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The Science of Smarter Training:
Unlocking Employee Growth with
Interleaving

Interleaving, a training technique involving mixing various topics within a
session, boosts employee learning retention, problem-solving skills, and
adaptability. Alternating subjects enhances cognitive flexibility, helping
employees tackle complex, real-world challenges effectively in less time.

BY MAX KRASNOV

Introduction

Businesses must continuously innovate and refine their training programs to optimize the value of
their human capital while minimizing the cost of training that pulls employees away from their
value-creating roles. Among the many popular L&D strategies available, one stands out for its proven
ability to boost learning retention while reducing dedicated training time: interleaving. By reshuffling
the traditional linear structure of training programs, interleaving offers a dynamic and impactful way

to improve employee performance and organizational outcomes.

Understanding Interleaving

Interleaving is a learning technique that involves mixing different content or skills within a single



training session or curriculum. Instead of focusing on one topic extensively before moving to the
next, learners alternate between various topics, concepts, or skills. This approach contrasts with the
traditional “blocking” method, where each subject is mastered in isolation before progressing to the

next.

The concept of interleaving has its roots in cognitive psychology and educational research. Although
it has been studied for decades, its application in formal training environments has gained traction
only in recent years as schools and businesses recognize its effectiveness in enhancing learning and
performance. The rise of digital learning platforms and the increasing complexity of workplace

challenges have accelerated the adoption of interleaving as a key training methodology.

Research has consistently demonstrated that interleaving enhances retention, sharpens problem-
solving skills, and fosters deeper learning. Its effectiveness stems from the deliberate and structured
rotation of subjects, which challenges learners to distinguish, connect, and apply concepts across
contexts. For businesses, this translates into employees who are better equipped to navigate and

adapt to complex, real-world challenges.

The Case for Interleaving in Corporate Training

Integrating interleaving into corporate L&D offers several key benefits that directly contribute to
enhanced employee performance and organizational success. These advantages include improved

retention, stronger problem-solving abilities, and increased adaptability.
1. Enhanced Retention and Understanding

One of the primary benefits of interleaving is its ability to improve long-term retention. Research
shows that when learners alternate between topics, they are forced to recall previously learned
material more often. This repeated retrieval strengthens memory and understanding. For example, a
sales training program that intersperses negotiation strategies, product knowledge, and customer
relationship techniques is more likely to produce lasting skills than one that teaches these topics

sequentially.
2. Improved Problem-Solving Abilities

Incorporating interleaving into training sessions encourages employees to apply their knowledge in
varied and unpredictable ways, mirroring the complexity of real-world scenarios where problems are
rarely straightforward or neatly categorized. For example, an interleaved approach to project
management training might alternate between risk assessment, stakeholder communication, and

resource allocation, helping employees effectively integrate and apply these skills under pressure.
3. Fostering Adaptability

The modern workplace requires employees who can think critically and adapt quickly to changing
circumstances. Interleaving fosters this adaptability by exposing learners to a variety of scenarios and
problems within a single training framework. As a result, employees develop the cognitive flexibility
needed to tackle diverse challenges, whether troubleshooting technical issues or devising new

marketing strategies.

Implementing Interleaving in Training Programs

While interleaving offers significant benefits, its success requires careful planning and execution.
Here are five steps companies can take to effectively incorporate this approach into their training and

development processes:



1. Design Modular Content

Divide training material into smaller, self-contained modules that can be alternated throughout the
program. For instance, a leadership development course might include sections on emotional
intelligence, strategic thinking, and decision-making. By interleaving these topics, participants draw

connections between them and enhance their overall leadership capacity.
2. Incorporate Varied Practice

Encourage employees to practice multiple skills or concepts during the same session. For example,
customer service training could combine active listening exercises, role-playing scenarios for conflict
resolution, and technical troubleshooting. This variety not only reinforces learning but also mirrors

the multifaceted challenges and interactions employees face in the workplace.
3. Use Spaced Repetition

