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As far back:u 200], a small group of com­
munity champions rt'$ponsiblt for the early 
U.S. Army communities of practice had II 
\'ision of transforming the way h:adcrt 
would learn. This vision took advanug<' of 
tlle Internel lO oonnectlike-minded indi­
viduals with a paJ.'lion for thei r work and 
blended it with formal learning structures. 
They integrated profcS.'lional forums into 
Ithe classroom as a way to slay connected [0 
'the field and keep classroom con\"enations 
~cl;"\-anl and focused on looay's miuians. 

In 201H, the fumy launched II pilot pm­
gram to build a nenvork of profesionai 
foru ms (communities of praoicc st ruc­
tured around specific jobs, specialties, func­
tiom and uniul. This pilot program, called 
l:Iattle Command Knowledge System. was 
to build on the handful of individual and 
d isparale communities already in use but 
nOl conneCied. The plan , .... .lS for BGKS to 
provide the infrastructure, application, 
uaining and gowmanet to allow the foret 
al large 10 sian and operate these profC.5-

sional communities, then connect than in 
a netwurk of networks that facilitated the 
sharing of homan capital acTOss organiza­
tional and geographic boundaries. The exis­
tence and net<! for these communities pre­
dOled thc social network movement of 
Facebook and MySpace. They well.' born 
chiefly of a need \0 mcrcaSt opportunities 
for connecling the network of practitioners 
and improving informal learning. 

To achle\"e adaptability, agility and inno­
val ion, the military ln.rning model should 
address two major issues: 

1 The gap between what is cumtnt· 
ly taught and what shoUld be 

taught· Most military instruction focuses 
on routine and explicit task-based skill 
devdopment. However, the freq uency of 
rlQ n-routine situations requiring tacit 
knowledge willlike1y double 01'1'1" the nexl 
fi~ years. This drives a nm! 10 rapidly 
"learn how to learn" and leverage all the 
loob available to enhanet that learning. This 
new educational model focuses on ho'" to 

think and learn; itlm1phiUizes 21st-century 
skills like problem-solving, critical thinking, 
collaboration and symms thinking. 

The new educa­
tional model 

focuses on how 
to think and 

learn; it empha­
sizes prob\em­
solving, critical 
thinking, collab­
oration and sys-
tems thinking. 

2The infonnal, experiential leaning 
that accounts for that 70 to eo per­

cent of the knowledge ganed on the job 
• Learners gain knowledge Ihrough a process 
of pellonal and cooperative: CXjl(rimenlD.­
lion, questioning and problem·solving 
through which meaning can be construClcd. 
By defini tion, learning is" the development of 
Merna that incorporates cognition, pcrap-
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tion and a~tion. Schema ar~ made m~ning­

ful by jointly carrying out a~th~ties with an 
~ex~rt" in such a way that thl." learner jo;rad­
ually masters successively more difficult 
parts of the rask thmugh suc;;;CS5h·e1y more 
complex stages. The use of professional 
forums as pan of the learning proccss con· 
nects the learners and the experts and allows 
for that gradual de\'Clopment of mastery. It 
also wnnecu th~ two learning environments 
land integrates current and relevant problems 

! imo the often outdated curriculum. 
Thi$ is not to say all curriculum is outdat­

ed or irrelevant. On the contrary, the mili­
ta ry does a remarkable job of mainlining 
and updating cour~ material. However, the 
pace of operations and the generation of 
best practices and lessons learned have out­
paced any organization's capacity to devel­
op, vet and approve fonnal curriculum. 

A new approach, like advanced blend­
ed learning (ABL), is needed that allows 
for rapidly creating current and relevant 
content and engaging students in courses 
with learners in un its. 

ABL is different than traditional blended 
learning in two imponant ways. First, it 
deliberately and Sfltematica11y adds the infor­
mal, experient ialleaming that is critical to 
impnwed human perfonnance. The infonnal 

learning does not replaCl" the formal, stru~­
turcd training and education programs, but 
rather complements, facilitates and reinforces 
them. Sewnd. advanc~d blended l~arning 
uses tools like professional forums and other 
Web 2.0 tools to integrate evcry a5pect oj th~ 
work and learning processcs. 

JUST-IN-TIME LEARNING 
ABL helps leaders rapidly adapt leadership 
and learning styles aod decision-making 10 

r ituations not previously encountered. 

