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PART OF THE NEW NORMAL

But this has been DIFFERENT. In my 
family, we sometimes use the word 
DIFFERENT to be code for weird 
and bad. I think that’s where we are 
now. We all find ourselves part of a 
grand experiment. The thing is that 
experiments are normally carefully 
planned and thought out. As you 
know, there was no time for that. 
Instead, we woke up one day and had 
a mission to reinvent the way we do 
everything. As states struggle with 
how to reopen and stay open, plans 
are appropriately cautious. It will be a 
very long time to get back to normal. 
Instead, we seem to be angling 
toward a new normal probably into 
late 2021.

So, what does that mean for the 
workplace? Well, it means that 
considering these past few months 

At Zelus, we’ve been working remotely for 16 years. Theoretically, we were as 
well positioned as anybody for a stay-at-home order. 

as a temporary delay is off the table. 
This grand experiment is here to 
stay. We are moving out of the ‘just 
survive this’ phase and into the ‘we 
have to figure out how to make this 
work’ phase. The world soon tires of 
standing in place and halted progress. 
We already are. We need to radically 
rethink the way we work and the work 
we do. Let’s face it, businesses who 
don’t do this will struggle for years, 
and possibly not survive at all. There 
are people all over the world who 
will never return to the office. There 
are CFOs and CHCOs thinking about 
this reality and saying that maybe a 
change in how we work isn’t all bad. 
Maybe it’s even good. Is this a more 
cost-effective way to work? Does 
this help us reduce real estate costs 
and space constraints? Does it make 
people happier? Can we be just as 



when staff can’t work. It’s really one 
of the most critical change agents at 
your disposal. 

Enter virtual learning. It’s not new. 
Everyone has a war story about a 
compliance web-based training or a 
corporate ‘check the box’ requirement. 
But fewer have stories about good, 
skill building oriented virtual learning. 
The time is now to change that. 
The truth is that in person training 
stopped being the only answer years 
ago. In the most progressive learning-
centric organizations, in-person 
training has been openly questioned 
for years. This new reality is really 
just accelerating a shift that’s been 
coming for a long while. It’s OKAY 
to believe that not every training is 
more effective in person. Tactically, 
the realities of continued social 
distancing requirements and the 
trajectory of this virus, make it difficult 
to envision a cramped training room 
full of contact center agents learning 
how to support customers. It’s not 
viable for many reasons. We need 
to shed our notions of what learning 
looks like and say what should 
learning look like in a virtual world?

productive and more in tune with 
the needs of our workforce? Does 
getting this right mean a positive 
culture shift? The answer to every 
one of these questions is: it depends. 
It depends on what your leadership 
team does right now to drive to these 
answers. 

So how do you move forward? As a 
business leader you want to return to 
the outcomes you’ve been working 
toward all year (and maybe even 
longer-range goals than that). We 
are all exhausted by the ‘making 
things work’ phase we are in right 
now. It’s reactive, and it requires a 
lot of brute force. A return to a focus 
on outcomes is just the opportunity 
we need to take a breath and think 
about more elegant and sustainable 
long-term solutions. With a focus 
on outcomes, comes a requirement 
to think about training not as an 
obligation you don’t have time to think 
about, but rather as a critical tool in 
moving the organization forward. 
Learning, when viewed as a tool, is 
the answer to how you support your 
staff through rapid changes. It’s the 
answer to how you will backfill roles 
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EFFECTIVE VIRTUAL LEARNING

So, how does an effective Virtual Class differ from an effective In-Person 
Class? 

Let me start by answering what makes an effective class, period. Its 4 things:

Humans can only learn if they are interested and 
motivated to learn. 

The content needs to cover what learners need to know 
to effectively do the job. 

Humans learn by doing. We need plenty of practice. We need to be able to assess whether each learner has 
learned what they need to;  and if they can do the job.

