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How Well We Design Learning Matters

Three principles for designing learning:

That first professional development workshop | attended as a struggling young teacher
transformed me because the learning had been thoughtfully designed around three
essential principles:

1. Develop clear learning objectives

» The facilitator was crystal clear about what we'd be able to DO differently, not just what we'd
learn. That's what learning objectives are about: getting specific about the change you want to
create.

+ In your work: Before your next client session or workshop, ask yourself: “What will this person be
able to do differently after working with me?" Not just, "What will | cover | this session?”

2. Align content and activities with learning objectives

« Everything in that workshop—the activities, discussions, practice activities—aligned with those
objectives to support the learning.

» In your work: Once you're clear on your objectives, audit your content. Does every activity, every
example, every discussion point support what you want people to be able to do differently?

3. Build a repertoire of instructional activities that support learning

« We didn't just hear about new ideas, we practiced them. Role-plays, small group discussions, real
world scenarios. The facilitator had multiple ways to help us try things out in a low stakes, safe
space before returning to our classrooms.

* In your work: How many different ways do you have to help people practice new skills?
Lecturing or direct teaching is one tool, but it shouldn't be your only one.

It's not just about workshops and courses.

« When you're coaching a leader through a difficult conversation, you're designing a learning
experience that helps them practice new commmunication skills.

« When you're consulting with a team on a new process, you're not just explaining how it works.
You're teaching them how to actually use the process in their real context.

When learning Is designed well:

People don't just receive information. They leave transformed:
* With new language, tools, and resources they can actually use
» With clarity about what to do next

» Feeling more capable and confident in their work
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How Well We Design Learning Matters

The WALL-E principle:

WALL-E is a robot who has had the same job for seven hundred years, compacting trash on a
long-abandoned planet. But he doesn't just do the job—he does it well. Quality matters to

him, even when no one's watching.

Disney has spent nearly a century showing us that quality and care in storytelling matter—
whether it's a feature film or a two-minute short.

The same is true for how we design learning. It takes intention and a willingness to learn
how learning actually works. But when we do it well, we give people an experience that truly
transforms them.

Reflect on your current work:

Take a moment to think about your most recent client interaction, workshop, or course:

1. Learning Objectives: Can you clearly articulate what you wanted participants to be able
to DO differently after working with you? (Not just what you wanted to cover, but what
capability you wanted to build?)

2. Alignment: Did everything you did—talking, sharing visuals, any activities, etc— directly
support those objectives? Were there any elements that felt like "nice to have" but didn't

align directly with the learning?

3. Practice Opportunities: Did participants have an opportunity to practice something new
with you to apply their new learning? How many different ways?

4. Transformation: If you could follow up with participants a month later, what evidence
would you hope to see that the learning stuck? What would they be doing differently?
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Reflection & action:

One thing to try:
Choose ONE of these actions to experiment with in your next client session or workshop:

o Start with the end in mind. Before planning the content of your next course or call, write
down 2-3 specific things you want people to be able to DO after working with you. Let these
objectives the decisions you make about what to include.

o Add (at least) one practice opportunity. Find a place where you plan to explain something
and add on a chance for people to try it themselves—even if it's just a few minutes of
application.

o Audit for alignment. Look at your existing workshop or coaching framework and ask:
"Does every single element here serve my learning objectives?" If not, what can be cut,
added, or revised?

o Design for durable learning. At the end of your next session, ask participants: "What's one
specific thing you'll do differently this week based on what we've discussed?" Help them
create a concrete plan for applying what they've learned.

The question that matters most

As you think about the people you serve, ask yourself:
How do | want them to feel when they leave my work?

When learning is designed well, people leave feeling more capable, more confident, and
more at home in the work they're doing.

And they do better.

How well we design learning matters—not just for our businesses, but for the people
who trust us with their growth.

Gatherings crackle and flourish when real thought goes into them,
when (often invisible) structure is baked into them, and when a host
has the curiosity, willingness, and generosity of spirit to try.

Reverse engineer an outcome: Think of what you want to be different
because you gathered, and work backward from that outcome.

- Priya Parker, author of The Art of Gathering: How We Meet and Why it Matters

©2026 Custom Professional Learning, LLC. For workshop 4
‘ participants only. Please do not share or post.



