
Using the Internet

for education and training: 

How to decide if online training belongs in your organization.
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W h at is Online 

E d u c ation and Tra i n i n g ?

Online Education and Tra i n i n g

(OE&T) is a structured, inte ra c t i ve

a p p roach to educating and informing

the wo rkplace. It has its ro o ts in the

c e n t u r y-old c o r respondence cours e ,

but to d ay is commonly found in a

multimedia, we b - b ased env i ro n m e n t .

Ac c o rding to International Data

C o r p o ration, the higher education

d i s tance learning market is grow i n g

at a compound annual growth ra te

( C AGR) of 33.1 percent. Most o f

t h ese learners are adults who wish

to improve their business compute r

skills and career opport u n i t i es .

C o r p o rations, too, are awa re that

p roviding and encouraging ongoing

education and training for employe es

is as essential as health benefits .

W h a t ’s more, it’s a win-win situation

for both the employee and the

e m p l oye r.

Ac c o rding to the “1999 CBT

( C o m p u te r- B ased Training) Re p o rt , ”

published by Inside Te c h n o l o gy

Training magazine, two - t h i rds of

c o r p o ra te training is still delive re d

via traditional methods. Based on a

s u r vey of over 500 res p o n d e n ts

i nvo lved in corpora te training, the

re p o rt concludes that online tra i n i n g

and education is growing. “This is

c o n s i s tent with the supposition that

la rger companies are committ i n g

p ro p o rt i o n a te ly more (as well as

a b s o l u te ly more) res o u rc es to we b -

b ased training,” the re p o rt sta tes. 

In the past, most education and

t raining re q u i red either the services

of in-house training specialists or

sending employe es out- o f-house to

s e m i n a rs and clas s es. To d ay, te c h n o l-

ogy delive rs education and tra i n i n g

d i re c t ly to the wo rkplace and the

l e a r n e rs, rather than the other way

a round. Online distance education

c o u rs es serve as an adjunct or

enhancement to in-house corpora te

t raining, providing educational and

t raining services at any time, in any

location, and often when the

res o u rc es would not otherwise be

available. A few ex a m p l es of those

offering OE&T res o u rc es :

• Two -year and four-year colleges

and unive rs i t i es, from the

C o l o rado Commu n i ty Colleges to

Ro c h es ter Institute of

Te c h n o l o g y.

• B u s i n ess-education collabora-

tions, such as the Caliber

Learning Sys tems and the

W h a rton School at the Unive rs i ty

of Pe n n sylva n i a .

• H i g h - technology companies ,

such as Lotus Learning Space

and Real Education.

• We b - b ased educational institu-

tions, such as Element K and

Wes tern Gove r n o r ’s Unive rs i ty. 

To d ay, online education and

t raining incorpora tes a va r i e ty of

instructional media to deliver conte n t :

journals, books, CD-ROM, softwa re ,

video, audio, and netwo rk i ng—

either from the web or from corpo-

ra te intra n e ts. The ubiquitous we b

can be not only the delivery sys tem—

in some cas es it’s the clas s ro o m

i tself. Corpora te intra n e ts are fas t

becoming an expedient platform

for delivering OE&T. Ac c o rding to

The Masie Cente r, a technology and

learning think tank, over thre e -

q u a rte rs of major U.S. corpora t i o n s

plan to use corpora te intra n e ts for

c o r p o ra te training or learning, and

most Fo rtune 100 companies are

a l re a dy implementing we b - b as e d

t raining pro g rams. Many corpora te

t ra i n e rs and intranet coord i n a to rs

b e l i eve online education and tra i n i n g

m ay be the first true ente r p r i s ew i d e

i n t ranet application.

OE&T is compute r- b ased col-

l a b o ration in one of its fines t

i m p l e m e n tations. Four ty p es of

technology have been primarily

responsible for the growth of

online learning in the 1990 s :

Pe rsonal compute rs . N ex t- g e n e ra t i o n

PCs running the Intel Pentium III

m i c ro p ro c es s o r, coupled with

s o p h i s t i c a ted new audio and video

h a rdwa re and softwa re, pro m i s e

to enhance Internet access and

b roaden the multimedia pote n t i a l

of the we b .

M u l t i m e d i a , in the form of stre a m i n g

audio and video, 3D graphic scre e n

i m a g es, and inte ra c t i ve voice re c o g-

nition, dra m a t i c a l ly enhance OE&T.