1. ENGAGE the learner. 2. inform

3. practice 4. evaluate

Just as your business strategy and technology is adapting fast to the changing 
environment, so to should your training approach. Training still needs to be 
effective; how to make training effective is very different in the virtual world. 
The question for every business to answer is where are you trying to go, and 
how does learning propel you there? Every state is developing their own re-
opening phases and stages, and each business will need to do the same. 
We’re here to offer our own guide to how learning will change as a result of this 
pandemic.



Here are the 3 phases we see. And we have seen customers in multiple phases 
based on initiative and priority; and bounce back and forward between Phase 1 
and Phase 2 with the waves of COVID-19.

EMBRACING THE NEW 
NORMAL

RETURNING TO (NOT SO) 
REGULARLY SCHEDULED 

PROGRAMMING

SURVIVAL

SURVIVAL
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PHASES OF ADJUSTMENT

PHASE 1:

Many of us are through this phase. Maybe some are still limping to the 
end. Here we are talking about the immediate need that allows people 
to be some kind of productive at home. Do people have laptops, internet, 
VPN, and ways to communicate amongst the team? If you are a customer 
facing team, can customers reach you in a systemic way without needing 
to use personal cell phones and the like? Can managers schedule and 
deploy the workforce in real time? Is your staff adapting to a whole new 
layer of technology? There’s quite a lot of virtual training out there, and the 
standard offerings, out of the box, work well in a pinch. Leaders should also 
be thinking about engagement and connectedness of staff in this phase. 
Traditional e-learning, web-based training, and a back to basics engaging 
leadership approach are the answer here. Shed your assumptions about 
what staff do and don’t need based on past performance. Acknowledge that 
this is a new way to work and start from the beginning.
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PHASE 2:

As we move out of survival and into new normal, we will need to figure out how 
to resume all the things we put on pause, but with a few more constraints built 
into every task and goal. Social distancing is here to stay, and it will impact 
how you serve customers, how you staff your offices, and how you fill, or don’t 
fill, your training rooms. Scheduled refresher training and skill building need to 
get back on the agenda. 

In this phase, we are not exactly going back to the world we know, but there 
are a lot of things we do know. We know a lot about our existing staff. We 
get to work with a well understood baseline and some basic tool familiarity. 
This is where the shift to virtual learning starts to take place, with conversion 
efforts to move previous classroom training out of the physical classroom. 
Some of these things are relatively quick to execute and re-frame if you have 
deep expertise in virtual learning. We shouldn’t expect just anybody to be able 
to do this work, nor should we expect a classroom only instructional designer 
to excel in this kind of design work. While the goal of the virtual world is to 
produce outcomes that are comparable to the classroom environment, how 
you execute this is very different.

Take some time to understand your staff’s learning skill set in the virtual 
context and your timeline to deliver. If your staff are not experienced with 
virtual learning design, invest in training them first. It will not go to waste. 
Virtual learning design translates much easier into the classroom than 
classroom design translates into the virtual world. You cannot buy this 
conversion work off the shelf. But you can rely on experts who can take your 
existing content and rapidly reinvent it.

RETURNING TO (NOT SO) 
REGULARLY SCHEDULED PROGRAMMING
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PHASE 3: 

You may not have the luxury of working through phase 2 on the way to this 
reality. If you are a contact center like many of our clients, you are here 
no matter what. If you are hiring new people or substantially changing job 
functions, you are here. So, what does this mean? It means you need to take 
on redesign efforts. Your world must shift to virtual learning, there is really no 
other choice to ensure business continuity and to minimize disruption until we 
get to return to ‘actual normal’. 

There are many questions to answer to get there; but key ones are:

How do I design virtual learning to positively impact the learning? 

How do you effectively engage with learners virtually so the 
learning sticks? 

How do you evaluate that each student is learning? And change 
course if they are not learning?

How does hands-on practice work?