Knowl~dge gain~d in the classroom can b~ 
fu~ed with th~ si tuational awareness 

!
~ained from the informal. social learning 
lappening on the ground. ·nli ~ creates a 

·ust-in-time learning capability thai 
·ndudes social networks of expertise, peer­
to-peer assis tance, tools and pro~esses for 
improving communication and collabora­
tion, and a "digi tal pract ice fic1d.~ 

The backbone of the ABL model is the 
lintegration of jormallearning with ilffi)r­
,mal Mon - the-job~ individual, team and uni t 
earning environments using social nct - I 
,'orking tools such as: communities of 

practice and professional forums; synchro­
nous 
r:

10015 that enable desktop Web con­
ferencing; and simulations. 

Now, a student sining in the classroom at 
Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, can cnnnect to a 
gmup of plann~rs in Kabul, Afghanistan, 
and develop a first-hand fed for the ~hal· 

l~nges the planner! in theater 
are going through as they 
deYeiop w urscs of action. The 
students in the classroom can 
provide input, questions and 
offer things to considn 
through the digital media. 
Tho~ same students can reach 
out to th~ir peer! in other 
places of the world, using their 
fun ctional professional 
forums, and ask for help that 
they can bring back to the 

I group in Kabul. The planners 
In Kabul, insufficiently knowledgeable abom 
k specific topk required for the plan, can 
reach back to the classes at the Army school 
or connect to experts to fill in knowledge 
gapl. Instructors and facilitators lake the 
scenario and, using Virtual Battle Space 2 
(VBS2, a virtual reality simulation). create a 
three- to five-minmc vignette of ~ particular 
challenge and add it 10 the learning library. 
This all takes place in a matter of minutes. 
since the nefu'Ork of professional forums 
and war-fighter forums is global and wn­
nects with lens of thousands of leaders. 

In ABL, learning moves from the class­
room to the work team - and bt'COmc:; 
ubiquitous. In this way, learners are linked to 
the operational "'Orld, and the operational 
",,,mid for its part is linked back to expertise 
and tools required for ju.st-in-timc learning. 
By extending t1w "classroom" 10 our ~'eryday 
life, content (real world problems Witll actual 
solutions) is generated from the "field." 

~OLYING INSTRUCTOR ROLES 
l'\s th~ paradigm of learning changcs, so do 
~h c roles and responsibilities of t11 0.l~ 
~ngaged in (onnal education. Instructors 
~erve now as facilitators of l e~rning and 
f nable learners both in classrooms ~nd in 
mtits by providing access aod connecting 
groups of expertise. linking those who need 
~ he resources. Instructors ad more as coach­
b, asking more difficult questions and chal­
lenging assumptions of both students in the 
I:lassroom and those they are connected with 
from the field. The cadre of personnel at our 
schools serve as professional forums leaders, 
~o pi~ facilitators and mentors. They link 
~ommunity and classroom into one contin­
uous community of learners. Curriculum 
developers, rath~r than creating fictitious 
scenarios, capture and package real-world 

I 

'Historically, organ izations 
that are unwilling or unable 
to change soon fmd 
themselves irrelevant: 

- Eric Shinseki, Secretary of 
Veterans Affairs 
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The Battle Command Knowledge 
System (BCKS) was born chiefly to 
Increase opportunities for connect­
Ing the network of practitioners and 
Improving Informal learning . Photo 
courtesy of the authors. 



~\·tnu in a matttr of hours for wider distIl­
ibUllon and learning. They must btcome 
masters at tying evenu to learning objectives 
and building k arning in chunks by using 
,simula tions and virtual worlds that can ~ 
laced together, used today, updated in min­
utes, or discarded I~hen no longer relevant. 

LESSONS LEARNED 
The informal, social leaming that is at the 
heart of ABl dri\~s creativity and innOI'3lion 
by ensuring that insights, lessons learn«! and 
experienees arc QPturcd and shared Stories 
and oonapu arc trnru;formed into vigneue.!, 
judgment exercises and decision ga~. 
l11e5e, in tum, gencralC refiecri\'e ex~rie nce 

l
in other individuals, teams and units. 

Some examples from the U.S. Army 
include: 
» Professional Forum-Transition teams 

use inlervlew! with returning Military 
Transition Team members to set a sil­
uation and generate a oon\'trsalion. 