The Web. The web itself is changing,

m oving to cable and sate l l i te ve n-

u es, and developing bro a d b a n d

c a p a b i l i t i es to handle the emerg i n g

d i g i tal media conve rgence. It is

at once a platform for delive r i n g

OE&T delivery as well as an appli-

cation tool for enrolling in and

a ttending online cours es. In

addition, e-commerce is making

it possible to sign up insta n t ly

for cours es .

N etworking. We live in a netwo rke d

wo rld where we can wo rk or learn

a nytime, any place, so long as we

h ave a computer and a connection.

The Internet is at the center of the

n e two rked wo rld, and corpora te

i n t ra n e ts are driving OE&T grow t h .

Two of the most common netwo rk

applications for OE&T are email

and chat ro o m s .

W h at OE&T isn’t .

Online education and tra i n i n g

is no panacea for clas s room or

i n s t r u c to r-led training. Neither is it

n e c es s a r i ly less ex p e n s i ve, nor a

b l a n ket replacement. The tra d i t i o n a l

i n s t r u c to r-led clas s room is not closing

i ts doors; quite the opposite, in fact,

due in part to the enhancements

b rought to education and tra i n i n g

by computer te c h n o l o g y. OE&T 

is another appro a ch — as well as 

a very powerful to ol — in the 

c o r p o ra te tra i n e r ’s education and

t raining re p e rto i re. 

As such, it is subject to the same

r u l es of development and imple-

m e n tation as traditional education

and training; in other wo rds, it’s

not going to teach itself without

instructional design. OE&T cannot

be allowed to develop in a va c u u m ,

or without traditional pedagogical

p ra c t i c es; if it does, it risks becoming

another piece of technological detri-

tus along the information highway. 

OE&T has cre a ted the need for

m o re training administra to rs, tra i n e rs ,

instructional des i g n e rs, and te c h n o l-
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ogy implemente rs. What’s more, they

need more skills and abilities and—

yes, education and training them-

s e lves. Indeed, the sta ted mission of

The Center for Gra d u a te Studies at

M a rl b o ro College is “to train individ-

uals to lead the Internet and online

s t ra te g i es of corpora te, non-profit and

educational institutions.” The Cente r

o f f e rs three Mas ter of Science degre es

in Internet Stra tegy Management,

I n ternet Engineering, and Te a c h i n g

with Internet Te c h n o l o g i es. For those

who are n’t neces s a r i ly in need of

an advanced degree, online learning

c e n te rs such as Element K offer

specific technical cours es and tra i n-

ing i m p l e m e n tation cours es, such

as building an online educational

c o m mu n i ty, creating new s l e tte rs ,

d eveloping an intranet, and stra te-

g i es for using the Inte r n e t .

W h o ’s offering OE&T. 

C o r p o rations, government agen-

c i es, nonprofit organizations, colleges

and unive rs i t i es— in other wo rd s ,

just about eve r y b o dy. Some as p e c ts

of online education are n’t new ;

c o m p u te r- b ased training (CBT) has

been around for a while. What is new

is online delivery: New we b - b as e d

OE&T organizations, ranging fro m

Wes tern Gove r n o r ’s Unive rs i ty to

Element K, offer hu n d reds of

online cours es. 

Wes tern Gove r n o r ’s Unive rs i ty

( w w w. w g u . e d u ) a c ts as a clearing-

house for traditional collegiate

c o u rs es offered by many colleges

and unive rs i t i es. Most WGU cours es

run on a conventional term schedule

and charge a conventional tuition.

O ver 150 compute r- re l a ted cours-

es, in subjects from pro g ramming to

p e rsonal and business applications,

a re offered at www. e l e m e n t k . c o m .

Element K cours es sta rt when the

learner enrolls. Learners can ta ke as

m a ny clas s es as they like for les s

than $10 per month.

W h at OE&T can do.

OE&T can save time, money, and

instructional res o u rc es. What’s more ,

it can help you gain new pers p e c t i ves

on the curriculum, content, and

d e l i very of education and training. 

S aving time. OE&T delive rs on the

p romise of any time, any place

learning. Education ta kes place

at the learner’s convenience. In

some cas es, this may mean learning

at home. Conve rs e ly, the ente r p r i s e

can provide education and tra i n i n g

on an as-needed bas is —for ex a m-

ple to bring a team up to speed in

o rder to launch a new product. 

