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			Introduction

			Learning Isn’t Broken, But It Is Off Course

			How do you know when learning has actually happened?

			You read the article.

			You watched the webinar.

			You attended the session and even passed the quiz.

			But one week later the insight is gone, the habit hasn’t changed, and the result looks the same.

			In today’s hyper-connected world, it’s easy to confuse access to content with actual development.

			We live in an age of speed, convenience, and immediacy, where it’s possible to watch a two-minute video on negotiation skills, swipe through a change leadership infographic, and listen to a podcast on financial planning, all before lunch.

			But has this pursuit of speed come at a cost?

			And if it has, what exactly are we losing?

			The Development Gap We All Carry

			Everyone has development areas.

			Some are clear, areas we’ve already identified and are actively working on.

			Others are vague, things we suspect could be improved, but haven’t prioritised.

			And then there are the blind spots, the patterns we don’t yet see, but others do.

			Sometimes, the people around us know exactly what we need to work on. They may want to help, to coach, to offer feedback but hesitate, or they may try and it doesn’t land.

			Sometimes we choose to focus only on the areas we enjoy, rather than the ones that matter.

			And sometimes, we don’t even know where to start, not because there’s nothing to work on, but because we’re drowning in options: courses, frameworks, coaches, certifications, models.

			Which area should I work on?

			Who decides?

			What’s the best method?

			How will I know it’s working?

			Real development doesn’t start with action; it starts with awareness.

			Not with speed, but with Clarity.

			There is one experience I remember vividly from my early days facilitating training that revealed a development blind spot. I’d been observed regularly by our Head of Learning and fellow consultants, and the feedback was consistently positive. But then, as part of a team development initiative, we were all asked to participate in a video observation session. The brief was simple: each of us would be filmed while facilitating, then watch the playback for self-reflection and peer feedback.

			I felt curious and confident.

			Then the video started.

			Within seconds, I was mortified.

			Not because of what I said, but because of how I said it.

			In the video I was clapping my hands constantly and repeating “okay” far too often. When I wasn’t doing that, my hands were lifeless at my sides. Worse still, whenever I used the flipchart stand, I gripped it with one hand and planted the other on my hip, looking like a teapot.

			This exercise and the application of lessons learned improved my facilitation skills. But only because it was done the right way. Clear expectations were set. We were told we’d feel uncomfortable but safe. We were asked to be open with ourselves and each other. The goal was improvement, individually and as a team.

			Many of the core elements that made that learning experience effective: clarity, ownership, responsibility, support, are the same elements this book explores.

			The Learning Shift: From Mastery to Momentum

			The world of learning has changed. What was once structured, deliberate, and time-intensive has become flexible, dynamic, and continuous. These changes aren’t negative; they reflect a responsive shift to a faster-moving world. But they have introduced a new challenge:

			We are consuming information faster than we are building capability.

			The rise of digital platforms, mobile-first learning, AI-curated journeys, and microlearning has made learning content more accessible than ever. We no longer face a shortage of resources. What we face now is a shortage of depth. Learning is available, but it’s not always landing.

			Think back to the early days of the COVID-19 pandemic. If you were a parent during that time, you’ll likely remember the moment when your child’s education suddenly moved online. Overnight, schools transformed from in-person classrooms to remote environments. And remarkably, many rose to the occasion. Educators adapted, timetables shifted, and virtual platforms enabled continuity at a time of chaos.

			There were challenges, of course. But the overwhelming sentiment, particularly among parents, was that the education sector stepped up. They moved fast, they innovated, and in doing so, they showed what was possible.

			Some argue these changes were long overdue. That digital transformation in education should have happened years earlier, and the crisis merely forced it. But whether overdue or not, the lessons for corporate learning and development were clear: if schools could reinvent learning so quickly, surely organisations could do the same.

			And many did.

			Today, corporate training has embraced a broader toolkit. Instructor-led training now includes both in-person and virtual formats. Webinars, digital libraries, social learning platforms, and collaborative tools have made content more scalable, shareable, and repeatable. The model of deliver it once, record it, share it widely, is appealing. Reach increases, cost drops, and convenience soars.

			But let’s be honest: not all progress has been productive.

