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Step 1. Prepare a Course 
Outline 

1. State the overall goal for your 4-D e-learning course. Make it application 
results based, not training outcomes based. 

2. Identify the target population. Explain who will be taking the course. 

3. Elaborate the goal for the course. Add details. Explain it in plain English. 
Explain what’s in it for the participant. 

4. Create a list of modules that will enable the participant to achieve the 
course goal. Each module should be self-contained and should last for 30 
to 60 minutes. Each module should result in a clear and valuable output. 
This output should be necessary for achieving the course goal. 

5. Each module should be logically connected to the previous module and the 
next one. 

6. You don’t have to finish listing all the modules. However, you need at least 
one module to proceed to the next step. 
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Sample: Course Outline 

Title:   How to Provide Exceptional Customer Service 

Target Population:  Claims adjustors at an auto insurance company.  

Goal:  Improve the customer satisfaction rating at XYZ insurance company 

Modules: 
 How to the Importance of Making an Exceptional First Impression 

 How to Anticipate Customer’s Needs 

 How to Communicate Exceptional Customer Service on the 
Telephone 

 How to Communicate Exceptional Customer Service in Emails 

 How to Dealing with Difficult Customers 

 How to Provide Customers with a Positive Last Impression 

Notes: 
Customers are most often referred to as policyholders in the insurance 
industry.  
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Step 2. Prepare a Blueprint 
for the Module 

1. Select a module, preferably the first one. Give it a working title. 

2. Prepare a blueprint for the module in terms of the library, playground, café, 
and assessment center. 

3. Begin with the assessment center. Specify the performance test for the 
module: Explain how you will test the participant for the mastery of 
procedures and principles covered in the module. 

4. Make sure that your performance test is authentic and application oriented. 
In other words, make the test reflect what the participants will be doing in 
the real world. 

5. Make a list of content resources that will be available in the library. 

6. Select appropriate web-based games for use in the playground.  

7. Give sample items to be incorporated in the playground games. 

8. Prepare two or three open questions for use in the café. 

9. Type up the module blueprint with these sections:  

 Module Title 

 Performance Test 

 Library 

 Playground 

 Café 
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Sample: Module Blueprint 

Module Title: 
How to Deal with Difficult Customers 

Link to the Previous Module: 
When the customer demands more than what has already been 
discussed.  

Goal: 
Handle difficult customers effectively and empathically.   

Final Test: 
Participants will respond to authentic difficult customer situations. 
Responses will be recorded.  Managers will rate the participant’s 
competency for handling the difficult customer using a checklist and 
rating scale. 

Library: 
 Audio of authentic situations with difficult customers. 

 Emails of authentic situations with difficult customers. 

 Company’s policy and procedure manual for situations involving 
difficult customers. 

 Job aid providing recommended responses to difficult customers. 

 Job aid providing tips for dealing with difficult customers.  

Playground: 
 Multiple choice questions with authentic situations that deal with 

difficult customers 

 Short answer questions with authentic situations that deal with 
difficult customers. 

Café: 
 Open ended questions dealing with multiple authentic scenarios.  
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Step 3. Construct the 
Performance Test 

1. The best way to test the mastery of your module objectives is to ask the 
participants to create a product and let the real world evaluate it. Example: 
For a course on freelance writing, the participants pass if they get articles 
published in magazines (and get paid). 

2. Use a simulated situation in your module test. Require participants to 
process an authentic case or a scenario and make real-world decisions. Avoid 
using contrived scenarios and cases that result in a single correct answer. 
Use wicked problems that lend themselves to alternative acceptable answers. 

3. Ask the students to produce reports, memos, tables, and decisions as a part 
of the performance test. 

4. If forced to test mastery and recall of facts and principles, use open-ended 
essay type questions whenever possible. Use multiple-choice and matching 
questions only as a last resort and only if they reflect what happens in the 
real-world context. 

5. Remember, we are talking about the performance test at the end of the 
module. During the earlier instructional activities, you may use traditional 
types of test items such as multiple-choice and fill-in-the-blanks. 

6. The performance test establishes a benchmark for your module. Use this test 
in lieu of specifying the training objectives for the module. 