Spending les s . OE&T can be more

c o s t- e f f e c t i ve, es p e c i a l ly when

s e l f- d i re c ted instruction is the

learning mode. When the web 

is used for delive r y, it is the sole

s o u rce of the media conte n t

d e l i ve r y. If training is dispers e d ,

C D - ROMs are an inex p e n s i ve

medium. Anytime, any w h e re

d e l i very saves costs, and employ-

e es don’t neces s a r i ly miss wo rk. 

Conserving res o u rc es . OE&T 

u t i l i z es the existing infras t r u c t u re

of netwo rks, intra n e ts, and PCs,

while conserving and helping

b e tter utilize other corpora te or

o rganizational res o u rc es. “The

t rend in both traditional and 

d i s tance learning is towa rd the

online learning cente r,” says Ro b

Z we tt l e r, senior vice pres i d e n t ,

e d i torial, of Irwin/McGraw- H i l l .

“ We don’t see the book going

away, but the CD-ROM and the

Web are becoming inte g ral as p e c ts

of learning.” A new trainee can

begin study on his or her own and,

once pre p a red, can move into the

a c t i ve learning phase with an

i n s t r u c tor or mento r. 

N ew pers p e c t i ves on curriculum,

c o n tent, and delive r y. O E & T

lends itself to an innova t i ve ,

modular approach to learning

that helps you develop new visions

for your training curriculum,

c o u rse conte n ts, and the means

of delivering training to yo u r

c o m mu n i ty. Online course delive r y

is very similar to just-in-time (JIT)

m a nufacturing: learners learn only

what they need for current re q u i re-

m e n ts, but then may enroll in

additional modules as re q u i re d .

OE&T content can be update d ,

revised, and re - b ro a d c ast in far les s

time than conventional learning

media, such as books. Multimedia

c o n tent improves learning; hu m a n s

a re visual learners, and studies have

p roven that the pro c ess appro a c h

to online learning, combined with

multimedia learning tools, can

i m p rove re tention by as much as

50 percent. 

W h at OE&T can’t do.

OE&T should not be thought of

as a replacement for student- te a c h e r

i n te raction, because it emphatically

is not. Howeve r, in many cas es it

e n h a n c es the relationship, for ex a m p l e

t h rough Internet chat and online

discussion forums. Online education

and training can’t replace hands-on

learning, but it can be used to gre a t

a dva n tage in helping visualize and

bring studies to life through 3D

imaging, streaming video, sound,

and inte ra c t i v i ty. 

OE&T should never be thought

of as a one-size-fits-all solution. In

fact, it is creating a new paradigm in

education, based on two foundations: 

• J u s t-in-time (JIT) education, ta rg e t-

ed delivery across time and space.

• Modular learning, delivering only

as much information as needed,

when needed.

This paradigm is ra d i c a l ly

changing the way organizations use

educational res o u rc es. In the pas t ,

l e a r n e rs had to wait for the new

c o u rse to begin, then had to sit 

t h rough the entire term whether they

wa n ted to or not. Online education

and training is a stra tegic res o u rc e

that allows organizations to use it

l i ke other res o u rc es. Now, it can be

an asset in launching new services

or pro d u c ts, building quick- res p o n s e

teams, and developing new initiatives .
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W h e re it fits, and how 

to inte g rate it with yo u r

c u r rent training plan.

OE&T can be inte g ra ted into

existing corpora te training in as

m a ny ways as corpora te tra i n i n g

res o u rc es permit. A few ex a m p l es :

• As an adjunct to ongoing tra i n i n g .

• In specific modules that fulfill a

p a rticular need, for example a new

s o f twa re re l e ase, revised office

p ro c e d u res, or a new re p o rt i n g

re q u i rement. 

• As an enhancement to ex i s t i n g

c l as s room tra i n i n g .

• As self-paced learning either on

the web, intranet, or self- s t u dy

media (such as CD-RO M ) .

C o r p o ra te tra i n e rs or education

d i re c to rs planning to offer online

education and training in their

o rganization should think stra te g i c a l-

ly about how the OE&T component

f i ts into the organizational E&T plan.

In their re p o rt entitled “New Con-

nections: A Guide to Dista n c e

Education,” authors Rich Gro s s ,

Diane Gross, and Ray Pirkl define a

s u c c essful online education pro g ra m

as having the following chara c te r i s t i c s :

• Commitment and support from key

a d m i n i s t ra to rs, including a mento r.

• A strong rationale for using dis-

tance learning to ex tend the 

educational scope.

• A clear unders tanding of the

l e a r n e r.

• A mission and goal sta te m e n t .