			Some learning options, for example webinars, can be celebrated more for attendance than application. We remember the number of participants, not the number of behavioural changes. And while they offer flexibility and scale, webinars are rarely memorable unless the presenter is genuinely engaging.

			Then again, this is also relevant for conferences, and they’ve been marketed for decades as powerful learning experiences – but how often do we retain and apply what we heard? How often do we remember the speaker’s performance more than the content?

			What have you actually used from the last learning event you attended?

			It’s a question worth asking.

			Early in my career, I was told by one participant that I wasn’t just a trainer – I was an entertainer. I became, as someone then joked, an “entertrainer.” It wasn’t enough to deliver content. I had to make it stick. And often, that meant making it interesting, emotional, or fun. Not because that’s what the learner wanted, but because that’s what the learning needed.

			Still, we must remember:

			–Content exposure is not competence.

			–Access is not capability.

			–Attendance is not application.

			This book is not a sentimental longing for the past, nor is it a critique of younger generations. It is an exploration of the shifting dynamics in how people learn, why these shifts have occurred, and what they mean for the future of personal development, workforce capability, and lifelong learning.

			To set the stage, we begin with a critical shift in how different generations now approach the learning process.

			The Generational Shift in Learning Expectations

			Older generations, particularly Baby Boomers and Generation X, were raised in systems that emphasised long-term effort, delayed reward, and deliberate preparation. Whether through formal education, structured apprenticeships, or multi-year corporate programs, they were taught to invest time in learning. The expectation was simple: learn first, apply later. If you go slow, you will build well.

			Millennials and Gen Z, by contrast, have grown up with learning on demand. They are digital natives, confident across multiple platforms, comfortable with self-direction, and quick to adapt to evolving technologies. They expect content to be relevant and immediately available, wherever they are, whenever they need it. These aren’t signs of impatience or entitlement. They’re reflections of a world that now moves at a different pace.

			The desire to learn is still universal.

			Gen Z is no less motivated than Gen X.

			Millennials care about growth just as much as Boomers.

			What differs is the preferred pathway.

			Same goals with different roads.

			And unless we consciously design for these differences, we risk creating learning systems that engage one group but alienate another, often by sacrificing depth for speed.

			The Human Cost of Surface Level Learning

			Let’s bring this into the workplace.

			In the late 1990s, I worked in UK call centres during the height of their expansion. New recruits would begin with a four-week onboarding program: product knowledge, customer simulations, systems training, and structured coaching. But over time, this was condensed. Four weeks became two. Two became five days. Eventually, people were answering customer calls after just three days of training.

			Why? The business needed speed. Vacancies were urgent. Customers were waiting.

			But what followed wasn’t fast performance; it was friction:

			–New employees were anxious, underprepared, and overwhelmed.

			–Team leaders became constant fixers, pulled away from their main roles.

			–Customers received inconsistent support.

			–Burnout came quickly, for learners, leaders, and clients alike.

			It was cruel to the learner, led to believe they were ready.

			Cruel to the leader, burdened with unprepared teams.

			And cruel to the customer, denied consistent service.

			And perhaps most painfully, cruel to the very idea of learning, reduced to a transactional process.

			Because speed without structure isn’t efficiency.

			And learning without care isn’t development. It’s neglect in disguise.

			Defining Learning Maturity

			So, what’s the alternative?

			To do learning right, must we return to slower, more traditional methods?

			Not at all.

			What we need is a different way of thinking about learning – one that shifts our focus from access to approach.

			That means looking beyond how easily people can consume learning and asking instead how deeply they engage with it. Access is about availability. Approach is about behaviour. One gives the opportunity to learn. The other determines whether learning actually occurs.

			This book explores this idea through the concept of Learning Maturity, a developmental threshold that shifts the focus from content to conduct. It reflects how someone identifies a learning need, commits to it, organises their effort, and persists when growth becomes difficult.

			This is not a systems model for enterprise learning infrastructure, though those do exist. Several consulting firms have developed learning maturity models to evaluate an organisation’s readiness to support learning at scale, measuring factors like leadership commitment, infrastructure, and strategic alignment.

			This book offers something different. While those models assess systems and structures, this book begins where real capability starts, with behaviour.

