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Microlearning is a hot buzzword in the learning industry today.   In blog posts, conference sessions, 

webinars, books on learning, everyone seems to be talking about microlearning and how, as learning 

professionals, we need to implement these small chunks of learning immediately – what are you sitting 

there for?!    

But what exactly is microlearning?  Why is it so important?  Is it as big of an idea as many would like us 

to think?  How do I do it?  What are the best uses for this learning phenomenon? 

As I started trying to answer these questions, I found myself confused.  It seems everyone has a different 

way of talking about microlearning, different ideas about why you need it, how to implement it, and 

what’s important in a microlearning program.  I’ve heard learning professionals declare that 

microlearning means videos under 3 minutes long.  I’ve also read that it’s about infographics, or pushing 

out a learning 3 minute game to a group of learners every day. 

One big reason for the confusion around microlearning is that often the definitions of what it is focus on 

the platforms used to deliver it or the tools used to create it, rather than why you would want to 

implement it in the first place.  This problem stems from the fact that much of the hype and urgency 

around microlearning comes from companies selling microlearning platforms or tools to create these 

items.  Many concentrate on fear: our attention spans are getting smaller (which I’ve actually found is a 

myth – we are not goldfish after all – and how many times have I heard that “fact” in a presentation?) 

and specifically, that millennials expect to learn this way, and worse, that upcoming generations will not 

even be able to learn any other way than in short bursts.   

Microlearning, at its most basic level is simply: a small chunk or artifact of learning.    

The power behind microlearning is that workers are having increasing difficulty finding time for “formal” 

macro-type of learning, that our world is changing so rapidly that as learning professionals we need to 

get information out very quickly to people so sometimes it’s just not cost effective to spend time 

developing a class that will be out of date within 6 months, and that employees are overloaded and 

overwhelmed with information, so we don’t want to give them anything extra to read or watch, we 

need to focus on just what they need to perform right now.   In addition, corporate educators see that 

microlearning is becoming the common way most people learn in their lives outside of work:  they 

google something to find just the answer to a question they need to solve something right now, or 

search YouTube for a video to walk them through the process of doing something they’ve never done 

before.    
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These are all good, sound, reasons to incorporate microlearning into your learning programs.  But alas, 

where does the conversation in our industry so commonly go?  Everyone likes a controversy.  Learning 

sales companies want to make sure they sound like they have the only answer.  “Experts” want to 

proclaim to you basically that if it’s bad microlearning is not microlearning.  I’ve seen this with the term 

“elearning” over and over through the years.  All this does is get everyone confused!    

So yes, taking larger learning items and simply chunking them into smaller bits, may not necessarily be 

the most effective way to dispense learning products every time to learners.  As learning designers we 

need to make sure that people are getting a useful bit when they need it, that they can find it easily, and 

that the small bits are either building their skills, increasing their knowledge, or supporting performance.   

My mission was to attempt to find a common definition, explore what makes microlearning effective, 

and techniques with microlearning that can effectively provide change in the minds, skills, and 

understanding of our learners.   

I began my exploration with an online summit hosted by the ELearning 

Guild which was a 2 day online live event made up of 8 virtual sessions 

discussing issues, myths, best practices, and showing examples of 

microlearning in practice.   Below are some highlighted sessions.  

Recordings of these sessions are available to Elearning Guild Plus Package 

holders.   

 

Microlearning Online Summit - February 21 & 22, 2018  

 Microlearning in Practice: Northgate Markets – J.D. Dillon Axonify, Gary Orona - Northgate 

Gonzalez Market 

This session, presented by J.D. Dillon, one of the designers of the learning platform, and the 

client, Gary Orona Learning Director from Northgate Markets, a specialty grocery chain with 

locations across California.  They used the Axonify gamification platform for onboarding 

compliance training in handling food safely.  The platform consists of a 3 minute adaptive quiz 

folded into engaging simple arcade-style games.  Employees can pick coworkers to compete 

against or compete against themselves, attain points and badges for accomplishments which are 

redeemable for goodies at an online store.  They can also see their ranking (and their 

competitors) posted on a company-wide leaderboard.  The games have become a fun part of 

company culture enjoyed by employees, and are often played voluntarily.  Northgate Markets 

claim to have saved almost $600K in food safety related incidents in the first year after 

implementation alone. 