• A pro g ram administra to r.

• Ad e q u a te faculty and staff tra i n i n g

and support .

• A budget for the technology and

for the implementa t i o n .

The authors also recommend that

the issues of intellectual pro p e rty,

c o pyright, and fair use be clearly

defined and acknowledged before a

t raining pro g ram is implemented. 

H ow to customize OE&T 

for your org a n i z at i o n .

H e re ’s a great thing about OE&T:

you can ta rget specific are as of yo u r

ove rall stra tegic plan, selecting and

tailoring each and every course offer-

ing to your pro g rams and appro a c h .

As mentioned earl i e r, the keys are

using the just-in-time (JIT) appro a c h

and implementing individual, mod-

ular educational components. 

You may have a we l l - d eve l o p e d

c l as s room pro g ram — for ex a m p l e ,

the new hire orientation course —

that wo rks fine in most res p e c ts .

H oweve r, say you want to add a

multimedia pres e n tation of yo u r

m a nufacturing floor pro c ess. Yo u

can implement only what is re q u i re d

to accomplish this, then update just

that individual module whenever it

b e c o m es neces s a r y. 

Be on the lookout for ways to

i n te g ra te clas s room and on-line

learning. Try to ex tend the reach of

a class with intranet follow-up. Be

s u re to map the same curriculum for

both styl es of learning. The “CMT

Re p o rt” as s e rts that post- t ra i n i n g

learner as s essment is most importa n t ,

so ask learners for feedback, es p e-

c i a l ly repeat learners or those who

excel in their education and tra i n i n g .

The best feedback is ve rbal or via

email; if you use a survey or ques-

t i o n n a i re, be sure the questions 

a re specific enough to return va l u-

able information. 

B e n e f i ts from OE&T accrue to

the individual learner as well. Wi t h

res o u rc es such as elementk.com,

e m p l oye es can ta ke as many cours es

as they like for one flat monthly or

a n nual fee. This adds great value to

your training pro g ram, because

people can learn on their own time,

b eyond the re q u i red material or the

in-house clas s room. And every time

people enroll in more cours es, it

m a kes your training pro g ram shine. 

Since online education and

t raining is on-demand, you can use

it to pinpoint special needs and fill

in gaps in your ongoing pro g ra m s .

For example, say the IT org a n i z a t i o n

h as hired a SQL pro g ra m m e r- a n a lys t

as a te m p o rary employee to fill in

for a te a m m a te who is on mate r n i ty

l e ave. The temp knows Oracle SQL,

but your company uses Micro s o f t

S e r ver SQL. Simply sign the te m p

up for the online course and he or

she can quickly get up to speed.

L e a r n e rs at Element K have 

the opport u n i ty to ta ke cours es fro m

wo rl d - c l ass ex p e rts, pro f es s i o n a l

e d u c a to rs, and authors. In many cas es ,

the teacher is the author of the re-

q u i red text or book. What if learners

h ave a question? Not only can they

ask the te a c h e r, but they can ava i l

t h e m s e lves of many additional re-

s o u rc es, including chat rooms, online

information exc h a n g es with fellow

s t u d e n ts, access to the Element K

Res o u rce Libra r y, and the vas t

res o u rc es of the web. Element K

s t u d e n ts can order the pro f es s i o n a l

journals, books, CD-ROMs, and soft-

wa re they need to continue learning.

T h ey will also find opport u n i t i es to

join pro f essional memberships and

o b tain subscriptions to publica-

tions at substantial discounts. Most

c o u rs es earn Continuing Education

U n i ts (CEUs) as we l l .

When designing online educa-

tion and training, Elliott Masie, head

of The Masie Center ( w w w. m a s i e . c o m )

o f f e rs the following adv i c e :

B reak your design into the smalles t

o b j e c ts possible. Aim for four- to

10 - m i nu te units of deve l o p m e n t .

As learning moves online, there

will be more need to offer mu l t i p l e

l evels of content delive r y, bas e d

on bandwidth. 

Plan for the future. E ven if you are

not moving your content to an

i n t ranet this ye a r, build a des i g n

model that will let you port it to

the platform in the future .

D o n’t design, write, or sto re conte n t

in HTML. It is too inflexible as a

l o n g- term sto rage media. Most

c o r p o ra te web pages in the future

will be assembled on the fly fro m

d a ta b ase content sto rage, ra t h e r

than “hard coded” in HTML.