			Learning Maturity, as defined here, is built on how individuals and teams structure their learning commitments, shape their habits, and respond under pressure. It is observable. It is coachable. And while it starts with the individual, it doesn’t stay there.

			These behaviours shape team culture, influence leadership effectiveness, and ultimately determine whether an organisation builds lasting capability, or merely circulates content.

			Introducing the CORE Development Model

			To help individuals and organisations achieve Learning Maturity, this book introduces a practical behavioural model that applies across industries, generations, goals, and roles.

			It’s called the CORE Development Model – built on four behavioural commitments.

			•Clarity: seeing the development need honestly and precisely

			•Ownership: choosing to grow, even when it isn’t mandated

			•Responsibility: following through on the learning plan

			•Endurance: continuing when growth is slow, frustrating, or uncomfortable

			These are the behaviours that anchor real development. They apply not just to individual learning, but to team dynamics, leadership performance, and even sports coaching.

			For simplicity, the model will be referred to throughout this book as CORE, reflecting both its acronym and its purpose: to act as a central, behavioural anchor for learning that lasts.

			CORE is both a diagnostic and a guide. It helps identify what’s missing when learning efforts fail, and what’s present when they succeed. And it offers a common language enabling learners, leaders, and educators to talk constructively about development, using terms grounded in behaviour rather than theory alone.

			Who This Book Is For

			This book is for anyone serious about learning that lasts – whether you’re developing yourself, leading others, designing learning, or shaping organisational strategy.

			For individuals:

			You want to grow but you’re tired of surface-level solutions. You’ve taken courses, read books, watched webinars, but too often, the learning fades. This book will help you build behaviours that make development stick.

			For leaders and managers:

			You’re responsible for growing others, not just yourself. You want confident, capable teams and a practical way to support development without relying on outdated models or one-size-fits-all programs.

			For learning professionals:

			You’re designing learning experiences in a world that demands speed and scale. You know that content isn’t enough and you’re looking for frameworks that build behavioural capability, not just knowledge transfer.

			For organisations:

			You’re working to uplift capability, support change, and retain your best people. You need a model that can scale across roles, departments, and development stages, without losing its behavioural core.

			It’s especially relevant for those facing transitions, challenges, or change, whether onboarding new staff, coaching team members, improving performance, or adapting to shifting expectations. It speaks to people who’ve tried different learning approaches but struggled to make them stick, and to those looking to build sustainable development into everyday work.

			Let’s also be clear about what this book is not.

			This isn’t an agenda against digital platforms or modern tools.

			It’s not a rejection of speed or self-directed learning.

			And it’s certainly not a critique of any generation.

			This is a book about behaviour.

			A framework for sustainable development.

			And a call to rebuild the bridge between learning and capability.

			And it’s written plainly. No jargon. No fluff.

			Just clear, evidence-based guidance, grounded in practice, not theory.

			Structure of the Book

			The book is divided into three parts with twelve chapters:

			Part One - The Context

			Chapter 1 Learning in an Age of Urgency

			Chapter 2 Generational Learning: Same Goals, Different Paths

			Chapter 3 The Neuroscience of Real Learning

			Chapter 4 The Illusion of Competence: Why Knowing Isn’t Enough

			Part Two - The Behaviour

			Chapter 5 What It Means to Learn Maturely

			Chapter 6 The CORE Development Model

			Part Three - The Application

			Chapter 7 Bridging Fast and Right: Designing for Impact

			Chapter 8 When Learning Is Cruel

			Chapter 9 Designing Learning for Diverse Minds

			Chapter 10 Learning Across Generations and Roles

			Chapter 11 Learning When You Start Late

			Chapter 12 The Rise of Learning Maturity

			Each chapter includes examples, questions, and observations to help you reflect, design, or lead learning in your own environment. This structure is not just about theory; it’s about giving you tools that work and ways to put them into action.

			Final Word: Why This Matters

			In a world obsessed with speed, the real advantage is learning maturity.

			It’s the ability to stop, reflect, and recommit.

			To care enough about your development to structure it.

			To pursue growth, not just information.

			To build confidence that is real, not just well-performed.

			To stay the course even when you’re behind, uncertain, or alone.

			Because learning isn’t broken.

			It’s off course.

