
Training success 

relies on presentation, 

instructor ability, and 

good course design. 

Harnessing the 
Virtual Classroom 

I such as Live Meeting, 

Cent ra , and E l lumina te , coup led wi th 

growing broadband Internet access, are 

r evo lu t i on i z ing t h e wor ld of d i s t a n c e 

learning. New synchronous e-leaming en-

v i r o n m e n t s suppor t pro jec t ion of still, 

animated, and video images; instructor-

participant audio; sharing of desk-top ap-

plications; and interactions using instant 

polling, chat , and whi teboard m a r k i n g 

tools. 
According to the Gartner research ser-

vice, in 2003 the virtual classroom collab-

ora t ion s o f t w a r e m a r k e t grew by 19.7 

percent to reach more than $507 million 
in new l icense sa les worldwide, which 

m a r k e d t h r e e c o n s e c u t i v e y e a r s of 

g r o w t h . W h a t is t h e r e a s o n fo r t h i s 

growth? In mos t cases, it's cost savings. 

Why spend travel money on a face-to-face 

event if your goals can be achieved virtu-

ally? But cost savings can be misleading if 

your virtual classroom events do not har-

ness the sof tware fea tures in ways tha t 

support your instructional goals. 

W h a t are the bes t pract ices for har -

nessing these powerful new training de-

livery tools? What can we leam from early 

adopters as well as f rom research on in-

structional methods that are proven to fa-

cilitate learning? I polled some clients and 

c o l l e a g u e s as wel l as r e v i e w e d 

recent research for lessons learned. 

Blend the virtual classroom 
Many organizations are packaging the vir-

tual classroom as one element of a larger 

program that incorporates various deliv-

ery media. For example at Intuit, maker of 

personal and small business accounting 

so f tware inc luding Quicken, TurboTax, 

and Quickbooks, initial t ra in ing of new 

dis t r ibutors is held in face- to- face set-

tings. 
Trudie Folsom, senior instructional de-

signer at Intuit says, "We use instructor-

led training (ILT) for the brand new chan-
n e l m e m b e r s as a way to i n t r o d u c e 

ourselves in person, provide an opportu-

nity to network, and in t roduce t h e m to 

our software." Intui t capi ta l izes on the 

high social presence of the physical class-
room environment to establish new rela-

t i onsh ips . The f ace - to - f ace t r a in ing is 
followed by virtual classroom training us-

ing W e b D e m o by Link t iv i ty in w h i c h 

learners use application sharing for soft-

ware training. They also use the vir tual 

c l a s s room for m o n t h l y m e e t i n g s wi th 

their channel partners, for short classes 
on specia l so f twa re f ea tu re s , for sa les 

demonstrations, and for troubleshooting 

using the application-sharing features. 

David Holcombe, president and CEO of 

the eLearning Guild, found t h a t for h is 

company's needs, Elluminate offered the 

best system. "For us, cross-platform appli-

cation, high-quality VoIP, and stellar sup-
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port were critical. The sys tem offered by Elluminate 

m e t these needs," h e says. The eLeaming Guild tried 

conduc t ing live s i m u l t a n e o u s onl ine b roadcas t s of 

live face- to - face events . This type of b lend did n o t 

work well, however, because "the challenges of m a n -

aging the technology, the speakers, and the expecta-

t ions of both a live audience and an online audience 

at t he s ame t ime did not enable us to deliver the level 

of qua l i ty ou r c u s t o m e r s expect ." Now eLea rn ing 

Guild regularly conducts one-day online fo rums tha t 

include three sessions as well as month ly online re-

search briefings using the virtual classroom. 

NIL, a Cisco Global partner located in Europe, blend-

ed the virtual classroom with remote labs for its four-

week ILT Cisco Certification course. This offering gave 

the company a good opportuni ty to compare resul ts 

f rom its regular face-to-face courses with virtual class-

room delivery. Mar jan Bradesko, a senior advisor of 

learning solutions, summarized the NIL experience, us-

ing Microsoft Live Meeting to deliver the class in two 

three-week sections of virtual classroom training. Par-

t ic ipants a t t ended 3 to 4 hou r s of vir tual c lassroom 

training daily followed by asynchronous project work 

using the NIL remote lab facilities. NIL found that stu-

dent satisfaction ratings and learning outcomes were 

equivalent to those in a traditional ILT class. This pro-

gram resulted in enormous cost savings since travel ex-

p e n s e s were zero and t i m e away f r o m t h e job w a s 

minimal—in part because a portion of the virtual class-

room was delivered outside of office hours. 

Keep it brief 
Although NIL did have a successful lengthy class tha t 

relied on 3 to 4 hour virtual classroom sessions, stu-

d e n t s r e p o r t e d t h a t daily v i r t ua l s e s s i o n s of t h a t 

l e n g t h w e r e t oo long. In gene ra l , o n l i n e s e s s i o n s 

should be limited to about 60 to 90 minutes in length. 

