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Formal vs. informal learning
For years, we’ve equated learning with 
engaging in formal education. Childhood 
visions of a lecturing teacher, filled 
blackboards and desks in a row may have 
skewed our judgment about what constitutes 
“real” learning. Yet studies have shown that 
most learning in the workplace doesn’t occur 
in formal training programs. Back in 1996, 
the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics found that 
people learn two-thirds of what they know 
about their jobs informally. With the advent 
of the digital age, this number can only have 
grown in the intervening years.

The 70:20:10 approach
In a recent episode of the CBC radio program 
Under the Influence, host Terry O’Reilly talks 
about famed British actress Judi Dench who, 
at age 78, still stands off-stage to watch 
scenes she’s not in when she performs in a 
play. Why? To learn from fellow actors.

This practice ties in with the 70:20:10 model 
of learning. The model suggests that typically 
70% of what we learn comes from on-the-
job experience, 20% from contacts with 
colleagues and our supervisor and 10% from 
structured courses and programs. In other 
words, learning happens everywhere.

Thinking fast and slow
What do you get when you cross knowledge 
with lots of practice? Intuitive expertise, says 
psychologist Daniel Kahneman. The premise 
of his bestselling book Thinking Fast and Slow 
is that our minds are governed by two modes 
of thinking. System 1 is automatic, e.g. our 
response when we’re asked what 1 plus 1 

equals. System 2 is deliberate and requires 
more mental effort, e.g. our response when 
asked to calculate 17 times 24. By putting our 
learned knowledge into practice for at least 
10,000 hours in a predictable environment, 
our skills migrate from System 2 to System 
1. We become intuitive experts, capable of 
recognizing patterns.

The challenge for all experts is to know – and 
acknowledge – the limits of our knowledge. 
Kahneman also talks about the WYSIATI factor: 
What You See Is All That Is. We tend to draw 
conclusions based on the information we 
have at hand, however scarce and unreliable it 
may be. The beauty of learning and applying 
that learning is that we can base our decisions 
on a fuller deck of cards.

Learning 2.0
Alternative learning formats have flourished 
in the past few years. E-learning especially is 
soaring. This has paved the way for massive 
open online courses (MOOCs), the free online 
courses offered by universities all over the 
world. Coursera (www.coursera.org) alone 
boasts some 4 million registrants to its 400+ 
courses in a variety of fields. The social-
learning component of MOOCs is a definite 
draw. 

Collective knowledge
Social learning is, simply put, learning from 
others. It can be done through the forums 
and virtual study groups of online courses, as 
well as through coaching, mentoring, group 
problem solving and networking. In fact, 
according to many experts, memorizing the 
information for completing every task is no 
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Change of course

“Conversations with the 
Chief Librarian motivated 
me to become a librarian. 
I’ve since completed my 
Masters in that field. I was 
surprised to see how much 
my experiences and general 
knowledge helped me in my 
career change. The network 
of contacts I made while 
taking part in the CODL’s 
leadership program was also 
very useful.”

Elizabeth Hayden
Library
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longer the way to go. It is more important 
to know how to find the knowledge than to 
store it in our heads. Social learning is also 
about knowing who to ask for information. 
As informal learning expert Jay Cross says, 
“Knowledge lives among us rather than inside 
us.”

Learnscape architecture
Just as gardeners design the landscape 
most likely to benefit plants, organizations 
that wish to thrive create an environment 
that encourages all forms of learning. In 
this learnscape, the tools, interactions 
and relationships involved in both formal 
and informal contexts come together to 
improve proficiency. How do leaders design 
an effective learnscape? Their role includes 
facilitating teamwork and collaboration, 
promoting two-way communication with 
team members and fostering informal as well 
as formal learning opportunities.

Borderless learning
Learnscapes have no boundaries: we learn at 
work and we learn outside work. Our own role 
is to determine what works best for us.  This 
means looking beyond work for experiences 
that will feed our yearning for learning. All 
these experiences, whether we’re coaching 
our child’s baseball team or presenting at 
book club meetings, will have an impact on 
our performance at work.

What the student does and thinks
Nobel laureate Herbert Simon said: “Learning 
results from what the student does and thinks 
and only from what the student does and 
thinks. The teacher can advance learning 
only by influencing what the student does 
to learn.” His observation underlines the 
importance of applying the knowledge we 
have learned. It is only through practice 
– arguably 10,000 hours of it – that we 
become proficient. And when we become 
proficient we benefit both ourselves and the 
organization.
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