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E-ffective for

' Traning o

ith information technology workers already pushed ro the limic by
project deadlines and many interruptions every day, how can train-
ing managers provide [T people with the in-depth training they
need to stay up-to-date on constantly changing technology? Asyn-

You'd think so,
wouldn't you?

But an IT . : S g .
chronous Internet-delivered training, or e-learning, is the obvious
training firm solution, right? A worker who can't carve out a few days to attend an offsite training
event can at least set aside two to three hours a week in the comfort of his or her own of-
brEVEIV fice to pursue essential professional development, righe?

conducted its

Maybe not.

own research,

Most workers. even the phenomenally dedicared ones, may hind it impossible to
learn new technologies via a “convenient” e-learning producr, even when that product
surprising is top-of-the-line quality. Betore purchasing an e-learning package destined to gather
dust on the virtual training room shell, consider the findings of Learning Tree Interna-
tional, a worldwide I'T training firm. For 28 vears, Learning Tree has taken a hands-on,
pragmatic approach to instructor-led, classtoom I'T training, continually evaluaring
By Leslie Laine and revising its courses to ensure that they focus on real-world skills. In Fact, on the first
day of any Learning Tree course, attendees are asked whart specific applications they ex-
pect to be able to accomplish afrer the course, The instructor, a full-time I'T profession-
al working in the field he or she is teaching, makes the commitment to work hands-on
with each participant during class to meer those expectations.

Eric Garen, co-founder and president of Learning Tree, says, “We're focused on the
participants in our training and whether our training will be elfective for them. Training
directors or I'T managers may buy packaged training and make ir available to their I'T
staft, bur if the rraining is unused or inettective, its a waste of money. More important, it’s
going to make companies less competitive as their under-trained I'T scaff fall behind. IF
we can find a way to deliver effective e-learning to I'T professionals, then we'll develop
and deliver it. But to us, effecrive doesnt mean theoretically effective; it means effective in

with some

findings.
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a practical way. It must be something that
I'T" professionals will really use and thart de-
livers sufficient practical skills for them to
succeed in applying new rechnology.”

Learning Tree’s e-learning research in-
cludes surveys, focus groups, and rests of
e-learning components, as well as full
products and direct comparisons be-
tween e-learning and classroom courses.
What is the primary conclusion from this
in-depth effort? Asynchronous e-learning
as a stand-alone training method doesnt
appear 10 be effective in providing the
amount of training required to teach
most I'T professionals to actually use new
and complex technology.

-ligh dropout rate
The problem with e-learning as a method
for teaching a complex or lengthy subject
is that most participants drop out of the
training betore they can accumulare
enough knowledge and skills to use in
meaningful way whar they learned.
Richard Beaumont, e-learning pro-
gram manager ar Learning Tree, says, "It
appears that high-quality e-learning, even
when it includes inreracrive features such
as hands-on exercises, rexr-based peer in-
teraction, and expert mentoring via email
discussions and phone calls, just isn't

Bhe (&=

effective at motivating most voluntary,
self-paced IT professionals to move be-
vond a few hours of training. The trans-
fer of significant knowledge and skills
via e-learning is a significant challenge.”
The e-learning development team at
Learning Tree first discovered the prob-
lem of high participant dropout rate
when it conducted a pilot test of a 25-
hour, asynchronous e-learning course in
carly 2000, That pilot course, which in-
corporated the suggestions and reactions
of participants in several earlier studies,
provided the full e-learning equivalent of
one of Learning Tree’s most popular four-
day classroom courses, Introduction o
Nerworking and Dara Communications.
The pilot was led by an online instrucror,
or mentor, who was chosen from among
the rop-rared classroom instructors tor
the course, and required participants ro
work in groups to complete assignments
and other activities by specitic deadlines,
Earlier research had suggested thac this
kind of ream-based and paced model,
rather than a self-paced model, would
most likely keep participants engaged
throughour the six weeks required to
teach the material via e-learning.
Although the pilot model was paced
in the sense that participants had dead-

lines, it was also asynchronous, allowing
cach participant the flexibility to access
the marerial whenever and wherever it
was convenient for him or her. Though
all 60 participants who started the pilot
gave positive reviews ol the course con-
tent and delivery, most of them dropped
out by the three-week halbway mark. In
fact, only 30 percent of the original par-
ticipants finished the pilor, despite ongo-
ing email and phone messages from the
nstructor and course Manager to encor-
age them o complete the course.