You can get more mileage out of multiple virtual class 

s e s s i o n s by a s s ign ing a s y n c h r o n o u s p ro jec t work 

be tween classes. For example, Clark Training offers 

a four -sess ion v i r tua l class. Each v i r tua l sess ion is 

scheduled weekly and lasts about 1.5 hours. Between 

sess ions , pa r t i c i pan t s c o m p l e t e p ro jec t s t h a t they 

pos t for review by o the r class pa r t i c ipan t s and t h e 

instructor. Participants have the option of signing up 

to audit t he class and t h u s bypassing projects or se-

lect ing a cert i f icate version, which requi res project 

completion. 

Four routes to engagement 
With a m o r e l imi ted social e n v i r o n m e n t t h a n t h e 

convent ional classroom, it 's impor t an t to keep par-

t ic ipants engaged in any fo rm of e-learning: synch-

ronous or asynchronous. It's no t unusua l to find tha t 

p a r t i c i p a n t s in n o n - i n t e r a c t i v e v i r tua l c l a s s r o o m 

sess ions are mult i- tasking, for example working on 

e m a i l or c o m p l e t i n g w o r k a s s i g n m e n t s . In s o m e 

cases, they may have even left their computers! For-

tunately the virtual classroom software gives instruc-

tors m a n y oppor tun i t i e s to keep l ea rne r s engaged. 

It's u p to t h e ins t ruc tor to u se t h e s e f ea tu res effec-

tively and often. I r ecommend heavy use of a combi-

nat ion of the following engagement routes. 

Route 1: Maintain a lively pace. In our virtual classroom 

p rograms , our sl ide ra t ios a re abou t .66 s l ides pe r 

m i n u t e . T h a t m e a n s t h a t for a o n e - h o u r p rogram, 

we project about 40 to 45 slides. Of course we spend 

m o r e t i m e on s o m e sl ides t h a n on o thers . But t h e 

basic goal is to keep the program moving to susta in 

l ea rne r a t t en t ion and in te res t . If you are regularly 

spending between two and four minu tes explaining a 

slide, chances are you are losing your audience. Since 

t h e a m o u n t you should display on a single slide is 

limited to mainta in good visibility, you are bet ter off 

using several slides to convey each topic. 

Route 2: Visualize your content. In e - l e a rn ing—ei the r 

synchronous or a synchronous—the largest por t ion 

of t h e s c r e e n r ea l e s t a t e is ava i l ab le fo r v i s u a l s . 

In t h e vir tual c lassroom, m o s t pa r t i c ipan t s project 

P o w e r P o i n t s l i d e s on t h e w h i t e b o a r d , a n d t h e 

i n s t r u c t o r u s e s t h e a u d i o fac i l i ty to e x p l a i n t h e 

slides. In v i sua l -dominant media , including the vir-

tua l c lass room, avoid a "wall of words" t ex t -heavy 

approach in favor of relevant and engaging visuals. 

According to severa l r e sea rch s tud i e s in 2003 and 

2004, learning can be improved by 89 percent w h e n 

a relevant visual is added to text. In addition, w h e n 

t h e v i sua l s a re complex , such as in an a n i m a t i o n 

or mul t i -pa r t still graphic, you get bes t learn ing by 

e x p l a i n i n g t h e v i s u a l s w i t h i n s t r u c t o r n a r r a t i o n 

ra ther than by text, according to a Clark and Richard 

Mayer 2003 study titled "E-Leaming and the Science 

of Instruction." 

Route 3: Incorporate frequent participant responses. Make 

heavy u s e of t h e r e s p o n s e fac i l i t ies in t h e v i r tua l 

c lassroom. Your pa r t i c ipan t s should be actively re-

s p o n d i n g w i t h v a r i o u s t o o l f e a t u r e s e v e r y 

two to three minu tes . Rely on t h e r e sponse opt ions 

t ha t maximize audience participation. For example, 

all a t t endees can respond to polling questions, type 

into the direct message window, and (if t he n u m b e r 

of par t ic ipan ts is no t too large) type on or m a r k up 

the whi te board. 

Route 4: Use small group breakout rooms. A n o t h e r ap-

proach to maximiz ing everyone's part icipat ion is to 

use breakout rooms for small group discussions and 

projects. W h e n you assign par t ic ipants to a breakout 

room, each group h a s all of t he s a m e tool opt ions as 

those available in the main room, so they can talk in 

a smal ler se t t ing and use t h e whi teboard to record 

ideas and resul ts . The break-out room is m o s t suc-

c e s s f u l w h e n s m a l l g r o u p s w o r k on a r e l a t i ve ly 
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s t ructured ass ignment within a given t imeframe. As 

an example , we give our c lass a brief s u m m a r y of 

learning goals and break t h e m into small groups to 

create a b lended learning plan by assigning different 

goals to self-study, virtual classroom, or ILT delivery 

media . Each group has about 10 to 12 m i n u t e s to dis-

cuss the case study and record their results. A group 

spokesperson summar izes each group's ideas w h e n 

all par t ic ipants re turn to the main room. 

