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Abstract 

The workplace of today is often pressed with the urgency and immediate need to obtain and 

share information in today’s rapid pace of information change and exchange. Workplace learning 

practices today have transformed from the methods in which they were conducted, facilitated, 

and valued prior to the 21st century.  To prepare employees with the capacity and skills to handle 

such demands, organizations have made critical changes to workplace learning such as providing 

blended approaches that include instructor-led and self-paced virtual learning. In today’s virtual 

era organizations have faced rapid expansion and growth, and have leveraged the development of 

sophisticated technologies to meet these needs.  The workplace learning of today requires not 

only that an employee be digitally literate and technologically savvy for the sake of conducting  

day-to-day business functions, but to also engage in self-directed learning for continued growth 

and development;  qualities of being a lifelong learner.  On the horizon has been the support of 

massive open online courses (MOOCs) in the corporate learning. This paper explores the 

dimensions of both formal and informal workplace learning, and aims to synthesis how MOOCs 

support workplace learning and the barriers organizations still face in implementing this learning 

solution.  

Key words: informal learning, formal learning, workplace learning, self-directed learning, 

massive open online course (MOOC) 
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Introduction 

The world that we live in today has changed to an ever-present technological 

environment. Everywhere we turn, we are required to apply technology event for the most 

simplistic activities. Today, in order to board a plane we’re required to check-in electronically 

and print our own boarding passes at airports or prior to arrival. For transportation we’re 

expected to use machines to request and print our subway transportation cards, as ticket agents 

are no longer required to accommodate such simplistic functions. We must face the fact that the 

world is not changing, it has changed and we need to be abreast on how to function in this new 

world.  In today’s workforce, the need to obtain information is urgent and requires immediate 

attention, especially in any service industry where the expectation of the client and/or consumer 

is to obtain immediate goods and services. We have transitioned to a socio-technical society that 

requires workers to be digitally literate and demonstrate behaviors and attributes of lifelong 

learners to maintain a competitive edge.  

The use of technology today has expanded beyond suitable for mere academic needs. 

Business today also require adults to be self-directed in their workplace learning, which requires 

a level of digital literate proficiency in today’s digital era. Today’s workplace learning strategies 

and methods has far surpassed the traditional instructor-led methods of providing training to 

employees. Organizations, specifically those within the global market have returned to the 

drawing board and have strategized to adapt blended methods of learning that incorporate both 

formal and informal learning strategies with the partnership of sophisticated technological 

platform providers for the delivery of learning.  
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Workplace Digital Literacy 

In a practical day adults engage in digital learning in a multitude of ways. We initially 

saw the digital environment introduced in the house of academia through research, but this has 

spilled over to areas of our day-to-day life. As the expansion and growth of the World Wide 

Web, the method in which we communicate and share information has greatly evolved. Thus 

requiring our digital literacy to expand beyond original territory of academic research skill-sets. 

Whether we are at a museum engaging in some form of learning, be it for leisure, academic, 

personal exploration, or other, we are lead to use digital media. This is seen in how we tune into 

audio discussion of our favorite exhibits by dialing a toll-free number on our mobile devise.  

When attempting to conduct routine banking activities, we steered in the direction of managing 

banking through online mediums for activities we traditionally conducted with a life person i.e., 

transfer funds, review account history. Even today’s job seeker is submitting an online 

application, following the organization via a social media platform like LinkedIn, Facebook, 

Twitter, and engaging discussions with recruiter via a virtual platforms like Skype (Meyers, 

Erickson, & Small, 2013). In every aspect of our lives, our society requires individuals to be 

digitally literate on some level, and understand what it is meant to be digitally literate in today’s 

workplace.  

The term digital literacy has far surpassed the academic implications of a school-based 

competency for searching and researching.  Initially, digital literacy was a competency and skill 

introduced in the dominion of academia for the greater need of locating information through 

research. We now see today that in addition to possessing the traditional literacy skills of 

reading, writing, communicating, one must also transcend those skills to the digital environment. 

