DESIGNING LEARNING

Keeping Ahead

of the Competition

WestNet streamlines production of blended training materials.

By Jeff Katzman

TO REMAIN COMPETITIVE in the work-
place training and development field,
WestNet Learning consistently reas-
sesses its information systems. In 2005,
WestNet streamlined its production
process to develop and publish learning
products by creating a single source
of content.

“Our ultimate objective was to im-
prove the quality and speed-to-market
for all our learning products and to
leverage our intellectual property to
generate customized products rapidly,”
says Joe Scullion, president and CEO
of WestNet Learning. “By developing
a single-source content strategy, we
were confident that we would achieve
these objectives while continuing to
lower the costs associated with produc-
tion and maintenance.”

There were several factors that drove
WestNet to initiate this streamlining pro-
ject. First, there was a sense of urgency
because the current learning content
management system (LCMS) was no
longer meeting the company’s long-term
goals. WestNet needed to either improve
the LCMS or transition to another sys-
tem. In the end, the company decided to
adopt a solution consistent with its long-
term goals. Second, WestNet wanted to
leverage its object-oriented courseware

from SCORM 1.2 to SCORM 2004 as quick-
ly as possible.

A third factor that influenced West-
Net’s decision surfaced when the com-
pany assessed its current development
process and its use of global subject mat-
ter experts (SME) . Under the old format,
WestNet utilized between six and eight
subject matter experts for course content
development. WestNet also developed
courseware sequentially. The develop-
ment process started with the textbook.
Once completed, WestNet cut, pasted,
and reformatted the content into the in-
structor guide. For e-learning, the content
was again copied and reformatted using
the company’s LCMS. Author and delivery
assessment was developed using yet an-
other team, process, and system. The bot-
tom line is that WestNet maintained
multiple systems for book publishing, e-
learning, and proprietary author and pub-
lishing assessment solutions.

With WestNet using remote experts
and the cut-and-paste approach to devel-
op content, the teams spent considerable
time and money to rework content for
consistency in structure, substance, and
quality. Furthermore, when content had
to be updated, one small change created a
set of time-consuming tasks. The process
delivered products that were developed
in isolation of the ultimate blended learn-
ing vision.
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Granular XML content

To achieve a single-source strategy for
the development of its multiple training
products, WestNet recognized that the
content had to be stored in a granular
and structured, yet flexible way. For ex-
ample, a procedure initially authored for
a web-based course had to be stored as a
discrete element apart from the course
that referenced it. In this way, the proce-
dure element can also be referenced in
other documents such as a technical
manual, instructor guide, or a perfor-
mance support system.

The use of extensible markup lan-
guage (XML) to develop learning objects
versus course-based formats was criti-
cal for the development of WestNet’s e-
learning courseware. Transforming and
storing content in XML and using the
extensible style sheet language (XSL) al-
lows the same piece of content to be
separated from its presentation and
translated into other formats.

For example, XSL renders XML content
to HTML while XSL-FO (formatting ob-
jects) generates printed formats such as a
PDF. So, an installation procedure has a
different XSL technology applied when
publishing as a printed instructor guide
versus a SCORM-compliant web course.

“Adopting a single-source XML strat-
egy not only eliminates redundant dev-
elopment but also lets us rapidly design
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and assemble customized course cur-
riculums and deliver on-demand train-
ing in the format best suited to an
individual learner’s requirements,” Scul-
lion says.

Beyond the traditional LCMS

During a six-month period in 2005, West-
Net evaluated 30 different LCMS solu-
tions. “From an e-learning standpoint,
one of challenges for providers is that
they need the LCMS to do other things
besides provide e-learning,” says Scullion.
“To us, it was important to find a LCMS
system that does everything we need in
e-learning, but also allows for a learning
organization or a corporate university to
develop outputs in other formats.”

LCMSs were introduced in the late
1990s in response to the tech bubble that
predicted classroom-based instruction
would be supplanted by web-based train-
ing. The prospect that e-learning could re-
duce travel and provide personalized
training fueled the trend. LCMSs were in-
troduced to streamline production of
web-based courseware. By enabling learn-
ing object reuse and managed workflows,
LCMSs dramatically drove down the costs
of courseware creation.

LCMS would have secured their place
in the enterprise if it were not for the fact
that web-based training was not the all-
encompassing solution. The industry’s
expectations for web-based training
were dashed following a succession of
failed initiatives. This led to a market re-
action and the new watch word “blended
training delivery”—the appropriate mix
of classroom instruction, self-paced e-
learning, certification, simulations, me-
dia rich animations, knowledge sharing,
and performance support.