Virtual classroom challenges 
The early virtual classroom adopters I queried point-

ed t o t w o m a i n s t a r t - u p c h a l l e n g e s r e l a t e d t o 

t e c h n o l o g y a n d i n s t r u c t o r s . Both In te l a n d NIL— 

c o m p a n i e s t h a t s e rve i n t e r n a t i o n a l a u d i e n c e s — 

p o i n t e d to u n e v e n n e s s in c o m m u n i c a t i o n t e c h -

nologies in various countries. But you don ' t need to 

leave t h e United States to encoun te r technological 

c h a l l e n g e s . I 've f o u n d t h a t d e l i v e r i n g w e b i n a r s 

f r o m a s a t e l l i t e - s u p p o r t e d s y s t e m c a n l e a d t o 

very unrel iable resu l t s depend ing on w e a t h e r con-

d i t i o n s . In o n e s i t u a t i o n , I h a d to re ly on a h a r d 

line phone bridge and ask my co-presenters working 

on c a b l e t o s h o w m u l t i m e d i a . In o t h e r c a s e s , 

t h e satelli te w e n t down al together in the middle of 

a session. 

Lesson l e a r n e d : Stick w i t h re l iable h igh b a n d -

wid th communica t ion technology and always have 

a con t ingency p lan for t echn ica l p rob l ems . Alter-

n a t i v e l y , w h e n w o r k i n g w i t h I n t e r n a t i o n a l 

aud i ences , des ign your s e s s i o n s to a c c o m m o d a t e 

s i t e s t h a t m a y l a c k t h e l eve l of c o n n e c t i v i t y 

n e e d e d fo r f e a t u r e s such as aud io or m u l t i m e d i a 

projections. 

All r e sponden t s to my poll men t ioned chal lenges 

in g e t t i n g i n s t r u c t o r s to e f f ec t i ve ly h a r n e s s t h e 

f e a t u r e s of t h e v i r t u a l c l a s s r o o m . A c c o r d i n g t o 

Holcombe, "Our greatest challenge has been gett ing 

t h e s p e a k e r s u p to speed in t h e e n v i r o n m e n t . We 

actually have to employ a speaker coach w h o works 

wi th all our speake r s pr ior to the i r p r e sen t a t i ons ! 

We've had m a n y speakers w h o are well known guru 

t y p e s h a v e a d i f f icu l t t i m e in t h e on l ine envi ron-

m e n t because they are no t famil iar with teaching or 

speaking in this way." 

Bradesko adds , "The d i f f e r e n c e s in t h e v i r t ua l 

c lassroom compared to ILT were so significant t h a t 

every instructor (experienced or inexperienced) had 

problems adjust ing to the virtual classroom environ-

m e n t . The biggest chal lenge w a s to p repare t h e in-

structors for the virtual classroom delivery." 

Bob Mosher , d i r e c t o r of l e a r n i n g a n d s t r a t egy 

evangelism for Microsoft says it best: "I a lmost don ' t 

like the n a m e 'virtual classroom' only because there 

is a pas t mindse t t ha t comes with the word classroom 

t h a t t h e v i r tua l world j u s t doesn ' t m a t c h u p wi th . 

Tha t ' s n o t to say t h a t i t 's w o r s e or be t te r . It 's j u s t 

different. Calling it a 'classroom' brings back a set of 

expectat ions and outcomes tha t are jus t different in 

this domain." 

Some organizations offer the support of a produc-

er to work with the i r speakers . A producer is some-

one conversan t wi th the technology w h o can work 

with speakers ahead of t ime and co-facilitate during 

t h e sess ion. This is especially he lp fu l w h e n vir tual 

classroom instructors are guest speakers. 

Increas ingly o rgan i za t i ons a re recogn iz ing t h e 

need to provide the i r vir tual c lass room ins t ruc to rs 

wi th specialized t ra ining t h a t goes beyond t h e me-

chanics of how to use the tool. 

The bottom line 
T h e eLea rn ing Guild h a s b e e n o f f e r i n g v i r t ua l 

c l a s s r o o m s e s s i o n s for t w o yea r s n o w w i t h g rea t 

success . They repor t t h a t "The h ighes t m e a s u r e of 

success in this area is cus tomer retention. Our re turn 

part icipant rates on our online events are very high. 

We k n o w t h a t par t ic ipa t ion in onl ine events saves 

our m e m b e r s money they would o therwise need to 

send people to face- to-face conferences , which are 

much more expensive." 

Likewise Bradesko concludes, "When properly posi-

tioned with short self-contained sessions with follow-

up activities, the virtual classroom proved to be very 

effective and easy to implement . But still the interest 

for classical classroom training (ILT) far outweighs the 

vi r tual c lass room reques t s , especially for s t anda rd 

courses last ing more t h a n half a day." Karin Hoffee, 

Rene Smith, and Tami Hobbs, of Intel University, tell us 

that "In general, participants like the virtual classroom. 

With an effective instructor and good course design, 

distance learning can be effective and engaging. Many 

instructors like teaching in this environment." 

As wi th any n e w delivery m e d i u m , w h e n u s e d 

appropr ia te ly , t h e v i r tua l c l a s s room of fe r s a cost-

effective alternative to incorporate into your blended 

learning solution. I D 

Ruth Colvin Clark is president of Clark Training and Consult-

ing in Cortez, Colorado; ruth@clarktraining.com. 
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