In A Class Of Your Own

Using The Web To Bring The Classroom To You
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By Doug Howardell
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       here’s an ancient story about a wise    

      king who had to decide what to do with a baby two women claimed was theirs. Well, businesses face that kind of decision every day. There are more demands on business and their people then ever before.  Often the demands seem to be mutually exclusive. Take the conflict between watching the bottom line and the need to keep the workforce educated and trained in essential skills.
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Competition has made us all more cost conscience. Staffs have been paired down to the bare minimum. There are no extra people and no spare hours in a day. Every dollar that we spend has to be thoroughly justified. That would seem to say that we can’t afford to send people to training classes. The cost of the training course itself is only the start of the expense. There’s the cost of travel to send people to the course or to bring an instructor to them. The biggest cost is the lost productivity from time spent away from work. Faced with tight budgets often training  is cut out all together.

Is that a smart choice? In today’s competitive market you have to innovate and improve or you’ll be passed by.  To be innovative people need to be exposed to new ideas. To improve people need to learn about the possibilities. On top of that, technology keeps changing. To be competitive you have to keep up with the latest wiz bang tools and techniques. That takes  constant training and education.

You can’t afford to send people to training but you can’t afford not to. What’s a company to do, cut the employees in half?

Well, before we go to that extreme, maybe there is a way to compromise. Technology and the web have come together to provide a way to get people trained at a reasonable cost and with minimal interruption to the work that has to be done. Web-Based Training or WBT, has begun to transform the way training gets done. The idea behind WBT is to let people take training classes without leaving the office. The web brings the instruction to you and doesn’t charge you for the travel expense. Most web based training is designed to be delivered in one to two hour blocks so nobody is out of touch for too long. While you still have to pay for the course, productivity loss is minimized and travel expense is eliminated. Web based training could be a perfect compromise and nobody gets cut in two.

While WBT has been around for long enough to prove its worth and to be a stable, not bleeding edge, technology, it’s new enough that most people have not been exposed to it first hand. And like every thing on the web it’s growing and changing rapidly.
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Much of the early WBT was done with pre-recorded courses, called asynch-ronous training. In this type of training the student signs on to a web site any time they want and takes a course. The instructor and the student are not in real time communication.. The student may be able to communicate with the instructor and other students through email, list serves and bulletin boards, but questions can not be answered when they are asked. Nor can students com-municate directly with each other.  Poorly done asynchronous training was little more than web based corres-pondence school. The student received their reading assignment and turned in their homework. Some time later the assignment would come back to them with a grade. As technology improved and more bandwidth became available, students were able to interact with the course in real time. These days trainees can control the order material is presented and the pace of instruction. They can repeat material they want to see again. When the time comes to take tests or quizzes, trainees get instant feedback on their answer and are usually told why their answer was wrong. 

[image: image6.png]@ Name | Cor




More and more web based training is being done as synchronous train-ing where the students and in-structor are in real time communica-tion. In synch-ronous web based training, the in-structor and the students are connected to a web site at the same time. The web site becomes a virtual classroom. Almost everything that can be done in a real classroom can be in cyberspace, and some things that can’t be done in real classrooms are possible in this medium.

Let’s look at how a typical live class is conducted and compare it to a virtual classroom. A room is dedicated to the instruction. The instructor and the students meet in that room at the appointed time. The instructor sees the students and, if she doesn’t know them, may ask them to wear name badges. The students see the instructor standing before them and they can see each other. In a virtual classroom setting, a web site is dedicated to the class. The instructor and students log onto the site at the appointed time. The instructor “sees” the students. It is possible to set up two way video over the web but it really slows things down, requires an additional level of infrastructure and doesn’t really add much value to the instruction. The instructor sees an icon for each person logged into the site. Each of these icons has a student’s name on it. The students all see the same icons on their screen. The students in the virtual classroom can be geographically all over the world. In one class I taught, there were students from Pakistan, the West Indies, Canada and Ireland. In a corporate setting, people can be brought together in an office or conference room and share one connection. This has some advantages when it comes to student to student interaction.