Audio will play a key role in most

online learning pro g rams of the

f u t u re . This will re q u i re some

s t ra tegic planning for authors and

d es i g n e rs. For example, if yo u

build a learning pro g ram with full

audio, it may run perfectly on the

office netwo rk. Howeve r, the same

p ro g ram will have only a snippet

of compressed audio when acces-

sed by a traveling staff member. 

M ove beyond the course as a unit

of learning. In the future, units

of learning will be much shorte r,

much more modular, and able to

s tand-alone. 

Remember that instructional

d esign is still the most va l u a b l e

skill. We still need great instruc-

tional des i g n e rs who unders ta n d

o b j e c t i ves and motivation to

d evelop online learning.

The vision thing. D evelop a 

vision for on-line learning tra i n i n g .

C re a te a pilot pro g ram using

i n ternal or ex ternal cours ewa re .

E va l u a te your learners to as s es s

h ow they react to this form of

d e l i ve r y. Likewise, provide focus

and status for the instructor side

of your endeavo rs — make sure

t ra i n e rs don’t feel like legacy code

because yo u ’ re building OE&T

teams and launching part i c i p a to r y

p roj e c ts without them. Build a

s t rong sense of personal ow n e rs h i p

i n to each course, and make sure

i n s t r u c to rs know that they add

value to the org a n i z a t i o n’s missions

and goals. OE&T combines the

b est as p e c ts of instructo r- g u i d e d

education with self-paced learning.

T h e re f o re, be sure to enlist the

p ower learners to help pro mu l g a te

your initiatives and help ensure

their success. There are nu m e rous 

ve nu es and opport u n i t i es for

i n te raction between instructo rs

and power learners. Examples :

• Your organization plans to upgra d e

to a new ve rsion of Micro s o f t

Outlook, and 2,000 people will be

a f f e c ted. You can enroll people ten 

or 20 at a time, and sy n c h ro n i z e

the upgrade so that when a depart-

ment is fully trained they can

m i g ra te to the new ve rsion. Use

p ower learners as adjuncts or aides

f rom class to class or depart m e n t

to depart m e n t .

• Your IT department needs to ke e p

a b re ast of Java pro g ramming on a

c o n t i nuing basis. You enroll yo u r

key pro g ra m m e rs in groups where

t h ey learn, study, and share

information and knowledge with

each other in online chat gro u p s .

A f te r wa rds, the power learners

bring what they ’ ve learned back to

the IT department and disseminate

it, either informally as mento rs

or formally as on-the-job tra i n e rs .

• You need to train one person in a

n ew methodology or te c h n i q u e ,

or you need to train your in-house

t rainer so that they, in turn, can

t rain your people. Select the bes t

s t u d e n ts from the subject are as

in each class and turn them into

p ower learners, or even tra i n e rs .

H ow to inte g rate 

O E & T ’s best parts. 

The beauty of OE&T is that it’s

i n f i n i te ly customizable. Learners can

s t u dy at wo rk or at home, during

office hours or at their conve n i e n c e .

W h a t ’s more, they can ta ke more

than one course at the same time

or switch from one to another

within the same time frame, ofte n

at no additional cost. Some cours es

h ave an es tablished beginning and

end date, while others are self- p a c e d .

But the flex i b i l i ty means that in many

c as es, they can be administe red on

an as-needed basis to individual

l e a r n e rs. 

In some online learning env i-

ro n m e n ts, the media is ta i l o red to

the course content (or it may be 

available in more than one media

format) so instructo rs can pick

w h a tever they need — even deciding

what lessons to exclude or adding

m a terial specific to the educational

o b j e c t i ve. In addition, the books

and other study materials often can

be purc h ased online. Since the

t raining organization selects, dire c ts

and controls all the instructional

media and the distribution channel,

t h ey can also custo m - tailor it.

H ow to eva l u ate 

and test OE&T.

OE&T can be eva l u a ted and

tes ted in ex a c t ly the same way as any

other internal or ex ternal education

or training. One adva n tage that has

p roven itself in OE&T is no gra d es .

The proof of this is in the pudding,

so to speak: people excel at their

s t u d i es and complete cours es

because they des i re the knowl e d g e ,

or because they know what will be

ex p e c ted of them once they have

c o m p l e ted the course. A few of the

b asic questions to ask are :

• A re employe es learning succes s-

f u l ly with online te c h n o l o g y ?

Is it the most efficient and 

p ro d u c t i ve method?

• Which ty p es of employe es seem

to get the highest level of learning

return on investment? 

• W hy ?

