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Part 1:
How To Develop An E-Learning Course


The systematic process of developing an e-learning course consists of six stages.  These include (1) Forming the instructional team, (2) Preparing the content,  (3) Sequencing the lessons, (4) Field testing the course, (5) Implementing the course, and (6) Maintaining the content.


Forming the Instructional Team   Once the decision has been made to use e-learning as the delivery resource, you assemble the team.  An experienced instructional designer familiar with the systems approach to instructional development should lead the team.  Other members of the team should include these individuals:

· Subject matter expert (SME) who has been given release time to advise the project, 

· Trainer who has perhaps taught the intended content previously, 

· Instructional developer who will use a software tool to convert the material into interactive content,

· Graphic artist who understands digital designs and web-page layouts,

· Information technologist who will serve as a liaison between the team and the all important information technology (IT) department on whose infrastructure the course will reside, and

· Representative of the target audience who can provide first-hand input on the course development and look-and-feel.

Preparing the Content   While selecting the right e-learning software for your company requires much time, the instructional team must not downplay the importance of preparing the content itself. If the project is a pilot test for e-learning, selecting an already well-established course to convert first is suggested.  By doing this, you can focus on examining the effectiveness of e-learning as a delivery tool without worrying about the validity of the content.  In some pilot studies, the users became involved in content issues and the effectiveness of e-learning as a tool was overshadowed.


If you will develop content from scratch, a well-conducted front-end analysis (FEA) will require much time and energy, but the payback benefits will be appreciated later (Gott & Morgan, 2000).  Too many times, money-conscious managers tell their instructional design teams to skip or spend less time in this stage to either save money or get the course out faster.  This usually proves disastrous.


The team needs to spend adequate time examining the proposed content and determining how it can be delivered best through e-learning.  After collecting manuals, handouts, books, drawings, and videotapes that may be reference sources for the instructional designers, the team begins the tedious task of separating the need to know from the nice to know.  This will require patient work with the subject matter experts  learning lesson screens will focus on the crucial “need to know” information with hyperlinking opportunities to “nice-to-know” libraries, glossaries, and support information.


Sequencing the Lessons  Once the content has been carefully boiled down to the minimum that the learner needs to know to become competent, the team must decide how the course will be ordered.  There are several approaches (TABLE 1) to be considered depending upon your topic and audience.  A classical approach that provides learners with exploration options to “tell-me-more” screens still seems to work best.


One quick, very effective way to use the classical design is to form the content into a process divided into distinct stages (Clark, 2000).  Each stage contains specific steps (procedures) and supporting guidelines (principles) necessary to successfully perform that stage.  Other information explaining facts, concepts, definitions, rules, and best practices can be included as optional hyperlinks.  Each stage will be taught as a short, stand-alone lesson.  

Based upon this format, an e-learning course about a business process that contains five stages would look something like this:


Lesson 1 – Introduction to the Course – This opening lesson includes a catchy welcome (called a splash screen) and provides information about the course, its objectives, its goals, time to complete, and navigational tips.


Lesson 2 – Overview of the Content – This lesson presents a concise overview of the entire process that will be taught.   It can be animated so the learners can view each stage building on screen or it can be interactive so the learner can click on parts of a diagram explaining the process and view component stages.  The lesson should preview instances in which the process can be appropriately applied.  It should be very apparent to the learner how the content applies specifically to their job and how it matches specific business needs of the corporation.


Lesson 3 – How to Perform Stage 1 – This lesson would detail the required steps necessary for stage 1 of the process and also provide helpful guidelines to do each step better.  The lesson will show instances of the stage being properly applied and demonstrate best practices.  The emphasis is on performance.


Lessons 4 - 8  -- Stages 2 – 5 -- The subsequent lessons explain stages two through five.  A helpful tip is to limit the number of stages to seven or under which seems like a manageable number for remembering things.


Lesson 9 – A Realistic Scenario – Tie all of the stages together by pacing learners through a realistic, job-related scenario in which they apply their new knowledge to job-like conditions, supplying legitimate feedback that tells them why their responses were incorrect and linking them to remedial sequences.  Learners could also use synchronous opportunities (chat sessions or live webcasting using audio and video feeds) to brainstorm solutions and defend their approaches. 