The high dropout rate was verified in
late 2001, when the development ream
conducted a larger study involving the si-
multancous beta tests of four e-learning
programs, referred to as e-tracks. The ¢-
rracks offered the equivalent content of
four four-day and five-day courses: Intro-
duction to Nerworking and Dara Com-
munications, |ava Programming, XML
Application Development, and Win-
dows 2000. The e-rtracks comprised a
complete set of e-learning features, in-
cluding an online registration system: the
highest-rated Learning lree instructors

delivering short-durarion lecrures via
recorded streaming video, with lecture
slides annortated in real time: a ream of
nentors to respond to participant ques-
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tions and assignments within 12 hours;
and a patent-pending. remorte hands-on
exercise system that allowed participants
to actually ger their hands on the tech-
nologies they were learning,

Each e-track, which averaged almost
25 hours long, was broken into seven or
cight three-hour e-courses to make the
material more manageable and allow par-
ticipants to absorb the training in a non-
linear tashion if they chose. Participants
from four of Learning Tree's larger corpo-
rate clients attended face-to-face orienta-
tion mectings, and cach participant
committed to finishing the courses and
providing detailed feedback. They were
given complete access to work through
the material ar their own pace over a peri-
od of up ro 12 wecks.

Despite the incorporation of changes
suggested by the earlier pilot study and a
favorable response 1o the content by the
participants, the dropour rate during beta
tests was high; only 19 percent of the e-
tracks undertaken were completed, for a
dropour rate of a little more than 80 per-
cent. Although the overall dropout rate
was similar to that tound during the prior
pilot program, the organization of the e-
tracks as sets of smaller e-courses helped
the development team broaden its under-

standing of the dropout rate. In fact, when
it analyzed the dropout rate for the indi-
vidual three-hour e-courses, the results
were almost the opposite of thar for the
25-hour e-tracks. Ot all of the three-hour
e-courses started, 74 percent were com-
pleted. ['he high completion rate of the in-
dividual e-courses suggests that e-learning
can be effective in engaging participants—
for short duration. However, that didn't re-
assure the development team abour the
viability of using ¢-learning on its own for
the in-depth technology training that
Learning Tree specializes in delivering.
*The dropout rate increases as the du-
ration of the training increases,” says
Garen. “Although 72 percent of those
Wl'l.l.‘l SL‘.’IFI.'L‘d d .15_}-]'.'3‘“1‘ l:'_"‘l'l-i“,.hl'[ LZHI'Ilplf;‘IL’d
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E-ffective

Compared With

The Dropout Rate for E-Courses
hat of E-Tracks

When analyzed by e-track, the dropout rate for the beta tests was high, but when the rate was calculated for
e-courses, the rate was nearly the opposite of that for e-tracks. E-courses, once begun, had a hugh {73.7%|

completion rate

their first three-hour e-course, only 52
percent completed six hours of e-learn-
ing, 28 percent completed 12 hours of
training, and just 19 percent completed
an entire e-track.”

Garen continues: “To become etfec-
tive in a new rechnology, 1T profession-
als need at least four days of training
(the equivalent of one e-track) to gain a
critical mass of skills and knowledge.
Anything less gives people an awareness
of a new technology, but not the rools
needed to actually apply it [t's like
building a bridge just haltway across a
river: You spend a lot of time and money
but ger no useful benefit. Theretore, it
the goal is tor [T professionals to gain
sufficient skills to apply new technology
in their projects, asynchronous e-learn-
ing will work for only about 20 percent
of them.”
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Learning Tree wanted to learn more
about why e-learning succeeded for less
than 20 percent of participants What it
learned provides useful insight for any
company considering e-learning as par
of its training,

The guality incdifterence

Quality was one of the hrst suspects the
development team investigated in its
search for causes of the high dropout rate.
[n fact, much of the company’s research
efforts involved incorporating suggested
improvements, as well as testing and
retesting e-learning components and full
e-learning products.