https://www.elearningguild.com/olfarchives/1579/microlearning-in-practice-northgate-

markets/?from=content&mode=filter&source=olfarchives 

https://www.elearningguild.com/olfarchives/1579/microlearning-in-practice-northgate-markets/?from=content&mode=filter&source=olfarchives
https://www.elearningguild.com/olfarchives/1579/microlearning-in-practice-northgate-markets/?from=content&mode=filter&source=olfarchives
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 The Myths of Microlearning – Shannon Tipton – Learning Rebels  
Shannon Tipton helps to explain what microlearning really is and isn’t … or isn’t - necessarily.  

She begins with the idea that everyone talking about microlearning can agree on one thing, that 

no one has the same definition of microlearning.  Her session focused on dispelling some of the 

biggee myths around microlearning: 

Microlearning is chunked content.  

Chunked content is one long program/course/video broken into bite sized pieces, primarily to 

help with cognitive load.  Each content piece is connected to the other and therefore, acted on 

in a linear fashion.  Microlearning is meant to cover a specific topic and serve as a stand-alone 

event… although I’m thinking several microlearning items could be strewn together and used as 

a course – sorry Shannon. 

Microlearning must be a video and less than 3 minutes 

Can be a job aid, game, infographic, etc.   It’s length is how long it needs to be … but probably 

under 15 minutes.  She wraps with 6 things that microlearning should (or shouldn’t) be: 

1. It shouldn’t take months to create.  

2. It shouldn’t take a long time to consume.  

3. One idea, one concept.  

4. Immediately applicable.  

5. Device agnostic.  

6. ACCESSIBLE!    

https://www.elearningguild.com/olfarchives/1576/the-myths-of-

microlearning/?from=content&mode=filter&source=olfarchives 

 

 Microlearning is Much More than Small Training – Bob Mosher APPLY Synergies 

I was intrigued to see that Bob Mosher, one of the godfathers of Performance Support, was on 

the lineup to talk about microlearning.  Alas, it turns out that performance support is all about 

using microlearning elements to assist learners at the moment of need – of course it is!  Every 

element, other than the deeper resource part of a 

performance support platform, is nothing more than a 

piece of microlearning, a quick step guide, a video, a short 

chunk of elearning, etc., all designed to assist a learner in 

performing a specific task when they need to perform it.  

Bob mostly just wants people to stop using the term because it creates confusion and has 

https://www.elearningguild.com/olfarchives/1576/the-myths-of-microlearning/?from=content&mode=filter&source=olfarchives
https://www.elearningguild.com/olfarchives/1576/the-myths-of-microlearning/?from=content&mode=filter&source=olfarchives


The Big Idea about Microlearning | Darlesa Cahoon 
 

P a g e  4 | 10 

 

already lead to L & D professionals quickly pumping out a lot of useless, albeit short learning 

artifacts.  

https://www.elearningguild.com/olfarchives/1575/microlearning-is-much-more-than-small-

training/?from=content&mode=filter&source=olfarchives&showpage=2 

 Microlearning in Practice: Onboarding at Mary Kay – Michael Allen & Steve Lee -  Allen 

Interactions 

In their session, Michael and Steve talked about best practices in microlearning – designed for 

on-the-go (moment of need), focus on one skill or topic, and device agnosticism.  They talked 

about how L & D people are using it – for small focused content or activities, distributed 

practice, and repetition.  They pointed out that microlearning is not a new concept, it’s just 

made a lot easier to implement with our new learning technology tools.  Microlearning is 

motivational, ordered, and creates a sense of time-based return on investment.  There are 

different ways it can be motivational:  through extrinsic means as in a micro-game which is fun 

and addictive, intrinsic by helping learners set goals through personalization of content, and 

highlight the unknown or reinforce the known.   