Embracing the New-Normal 
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Answering these questions is the key to designing effective remote learning. 
And it is not easy. Redesign work will require deep virtual learning design 
experience and creativity focused on driving the desired impacts. It will also 
require businesses to re-think everything they think they know about learning. 
Set your new staff up for success with an appropriate investment in the design 
effort.

But first, take a moment to relish in the opportunity this new-normal presents 
your organization; and your ability to prepare your staff more effectively. There 
are so many creative ways to ready your workforce. Up your game! Be creative, 
try new things. And watch your organization be re-energized to learn.

Stay tuned for part 2 of 
the Virtual Learning series: 

Assessing Your Readiness
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technology

Are your learners and trainers set up at home to access all of the 
systems they need?

Do your learners and trainers have basic tools: laptop, bandwidth, 
webcam?

Do your trainers have dual monitors? Some of your learners may 
need dual monitors to do their job effectively. 

Do you have technical staff available to troubleshoot more 
complex problems immediately and quickly during a class?
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Assessing Your Readiness

So, you have made the decision to embrace Virtual Learning or at least put 
your toe in the water. The first step is to plan. And boy is that hard. There are 
so many demands and deadlines to make it work. In the long run, thoughtful 
planning (not analysis by paralysis) always makes implementation smoother 
and faster. So, what does thoughtful planning look like?

Here is our approach. Start with a Readiness Assessment. There are 3 key 
areas of focus: Technology, Learning Design, and Training Delivery.

Take some time to answer these questions thoughtfully and honestly with your 
team.



Is there a process in place for technical teams to be on call for 
support during training?

Do you have a support plan that details what the training team 
can troubleshoot and what needs to be escalated to the technical 
team?
Do you use an effective training platform?

Is each class supported by a producer whose job is to support the 
trainers and students by troubleshooting issues and educating on 
how to use the training technology?

Does your team know how to quickly troubleshoot common 
technology problems? 

Learning Design

How do you engage learners in a virtual environment?

Does your learning design team have experience re-designing 
physical classroom training into online synchronous events? 

Does your learning design team have experience engaging virtual 
students, especially in a large virtual classroom?

What techniques will you use to replicate in-person group 
activities?

How do you replicate the Hot Seat virtually? 

How do you remove too much lecture from the virtual classroom? 
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Have your trainers mastered the tools available on the learning 
platforms? Things like break-out rooms, whiteboards, polls, hand-
raising, and gaming?

How do your trainers effectively evaluate learner understanding 
while training a large classroom? 

Do you have skilled producers to help evaluate student 
engagement and performance?

Training Delivery

Have your trainers delivered online highly interactive classes 
that last more than a few hours?

And the over-arching 
question

Is your organization open to the 
notion that virtual learning CAN 

and SHOULD look different than 
classroom training?
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Tip #1
Reel ‘em in
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Once you answer these questions, you can begin building your Virtual Training 
Action Plans.

Effective virtual training looks very different and it requires a different 
perspective. The virtual world only succeeds when the learner comes first. 
First. This means that the training tools are there to enable the learner rather 
than the trainer. Lecture becomes less effective and training gives way to 
facilitating. As we attempt to draw in our learners, we know there are many 
more distractions, and it’s our job to mitigate that in course design. 

Here are our Tips and Tricks for Rapid Results:

Learning should be fun and engaging. Engaging virtually is different. Tap into 
the team’s creativity and be bold. Humans retain more when they are having 
fun. Rethinking the “how to do it” and letting the learning objectives drive the 
design is key.

Tip #2
Watch the Time

Perception of time deviates in the virtual space. Evaluate whether content can 
be streamlined or if more structure should be added. Setting up expectations, 
directions and even scheduling bathroom and water breaks into the virtual 
training keeps the learners and yourself on track for a successful class. 
This lends itself to thinking about how to insert self-paced work throughout 
your curriculum. People do need a break in the virtual world, but there are 
ways to still be learning while taking a break. Think about how to build offline 
assignments into the day. Build the plan in such a way that the instructor is 
available for questions and support; but the expectation is that the learning 
can work independently. I try to caution against putting all of this work in a 
long block because spreading it out does afford everyone this needed break. In 



Tip #3
Re-Design your 

Vintage Material

What you say and how you say it matter. 