“Digital literacy skills refer to those skills in communicating in a digital environment, obtaining 
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digital information, and producing products within a digital environment” (Warschauer & Liaw, 

2010). Academic environments of today are well prepared to educate learners in these digital 

environments, as we’ve seen the transformation of learning to adapt the use of smart boards in 

classrooms for engaging and interactivity among teachers and learners, and the use of online 

collaborative tools like google docs and blackboard to support social learning. We see this trend 

also in the workplace, as training and development professionals are tapping into resources that 

will engage employees in both formal and informal learning contexts.  

Informal and Formal Workplace Learning 

Before offering to describe the benefits and present barriers of both formal and informal 

learning in the workplace it is essential to closely examine the often debated definition and 

traditional practices of each through preexisting literature. Of the two methods of learning, 

formal learning is far more simplistic in nature to describe, as it relates to defining it in terms of 

structure, method of engagement, and learner intention. Formal learning is often simplistically 

referred in literature as a predetermined and structured learning setting established by 

educational institutions, i.e., schools, workplace with a specific learning objective(s) in mind for 

the learners. Narrowing in on the workplace, formal learning is often seen in the context of 

structured learning (virtual, instructor-led, blended etc.), mentoring and coaching programs, even 

lunch and learn sessions where the topic is predetermined and the learning is facilitated 

(Carliner, 2013). Formal learning is the method of learning used traditionally by training and 

development professionals as it was the original means of providing learning opportunities in 

organizations. Essentially, the globalization and rapid growth for organizations across industries 

has required the need to stretch beyond the regional and local scope of delivering learning.   
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Of the two, the later - informal learning - has long been the subject of debate. Some argue 

that informal learning is a totally unconscious activity where the learner somewhat “falls” into 

the learning. As noted by Combs informal learning is often referred to as the “spontaneous, 

unstructured learning that goes on daily in the home, neighborhoods, behind the school and on 

the playing field, in the workplace, market place, library and museum, and through the various 

mass media” (as cited in Merriam & Bierema, 2007, p.17). An example of this would be where 

an individual totally unintentionally engages in learning without ever consciously attempting to 

do so. For example, reading an article about side effects of a new pharmaceutical drug on the 

market, listening in on a podcast about cuisines on another island etc. There are limitless learning 

outlets that exist within the informal learning context, and it is far too deeply embedded in our 

every-day lives to explore each territory.  

Much overlap does indeed exists in trying to determine at the core whether the 

aforementioned methods of learning are intentional or not. In the above examples, one may read 

the article on the new drug in preparation for a discussion with a physician and in the second 

example, learn about the Caribbean cuisine in lieu of an upcoming vacation. So we see here that 

in some cases the learning occurs unplanned and in others it is initiated. Informal learning that is 

indeed sought out by the learner, intentionally, as a means to acquire new knowledge is 

considered another form of informal learning. This method of informal learning though follows a 

less rigid setting of a traditional formal setting. This method of an intentionally sought out 

learning often times does not contain a definitive course outline, structure, syllabus, nor is it 

constructed by pre-determined learning objectives that we see in formal learning environments. 

Yet, these settings are critical to the needs of self-directed learners, as their goals to explore and 
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develop are at play. These above reasons make it cumbersome and in many cases, far too 

complicated to establish a solid definition on informal learning.  

At the organizational level, we can state that informal learning refers to learning that 

takes place outside of the context of formal learning; scheduled training classes (Carliner, 2013). 

It is critical for organizations to maintain this in the forefront as we know that “informal venues 

of learning and development are important spaces where digital literacy is both employees and 

cultivated” (Meyers et al., p. 356). In the digital society that we live in, where information is 

shared rapidly, organizations have strategized to support the needs of lifelong learners through 

workplace learning. We know from Malcom Knowles, often referred to as the father of 

andragogy, that self-directed learning is the process of individuals, often adult learners, 

independently diagnosing specific learning needs, establish their own learning goals, seeking the 

resources needed to support the learning and then assessing and evaluating if expected learning 

outcomes were met (as cited in Merriam & Bierema, 2007).  