They then showed a very cool microlearning platform that they developed for Mary Kay 

Corporation for their new employee onboarding.  The design is based on an old iTunes carousel, 

and it includes dozens of linked, motivational, ordered pieces of microlearning videos, quizzes, 

checklists, and activities designed to be done at a new users own pace which motivate with the 

words of the original Mary Kay and walk them through the processes they need to learn and do 

to run their small businesses.  

https://www.elearningguild.com/olfarchives/1574/microlearning-in-practice-onboarding-at-

mary-kay/?from=content&mode=filter&source=olfarchives&showpage=2 

https://www.elearningguild.com/olfarchives/1574/microlearning-in-practice-onboarding-at-

mary-kay/?from=content&mode=filter&source=olfarchives&showpage=2 

Videos 

 Micro-learning Explained in Two Minutes by More than Blended Learning 

Good 2 minute explanation of microlearning by More than Blended Learning – Defined as “self-

directed learning delivered in small chunks”.  Gives great examples of great uses for microlearning 

by telling the short story of a family and how each member is 

using some different type of microlearning to learn a new skill or 

help them through a task.  https://youtu.be/_C_DklqFoHs 

 

 

https://www.elearningguild.com/olfarchives/1575/microlearning-is-much-more-than-small-training/?from=content&mode=filter&source=olfarchives&showpage=2
https://www.elearningguild.com/olfarchives/1575/microlearning-is-much-more-than-small-training/?from=content&mode=filter&source=olfarchives&showpage=2
https://www.elearningguild.com/olfarchives/1574/microlearning-in-practice-onboarding-at-mary-kay/?from=content&mode=filter&source=olfarchives&showpage=2
https://www.elearningguild.com/olfarchives/1574/microlearning-in-practice-onboarding-at-mary-kay/?from=content&mode=filter&source=olfarchives&showpage=2
https://youtu.be/_C_DklqFoHs
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 Motivational Wave by B.J. Fogg 

B.J. Fogg explains how to “surf the motivation wave” to find the motivation within our learners, not 

try to tack on motivation to our learning programs.  Finding and surfing the wave is the best time to 

trigger learners to do hard things while they are naturally 

motivated. 

https://youtu.be/h9_vWleczK0 

 

 

 

 Micro-eLearning and 7 Ways to Micro Your Training by eLearning Locker 

This video gave 7 really great practical ideas for how to convert longer, traditional type of elearning 

into a shorter format.   

1. Throw them in feet first 

2. Shorten phrasing – slogans 

3. Focus on Learning gaps 

4. Use Stoplight editing 

5. Present it Differently (creatively) 

6. Set a seat time goal 

7. Split it up 

https://youtu.be/j_JTTLlljXQ 

 

Articles 

How Microlearning Will Shape the Future of Work by Alex Khurgin 

https://youtu.be/h9_vWleczK0
https://youtu.be/j_JTTLlljXQ
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This is an excellent article on how microlearning will eventually become the definition of good 

corporate learning.   

 It’s cheaper & faster 

 It’s more engaging 

 It minimizes cognitive load by design so people learn more 

 It takes advantage of “motivation waves” (see video below by Psychiatrist B.J. Fogg) 

https://youtu.be/h9_vWleczK0 

 It assists performance at the moment of need whether that is before, during, or after 

performance 

 We need to stop using the term microlearning, and just make our learning programs follow 

these principles.   

L & D Schedule Today 

 

The Future Schedule with MicroLearning: 

 

Outline of a Microlearning Agenda - By Theo Hug & Norm Friesen 

Written way back in 2009, when microlearning was a new concept to most learning professionals, the 

authors of this article saw the future hype surrounding microlearning and sought to help learning 

professionals understand the term and use it wisely.   If only we could have all read this 10 years ago lol!  