			And now more than ever we need to bring it back.
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			Chapter 1

			Learning in an Age of Urgency

			Same-day delivery, one-click checkouts, real-time messaging, and 15-second tutorials have created a world where waiting feels inefficient and long, deliberate processes can seem outdated or unnecessary.

			Time has become one of the most precious commodities in modern life. Consumers want to spend their time on the things that matter most to them. As a result, they now expect speed, convenience, and customisation in every interaction, but they also expect things to be done right. Acceptance of mistakes has diminished. A former employer of mine once adopted the slogan, “Get it right, first time, every time.” This was not only used internally to drive operational discipline but also promoted externally as a promise to clients. At the time, it was considered bold, perhaps even provocative.

			Today, that same message might be met with a shrug and the response, “So what?” Getting it right the first time is no longer an ambitious standard; it’s the baseline. Efficiency is no longer a differentiator; it is simply expected. And to remain competitive or even relevant, organisations must now see efficiency as a non-negotiable.

			It’s easy to see how learning has been swept up in this wave of urgency. Development must happen faster. Capabilities must be built quicker. New skills must be acquired immediately, or so we believe.

			Modern learners are inundated with digital options promising rapid results. “Learn how to play the guitar in just ten minutes a day.” “Master Excel in under an hour.” “Get certified with just a few clicks.” The messaging is clear: speed matters.

			But when the urgency to learn overtakes the process of learning, an uncomfortable question arises:

			Is depth the casualty of speed?

			That word – depth – will return throughout this book. What we mean by it, and why it matters, deserves far more than a passing mention. For now, it’s enough to say that depth is the difference between knowing and performing, between recognition and true capability.

			This chapter explores the modern learning environment shaped by speed. We’ll examine what has driven this shift, what it offers, what it costs us, and why sustainable development requires a more deliberate response.

			The Acceleration of Learning

			Not so long ago, learning was understood as a measured and deliberate journey. Apprenticeships took years. Degrees required sustained effort and reflection. Organisational development plans often spanned entire careers, from graduate onboarding to leadership succession planning. Learning was seen as an investment, not a transaction.

			Early in my career in the insurance industry, I saw this firsthand. Each year, a structured graduate program would welcome new entrants into our business. They were offered permanent positions on the condition that they completed a program lasting two to three years. This could be in any of our UK locations, and in any function – from claims and underwriting to operations, finance, or another department. Their final role was not known at the outset. It would be determined only after several six-month job rotations that offered them a broad, practical understanding of the business.

			That timeline now feels almost unthinkable. Graduates today are far less likely to commit to a multi-year program with no clarity on where they will land. Many want shorter, more personalised pathways that fast-track them into their area of interest.

			The Bright Network’s What Do Graduates Want 2024/25 report, which surveyed more than 14,000 UK-based students, reinforces this change. Today’s graduates are seeking development opportunities that are flexible, purposeful, and efficient. They want to specialise earlier, receive regular feedback, work in ways that support their wellbeing, and be aligned with employers who demonstrate genuine commitments to inclusion and ethics. In other words, development programs are no longer evaluated only on their structure; they are judged on their responsiveness to individual preferences and values.

			This shift appears, on the surface, to benefit both sides. Employers want to train talent quickly; graduates want to progress quickly. But it raises a deeper question: Is there the right balance between what new entrants want and what organisations need to build real capability, both for now and for the future?

			The challenge is amplified by broader changes in the world of work. According to WEF’s Future of Jobs research, many skills are expected to face disruption over the next five years, suggesting that the ‘useful lifespan’ of some skills may be shrinking. Many workers entering the workforce today can expect to change careers, not just jobs, multiple times over their lifetime. Industries are being reshaped by technology at such a pace that roles that didn’t exist five years ago are now business critical. Skills become outdated quickly, and the pressure to keep up is immense.

			This climate fuels a growing demand for accelerated learning.

			–Organisations must upskill faster to stay ahead and remain competitive.

			–Employees must keep learning to stay employed and employable in evolving job markets.

			–Educators must adapt faster to stay in demand and remain relevant.

			And so, the very nature of learning has changed.

