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Confessions of a training manager
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The e-learning industry is in a confused and confus-
ing state. The vendors | met with last April told a
different story than at similar conferences a year
ago. The new mantra is “blended learning,” which
I'll address later. What is interesting is that not one
e-learning company went public last year. There has
been a lot of consolidation, and some well-known
e-learning companies are getting out of the busi-
ness. For example, McGraw-Hill’s Lifetime Learn-
ing, an e-learning content developer on hard and
soft skills, shut down early this year. What does that
mean to buyers? Watchers say that the industry will
continue to go through major changes in the fore-
seeable future, with an emphasis on a “full-service
system solution.” Sounds costly to me. Which
brings me to the next question.

Why do | have to pay so much? The current econo-
my isn't conducive to large investments in technolo-
gy. Yet, until recently, that’s the business model of
most e-learning companies. Whether for a learning
management system or off-the-shelf courses, we've
found that the products aren't cheap. Training dollars
are always hard to come by in any economy, and my
experience is that it has been difficult to justify some
prices that e-learning companies want to charge. On
the sidelines, small- to medium-size businesses have
been waiting and watching, but not buying. They're
an untapped market, but only if competitively priced
products are available.

Where’s the quality e-learning product? My
impression is that the focus is too much on techno-
ogy and not enough on quality. I tested and
observed a number of demo programs at the confer-
ence and thought they were just OK. In a recent
issue of an e-learning magazine, Sam Herring, exec-
utive vice president of Lguide <glguide.com says, “By
and large, off-the-shelf content lacks substantive
depth and learners aren't challenged. The courses are
too simplistic.”

Have any of you used an e-learning program that
gave you a Wow! learning experience? I've yet to find
one. The best e-learning applications I've found so
far have been programs that teach how to use com-
puter software. 1 still like getting into the classroom
to learn how to use computer software.

Blending isn’t just for margaritas. TO N0 ONe’s sur-
prise, the mantra this year is blended learning. But
what does that really mean? Workshops on the sub-
ject were popular at the conference, but my sense is
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that we're still in the early stages of figuring out what
and how to blend. Talk to suppliers and you'll hear
the term blended learning, but that’s about as far as it
goes. Most e-learning companies are struggling with
the blended issue as much as those of us who have to
deliver training are.
Do we know what we want? Do we trainers know
what we want? Let me put it another way: | don’t
think all buyers know enough yet to figure out what
they really want. I mean what’s wanted in terms of
quality, delivery technology, price, and countless
other variables. Some of us may be fairly knowl-
edgeable about this business, but many of us havent
even deciphered the e-learning jargon yet—
much less how to apply the technology. Some experts
say that many buyers are too focused on wanting
to have a huge inventory of online courses. That
shotgun approach comes at the expense of making
courses available that fit their organizations’ specific
needs. For example, the U.S. Department of the
Interior offers hundreds of NETg and SkillSoft
courses, but I suspect that employees have taken only
a small fraction.
Are we forgetting that e-learning is about learning
and, ultimately, performance improvement? I'm go-
ing to be blunt: Too often, we tend to focus on the
technology rather than the content and outcome.
Yes, it’s slick to be able to say that our employees can
access learning virtually anywhere, anytime, and at
their own pace. And don't we like the neat pop-up
windows and video clips? The reality: All that great
stuff looks just fine with a high-speed connection,
but few Web-based courses work well off of a dial-
up connection. And most employees aren't interest-
ed in taking courses on their own time.
Supervisors resist employees using e-learning at
their workstations. Bosses find it difficult to accept
employees doing something other than “real work”
in their cubicles, but don’t mind them being excused
to attend a classroom-delivered course.

Some of you may think I'm totally off base, or
you may find yourself nodding in agreement. Either
way, | hope I've started a conversation. TD
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