“We expected that the quality of par-
ticipants’ experience with the e-learning
products would be a major factor in the
success of the program,” says Beaumont.
"However, we discovered that even when

; training quality is reported to be
: very high, that isn't enough to
1 - )

: mortivate most e-learners o keep
i [ [ ~
: goIng 'r_)cyc!}‘:d abour six hours of
: e-learning,

i o

: One could say what was sur-
: prising about participants reac-
1 . - & "

: tions was the quality indifference
: thar was found. The research re-
1 ¥ i .

- sults clearly indicate thar high
k]

: program quahr}f eliminared that
. Factor as a cause af the high
! .

! e-track dropout rate.
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Jam-packed, action-filled
Although the post-bera written
evaluations and face-to-tace de-
briefing sessions ruled out quali-
ty as a tactor in the dropout rate,
they did implicate another cul-
prit: competition from the many
distractions, interruprtions, and
conflicting priorities that are the
norm for I'T and most profes-
sionals. One parricipant said.
“The quality was much betrer
than | thought, bur it still could-
n't compete with my attention
span.” Most beta participants cited dis-
ractions, interruprions, and contlicting
priorities as the main reasons they were
unable to complete the lengthy rraining,
That important finding was equally true
for participants who had rried to com-
plete most or all of the training at work
and those who tried to complete it at
home.

"Our lives roday are jam-packed and
action-filled,” says Garen. “It’s hard to de-
vore sufficient time to this kind of training,
It’s the age-old contlict berween the urgenr
and the important. This training is impor-
tant, but the contlicts are urgent, and
what’s urgent generally gets the attention.”

Beaumont notes that participants
found it difficulr to fir another obligation,
especially a long-term one, into their al-
ready busy schedules, and that reduced
their monivation to complete the training,



“Many of our learners, even those whao
were highly mortivated, reported more
stress while taking selt-paced rraining
than they feel taking an equivalent class-
room-based course,” says Beaumont.
“When the training was spread over mul-
tiple weeks, the ongoing pressure to get
through it became a burden.”

As an example, Beaumont cires what
one participant told him during a post-
bera debriefing session: "When you
commit to e-learning over thig lengeh of
cime, you have a nageing sensation
about having ro get it done. It's more
pressure and stress...so there's a...nega-
tive tecling abour the rraining even
r!lm.lgh yvoul know you should ISl do it.”

L Omparison shoppers

The development ream had a chance o
further test the degree to which compen-
tion from the obligations of work and
home were to blame for the dropour rate
when they invited all 61 beta westers o
take any Learning Tree caurse and com-
pare their classroom and e-learning expe-
riences, Nearly 20 percent of the group
accepted. After tinishing their classroom
coucses. they rated the importance ot a
vaciety ot factors, including discractions
and interruprions, aftecting whether the

classroom rraining was successtul. That
comparison test revealed thar distracrions
and interruprions were not the most im-
portant reason classroom training was
more cltective than e-learning.

Most of the beta participants who
compared the e-learning model with a
classroom course preterred the classroom
expericnce. In tact, the E‘iglﬂ out of 11
participants who preferred the classroom
indicared that their preference was “very
strong. On a scale ranging from ()
(worst) to 4 (best), this group gave the
classroom experience an average score of
3.75 and the c-learning experience a
score of only 1,63, That e-learning score
plummered from the 2.98 rating of the ¢-
courses by che same eight parcicipants
immediarely atter their e-learning pro-
gram, but before taking the classroom
course. In conerase, the three participancs
who preferred e-learning atter raking
classtoom rtraining indicated only a mild
preference for e-learning, giving the
classroom experience an average rating of
3 and the e-learning experience a 4.

The participants in chae direct com-
partsan berween e-learning and class-
raom tratning cited these tap beneties at
classroom training;

e interactian with the instructor

— —_ — e o s e ey

—IEARNIIS L

e cngaging or sumularing nature of the
experience
e interaction with other participants.