> Oral Histories by the Command and 
General StaffCo\Jege record the chal­
lenges and experiences of returning 
OIf/OEf veterans and apply knowledge 
engineering 10 distill out lcssonslearned. 

> 'nle StrykeN<!t uses both the SLA 
Marshall l'ideo series of decisiOn! in 
combat and quarterly live Webinan to 
Clpture stories, tum them into vignmes, 
build sunulated scenarios around the 
rignme, and then acculturate a \~ide 
cohort of leaders preparing 10 ;oin the 
Stryker Brigade Combat Teams. 

KM AND LEARNING 
Knowledge management (KMJ 
is a key component of 
F,dvanced blended learn­
~~g. The U.S. Army 
defines IWO types of 
knowlooge: 

I 1 Info rmation analV7.ed 
10 provide meani~g 

and vnlue or evaluated as 
to implications for operation 
(uplici t knowledgd . 

2Comprchcnsion gained 
through study, experience, prac· 

tice and human interaction providing 
the baJis for expert ise and skilled judg. 
menl (Iacit knowledge). 

Explkit knowledge om be expressed, wTit­
len dow'n and managed a5 an artifact. l icit 

bowledge is the knowledge in our heads. It 
is often inexpressible and can only be trans­

rred in oom'l'rsations or through deliberate 
ethods used in knowledge engineering. 
Di5(:O\'l'r ing and accessing ~x pl icil infor­
alion is important, but the actual transfer 

f tacit knowll'dge is vital to increased 
earning and knowledge within an organil:a­
ion. The only way to increase the transfer 
f tacric knowlooge is to increase the peo­
k-to-people interactions in a deliberate 
nd pracrical way. Communities of practice, 
rofessional fOrums, war-fighter fo rums and 
ynchrunous Wcb conferencing nre all 
cam to connect a geographically dispersed 

;gTOup of leaden. The rCllult is an expanded 
'experiential base for fight ing forces nnd the 
~stablishmenl of a framework for continu­
omleaming as knowledge gained in the 
classroom is applied in operations, thus gen­
rating new knowledge. 
Iu leaders w Uaborate and share knowl­

edge gained from their experiences, lender 
I\development is transformed. In th is way, 
eaden and the teams they lead can become 

~
arn ing organiUltions, continuously and 

rapidly transferring tacit knowledge. 

ONCLUSION 
uccessfully implementingABL across the 

lmtcrprisc will dt:pend on mnny facton Ihal 
Iinclude die imagination, courage and dncnni­
nation of our rducational leaders to under­
stand Gen X and Y and how they learn and 

work, and nnbracing the inn()\'1ltive spirit that 
led the "'a)' in so many pmious initiamn 

This shift is a significant cultural 

Knowledge management Is a key 
component of advanced blended 
learning . illust ration courtely of the 
authors. 

ABL Tools Required 

» Tools that complement and rein­
lorce the e)(lstlng processes while 
taking advantage of Web 2.0 tech­
nologies and social network norms. 

» Judgmanl e)(ercises, Decision 
games, Laadership puzzles, 
Communities and Forums, Wikis, 
Blogs, Web confereocing 

» PraC1lcal ways to leverage col­
laboration tools 10 Increase oppor­
lunltles for peer-to-peer communi­
cation and e)(perlentlal learning. 

» Accommodate different e )(pecta­
lions and learnIng s tyles of 
Generation X and Y leaders. 

l hange. Some will not be capable of the 
change, others will be slow. Som .. hn\'e 
already recognized the n<'ed and under­
fund the power of weal'i ng these new 
(echnologies and approaches 10 form 
new learning enl'ironments that tran­
scend classrooms. 

rretary Former Army Chief of Staff and rurrcnt 
ofVeternru Affairs Gen. F-Tk: 

Shirucki said in a =t opm kna to ~"ttcr­

'am: ~Hislorically, organi7.ations that are 
unwillmg or unable to change soon find 
themsdm iTTd\!l-anL~ Iu we Stand at the 

crossroad, approaches likc w'aIlaod blended 
learning and Web 2.0 tools offer us opportuni­

I 

~
lties to update our learning cnvirorurx:nlS and 
I diem more relevant and effectil't. lIt 
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