Back in our traditional classroom, the instructor engages the eyes and ears of the students. She speaks to communicate the material she wants the students to learn. She uses visual aids, typically power point slides or hand written notes on a white board, to further the students understanding. The instructor may hand out written materials, like articles from periodicals, or play videos. The students hear what is said and see what is presented as it happens.  In the virtual classroom, the instructor speaks to communicate the material, uses visual aids, like power point slides and a white board and may use hand outs or play videos. The students hear what is said and see what is presented as it happens, in real time. In both the traditional classroom and the virtual classroom, a student may raise their hand to ask a question. The instructor recognizes that student giving them per-mission to speak. Just like in real classrooms when a student speaks in a virtual classroom all the other students can hear the question and the answer. A virtual classroom provides the same opportunities for student-teacher inter-action as are found in the traditional classroom.

Table 1 summarizes all the interactions that go on in different types of classrooms. It is interesting to note that some things may be easier or work better in a virtual classroom. In traditional classroom the student typically has to wait for the instructor to grade tests and quizzes. In a virtual classroom, the correct answers are programmed in and the students get instant feedback. It’s 


hard to have a private conversation between a student and a teacher because everyone is in the room. In a virtual classroom, the instructor can control who hears her. She can talk to just one person or to a small group and the rest of the students can not hear what’s being said. All the usual things done in a corporate training situation can be done over the web in a virtual classroom.

There is one significant difference between traditional corporate training and synchronous WBT. The typical class duration of a live session is three to eight hours. That is too long for most people to sit in front of a computer screen. Typical WBT sessions last from one to two hours. Longer classes are broken up into bite size pieces and fed to the students over several days. This has several advantages. Students attention spans are stretched over longer class hours. WBT makes it practical and cost effective to spend short periods of time on single topics. The students are likely to stay more focused in the shorter sessions. 

























Additionally, the trainees are away from their primary responsibilities for a shorter periods of time making for less interruption of the work flow. The shorter, more frequent sessions used in effective WBT may make for better learning outcomes.

Web-based synchronous training using virtual classroom technology is a great solution to the need-training-can’t-afford-the-time dilemma but it’s not right for every training need. WBT doesn’t work well where students need to spend most of their time practicing a motor skill. You wouldn’t want to take golf lessons over the web and I sure wouldn’t trust a surgeon who got a degree from On-Line Med U. Table 2 lists the types of training that have been given effectively using synchronous web-based training. 

In most corporate settings web-based virtual classrooms are a great alternative that should be considered where time and money are a consideration. And aren’t they always.

Doug Howardell is an independent consultant who specializes in helping clients improve their business processes through education and training.  During the past twenty-five years he has designed, developed and delivered custom courseware based on clients’ needs. He has developed and delivered public workshops and seminars from his own design and developed training to help clients implemented new business systems including MRPII, ERP and CRM systems.  In addition to his long experience teaching and training for individual clients, he has been an instructor in the California State University system since 1988.  Doug has developed and delivered computer based training including web based training and CD ROM courses.

Doug can be reached at dh@theacagroup.com
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The instructor’s view of a virtual classroom including the white board, and the students window.
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A student raising their hand in a virtual classroom.
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Table 1: Comparison of a Traditional and Virtual classroom
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The student’s view of a virtual classroom





Table 2: Examples of Web Based Courses


Arts / Humanities 


Art, Literature, Writing


Finance / Investing 


Accounting, Economics, Financial planning, Insurance, Investing 	


Personal Growth 


Communication, Psychology, Skill Development, Success Strategy


Professional Development


Human Resources, Project Management, Supervision & Management, Customer Service, Problem Solving, Effective Presentations


Computers / Internet


MS Office, Programming, Hardware configuration & repair, Database Design