7. Construct the test. Write the instructions for completing the test. Try it out 
and revise. 

8. Prepare a scoring key or rubric. Make sure that the test and the scoring key 
are aligned to each other. Make adjustments to ensure tight alignment. 

9. Remember the current version of your performance test is just a draft. As 
you work on the other “doors” (library, playground, and café), you may want 
to modify the test. 
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Sample: Performance Test 

Module Test:  
1. Participant listens to authentic scenarios with typical difficult 

customers. The recording will stop periodically and the participants 
will record their responses. 

2. Participants will read authentic emails from typical difficult customers.  
Participants will write their responses.  

Response Sheet: 
The participants will record their responses on an audio recorder.  
They will also type email responses on a computer.   

Assessment Checklist: 
(The standard job aid used in the library will be used to evaluate the 
participant’s responses): 

 Did you assure the customer you are going to help? 

 Did you restate the customer’s problem? 

 Did you respond with empathy? 

 Did you remain composed? 

 Did you ask questions to get at the crux of the problem? 

 Did you apologize? 

 Did you explain what happened? 

 Did you tell the customer what you are going to do to solve the 
problem? 

 Did you focus on what you can do? 

 Did you offer a best solution? 

 Did you avoid assigning blame? 

 Did you offer an alternative solution? 

 Did you thank the customer for allowing you to make things right? 

 Did you tell the customer what you will do to avoid future 
problems? 

 Did you offer some sort of compensation or restitution? 

 Did you review company policies and procedures? 
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Step 4. Add Content 
Resources to the Library 

1. All the content resources are housed in the library. Unlike in typical e-learning 
approach, the content is not interspersed with questions and activities. 
Instead, it is available in real-world formats such as articles, chapters, job 
aids, and sample materials. 

2. Incorporate existing materials in your library collection. To the extent 
possible avoid rewriting the content. 

3. Be conscientious about the use of copyrighted materials. Ask for permission 
and pay the reproduction fees. 

4. Content resources in the library can be internal (part of online collection) or 
external (printed articles and handouts to read). Obviously, it is better to 
have the content resources internally. 

5. Brainstorm different types of content resources to be included in the library: 
Make a long list. Assemble the content resources. 

6. Look at the final performance test for the module. Classify your content 
resources as essential (“need to know”) and supplementary (“nice to know”). 

7. If you are using books or lengthy materials, identify the section that is 
essential for the current module. You may use the other sections with the 
other modules. Or you may label the other sections as supplementary 
materials. 

8. Here are different types of content materials that may be included in your 
library:  books, manuals, articles, handouts, job aids, charts, diagrams, 
samples, reports, case studies, tables, glossaries, and other references. 

9. Library materials may be in the form of .doc, .pdf, or .html files. They may 
also be ebooks or printed books. 

10. In addition to text materials, the library may include audio and video 
recordings including podcasts, demonstrations, archived lectures and 
webinars, and movies. The library may also provide links to YouTube, Slide 
Share and other external collections. 

11. The same content may be available in different modalities in the library. For 
example, you may have an article in a text form and as an audio recording. 
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Sample: Content Resources List 

1. Content Resource: Audio of authentic situations with difficult customers 

Topics covered:  

 Making appropriate initial responses 

 Showing empathy 

 Rectifying the situation 

 Offering compensation or restitution 

Format: Short dialogues 

Need: Essential 

Location:  Internal 

Media: Audio 

Format: MP3 

Availability: Research and possibly create new scripted scenarios 

2. Content Resource: Emails of authentic situations with difficult customers 

Topics covered:  

 Writing appropriate greetings 

 Including the human touch 

 Writing clearly 

 Including your contact information and times available 

 Closing with pleasant note 

Format: Emails notes 

Need: Essential 

Location: Internal  

Media: Text 

Format: PDF 

Availability: Research company examples and possibly write new 
email notes. 
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Step 5. Prepare the Playground 

1. Remember the purpose of the playground: To help the participant become 
more fluent with the content from the library and to get them ready to 
handle the performance test. 

2. Remember that the playground uses a lot of test items, but not for testing 
purposes. These items provide practice and feedback to the participants so 
they become more fluent with the relevant content. 