• H ow does online and intra n e t-

b ased learning deliver additional

benefit to the enterprise in its

mission and goals? 

• H ow many training dollars are

being spent per employee? How

do these figures compare against 

the industry norm? What was

being spent in traditional, non-

online, training? 

• What is the compara t i ve ra te 

of return? 

• Can you eva l u a te, either in soft

or hard dollars, the enhanced

value or incre ased pro d u c t i v i ty 

ra te of re t u r n ?

4
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H ow to look at the numbers .

When to bank the sav i n g s .

The simplistic view of the OE&T

p ayback is the cost— o s te n s i b ly

per learner — of an OE&T pro g ra m

vs. the cost of traditional tra i n i n g .

H oweve r, most OE&T is going to be

i n te g ra ted with, and used to support

and sustain, ongoing corpora te tra i n-

ing. We can no more get a pre c i s e

f i g u re for the ROI of education and

t raining than we can meas u re how

i ts benefits accrue to the company ’s

s tock valuation, even though we know

it has a profound impact on both. 

H oweve r, over a third of those

responding to the “CBT Re p o rt ”

s u r vey said they couldn’t break out

a separa te budget for online tra i n i n g .

“The budget for we b - b ased tra i n i n g

va r i es with company size,” the re p o rt

s ta tes, “and it shrinks as a perc e n ta g e

of the training budget as the c o m-

p a ny gets larg e r. But it does not shrink

as a perc e n tage of CBT budget.”

The re p o rt also sta tes that the

ave rage training budget was about

$ 4 . 49 per employee. Fu rt h e r, most

res p o n d e n ts we re unable to say if

c o m p u te r- b ased training was re d u c-

ing t raining costs. In many ways, the

t raining budget seems akin to the

R and D budget, where it’s easy to

see what goes in but more difficult

to place a value on what goes out.

If training people want more money

and res o u rc es to move forwa rd with

online training, it’s time to cra n k

up the spreadsheet and prove out

the nu m b e rs. 

Hezel As s o c i a tes, an educational

consulting firm ( w w w. h e z e l . c o m ) ,

h as cre a ted a business model,

“ D eveloping Distance Learning in

Higher Education,” based on an

E xcel spreadsheet. It proj e c ts online

or distance learning reve nue for

both sy n c h ronous and asy n c h ro n o u s

sys tems. Academic or netwo rk

a d m i n i s t ra to rs can key in va r i o u s

c o s ts as s o c i a ted with course fees ,

n e two rking line charg es, hardwa re

ex p e n s es, and faculty compensation

and training. The wo rksheet also

d e l i ve rs a bre a k- even analysis show i n g

the costs over a thre e -year period.

With re g a rd to budgeting for the

technology and its implementa t i o n ,

Paul LeBlanc, president of Marl b o ro

College and founder of the Cente r

for Gra d u a te Studies mentioned

e a rl i e r, says that technology opera t i n g

c o s ts for online or distance educa-

tion are on a par with physical plant

c o s ts — about nine perc e nt — a n d

should be re g a rded as just that,

p hysical plant operating costs .

Chris Dalzeil, exe c u t i ve dire c to r

of the Instructional Te l e c o m mu n i-

cations Council in Was h i n g ton, DC,

s ays the costs of OE&T are genera l ly

about the same as those for clas s-

ro o m - b ased training, exc l u s i ve of

the costs of te c h n o l o g y. When

budgeting, she recommends building

in the labor and personnel costs

as s o c i a ted with the new te c h n o l o g i es

— help desk or support, incre as e d

instructional design and deve l o p-

ment costs, delivery sys tems, libra r y

s e r v i c es, instructor training, ongoing

p ro f essional development, and so

f o rth. She cautions against thinking

of OE&T as a way to save money, 

or to cut curriculum costs. “That’s

not the right re ason to offer online

education,” she says. “Ra t h e r, it

should be thought of as a tool to

ex tend the instructional mission.”

In the final analysis, pro d u c t i v i ty

m e as u re m e n ts are pro b a b ly the

b est res o u rce for measuring tra i n i n g

res u l ts. Pro d u c t i v i ty looks at

t h roughput, and most learners ought

to be given before - a n d - a f ter as s es s-

m e n ts. Accrued benefits must also

be we i g h ted, such as learners who

become power users or mento rs in

their home depart m e n ts. 