Lesson 10 – Summary – Re-state the key points covered in the course and provide references.  Inform the learners of follow-up chat sessions or invite them to post on-going messages on the company bulletin board.  David Weekley Homes of Houston teaches a home selling course online to its sales consultants.  After they sell their first home, they post comments about this first experience on the course bulletin board explaining what worked and what did not.


Each of the ten lessons above must be kept very short, usually 15-20 screens per lesson.  On the average, the learner spends about one minute per screen.  The ROPES communication model (TABLE 2) provides a starting framework for designing each individual teaching lesson.  This model stresses a purposeful mix of knowledge (what the learner needs to know) with activity (how to perform the stage correctly.)  While the ROPES model appears to be passive, lock-stepped instruction, a skillful instructional designer can use it as a guide to make content powerfully interactive and engaging. 


The instructional developer must design screens to make them easily scannable.  Usability studies show that screens should be structured with meaningful headlines and subheads, concise writing with half the word count typically found on a printed page, bulleted lists, simple graphics, and color highlighting for emphasis (Nielsen, 2000).    


Field Testing the E-Learning   The best formative evaluation tool is simply having volunteers from the target audience “talk out loud” as they field test the course with the instructional designer present.  Record their comments about what they lik and don’t like and look for common concerns that arise.  Worries about navigation will be alleviated if users are encouraged to take a software tour before starting.  Vuepoint Learning System (www.vuepoint.com)  provides animations to inform learners how to easily navigate through the course environments (FIGURE 1).


Implementing the Course   Once the course has been edited, it is ready for rollout.  Working with your information technology department and software vendor, the team should prepare the database to track usage, scores, time on task, and questions missed.  Many learners are suspicious of having their every decision electronically examined so the team must carefully consider the legal, ethical, and motivational issues involved.


The course rollout requires astute marketing and advertising using e-mails, newsletters, mousepads with the course address, and other constant reminders.  Those who successfully complete the course can be tagged as e-mentors who can help others with problems or questions.  They can also be ideal facilitators for chat sessions and bulletin boards.


Maintaining the Content   E-learning should be seen as a process and not a one-time event such as seen in classroom-based training.  Accomplishing this requires an ongoing effort to keep the course updated and meaningful.  Thanks to the capabilities of most e-learning development tools, content can be added or changed quickly – and e-mails automatically sent to all affected users advising them of the new information available.  A sales consultant who discovered a better way to sell a product can share it synchronously during a chat session with the sales manager or post it under Best Practices on the e-learning bulletin board.  The instructional design team can monitor such communications and change course content for subsequent learners.  In this manner, courses transform from being static, hard-to-change manuals to dynamic, always-current knowledge management tools.


Part II:
Lessons Learned

· Involve the end users in the process as quickly as possible.  Ask their ideas on the content, the context, the medium, and the barriers.  Allow them to see the course as it is being developed, to test drive it, recommend changes, and suggest implementation procedures.  Let them know they are the most important part of the project! 
· Allow the users to quickly find info-nuggets.  When learners return to the course for performance support, they want immediate access to exactly what they need.  This also means that you develop topics (learning objects) within each module that are self-contained and directly accessed.

· Involve the Information Technology (IT) staff quickly.  Advise them of your plans, what technology will be used, its needs, and implementation schedules, using their feedback to align your schedules properly.

· Involve the human resources department quickly.  They will have questions on how the data collected during web sessions will be integrated into their databases.

· Spend adequate time with the trainers within the training department.  Many trainers fear the new technology and worry that it will replace their jobs.  Once they understand their roles and see that web-based training is another tool to assist them, they accept it better.  Stress that high tech needs “hi” touch.

· Involve line managers as soon as possible.  They play important roles before, during, and after the intervention.  Their buy-in of the process remains key.  Objectives should be established with them long before instructional design starts, and honest evaluation of the process should be ongoing.

· Provide a guiding hand.  Instructional design journals are replete with those calling for learner-centered (constructivist) approaches, and many corporations are jumping onto the constructivist bandwagon without forethought.  Our experience is that giving the learner freedom to maneuver, explore, and interact with the material can be useful, but it can also bewilder.  Clear directions, bookmarking, instructor reinforcement (“hi” touch), and thorough monitoring are required.  Unmonitored, the learner may take the path of least resistance.

· Prepare synchronous and asynchronous times well.  Chat rooms, live webcasts, and bulletin boards are attractive additions to web-based training, but managing such computer-based conferencing requires new skills during and after the events.  The collaborative ideas that are exchanged must be collected, organized, distilled, and distributed.  Table 3 provides specific details on using chat and bulletin boards.

