
What isis bite-size training?
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• Bite-size training is an instructional design strategy in which content 
is organized and presented in small segments—typically no more than 
5-10 minutes at most.

• The idea behind bite-size training is to create manageable chunks that 
give learners the flexibility to find just the content they need, or to learn 
a lot of material in a way that matches how our brains work.

Why is bite-size training effective?

• Our long-term memory is effectively unlimited. Our brains are capable of 
storing an almost infinite amount of information.

• Learning is the process of taking in new information and storing it in long-
term memory; the tricky part is that it has to go through working memory first.

• Working memory does NOT have an infinite capacity. When we’re learning 
something new, we typically can’t hold more than 3 items of information in 
working memory.

• If we try to take in too much new information at once—without taking the 
time to store it properly—then we don’t learn.

• When we learn something, we don’t just stash a random fact into our 
brains. We process the new concept and find a place where it fits 
in our schemas—the mental structures that we use to organize the 
information in long-term memory.

• We need time to process that new information to store it in the 
appropriate place.

• Bite-size training gives us opportunities to stop taking in new information 
and deal with what we’ve just been exposed to, so that we can store it 
away. That’s when learning takes place.

When is bite-size 
training a good choice, 
and who can benefit?

Primary instruction
• When we have a large amount of 

content to deliver, organizing the 
content into small, manageable 
segments helps learners keep track of 
their progress, and it corresponds with 
the way we learn.

• One advantage of having a lot of small 
pieces, rather than a couple of big 
ones, is the ability to tailor specific 
learning tracks for different types of 
learners (on different sales teams, or in 
different roles—sales rep vs manager, 
customer service personnel, etc.).

Supplemental instruction
• You can use small segments to 

supplement core curriculum elements. 
Small segments can emphasize and 
reinforce key concepts.

• If learners want a quick refresher, 
using small segments means that the 
key concepts are separate pieces that 
can be made readily accessible to find 
and review.

Performance support
• Performance support involves helping 

learners find what they need WHILE 
they’re on the job. Performance 
support can mean reference 
materials—job aids, checklists, cheat 
sheets—or even just-in-time training.

• In those situations, the bite-size 
approach can be a great way to make 
the most relevant information available 
right when it’s needed.
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Further Reading

Cognitive Load Theory and the Science of Learning

• Sweller J, van Merrienboer JJG, Paas FGWC. 
Cognitive architecture and instructional design. 
Educational Psychology Review. 1998;10(3): 251-296. 
doi:10.1023/A:1022193728205.

• The ATD Science of Learning blog (https://www.td.org/
Publications/Blogs/Science-of-Learning-Blog )

· John Sweller, “How Information Becomes Long-Term 
Memory (and More Facts on Cognitive Load Theory)”

· Dave Ferguson, “Steering Away from Cognitive Overload”

· Patti Shank, “Science of Learning 101: The Case for 
Less…Generally”

· Patti Shank, “Science of Learning 101: Why You Need 
to Know What Your Learners Know”

Bite-Size Training Design

• Sekhon M. Bite-Sized learning turns less into more. Training 
Industry Magazine. Winter 2015;34-37. http://www.nxtbook.
com/nxtbooks/trainingindustry/tiq_2015winter/#/34 

• Muzzell B. The future of training? think small. Learning 
Solutions Magazine. December 29, 2014. http://www.
learningsolutionsmag.com/articles/1595/the-future-of-
training-think-small/pageall.

• Also take a look at Will Thalheimer’s work at http://www.
subscriptionlearning.com/blog_index.html. On this blog, he 
goes a step beyond today’s presentation to discuss short-form 
training delivered over time, which combines the benefits of 
the bite-size approach with the benefits of the spacing effect.

Examples on the Web

• www.lynda.com

• www.khanacademy.org

• www.codecademy.com 

How should I go about creating bite-size training?

Keep it in context...
• Show where each segment fits in the big picture—support schema integration.

But make sure it can stand on its own.
• If your use case is learners accessing content at the moment of need, make sure the segment makes sense without the 

content that comes before it.

Do you need to track EVERYthing?
• Tracking completion data works differently when you have a lot of little pieces, rather than just a few big ones.

Not if, but how.
• Remember how we learn, and support it in every project (whether or not you use the bite-size approach) by chunking 

your content and allowing time—even very short breaks—for learners to process and store new information without 
overloading working memory.