3. Review the library content and identify information and facts, concepts and 
principles, and procedures and processes. 

4. While hundreds of online game templates are available, we recommend 
using our WGS (Web Game Shells) software. This software will create the 
following games: 

 CHOICES for multiple-choice questions 

 HANGMAN for short-answer questions 

 TIC TAC for short answer questions 

 CATEGORIES for matching and classification questions 

 SEQUENCE for sequencing questions 

5. Use the job aid, “Instruction Design Tips for Using Web Game Shells” for 
choosing and using the appropriate game for different types of library 
content. 

6. Use the web game shells design manual to install and design different 
games. 

7. Align the games to the content in the library. Sometimes, game items may 
suggest more content to be added to the library. 

8. Align the playground games with the performance test. Make sure all the 
necessary content is included in the playground games. 

9. Later, align the playground games with the discussion questions in the café. 
Make sure that they complement each other. 

10. Explore with other game shells that are available on the Internet. We 
strongly recommend Ray Jimenez’s games and Bravo software package from 
C3. 
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Sample:  Playground Plan 

Categorize: True or false questions of authentic situations that deal with 
difficult customers. 

Example: 

Q: The first step in effectively deal with a difficult customer is to remain 
calm yourself.   

A: T or F? 

Hangman: Short answer questions about authentic situations that deal with 
difficult customers. 

Example: 

Q: This is one of the reasons that customers get upset: 

A: Broken promises 

Tic Tac: Short answer questions to authentic situations that deal with difficult 
customers. 

Example: 

Q: This is one of the emotional trigger words that might upset a 
customer:  

A: Policy  

Sequence: Arrange the steps for dealing with difficult customers in the 
correct sequence. 

Example (Shown here in the correct sequence): 

1. Stay calm yourself. 

2. Let the customer vent. 

3. Deal with emotions first. 

4. Avoid emotional trigger words.  

5. Gently confront abusive customers 

6. Delay action or consult a second opinion. 
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Step 6. Create the Café 

1. The café presents open-ended questions to encourage in-depth discussion 
related to the training topic. They compensate for the exclusive use of 
closed questions in the playground. 

2. The café may use chat rooms where participants conduct discussions in real 
time. It may also use forums where participants post comments on each 
other’s responses. In our 4D approach, we use an asynchronous 
“discussion” called OQs (for open questions). 

3. Begin by generating a set of open questions. Make sure that each question 
lends itself to a variety of acceptable responses. Usually, open questions 
also require participants to justify their responses. 

4. Here’s an example of an open question: What is a major difference between 
typical e-learning modules and 4-door e-learning module? If you want all 
participants to give the same answer while permitting differences in 
wording, that is not an open question. You should be willing to accept 
entirely different ideas in the answers. 

5. For each open question, prepare suitable ways of giving feedback. We 
traditionally use these three approaches: (1) a scoring key or rubric, (2) one 
or two answers from experts so participants can compare their answer with 
those of the experts, and (3) peer answers provided by other participants. 

6. You have to decide whether participants can provide their OQ response 
anonymously, under a play name, or under their own name. 

7. Peer answers provide valuable feedback not only to other participants but 
also to the e-learning designer and the SME. Periodically review participants’ 
responses to OQs and see if you should provide include additional content in 
the library. 

8. If is fairly easy to write OQs but time consuming to prepare scoring keys or 
rubrics. Very often, we skip the scoring rubric and just use expert and peer 
answers. 

9. We usually present two to five OQs for each typical module. 

10. In addition to OQs, use forums, threaded discussions, and chat rooms that 
are available in your e-learning platform. 
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SAMPLE Café Questions List 

Question #1:  

(Participants will listen to a brief authentic scenario.) 

You just listened to an audio excerpt. In this context, what would you 
say to show empathy for the customer’s situation? Type your 
response in the box below. When you are done responding, press play 
to continue the tape.  

Scoring Key: Does your response include words and a tone of voice that 
express sincere empathy. 

Sample Expert Answer: Mr. Jones, I guess I would be upset too if my 
premiums went up 15%.  

Sample Peer Answer: I know it must be frustrating to get a higher 
insurance bill.  