To maximize its effectiveness, pair interleaving with spaced repetition—the practice of visiting
previously covered topics at scheduled intervals to improve retention and comprehension. For
example, a cybersecurity training program might cycle back to phishing detection techniques while

introducing new topics like data encryption or compliance standards.
4. Leverage Technology

Learning management systems (LMS) and other digital tools can help facilitate interleaved training
by automating the scheduling and delivery of diverse content. Adding gamification, such as quizzes
that mix questions from different modules, further reinforces learning in an engaging and interactive
way. Virtual reality (VR) simulations and Al-driven adaptive learning platforms can also enhance

interleaved training by tailoring content to individual learners’ progress and needs.
5. Train Trainers and Managers

Teaching trainers and managers about the benefits and techniques of interleaving is crucial for
successful implementation. In addition to LMS platforms, providing resources such as instructional
design workshops, mentoring programs, and toolkits for curriculum development ensures
consistency and effectiveness across training programs. Lastly, have trainers collaborate with subject
matter experts to better mimic the complexity of real-world applications. This will improve

opportunities for learners to integrate material and ideas from multiple concepts.

Overcoming Challenges

While interleaving offers significant advantages, it is not without challenges. Employees and trainers
may initially resist the approach, as it often feels more demanding than traditional methods. Learners
might also perceive interleaving as less effective due to the frequent switching, which can make
learning feel harder. They may not notice the immediate retention that they may feel after focusing
on a single subject, even though they will have improved long-term retention. However, this
“desirable difficulty” is precisely what makes interleaving so effective in the long run. Lastly, it can
take more effort to design interleaving training material since it must pull from multiple subjects

while also being consistently spaced.
To address these challenges, companies should:

Communicate the Benefits: Clearly explain the rationale behind interleaving and outline its proven
advantages for learning and performance. Use data, research, and real-world case studies to show
how this method outperforms traditional approaches, such as the book Make It Stick or the paper A
your place of work in which existing L&D practices may fail to mimic complex problems employees

face on the job.



Start Small: Introduce interleaving in a few pilot programs, such as leadership development or
technical skills training, before scaling it across the organization. Select teams or departments that
are more open to innovative learning techniques and gather feedback to refine the approach before a
broader rollout. Leverage your organization’s LMS to incorporate interleaving by adding material

from multiple subjects into existing modules.

Provide Support: Offer structured guidance, feedback, and resources to help employees and trainers
navigate the transition. This can include access to coaching sessions, knowledge-sharing forums, and
regular check-ins to discuss progress and address concerns. Encouraging peer-to-peer learning and

mentorship can also ease adoption.

Measuring the Impact

To evaluate the effectiveness of interleaving, organizations should establish clear metrics and

benchmarks that provide both quantitative and qualitative insights.
These might include:

Knowledge Retention Rates: Assess employees’ ability to recall and apply training material over time
through quizzes, hands-on exercises, and simulations. Trainers and managers should leverage the

results of these assessments to tweak and refine the L&D program as needed.

Performance Metrics: Track improvements in job performance, efficiency, and problem-solving
capabilities by measuring KPIs aligned with training objectives. For example, increased sales

conversions or reduced troubleshooting time can indicate successful interleaved training.

Employee Feedback: Gather qualitative insights from participants using surveys, focus groups, and

one-on-one interviews. Regular feedback cycles help refine and optimize the training process.

Conclusion

Integrating interleaving into corporate training and development processes is a powerful way to
improve learning outcomes, boost employee performance, and drive organizational success. By
challenging traditional linear approaches, interleaving equips employees to think critically, adapt to
complexity, and excel in a dynamic business environment. While the transition may require effort and
persistence, the long-term benefits make it a worthwhile investment for any forward-thinking

organization.

As businesses navigate the challenges of the modern workplace, interleaving provides a proven
strategy to unlock the full potential of their workforce. By embracing this innovative approach,

companies can build a resilient and adaptable team capable of thriving in an ever-changing world.
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