As W. Edwa rds Deming, the

father of the modern pro d u c t i v i ty

methods and the to tal quality 

management (TQM) movement said,

“ C re a te consta n cy of purpose towa rd

i m p rovement of product and service,

with the aim to become competi-

t i ve and to stay in business, and to

p rovide jobs.” This implies that

eve r yone in the company —a n d

that includes both the trainer and

the tra i n ee — should unders ta n d

their role in the pro c ess, and con-

s ta n t ly wo rk towa rds the company ’s

goals to incre ase sales, improve

p ro d u c t i v i ty, and strive for near-

perfect quality. 

Re m e m b e r, it’s a journey, not 

a destination, but we need eve r y

pilgrim wo rking together along 

the way.
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Scenario: A manu f a c t u re r

m a kes a major shift to OE&T

t ra i n i n g . A global manu f a c t u rer of

t ra n s p o rtation equipment was faced

with an incre as i n g ly serious pro b l e m :

i ts product manufacturing cycle was

too long, and pro f i ts we re suffering.

In attempting to solve the pro b l e m ,

the company looked at all wo rk

p ro c es s es. Over a period of forty ye a rs ,

the people pro c es s es had changed

l i ttle; howeve r, almost all the manu-

facturing pro c es s es we re auto m a te d .

T h ey decided it was the people

p ro c es s es that needed re - e n g i n e e r i n g .

All technical jobs, and almost all

as s e m b ly line jobs, re q u i red tra i n i n g ,

both in the clas s room and on-the-job.

C l as s es we re scheduled to begin

every six weeks, and OJT was as s i g n e d

to supervisors and skilled wo rke rs ,

which impeded carrying out their

normal duties. Management re a l i z e d

that improving training pro c es s es

could not only deliver a more skilled

wo rker to the plant floor more

q u i c k ly, but pote n t i a l ly a wo rker who

could “hit the ground running” 

as well. 

The solution posed by the cor-

p o ra te training department was to

combine clas s room education with

on-the-job training and to ex p e d i te

i ts delivery using a new tra i n i n g

method. The result was a mu l t i m e d i a

c o u rse taught over the company

i n t ranet with an accompany i n g

s e l f- s t u dy CD-ROM. The corpora te

t raining people wo rked with the

instructional technology people to

d esign and script the online educa-

tion and training package, complete

with videos of key training sequences ,

all delive red via the corpora te

b roadband netwo rk from an intra n e t

Web site. 

One educational component

i nvo lved using PCs, neces s i tating a

c rash course in Lotus Notes for

most of the new hires. In order to

fill this need, the company went to

an online education and tra i n i n g

c o m p a ny for delivery of the tra i n i n g .

L e a r n e rs completed tutorials, fro m

beginning to advanced, in the

t raining clas s room. The cours e ’s

online discussions gave them the

n e c essary experience to 

begin using Notes almost immedi-

a te ly, in effect taking them from the

v i rtual to the real within days. 

This solution took the company

f rom “batch” to “online” education

and training. Although the final

d o l l a rs - a n d - c e n ts res u l ts wo n’t be in

for a while, the company is alre a dy

finding it is getting wo rke rs into the

wo rk s t ream fas te r, and supervisors

re p o rt that pro d u c t i v i ty definite ly

on the uptick.

Scenario: OE&T tra i n i n g

as a supplement to the corpora te

c l a s s room. A small sys tems inte g ra-

tion house developed a we b - b as e d

s o f twa re pro d u c t i v i ty package using

the large-scale, pro p r i e tary neura l

n e two rk it had developed in-house.

The company believed they wo u l d

be selling the pro d u c t i v i ty softwa re

as an OEM package to a web busi-

n es s es, so was ta ken by surprise when

another sys tems inte g ra tor wa n te d

to license a ve rsion of the neura l

net application for its own wire l es s

p roduct. And they wa n ted it now.

S u d d e n ly, the smaller firm needed

to add about twe n ty percent new

s taff and ramp up for a major rev i-

sion of its neural net. 

T h ese new sta f f e rs needed to

k n ow C++, Oracle data b ase and SQL,

J ava, and UNIX netwo rk administra-

tion. Not only was that daunting in

i tself, but they had to get up to speed

almost at once, since the delive r y

d a te for the new sys tem was just six

weeks away. Corpora te tra i n e rs re a l-

ized there was no way to both hire

and train all these people quickly and

e f f i c i e n t ly, so they turned to an on-

line education and training prov i d e r.

This proved to be a wise decision.