Lengthy lectures are not impactful in this environment. 

Cataloging your content can help determine what medium to use. 

Videos are great for awareness and telling a story. 

Breakout rooms can be used effectively for small team 
collaboration and presentation. 

Be specific about the goal of the breakout session and the 
task at hand so learners know what is expected. 

Getting the time right on these activities is important too. 

Assign a Group Captain whose job it is to keep the team 
on track. Rotate that Captain with each activity to give 
everyone a turn.

Also put your learners to work. 

Use the whiteboards on the platforms to engage the learner. 

During activities, have each learner explain their answer and 
how they got the answer or why they think they are right. 
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terms of time, you may also need to think about and adjust for a shorter day. 
It’s never been ideal to train for more than 6.5 hours, but we all still do it. You 
simply should NOT do this in the virtual world. 

Effective virtual training depends on the training tools, tone of the instructor’s 
voice and the words the instructor says.



Take advantage of all of the virtual training technical tools like 
whiteboards, polling, and hand raising. 

Hot seats can be easily used in the virtual world.

Get your students used to sharing their screen to explain how 
to complete a task; and present during an activity.

And if ever there was a time to make sure you are using PowerPoint 
impactfully, this is it.

Instead of slides to show how to log in to a system, have the 
instructor or a student share their screen to walk through 
the process. 

This allows all students to discover the system rather than 
being told about it. 
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Focus on the learners doing more and watching less. 

We use a game called the Hat Trick 
for Knowledge Checks. We play it 
like Who Wants to Be a Millionaire. 
In the physical classroom, each 

student pulls a question out of a hat. If they can 
answer the question they do, if not they can 
phone a friend to help. In the virtual classroom 
the questions are randomized, and the learner 
can answer or still phone a friend.

And we incorporate a wide variety of 
tools for assessments. We use web-
based training modules for Q&A in 
multiple varieties including screen 

simulations, multiple choice, True/False, and 
matching. And we use a web-based role play tool 
to practice calls. Learners hear how they sound 
when speaking to a member. 

And we use a poll to rate each role play using set 
criteria:
• Was the answer accurate?
• Was the answer complete?
• Was the conversation delivered with 

Empathy?
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Tip #4

You can still assess learners formally and informally in virtual training. The 
key is to do it often. Trainers don’t have “at a glance” verbal queues and body 
language from learners like nodding of heads, facial expressions (smiles, 
frowns, yawns and sleepy eyes) that tell you they get it or not. But they do 
have the tools that come with the virtual platform. Chat, raise hands, conduct 
polls, write on whiteboards and collaborate in breakout rooms are available. 
Use these tools to both engage the learners and to evaluate if they are 
understanding the content. With a little bit of planning, these tools can help you 
informally check in with the class.

Real-time evaluation



Tip #5
Produce and plan 

the delivery
Virtual training requires the instructor to refine or develop a new skill set. They 
still need to know the subject matter; but the delivery is much different. 

Lots of long-time trainers have a bag of tricks that allows them to 
simply learn the subject matter and go, but this does not work as 
well in the virtual world. 

Trainers need to go back to basics to make this transition. 

They need to deeply learn their virtual tools and have a plan to 
guide them on how to use it or have a producer to help. 

They will need to practice, practice, practice, so plan for that in 
your schedule. 

Engaging students and assessing their comprehension is not so 
easy anymore. You can’t just see them all at a glance. 

Accepting the challenge and embracing the technology tools can 
lead to innovative and effective engagement. 

Forcing us to think differently about learning engagement sparks creativity. 

Instructors need to be part of the delivery planning to understand 
how to incorporate all of the tools and keep students engaged 
effectively. 