T'he comparison shoppers ranked
freedom from interruprions and distrac-
tions as fourth in important benefits of
classroom training,

According to Garen, thar finding is
supported by the feedback Learning Tree
has received since its inception about the
importance of interacrion in classroom
courses. "In the classroom.” he says.
“there are questions of clarification, but
typically those are only a small percent-
age. The more important questions are
about application, in which participants
ask how to apply whart they just learned
to their projects, or questions of relation-
ship. in which participants make con-
necrions several related
concepts they just learned. When vou

berween

answer those tvpes of questions s when
vou see. ., . the ahal expression.”

o prior findings, the development
team naticed thar when tnstructars pre-
sentedd e-content identdcal 1o thar of clags-
raom lectures, it took halfas long w
deliver the same material. “We hadnt ex-
pecred the e-learning lecrures o be so
much shorter than the classroom lec-
tures,” says Garen. “The difference is thas

... has perhaps an unnatural ability +0 Focus attention on e-learning. . .
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E-fftective

Lecture

Class interaction
during lecture

Interactive,
hands-on activities
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Interaction In the Classroom Courses

One-way communication
and learning

Two-way or group
communication
and learning
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Typical Learning Tree classroom courses affer a large amount of interaction with the instructor and be-
wween peers. T strategy 1s the result of many years of feedback and expenence i providing training
that effectively prepares 1T professionals tw use new and complex technologies.

interacrion time in the classroom doubles
the duration of such 'lecrure’ sessions.”
Because half of classroom trme ts cyp-
ically used for interactive hands-on exer-
cises and half of the remaining lecture
tme s used for interacrive discussion,
about 75 percent of rhe rotal classroom
time is accounted for by interaction be-
tween the instrucror and participants.
“That might explain the often-made claim
that computer-based training and other
recorded Yorms of learning are fasrer than
live instruction. The recorded training just
reduces che ineeraction,” concludes Garen.
The findings of the comparison be-
tween Learning Tree e-learning and class-
room training show that faster is
definitely not always better. “It's our ex-
perience that it’s in the interaction that
the real learning, rakes place,” says Garen.
“It’s in the interaction that participants
can explore and ger advice from other
participants and the instructors, Thar's

60 TD. une 2003

borne our by whar participants reporred
i this study, as well as by whar we know
from craining more chan 1.3 million 1T
professionals and managers, The degree
of {nteraction is the key o the real learn-
ing of practical skifls.”

Goina forward
After two years of research, the e-learning
development group has come o several

incerim conclusions abour the eFﬁcaqv of

using e-learning ro provide in-depth I'T
rraining. Considering the rescarch find-
tngs as @ whale, enly a small fraciion of T
professionals, perhaps because of thete in-
dividual learning styles or habics, find e-
learning to be a viabie training solution.
But for now, it appears that using e-learn-
ing for in-depth [T training requires an
adjustment that most I'T professionals
aren't willing or able to make.

Beaumont says the findings have impor-
rant implications for rraining managers.
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"The real cost of ransterring a signifi-
cant amount of ['T knowledge and
skills via subscription-based, sell-
paced e-learning programs may be
higher than many organizations ex-
pect.” he says. “Purchasers should be
sure o analyze how often I'T workers
are actually accessing and complering
the training marterials. The lack of use
in an [T environment may come as a
surprise, especially when workplace
distractions and learners’ monvaton
aren't addressed. Even worse than that
hidden cost is the more hidden cost of
having [T professionals who are inad-
equarely rrained for the projecrs
they're working on. lnadequate train-
ing s amaong the primary reasans that
I'T projects are tintshed late or over
budger, or that just don' succeed.”
For Learning '[ree, asynchronous e-
fearning as a stand-alone method of
in-depth I'T" training hasn't proven et-
fective enough. The dropout rate dur-
ing an e-learning program thar’s long
enough to train someone to acrually
use new rechnology is far too high, even
when the qualiry of the e-learning pro-
grarm Is superior.

Says Garen, “We're conrinuing o
explore ather forms of e-learning deliv-
ery, especially focusing on finding ways
to use e-learning in support of our
classroom courses. Tor example, short
online seminars before or atter an 10T
course, post-course online mentoring,
and post-course Tnterner access to
hands-on activides are all possible uses
for e-learning in support of classronm
rraining. Bui unol we can hind an edu-
cational model that results in the vast
majoricy of parcicipants successfully
completing enough rraining to achieve
their educarional objectives, Learning
Tree plans to stay the course with suc-
cesstul instructor-led 11" TD

Leslie Laine s a freelance writer specializing
in technology 1ssues