While learners that engage in self-directed leaning often do so independently, the 

presence of a supporter, specifically in the workplace can catapult the learning, thus supporting 

the needs of lifelong learners. The guidance of a coach and, in some cases, a learning plan on 

appropriate measures and steps to take support the worker, and can even aid in making meaning 

of the content learned informally (Carliner, 2013). This type of learning has evolved into what is 

called workplace learning. The evolution of informal learning emphasizes how organizations can 

no longer reply on traditional classroom formal learning events as a means to tap into the talent 

of their employees, and as a method of knowledge sharing. Informal learning must be 

implemented and supported in organizations to foster innovation, knowledge transfer, and 

professional development. 
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Workplace Learning 

As we move into a generation where baby boomers are retiring rapidly, and millennials, 

typically are defined as those born between 1979 and 2000, are moving into the roles of the 

retired baby boomers and are projected to comprise 46% of the U.S. labor force (U.S. Bureau of 

Labor Statistics, 2013). With these changes, traditional views of career development and learning 

are rapidly changing. As we know it, work and career are no longer viewed as constant by 

younger generations. In addition to meeting the needs of employees, workplace learning is 

critical and directly associated with the development of the employee, but also to the 

organization (Manuti, Pastore, Scardigno, Giancasporo, & Morciano 2015). As indicated by 

Boud and Garrick observed that workplace learning has two distinct yet differing purposes 

(Manuti et al). The first is for the development at the larger organizational scale, in which 

learners contribute to productivity, innovation and effectiveness of the organization through 

learning outcomes. The second reason is the more obvious; for the gain at the individual 

(employee) level. This is where the individual learner obtains the knowledge and skills needed 

for their own intrinsically motivated personal development. This workplace learning in the 

aforementioned examples, are often exhibited by learners through both formal and informal 

learning environments. Learners may register for webinars sponsored by the organization that 

includes several modules, knowledge assessments, problem-based learning (formal learning). We 

however, also see learners engage in these similar workplace learning activities in attending a 

webinar sponsored by a reputable source where the learning is less formal in structure, yet still 

dependable with sound keynote speakers, dynamic Q&A sessions etc.  There are a plethora of 

outlets that employees can take advantage of including seminars, workshop, reading a book, 

attending a professional non-credit course etc.  
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While research connects the direct correlation to informal workplace learning back to 

organizational and professional development of the learner, there are existing challenges that are 

presented. Ellinger and Marsick note that there is little evidence that points to how informal 

learning can best be supported, encouraged, and developed in the workplace (Manuti et al). In 

fact, scholars have pointed to the challenges that informal learning can have in implementation 

and quantifying the learning that is indeed delivered back to the workplace. There are two major 

issues with correlating informal learning to improved business outcomes. Dale and Bell share the 

following: first, the literature indicates that employees learn skills at a narrow focus or only part 

of a skill or task, thus hindering the learning transfer (Manuti et al). The second concern is that 

because the learning may be unconscious or unintended, it may not result in the development of 

the learner.  In debate to these two proposed challenges, organizations need to chime in on how 

adults actually engage in the learning; with the environment and with other learners. Looking 

deeper into the lens of the technologies used to support informal learning, and how learners are 

interacting within the learning environment may shed light on how employees can be supported 

to transfer the knowledge obtained back to the workforce and share that knowledge with 

colleagues at work.  

Leveraging Digital Technologies to Support SDL 

Today, learning at work constitutes the most important way of acquiring and developing 

the skills and competences required at work (Za, Spagnoletti, & North-Samardzic, 2014). 