· Communicate – Communicate – Communicate.  Everyone involved in the project, from sponsors to developers, from users to managers, from IT staff to class managers, must be kept informed of the project, its progress, its problems, its solutions, and its results.

Part III. 
Recommended Resources
Organization: 
International Society of Performance Improvement  (www.ispi.org)

Free E-Learning Magazines:
E-Learning (www.elearningmag.com)

Online Learning (www.onlinelearningreport.com)

Learning Circuits (www.learningcircuits.org)


E-Learning Web Sites:
Baylor University Center for E-Learning (business.baylor.edu/James_Moshinskie)
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Common Approaches for Designing E-Learning Lessons

	Classic 
	A linear series of screens that direct the learner through a single lesson with hyperlinks to "tell-me-more" paths.

	Activity-centered
	The learner completes a major activity, such as solving a job-related problem, then gets appropriate feedback and links to tutorial screens.  The lesson closes with a summary and a final test.

	Leaner-centered
	Based upon the results of a pre-test, the learner receives a personalized roadmap of the topics needed to comprehend the subject.

	Knowledge-paced
	The learners proceed through a series of tests until they reach the limits of their current knowledge, then are automatically branched to the appropriate place in a classic lesson.

	Exploratory
	Learners view a menu of topics and choose their own path of learning.


Table 1:  Common types of e-learning lessons. (Adapted from Horton, 2000, www.horton.com)

How to Use ROPES to Design E-Learning Lessons
	Stage
	Activities to Consider

	R

(Review and Relate)
	1. Relate (tie in) the new topic to the learner's job and needs.

2. Review the previous lesson(s).

3. Give a "Welcome to…" Statement.

4. Tell how long each lesson will take (Usually a minute a screen.)

5. Pose a problem that course will solve for learners to gain their interest.


	O

(Overview)
	1. Provide a concept map (Active menu with links to each topic so the learner can find specific topics quickly).

2. List / animate the key terminal objectives.

3. Show clearly how this will help them do their jobs better.

4.   Show obvious links to key business needs.

	P
(Present)
	1. Present the diagram or chart of the entire business process that is being taught with an arrow or cue on the topic covered in this lesson.

2. Explain the underlying steps and guidelines featured in this lesson.  (Make it interactive by allowing the learner to pace the lesson, click on pictures and graphics to uncover key points, or answer questions.)

3. Provide optional hyperlinks to necessary prerequisite information (library, glossary, examples, and non-examples).

4. Provide practice questions – unscored but with plenty of feedback.



	E
(Exercises)
	· Present scenarios / simulations and challenge the employees to perform the correct task or solve the problem.  Start with simple problems and progress to more complex ones as the employee gains confidence with the new material.

· Link to collaborative interactions (chat, bulletin boards) with other employees and with the trainer.

· Encourage web searches to find similar topics.

· Connect everyone together to brainstorm, solve, and devise other ways to do the process even better using chat sessions or live webcasting. 



	S
(Summarize)
	· Summarize “What what we learned.”

· Ask: How can you use it on your job? 

· Tell them what is covered next.

· Give a final lesson exam.




 Table 2: ROPES model adapted for an e-learning lesson (Moshinskie, 2000, http://business.baylor.edu/james_moshinskie). 

	Asynchronous
	Synchronous

	Not at the same time

(Bulletin Board, Forums)
	Same time
(Chat, webcasts)

	· Announce protocols in advance.

· Set timelines for posting material and expectations for getting replies from the trainer.

· Include the trainer in the postings.

· Include a “lunch room” for small talk and side comments.

· Provide FAQs.

· Create some of the test questions from threaded discussions.

· Share best ideas with everyone.

· Involve everyone  (Women and quiet students will especially participate.)
	· Keep it small  (10-15 learners) -- teams work best.

· Limit to a specific topic.

· They moderator should stay serious -- Learners tend to play.

· Share best ideas with everyone.

· Use a strategy such as ROPES.

· Include audio and video if available.

· Capture the comments and share with everyone.


Table 3:  Guidelines for using synchronous and asynchronous events appropriately. (Adapted from the International Society of Performance Improvement, www.ispi.org)
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Figure 1:  This course developed using Vuepoint Learning System includes a tour of how to use the course navigation features.  (Courtesy of Vuepoint, www.vuepoint.com).