They speak of microlearning as a perspective not an approach, microlearning as “special moments of 

learning when dealing with specific tasks”.  They define the macro, meso, and micro levels in learning of 

several different type of educational concepts, the politics, history, tradition and resistance to the use of 

microlearning, various pedagogy which could be applied in structured and unstructured platforms for 
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microlearning, and finally how microlearning concepts/perspective applied well by learning 

professionals is a responsibility and necessity to the success of future generations of learners.  

Why Training Fails and What to Change: A Case for Microlearning and Ongoing Management –  by 

Amy Fox 

In this very practical article, Amy Fox identifies common problems with traditional management and 

leadership training and how microlearning concepts could be applied to improve outcomes.  She cites 

research which shows that while 60% of companies continue to use the “one and done” approach to 

leadership training for their mid-level managers 67% of companies realize their management training is 

not effective and wish to completely revamp their programs.  She advocates for using microlearning 

experiences to provide ongoing coaching, reinforcement of learning and assessments.  She provides 4 

principles for making these microlearning experiences effective and outlines examples and methods for 

implementation.  

 Teach “how” as well as “why” 

 Build ongoing training with multiple entry points 

 Keep training relevant 

 Develop metrics to measure training ROI 

 

Books 

The Microlearning Guide to Microlearning, by Carla Torgerson 
 
Carla Torgerson wrote this little book on Microlearning as a series of tips she calls 

“Micro Ideas” as well as putting forth a model for designing and maintaining a 

microlearning program: The MicroLEarning Design Model she calls MILE which walks 

you through how to identify specific objectives, design the program, select resources, 

promote your program, and then monitor, modify, and continually evaluate to keep 

your program up-to-date and effective.  

 

Microlearning to Boost the Employee Experience – by Elise Margol 

This book promotes the idea that L & D departments need to steer much of their 
focus away from traditional learning and meet modern learners at the point of work 
in order to engage them, support them in our ever-changing world, and to give 
them what they expect.  Learning needs to be accessible, flexible, specific, and 
modular.  She promotes using traditional instructional design methods to develop 
short learning bursts, and outlines ideas for creating microlibraries to deliver these 
learning items.   
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Design for How People Learn - by Julie Dirksen 

I first read this book several years ago and wouldn’t have considered it was 

necessarily about microlearning.   However, even though she doesn’t use the 

term microlearning, most of her principles point to what the best microlearning 

experiences contain.  Julie Dirksen sites research and science to make the case for 

designing learning to solve a problem, not just set a learning goal.  She champions 

identifying the gaps, cutting out the fat in learning and giving people shorter 

learning items, putting these items in the world of the learner, and giving them 

just what they need at the time they need to accomplish it.   

 

Made to Stick - by Chip & Dan Heath 

This book focuses on what makes learning memorable.  They start with getting to 

the most simple core of what people need to know and remember, the most 

important aspect of a microlearning experience.  They use the SUCCES principles:  

Learning should be:  Simple, Unexpected, Concrete, Credible, Emotional, Stories.    

 

 

Conclusion 

The concensus among the brightest of thought leaders in the L & D profession, is that 

microlearning is kind of a silly term.  It’s misused to mean too broad of a definition, or too 

narrow of a definition.  It’s served a purpose: to confuse and confound us, and to help sales 

people make us think we needed to buy another $200,000 platform to house our fancy micro 

stuff.  Microlearning is really just one point in our evolution toward creating more meaningful 

products for our learners that don’t waste their time, make the most of motivation that already 

exists, and fit into their work day.  We are meeting them at the point where they need us and 

providing them with just what they need to perform.  Just as the term “elearning” has evolved 

over the last 10 years or so, to become an expected part of any Learning or Training 

department’s offerings, the ability to serve up microlearning to employees will evolve to just be 

the way we do business … and maybe, just maybe, one day we will stop debating about the 

definition.  

“Microlearning fits perfectly into this continuous diet of email, Slack, and social media.  For 

employees accustomed to short bursts elsewhere, microlearning significantly lowers the barrier 

to engagement.”   



The Big Idea about Microlearning | Darlesa Cahoon 
 

P a g e  9 | 10 

 

           Alex Khurgin 
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Additional Resources … 

Getting Started: 

 

 

 