Question #2:  

(Participants will read an authentic email from a difficult customer.) 

You just read an email from a difficult customer. What closing statement 
would you write to let the customer know that you appreciate her 
business? 

Type your response in the box below. 

Scoring Key: Did you say something specific to show the customer that 
you value her business? 

Sample Expert Answer: At XYZ insurance company we stand by our 
commitment to go the extra mile for you. 

Sample Peer Answer:  Your satisfaction is always guaranteed.  
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Step 7. Assemble and 
Integrate the Modules 

1. Assemble all the components for each module. Make sure that the library, 
playground, café, and assessment center materials are clearly aligned with 
each other. 

2. Assemble all of the modules into a course. Make sure that different modules 
are smoothly linked to each other.  

3. End each module with a preview of what’s coming in the next module. Begin 
each module with a review of the key learning points from the previous 
module.  

4. Use an appropriate graphic to indicate the progression of the modules. 

5. Prepare a final performance test for the entire course.  

6. In a separate area, archive the test responses from different participants. 

 
 



 

 

 

 
 

14 

©
 2

01
6 

 A
ll r

ig
ht

s r
es

er
ve

d
. 

LOLAs: Why, What, and How? 

An increasing number of clients hire me to conduct training webinars instead of 
face-to-face workshops. The same thing is happening with my colleagues 
around the world. Replacing classroom sessions with webinars is a definite trend 
in the training industry. 

Why? 

The major attraction of training webinars is related to the economics of training. 
Webinars are more cost-effective (which is a polite way of saying cheaper) than 
face-to-face sessions because they save on travel costs, especially if the 
employees are located in different parts of the country or different parts of the 
world. Webinars are also fairly easy to set up without the need for new hardware.  
Once a webinar is set up, there is no major additional cost for additional 
participants.  

Here are some other advantages of using webinars for training: 

 Most trainers and participants are familiar with the functions of computers 
that are incorporated in webinars. Training webinars can also be 
conducted on smart phones and hand-held tablets. 

 Facilitators can easily upload PowerPoint slides to structure their webinars. 

 The training webinar can be recorded and archived for use by people who 
missed the original session. 

 The software technology behind the webinar platforms is becoming more 
reliable, flexible, and user friendly. 

Training webinars are not without their limitations and disadvantages.  
Here are some of them: 

 Webinars expand the reach of dull and mechanical death-by-PowerPoint 
data dumps. Trainers and subject-matter experts are encouraged to 
indulge in one-way communication. 

 People who lack computer literacy have difficulty figuring out how to 
participate in a webinar. 

 In spite of their increasing reliability, webinar platforms present some 
technical problems. They may not work with different browsers and 
different types of computers. They may be stopped by business 
firewalls. The local bandwidth and the Internet speed may not be 
sufficient for the needs of the platform.  
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A major disadvantage of a webinar is the lack of interactivity between the 
participants and the content and among the participants. I have been specializing 
in designing and delivering interactive experiential activities in training classrooms 
and I have spent the last decade exploring how to adapt these activities to the 
webinar environment. It is true that not all face-to-face activities can be ported to 
a webinar session. However, there are many creative techniques for adapting 
classroom activities to a webinar. And there are some training techniques 
(example: instant polling) that could be conducted more effectively in a virtual 
classroom than in an actual classroom. 

Increasing and improving interactivity in training webinars is the main justification 
for using LOLAs. 

What? 

A webinar is a presentation or a seminar that is conducted on the Internet. 
LOLAs are different types of live online learning activities that are incorporated 
in a webinar. Most LOLAs share a set of slides and require the participants to 
respond to questions, polls, and discussions related to the content.   

Types of LOLAs 

Ten types of LOLAs are briefly described below and illustrated with examples. 

1. Structured Sharing.  These LOLAs help the participants to learn from each 
other and learn with each other. Structured sharing activities typically create a 
format for sharing, organizing, and evaluating the participants’ experiences, best 
practices, knowledge, and opinions. 

Asterisks is an example of a structured sharing LOLA. In this activity, 
one group of participants type short answers to an open-ended question 
in the chat area. Later, another group retypes the better answers with an 
asterisk in front of them. Still later, all participants select the best one 
among the asterisked answers. 

