate are either registered trademarks or trademarks of Adobe Systems Incorporated in the United States and/or other 
countries. All other trademarks are the property of their respective owners.

© 2008 Adobe Systems Incorporated. All rights reserved. Printed in the USA. 

95010205  6/08