The CREATE Framework:

6 Steps for Building Your Own Workshop or Course

The CREATE Framework gives you a step-by-step roadmap for designing workshops, courses,
and even client experiences that truly transform. Whether you're creating your first course or
refining an existing one, this framework ensures you're building on a solid foundation.

C = Create the vision: Determine what to teach, identify your unique perspective, assess the
need, and identify your audience.

Cl. TOPIC
C2. AUDIENCE
C3. FORMAT

R = Ready the content: Focus on instructional design, determine topics and organization,
identify clear learning objectives.

R1. LEARNING OBJECTIVES
R2. CONTENT
R3. ORGANIZATION

E = Engage participants: Design interactive activities, use good presentation techniques,
develop your teaching style.

E1. INSTRUCTIONAL STRATEGIES
E2. LEARNER ENGAGEMENT
E3. PRESENTATION

A = Assemble course materials: Prepare slides, videos, guides, handouts, tools, templates,
assessments.

Al. TEACHING MATERIALS
A2. PARTICIPANT MATERIALS
A3. TECHNOLOGY

T =Tie it all up in a package: Develop a cormmunication plan, finalize your course title and
description, create a marketing plan.

T1. COURSE TITLE
T2. COURSE DESCRIPTION
T3. LOGISTICS

E = Evaluate, revise & refine: Create an evaluation plan, capture lessons learned, plan for
course improvement.

El. LESSONS LEARNED
E2. EVALUATION PLAN
E3. COURSE REVISION



Let's Start with Your Vision!

C1. TOPIC

What expertise do you want to share through this course? Consider your professional
knowledge, personal experience, and unique perspective.

What specific aspects or sub-topics will you focus on? You can't teach everything.
What's most important for your learners?

What problem will this course help your participants solve? Think about the challenges,
pain points, or aspirations your ideal participants have.

C2. AUDIENCE

Describe your ideal course participant: Consider demographics, profession, experience
level, goals, and challenges.

What do they already know about this topic? Consider their starting point and prior
knowledge.

What might motivate them to take action on what they learn? Think about their
internal and external motivations.

C3. FORMAT

What format(s) makes the most sense for this content and your audience?

Q In-person workshop

Q Live online course

Q Self-paced course

Q Hybrid approach

a Conference presentation
QOther:

What's the ideal length and structure for your course? Consider total duration, session
length, frequency, and module or lesson breakdown.
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Initial Thoughts on Next Steps
R1. LEARNING OBJECTIVES (initial ideas)

What will participants be able to do after taking your course? List 2-3 specific outcomes
you want participants to achieve.

T1-T2. COURSE TITLE & DESCRIPTION (first draft)

Working course title: Aim for something clear, compelling, and reflective of the
transformation you're offering.

Course description (first draft): /n 3-5 sentences, describe what your course covers and
why someone should take it.

Your Action Plan

Which element of the CREATE framework will you focus on developing next?

When will you spend 30 minutes working on this element? Schedule a specific date and
time.

What's one small action you can take today to move your course forward?
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Ready for support with the complete CREATE
Framework?

Visit sheilabrobinson.com to learn about my comprehensive
workshop "CREATE Your Course: Turn Your Work into a Workshop"
where we'll develop your course concept into a blueprint for a
transformative learning experience.

Want a 1.1 VIP experience with personalized coaching and help with
course design? As me about CREATE Your Course with the Expert.

Already created a workshop or course and want to extend your
learning and improve your course? Check out the CREATE Your
Course Lab —my monthly cub and community for excellence in
course creation.

Sheila B. Robinson, Ed.D. is a teaching and
learning expert with over 30 years'
experience in education, professional
development, and training. As founder of
Custom Professional Learning, LLC, she
helps coaches, consultants, and business
owners transform their expertise into high- #professmnalfge
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quality workshops and courses. #learningandde

#professionalléammg

A trusted speaker, author, and educator,
#audienceengagement

Sheila has taught graduate courses at the

University of Rochester and is the author of #datavisualization

"Designing Quality Survey Questions 2" Ed." #presentations .
(©2024, SAGE Publications), and #surveydesign The Learning
“Professional Development Program #evaluation rve
Evaluation for the Win" (©2020, Frontline :3; #teaching

Education). :. #learning

. - . #training
She is a Certified Presentation Expert

(CPE)™, and past President of the
Presentation Guild.
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