As soon as a new person was

h i red, he or she was given an account

with the OE&T provider and instruc-

tions to get up to speed on whateve r

a re as they needed help with. Some

learned at home, studying until they

we re needed; others spent part of the

d ay at wo rk, then went to the tra i n i n g

lab to log onto their course. The

t raining people we re always sta n d i n g

by to provide additional support as

needed. In the end, the sys tems house

was able to incre m e n ta l ly hire all

the people it needed, get each

t h o ro u g h ly trained, and complete

the project on schedule. 

Scenario: OE&T as an

e m p l oyee benefit. T h e re ’s an old

adage that when you have mas te re d

your job, you should either ask for

m o re res p o n s i b i l i ty or move on. Many

e m p l oye es will strive to excel and

get ahead in their wo rk, no matte r

what. But education and training are

ex p e n s i ve: lifelong learning cours es

o f ten cost as much as $600, and tex t-

books ave rage $50 - 75. The employe r

who offers employe es des i ra b l e

t raining and education not only gets

a better educated employee, but one

that is pro m o table and often more

l oyal in the bargain. Consider:

S h a ron was a mid-level manager at

a large mail-order clothing company.

She had a two -year liberal arts degre e

f rom a commu n i ty college. Sharo n

was good with people, and her

d e p a rtment head wa n ted to put her

in charge of a new project. Howeve r,

she lacked project management

experience and he thought she could

use a few other business cours es ,

such as accounting and re p o rt

writing. Knowing that completing

t h ree cours es in evening school could

ta ke at least a ye a r, he sugges te d

that Sharon look into some online

education and training res o u rc es ,

offering to re i m b u rse her for the costs. 

She found an online education

and training res o u rce where she

could enroll in a project management

s o f twa re training course. She learned

she could ta ke as many cours es as

she liked for one fee, so she signed

up for a spreadsheet course as we l l .

S h a ron also found an online college

specializing in self- s t u dy busines s

c o u rs es leading to an MBA degre e ,

and she enrolled in the two cours es

her manager sugges ted. 

Four months late r, Sharon had

gained the knowledge her manager

sought and he pro m o ted her to the

p roject lead position of the new

team. She decided to continue her

education, learning seve ral more

s o f twa re packa g es, and decided to

c o n t i nue on with her underg ra d u a te

b u s i n ess degree. Although the MBA

is still a few ye a rs away, for Sharo n

it is certa i n ly in sight.

Three OE&T Scenarios
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An Element K class is very similar

to a regular college class. It has an

i n s t r u c to r and learners; it has a cours e

outline and often a textbook; it runs

for a specific number of weeks. An

“Element K week” sta rts on Monday

and runs until midnight the following

S u n d ay, Gre e nwich Mean Time (GMT).

And there is a clas s ro o m , although it

is a virtual classroom. 

In other ways, an Element K clas s

is quite d i f f e rent. Learners are n’t gra d e d .

An Element K c l ass ta kes place thro u g h

messages ( i n s tead of email) posted in

the virt u a l classroom, which is itself

a discussion forum within Element K’s

Web site. In this forum, the instructo r

p o s ts mes s a g es with instructions for the

l e a r n e rs, clas s “lectures,” and assign-

ments. The learners post messages

containing questions or comments

on various aspects of the course

content for the i n s t r u c to r, as well as

for each other. They also use mes s a g es

to submit complete d h o m ewo rk. In this

respect it’s very mu c h like a real class-

room discussion. Eve r yone in the clas s

can read any or all the messages, and

they remain on view after class. 

Learners don’t have to be in the

c l as s room at a specific time of day, or

even on any particular day. Instead,

t h ey log in when it’s convenient, re a d

the class mes s a g es, and post their ow n

m es s a g es. If learners need to spend a

f ew ex t ra days on a particular as s i g n-

ment, or if they can’t log in on a certa i n

d ay, they don’t have to worry about

falling behind. All the lectures and

exc h a n g es b e tween the instructor and

l e a r n e rs will still be there when they

return to clas s .

Barring unforeseen delays, class

instruction ends one week before the

course catalog end date. Both the

classroom and the class café remain

open for another week following the

end of instruction (i.e., until the end

date specified in the course catalog).

This last week after formal instruction

ends is called “closing week” and its

purpose is to give learners a chance

to read through the last of the class-

room messages, wrap up any final

discussions, and move further discus-

sions to the lounge. Once the class 

is complete, Element K begins pro-

cessing CEU credits and course

completion certificates. 

Taking an Online Course at Element K: the Nuts and Bolts
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