			Semester-long courses have been replaced by short, modular content. One-hour webinars now serve as alternatives to full-day workshops. AI-driven learning platforms offer curated, adaptive journeys that can be completed in a matter of weeks. At face value, this seems like an evolution in access to learning. But in many ways, it represents a complete redefinition.

			Learning has become an exercise in acceleration.

			The phrase “lifelong learning” still appears in strategies and mission statements, but in reality, it can simply mean continuous skimming. Constant exposure to information has replaced deep mastery.

			Shortcuts and Their Consequences

			In an age of urgency, shortcuts in learning have become commonplace. Some are obvious, others are subtle, but all share a similar risk: they create a fragile foundation of competence.

			Consider the tendency to rapidly browse content without reflecting. It feels efficient but leads to superficial understanding. Attending a course without engaging – ticking the box but not applying the knowledge. Relying exclusively on summaries, checklists, or bullet points, which may provide a sense of knowledge, but miss the nuance that deepens capability. Even the constant use of search engines to answer questions rather than building internal mental models can undermine long-term learning.

			One of the most misleading shortcuts is the pursuit of credentials for the sake of appearance. When learning becomes a means to collect certificates, rather than build skills, individuals may present themselves as qualified but lack the competence required in practice.

			Each of these behaviours can feel productive in the moment. Over time, they compromise the foundation of expertise.

			But there’s another shortcut that deserves attention – one that’s often invisible because it isn’t seen as a shortcut at all. It’s the confusion between communication and learning.

			In many organisations, content designed for communication is mistaken for learning, and vice versa. Policies are published. Updates are emailed. Announcements are made in meetings. And while all these actions may be necessary, they are not equivalent to development.

			Understanding the difference is critical. Communication is about transmitting information. Learning is about transforming behaviour.

			But this raises another question: where does training fit in?

			Training is the structured process of knowledge acquisition – the phase where individuals are introduced to new concepts, frameworks, or methods. It is essential, but it is only the beginning.

			True learning requires more than training. It requires application, reflection, reinforcement, and adaptation. Training delivers the “what” and sometimes the “how,” but learning turns that into capability.

			Without this distinction, organisations risk confusing exposure with understanding, and delivery with development.

			A good example from the pre-digital era comes to mind.

			Before email, it was common for internal memos or “circulars” to be physically passed around the office. For important announcements, a cover sheet was attached listing each team member’s name. As the circular moved from desk to desk, each person was expected to read it, then sign and date the sheet to confirm they had done so.

			The assumption was clear: you had received the information and, by implication, understood what applied to you.

			But this was not training – and it certainly wasn’t learning. It was a mechanism for acknowledgement, not a process for capability building.

			There was no structured explanation, no practice, no feedback – just exposure to content. It served a purpose in communication, but it was never a substitute for development. And yet, that same confusion persists today in different forms.

			Today, the format has changed. Teams messages, intranet updates, pre-reading slides – but the underlying risk remains. If we confuse exposure with understanding, or communication with learning, we fall into the trap of assuming readiness where there is none.

			As we accelerate the pace of information delivery, we must be careful not to mistake it for development. Learning cannot be reduced to reading, attending, or acknowledging. Real learning requires effort. It requires structure, reflection, application, and time.

			The Promise of Speed

			At first glance, faster learning seems entirely beneficial – and in many ways, it is. The advantages are clear:

			–Efficiency and Cost-Effectiveness: Learners can access knowledge on demand and integrate it into busy schedules, often at a lower cost than traditional face-to-face programs.

			–Accessibility: Digital platforms remove geographic and financial barriers, making development available to broader populations than ever before.

			–Adaptability: Curricula can be updated rapidly to reflect changing industry needs, allowing learning to stay current in fast-moving environments.

			These are genuine achievements. The ability to access timely, relevant knowledge through formats like webinars, podcasts, and massive open online courses (MOOCs) has transformed the learning landscape, with global learning platforms now offering thousands of courses accessible within minutes. In urgent environments, the capacity to deliver targeted learning quickly is not just desirable – it is essential.

			But speed is not the problem.

			The problem is what speed sacrifices when it becomes the sole objective.

			Why Urgency Appeals to Us

			If fast learning comes with so many hidden costs, why does it continue to dominate?

			The answer lies in both our psychology and our professional environments. Fast learning satisfies a range of immediate needs that feel productive, even when they undermine long-term development.