2. Interactive Lectures.  These LOLAs transform passive presentations into 
active exercises. Before, during, and after a lecture presentation, the facilitator 
conducts quizzes, challenges, projects, and discussions in this type of LOLAs. 

Distributed Reviews is a sample interactive lecture. Different groups of 
participants are asked to pay particular attention to different parts of the 
lecture. At the conclusion of the entire lecture, individual participants 
from each group type sentences that summarize the key points from the 
part of the lecture assigned to them. 
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3. Textra. These LOLAs combine the effective organization of text materials 
with the motivational impact of games. The participants read some documents 
and play a game that uses peer pressure and peer support to encourage the 
recall and application of what they read. 

Essence is a sample textra LOLA. In this activity, participants read an 
online article and type a summary of the key points in exactly 16 words. 
Later, the participants summarize these summaries in exactly 8 words 
and 4 words. 

4. Interactive Stories. These LOLAs incorporate different fictional narratives 
in a training webinar. In this approach, participants may listen to stories and 
modify, expand, shrink, analyze, deconstruct, and role-play the stories. They 
may also create and share their own stories. 

Co-Constructed Stories is a sample story LOLA in which the facilitator 
types the first sentence of a story related to the training topic. The 
participants build the story by supplying one sentence at a time. 

5. Thought Experiments. These LOLAs require the participants to mentally 
rehearse new patterns of behavior or hold imaginary dialogues. Combined with 
self-reflection, these activities produce increased self-awareness and mastery of 
new knowledge and insights. 

Losses is an example of a thought experiment LOLA that explore feelings 
and emotions of downsized employees. The participants begin by making a 
list of items (activities, colleagues, and products) they enjoy in the 
workplace. The facilitator takes them through a guided visualization 
exercise during which the participant loses the items from the list. At the 
end of the exercise, the participant imagines how it feels to be finally fired. 

6. Magical Effects. These LOLAs incorporate relevant conjuring tricks as a part 
of a training webinar. The tricks may be used as processes to be analyzed, 
reconstructed, learned, performed, or coached. The tricks also provide 
memorable metaphors for key elements of the training topic. 

Memory Test is an example of a magic LOLA from a training webinar on 
critical thinking. The participants watch a video recording of a trick in 
which two cards transpose themselves. Later, the participants type a list 
of events they observed and reconcile contradictions among different 
people’s recall. Later, they validate the final list by checking it against the 
replay of the video segment. 
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7. Puzzles. These LOLAs challenge the participants’ problem solving abilities. 
The puzzles incorporate training topics to be previewed, reviewed, tested, or 
enriched. 

One Word is an example of a puzzle LOLA that stresses the importance 
of flexible thinking. The participants are asked to rearrange letters from 
pairs of words to spell one word. Early examples include NEW SOAP 
(weapons), NEW DEER (renewed), and NEW RODS (wonders). To solve 
the final puzzle, NEW DOOR, the participants have to think laterally and 
come up with one word as the answer. 

8. Assessment-Based Learning Activities (ABLA). These LOLAs require the 
participants to complete a test, a rating scale, or a questionnaire and receive 
feedback about their personal competencies, attitudes, or personality traits. 

Test and Teach is an example of an ABLA LOLA. The participants begin 
by answering a question. The facilitator quickly analyzes the responses to 
the question, diagnoses the participants’ misconceptions and, if necessary, 
provides just-in-time explanations and examples. The activity continues 
with a series of questions that cover all aspects of the training topic. 

9. Graphics. These LOLAs are designed around images such as photographs, 
paintings, drawings, icons, illustrations, cartoons, sketches, and doodles. They 
require the participants to study, analyze, understand, verbalize, summarize, 
and caption the images in order to master skills and knowledge associated with 
specific training topics. 

Organizational Design is an example of a graphic LOLA. From a set of 
six pictures displayed on the screen, the participants select the one that 
best depicts what they want the organization’s future to look like. Based 
on the selection, the participants type the desirable aspects of their 
future. Later, they select another picture from another set to reflect the 
current state of the organization. Finally, the participants brainstorm 
strategies for moving their organization from the current state to the 
desirable future state. 