They need to be trained and know how to both utilize and 
troubleshoot if there are technology struggles, whether the 
struggle is their own technology or a learner’s, 

And they need to practice delivering the content so that it is a 
smooth-running machine to the learners.
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Like any major change, moving to virtual training can seem overwhelming. So, 
like with any learning, identify what needs to be done. Get the hang of virtual 
training by knocking off the low hanging fruit and continue to innovate one step 
at a time. Open your mind and try new things. You’ll be on your way in no time.

Stay tuned for part 3 of 
the Virtual Learning series: 
Increase Content Shelf Life 

with Resilient Design
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request the content. Or an implementation gets delayed and workarounds are 
added to the plate late in the game without adequate time to build adequate 
training.  Or there is a backlog of requests and the schedule does not allow us 
to get started when we want to. 

Whatever the reason, in the time we have, we often immediately figure out 
ways to shorten the scope to meet the deadlines. Seems to make sense. But 
we either find ourselves adding a Phase 2 to the project that never gets done; 
or new requests for updates are added even before we complete the first 
request. Or we send in experts to simply disseminate information that is not 
easily applied to the job at hand.

So, what do we do?
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Resilient Design

It’s time for Resilient Design. So, what does that mean? And how does it impact 
the shelf life of content?

Resiliency is the ability to withstand or recover quickly from difficult conditions.

Over our many years of designing content, we have always had to be resilient; 
but often we have had to do this from a reactive position not a proactive 
position. Why is that? Well, sometimes the teams needing the content do not 
realize the lead time needed to build great content. Or they think they don’t 
know enough of what they need to tell us, so they wait until the last minute to 



| 3Increase Content Shelf Life with Resilient Design

life cycle of content 

It’s time to take the proactiveness into our own hands. We no longer begin by 
hunkering down to meet the deadline.  We begin with open-minded questions 
to determine the best way to proceed. We quickly and proactively map out the 
life cycle of the content by asking questions like:

1. Is this one-time only? And if 
yes, why? (Often, one-time content, if 
successful, is not one-time.)

2. How will this be used: physical 
classroom, virtual classroom, 
self-directed or all of the 
above? And why was the delivery 
mechanism chosen?

3. What changes are anticipated 
for the content now and from 
time to time?

4. Why would the content be 
sunset?

As we converse with our business partners, we often find them answering 
these questions by saying “We don’t have time to contemplate these questions. 
We just need to build something now to meet the deadline.” Often, we need to 
reassure them that we are not looking to extend the deadline; but we would like 
to know the answers because if we knew how it will be used we could build 
some of these things at the beginning; and the content would have multiple 
uses without REWORK. We will design to meet the deadline while increasing its 
shelf life. And if we can do that, they get what they want without the burden of 
additional requests (for us and for them.)
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Recently, we were building content for 
a back-office processing team as part 
of a call center implementation. The 
request was to build classroom training 

for this team for a class of 20. We probed and 
asked;  What was the turnover rate for this 
team? And they said low; one or two people at 
a time;  typically, this staff would job-shadow or 
be trained 1 on 1 by a supervisor. We thought 
about that and decided to build training that 
could be equally effective in a classroom setting; 
or with 1 on 1 training supported by self-directed 
eLearning. And as this was at the beginning of 
the pandemic, we made sure the delivery was 
as effective virtually as it was in the physical 
classroom. The cornerstone of the curriculum 
was an eLearning module that simulated how 
to use a document management system. 
The system did not have a test or training 
environment for student practice; and past 
trainings had been limited to watching the trainer 
utilize the application. Adding the ability for 
students to apply the learning was crucial.

To be resilient:

Map out the timing of the curriculum keeping in mind:

Content 

Practice

Delivery Mechanism 



| 5Increase Content Shelf Life with Resilient Design

Build the learning process:

Chunk the learning into digestible pieces organized very 
purposefully. 

Then use scenario-based activities to teach learners how 
to apply the knowledge.

Add the next chunk.