			First, it delivers instant gratification. The human brain is wired to prefer immediate rewards. Finishing a short course, earning a badge, or ticking off a task triggers a small dopamine release. It feels like progress, even if the underlying capability is thin.

			Second, fast learning plays well into social proof. In a culture obsessed with visible achievement, digital certifications and “skills acquired” banners on professional profiles create the appearance of momentum. Learners can showcase activity, regardless of whether true growth has occurred.

			Then there’s the fear of falling behind. In a world where industries evolve overnight and skills become outdated within years, the pressure to stay current is intense. Rapid learning offers a way to feel like you’re keeping up, even if the learning hasn’t fully taken hold.

			Finally, speed reinforces the workplace belief that “busyness” equals value. When calendars are already overloaded, fast learning fits. It’s easy to justify, requires minimal disruption, and feels efficient. In this environment, urgency doesn’t just seem logical – it’s seen as a mark of commitment.

			But as we’ve already seen, speed often comes at the cost of depth. When development is rushed, the danger is that awareness replaces capability, and learners are left with the illusion of competence rather than the foundation of real skill.

			The Case for Slow Learning

			Despite today’s obsession with speed, many of the highest performers succeed by slowing down.

			Consider the training of a surgeon. Competence isn’t achieved through quick exposure or theoretical knowledge alone. It requires thousands of hours of supervised practice, precision developed through repetition, and reflection under pressure. In surgery, mistakes are not part of a learning curve – they carry real consequences. Speed is irrelevant if capability hasn’t been fully developed.

			This kind of learning may appear inefficient at first glance, but it builds something far more valuable: deep, durable knowledge that is retrievable when it matters most. It creates skills that can be transferred across contexts and applied under stress. It results in real, dependable competence.

			Cognitive science supports this view. The concept of desirable difficulty – which we’ll cover in more detail in Chapter 3 – shows that effortful learning, the kind that feels harder, is often the kind that lasts. It may take longer, but the returns are far greater when applied consistently.

			The Hidden Costs of Urgency

			Speed tends to produce surface learning – a version of development that looks productive but lacks substance with less focus on the ability to use it.

			To understand why, we need to look at how learning works.

			Learning is a biological process. It depends on building and strengthening neural pathways through two key mechanisms: encoding and retrieval.

			Think about learning to drive. In the beginning, every movement – adjusting mirrors, easing off the brake, checking the gear – demands deliberate attention. Through repeated practice, those actions become automatic. That’s encoding: the process of forming lasting mental connections.

			But encoding alone doesn’t create real competence.

			To deeply embed what you’ve learned, you must retrieve it – without guidance or prompts. Every time you get into the car and drive, you reinforce those neural pathways. It’s this act of retrieving knowledge under pressure that transforms understanding into capability.

			The same applies in the workplace. If we introduce new information but don’t give people the time or conditions to retrieve, reflect, or apply it, the learning remains fragile. It fades quickly. Learners may feel confident immediately after a course, but when faced with a real-world situation, the knowledge fails them. They experience what’s known as the illusion of competence – the belief that they understand something because it felt easy at the time. We explore this in more detail later, when we examine why ease can feel like competence, even when it isn’t.

			Fast learning environments rarely provide what real learning needs: repetition, spacing, reflection, and the chance to practise under realistic conditions. Without these, we don’t build capability. We build awareness, and that’s not enough.

			Speed Versus Capability

			Capability isn’t defined by what someone knows – it’s defined by what they can reliably do. Learning must go beyond content consumption to capability demonstration.

			Imagine two employees attend the same webinar on negotiation skills. One listens passively, ticks the completion box, and returns to work unchanged. The other engages actively, reflects on past conversations, and experiments with a new technique in their next client meeting.

			Both technically completed the same training.

			Only one began developing real capability.

			The Assumption of Competence

			In many organisations, attending a training session, particularly a short or accelerated one, is treated as proof of readiness. A certificate or attendance record becomes a stand-in for capability. Managers assume the learning is done. But attendance does not equal ability.

			When competence is assumed without validation, coaching often stops, and feedback is withheld. Managers miss key opportunities to observe, challenge, or stretch the learner. Mistakes go unchecked until
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