The move to blended learning has cre-
ated two fundamental problems for the
current breed of LCMS products. First, the
production needed to support all the deliv-
ery modalities—web-based training, class-
room training, performance support,
simulations, and help systems. Organiza-
tions must maintain redundant teams,
tools, and processes to re-create the same
content for multiple training modalities.
This is exactly the challenge that WestNet
faced. Second, considerable time and mon-
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ey are needed to establish content consis-
tency. While a traditional LCMS makes
sense in a world where everything is about
web-courses, it doesn’t make sense in the
world of blended training and delivery be-
cause it can compound the problem of re-
dundant content production.

According to WestNet, 50 percent of
its customers who ask for course materi-
alin one format typically wantitin an al-
ternative format as well. Customers who
initially ask for an e-learning course re-
turn to request the same content as a
study guide. Alternatively, other cus-
tomers who initially request printed
guides eventually request an e-learning
course because some people learn better
through visual instruction.

According to Jeff Katzman, vice presi-
dent of operations at Xyleme, a company
looking to purchase a LCMS should con-
sider three factors in the world of blend-
ed training:
® Does the solution decrease the costs of
production for blended training delivery?
@ Does the solution provide a higher
quality customer experience where each
access point offers consistent and high
quality content?
® Does the solution provide a means to
introduce new revenue-generating con-
tent services?

During this evaluation, WestNet chose
Xyleme’s learning solution because it
supported SCORM 2004 and was the only
solution that supported multiple modali-
ty deliveries. WestNet focused its initial
implementation strategy on delivering
web-based courses with plans to expand
to other modalities in the second phase.
Xyleme converted its existing e-learning
content so that it could be maintained
with Xyleme Studio; and integrated with
WestNet’s existing LMS, IntraLearn. The
solution also allowed WestNet to run
SCORM 2004 courses on IntraLearn’s
SCORM 1.2 LMS. This phase of the project
took approximately two months to com-
plete and was implemented in Septem-
ber 2005.

“From an implementation perspec-
tive, WestNet was faced with the ques-
tion of how to integrate the content into
Xyleme and how to do so in a manner
that stayed within our budget and
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mirrored the current product that we
were delivering to our customers,” says
Scullion.

Xyleme provided the content migra-
tion services to convert WestNet’s
existing content into XML and translated
the proprietary navigational rules to a
SCORM 2004 compliant format. The con-
verted courseware included internally-
developed content as well as large
amounts of external content such as
Flash files, e-book content, and external
assessments.

Future training modalities

WestNet plans to develop new processes
and templates to create an instructional
design model for developing media-
rich web courses, instructor and student
guides, classroom slide decks, syllabi,
and assessments. To improve the pro-
cess, WestNet will use work flow to as-
sign and coordinate development and
production tasks. To improve the consis-
tency and quality of the material re-
ceived from the experts, WestNet is
developing templates to provide the
SMEs with an easy-to-use structured
authoring environment. All of this
functionality is provided in the new
Xyleme system.

When an instructional designer as-
signs a task to an expert, an automated
email notification will be sent to the SME
with a link that launches a forms tem-
plate with the appropriate document.
The expert inputs content directly into
the template and is not concerned about
format, font, layout, or any other produc-
tion items. The template requires the
SME to put the correct content in the
right places and when completed, the
document moves back to the instruc-
tional designer.

As WestNet develops specific cours-
es, the expert is actually developing and
managing information that can be
reused to assemble other courses. In this
way, instructional designers and tech-
nical writers can rapidly assemble
the textbooks, instructor and student
guides, assessments, e-learning, and
labs by searching for reusable objects
and simply dragging them into the tar-
get publications.



Improved customer experience

From the same base of XML content,
WestNet will be able to utilize its text-
books, instructor and student guides, as-
sessments, and e-learning to achieve
significant benefits and cost savings.

By establishing a single source of con-
tent, standards for content development
and the use of forms as templates, West-
Net expects significant improvement in
training consistency and quality, which ul-
timately affects the customer experience.
For example, the Xyleme SCORM 2004
Runtime Engine will integrate the assess-
ment and e-learning courseware. Today,
the systems are separate. A user takes an
assessment in one system that prescribes
the e-learning, then must log on to the e-
learning system to launch the training,
which creates a disjointed user experience.

With the use of work flow and notifi-
cations, WestNet will be able to stream-
line production, eliminate redundant
content for different training mediums,
improve productivity, and reduce time-
to-market. By adopting an XML object
strategy, WestNet can create higher quali-
ty learning products with less staff at a
lower cost.

In contrast to the old method, West-
Net expects the new system to cut devel-
opment time and costs by one-third. The
tools and methodologies also provide a
migratory path to introduce new prod-
ucts and services that leverage their high
value content. The Xyleme solution pro-
vides a single integrated system that
meets all these requirements.

Jeff Katzman is the vice president of learning
for Xyleme, Inc., a provider of SCORM 2004
certified learning content management solu-
tions; jeff.katzman@mail.xyleme.com.
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