Use scenario-based activities to teach learners how to 
apply this knowledge and the knowledge learned in 
Chunk 1.

And so, on and so on.

Use gaming and assessments to continually reinforce all 
information learned. 
And connect the dots on how what was learned in each 
lesson ties to what is being learned in each subsequent 
lesson.

Teach the first “Chunk” of information.



learner focused content
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Being Resilient requires building strong content. Content that is focused on 
what the learners need to know do their job - no more, no less. Use precision-
focus to Only put the right tools in the learner’s toolbox. And then teach them 
when and how to apply the tools.
1. We begin with carefully designed building blocks that combine the key 

background knowledge  that the learners need to know for the job.
a. We present and organize the information so it is easily understood  

through facilitated discussions,  gaming, and activities so they KNOW in 
their bones how things work. 

b. We carefully craft the “chunking” to allow the pieces to be reused ; and 
to allow for quick updates – especially for those items that typically 
change annually.

EXAMPLE: for our health insurance clients, we begin with healthcare 
knowledge, basic insurance concepts, and customer service skills. And we 
tell them why they need to know this information and how it relates to their 
job.



2. For our customer-facing learners, we teach them how to converse with 
customers using the knowledge they have learned. Articulating the 
information that promotes the brand and service excellence is key. It is not 
enough to know the answer; learners need to know how to articulate the 
answer.
a. Then we focus on when and how to apply the knowledge focusing on 

customer triggers. Students learn to translate what the customer is 
saying to what the customer really needs to know.

b. Once the translation occurs, students learn to pull the knowledge 
needed from their toolbox to provide an accurate and complete answer 
that the customer will understand.

3. Then we use brain science to build new neural pathways so the knowledge 
can be applied.
a. Practice makes Perfect rings true. Neural science tells us that. Practice 

allows us to create the new habits we need and breaks the old habits we 
do not need.

b. We use scenario-based learning to teach the learner to:
i. Listen first to determine what information is needed.
ii. Pull the information from the toolbox:

a. From the new neural pathways.
b. Navigate through the systems as needed.

iii. Pull all the information that the customer needs; even if they did not 
ask specifically for it.

iv. Organize and articulate the answer in a way the customer will 
understand tying accuracy and empathy together.
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We quickly forget what we’ve learned.  
German psychologist Hermann 
Ebbinghaus pioneered experimental 
studies of memory in the late 

19th Century, culminating with his discovery 
of “The Forgetting Curve.” He found that if new 
information isn’t applied, we will forget about 
75% of it after just six days.

Source: Harvard Business Review https://hbr.org/2019/10/
where-companies-go-wrong-with-learning-and-development

applying the learning

Keeping a precision-focus on what the learner will 
need to be able to immediately do once they leave 
the training is the key. Our training does involve 
complex work. We train the complex ideas in the 
flow of the work with applications and systems as 
the tool to bring the information to life. And leverage 
scenario-based practice to build strong neural 
pathways so the learning can be immediately 
applied. Our methods allow us to reduce training 
time while increasing learner adoption and 
application of complex tasks.

If the information is not 
needed to understand the 
complexities of the job 
and cannot be applied to 

the job, it is not needed in the 
training. 

https://hbr.org/2019/10/where-companies-go-wrong-with-learning-and-development
https://hbr.org/2019/10/where-companies-go-wrong-with-learning-and-development
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Remember, a successful transition to virtual learning requires a few key things:
• effective use of the training platform tools to drive engagement
• great content designed with resiliency
• instructors schooled in virtual delivery.   
 
The Zelus team has partnered with our customers to ease and accelerate this 
transition and continue moving the operation and the business forward in the 
face of uncertainty and the rapid shifting that has become the norm for 2020. 
Virtual learning, if done right, enhances workforce performance now and in the 
future.

We hope you’ve enjoyed the 
Virtual Learning series! 

how’s your transition to 
virtual learning going? 

virtual learning is here 
to stay
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