Leadership workloads are always a challenge, thus making it challenging at times to tap into the 

inquisitive mind of the employee. The solution to this is to strategically leverage workplace 

learning through digital technologies that support to innovative thinking, social learning and 

collaboration, knowledge transfer back to the workplace. “Digital platforms and information 
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infrastructures have the potential to foster informal learning in the workplace by stimulating 

knowledge creation processes and promoting the diffusions of knowledge and practices among 

workers” (Za, et al., 2014, p.1024). In the workplace today, we see organizations leveraging 

digital tools like Google Docs for collaboration on projects, and Skype for interface and 

collaboration among employees across borders. The newer generations of workers are more 

digitally competent than ever and are comfortable with sharing and collaborating online. The 

latest trend that has evolved among corporate education providers is the support of Massive 

Open Online Courses (MOOCs) to foster informal learning and engagement, and in some cases, 

organizations have partnered with MOOC providers to create their own internal content  

MOOCS and Corporate Learning 

For the past few years, workplace learning provide by corporate education and training and 

development professionals have been challenged with incorporating the latest technology trends 

in workplace learning. Some of these trends include social media, providing learning that is 

accessible at anytime and anyplace through mobile learning, offering cloud-based learning 

solutions, and much more. To add to those advancements, MOOCs has become a headline 

contender as an innovative learning solution. A MOOC is a massive open online course that 

enrolls hundreds of thousands of learners across the world to engage in online learning at a free 

or very affordable rate (Yang, 2013). The courses structured in an on-demand format and are 

typically constructed in a curriculum format with specific learning objectives. What makes these 

learning environments so intriguing and unique is the social engagement, collaboration, 

discussion and learning that takes place among the learners; the experience fosters a very open 

world of learners (Chakraborty, 2014). Some have questioned what the difference is between e-

learning and MOOC courses, and what the gains are for organization. Kevin Oakes and Amy 
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Rouse, director of operations training at AT&T, which leverages MOOCs in its training. AT&T 

developed their own well-received internal MOOC course that adapted an existing instructor-led 

class in business writing. When they were asked this question, Rouse responded by saying that 

that e-learning typically is more “canned” and occurs at the learner’s own pace, while 

participants in MOOCs are more engaged with a cohort of other learners and an instructor over 

several weeks (Chakraborty, 2014). 

A Deloitte study conducted in YEAR revealed that in the United States, since 2000, “the 

tuition cost in colleges has increased by 72 percent, whereas earnings for people ages 25-30 have 

decreased by 15 percent” (Ho, 2014). This is another major contributing factor as to why learners 

are engaging in workplace learning because it comes at a highly affordable cost, and sometimes a 

free solution. Another factor contributing to the demand for MOOC courses is that learning in 

corporations is the reality that organizations face as they strive to maintain a competitive edge 

and relevant in a global economy. MOOC courses also offer a cost-effective solution to learning. 

The benefits of MOOCs are clear, and by no means will or should replace instructor-led training 

they do indeed work as a supplement to learning solutions to workplace learning. Recognizing 

the aptitude MOOCs hold for organizations and their workforces, the Association for Talent and 

Development conducted research and surveyed 525 learning and business professionals, and 

published the findings in December 2014 in the report called MOOCS: Expanding the Scope of 

Organizational Learning. The study essentially revealed that “less than a quarter of organizations 

currently use MOOCs in learning. These MOOC users overwhelmingly felt that they broadened 

the scope of learning opportunities” (Chakraborty, 2014). Workplace learning professionals 

should be in support of MOOCs in the workplace, and when appropriate attempt to recreate 

learning environments that recreate features of MOOCs, such as collaboration of learning, 
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engagement through discussions and knowledge transfer, as this contributes to both the 

development of the individual, and also the workplace.  

Conclusion 

Organizations are steadily adapting to the changes needed to maintain relevancy, a competitive 

edge, and technological advancements that foster self-directed learning through both formal and 

informal learning methods. Organizations that incorporate MOOC courses will fulfill the needs 

of the millennial generation that is steadily and rapidly joining the workforce. Their needs are to 

have a variety of approaches to engage in learning, specifically through mobile strategies that 

meet them where they are with their digital proficiency. MOOC course meet these learning 

solutions for workplace learning. 
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