10. Closers. These LOLAs are conducted at the end of a training webinar for 
reviewing the main points, tying up loose ends, planning for future action, 
celebrating successful completion, and organizing networking activities. 

Practical Advice is an example of a closer LOLA. At the end of a 
training webinar, each participant types a piece of advice to the others on 
how best to apply their new skills and knowledge. The participant sends 
the suggestion as a private message to the facilitator. The facilitator 
reads aloud five pieces of advice that includes four from the participants 
and one from him or her. The participants attempt to guess which one is 
from the facilitator.  
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A training webinar may incorporate different LOLAs. For example, the session 
may begin with a structured sharing activity followed by the presentation of a 
case study in the form of an interactive story. It may incorporate a brief thought 
experiment to reinforce an important principle and end with a closer that 
includes an instructional puzzle. 

A Minimalist Approach 
Call me a Luddite. I take a minimalist approach to designing and conducting 
LOLAs. I try not to get distracted by the bells and whistles offered by the latest 
webinar platform and stick to the basic functions available in most webinar 
platforms: the ability to share a set of slides, a chat area, and a polling function.  

As we shall see in the next chapter, modern webinar platforms feature several 
other functions. I have no objection to your using whiteboards, breakout rooms, 
and web links, if these functions are available in your platform and you have the 
competence to use them. Feel free to incorporate them in your training design. 
But remember that true interactivity is in the participants’ mind, not in their 
mouse. 

How? 

Prepare Yourself 

Here are some general suggestions: 

 Become proficient with the webinar platform. I don’t have any 
recommendations for a specific webinar platform. However, I do 
strongly recommend that you become thoroughly familiar with the 
platform that you will be using. The next chapter describes the generic 
features of webinar platforms and invites you to discover the answers to 
more than 50 specific questions. You can do this by uploading a webinar 
and delivering it to your friends. You can also learn basic techniques by 
using help screens and user manuals. You can watch video 
demonstrations and attend tutorial webinars. You can observe someone 
else conducting a webinar. 

 Work with a team. There are three aspects to conducting a webinar: 
providing training content, handling the technical elements, and 
facilitating the interaction between the participants and the content. You 
may be confident about your ability to assume multiple roles and to 
multitask, but I advise you not to do so. Even after conducting a 
webinar a week for several years, I always work with a producer to 
handle the technical aspects and frequently with a subject-matter expert 
to present accurate content and to evaluate the participants’ responses. 
This type of outsourcing permits me to effectively fulfill my primary 
responsibility as a facilitator of learning. 
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 Work with a suitable audience size. I have conducted webinars 
with as few as three participants and as many as 500 participants. My 
preferred number is between 10 and 30. This is the group size that I 
recommend. 

 Schedule for a suitable time period. My training webinars have 
lasted from 99 seconds to 6 hours (of course, with breaks). I 
recommend scheduling your session between 20 minutes to an hour. 

Prepare Your Participants 

At the beginning of each webinar, train your participants to handle the chat and 
polling functions. Here are some specific objectives that you want to achieve in 
this orientation module: 

 Type messages in the chat area. Explain that you will conduct 
the webinar by talking to the participants. The participants will 
respond by typing in the chat are. Reassure the participants that 
they need not worry about typos and spelling mistakes. 

 Send private and public messages. Demonstrate how to set 
the chat area to display the messages only to you (the facilitator) 
or to the entire group. Let the participants practice switching from 
one mode to another until they become fluent in selecting who 
should receive their messages. 

 Monitor the messages in the chat area. Warn the participants 
that some messages may disappear beyond the top of the chat 
box. Demonstrate how to move the scroll bar to review previous 
messages in the chat area. 

 Participate in a poll. Ask the participants to indicate their choice 
among the alternatives by clicking the letters A, B, C,  … instead of 
typing the letters in the chat area.  

You should be able to conduct this introductory module in about 15 minutes. 
During your practice session, ask interesting questions (such as Where are you 
located right now and What are you worried about this webinar?) and conduct 
polls that ask for personal opinions. 

 
 


