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ADVANTAGES AND DISADVANTAGES OF WEB-BASED TRAINING

“Distance Learning via the Web will be the fastest-growing segment of technology-based training this year.” 

 Report from International Data Corp., April, 1997.  

The explosive growth in technology and the expanding access to and use of the World Wide Web (Web), has resulted in the increasing use of the Web for the delivery of education and training.  Delivering training via the Web is attractive to corporate trainers in companies with intranets and/or access to the Internet, since every computer in the company has the potential to become a “just-in-time” training station, delivering training to the trainee’s own desktop in modules that are quick and easy to update.  According to proponents like Bronwyn Fryer (1997, p. 12), “It’s cheap. It’s fun. But more than anything else, it’s (you guessed it) cool.”


Is this sufficient reason to invest in Web-based training?  According to Roger Shank, director of Northwestern University’s Institute for Learning Sciences and president of Learning Sciences Corp. in Evanston, IL.  “Most Web-based training is flaky.  People get more excited about the delivery than the content.  It’s like they say, ‘We have a post office, so we should send a letter.’”


What makes Web-based training appear so “cool”?  Why would someone express such reservations about Web-based training as does Roger Shank above?  This chapter will explore the advantages and disadvantages of Web-based training from the point of view of the corporation, the training professional and the trainee.

Online Learning


The growth in training online in a Web-based environment can be attributed to several factors.  Based on both academic research and on first-hand, online training experience, there are several good reasons for using the Web for training.  The asynchronous mode of Web-based learning provides tremendous flexibility.  The training module sits on a server so a learner can participate whenever and wherever the time for doing so is available.  The move to just-in time and just-in-place training can more easily be satisfied, as training is no longer offered in the rigid environment of the traditional university or college (Updegrove, 1995) or by bringing employees together into corporate training rooms.


The number and variety of pre-packaged, basic office and literacy skills training modules already available via the Web dwarfs the output possible for any single training department, however large, and can meet the need for basic skills and software-specific training.  Institutions and corporations around the world are offering a tremendous variety of certification programs that may allow the trainer or the learner, to select the right training at the right time.


The availability of Web-based training resources often allows the learner to rapidly follow any path of interest.  The amount of reference material available on-line provides an almost unlimited wealth of information.  Granted, useful and reliable material is not always easily located; but there is hope on the horizon.  Search engines are become better and more specialized, and archives of information are becoming better organized.  As more learners use the net and as more demand is placed on rapid, organized retrieval of data, the technology will be developed to more easily retrieve data. 

Advantages of Web-Based and Web-enhanced Training

Training is delivered over an existing corporate infrastructure

Most corporate intranets running at least 486 PC machines and Windows software (or PowerMacs) will deliver training effectively.  Although some machines may need to be upgraded, the upgrades can primarily be limited to audio and graphics capabilities.  Even these upgrades can be minimized based on the design of the training modules.   Training modules can be modified so all components can be viewed and heard on all machines.

The technology is cross-platform

Regardless of the platform on which a trainee is working, Web-based training materials can be retrieved by users.  The materials are authored once and then can be delivered to any machine that can run a browser on the Internet or the corporate intranet (Hall, 1998 p. 16).  IBM-compatible PC's, Mac's, as well as UNIX based platforms, like Sun and SGI, can all run the same Web-based materials without changes.  Depending upon the software used to create existing computer-based training, conversion to Web-delivery can be rapid.  Conversion to HTML, the primary software for Web-based delivery, usually requires only minor formatting changes.  There exists a number of applications that can convert existing applications with little external help.

Access to an intranet or the Internet is widely available

Most corporate computer users are already connected to an intranet and often there is corporate access to the Internet.  Training can be installed on a single corporate server and accessed from any location within the corporation.  Even users outside of the corporate headquarters can easily access the training by either dialing into the corporate server or using an ISP and connecting via the corporate Web page.  It is no longer necessary to spend money or lose production time in sending people to a central training location.  Training can be readily available at the trainee's desk.

Browsers provide a standard interface to multiple-media presentations

Browsers provide a consistent user interface that remains the same regardless of the content being delivered.  This can provide the trainee with some built-in familiarity and reduces the cognitive load of having to learn a new application at the same time as acquiring new content.  The trainee can concentrate fully on the content material.  This will also reduce trainee anxiety at having to learn new applications.  


The Web allows the training designer to use a much greater variety of media than is ordinarily available.  E-mail, synchronous (i.e., real-time) and asynchronous communication, real-time video and audio feeds, on-line conferencing, graphics, and more are available via the Web, without the trainee having to learn multiple applications. The trainer now has a much wider opportunity to enhance the learning process (McManus, 1995; 1996) and to provide training that matches multiple learning styles.  This is an important consideration in designing training modules applicable across an organization(s).  Trainees will be more willing to learn and learn more if material is presented in a familiar and desired style.  The goal is to adapt the content to the learner, not the learner to the content.

Asynchronous Communication – Training that is flexible and convenient

The asynchronous nature of most Web-based classes will allow trainees to attend at times most convenient to them--a significant factor, considering the trend toward continuous learning.  Training can also be accessed  from a desktop at work, by salespersons or field service engineers on the road, or telecommuters from home (Hall, 1998, p. 15).  The more adaptable a program is to the varied lifestyles of today’s trainees, the more willing and able the trainees will be to take courses.


These features also benefit the corporation.  Training does not have to be conducted during a predetermined timeframe or even during normal business hours.  Training can take place anytime during the day and the duration of the training can be varied, depending on the workload.  Training can also be provided to employees stationed anywhere, regardless of geographical location or time zone restrictions.

Cost savings and time savings over traditional training methods
Training materials, once developed and stored on a Web-server can be accessed from the trainee’s location and viewed on screen.  If the trainee wants hard-copy of specific training materials, it can be generated on a printer at the employee’s work station.  This saves printing, warehousing, and shipping costs for bulky paper training materials.  With training delivered just-in-time to the desktop, a considerable savings can be realized in travel and housing costs, and trainees are not absent from their regular workstations during training.  The cost of maintaining a separate training area to which trainees must travel can be recouped many times over, after the initial expenditure to provide all potential trainees with technology sufficient to receive workplace training.


Training materials can be prepared once and loaded onto a server, to be accessed from any computer attached to the corporate intranet, and via the Internet, from computers world-wide.  Materials that may have been distributed on paper in the past--at significant cost in time, labor, materials, and shipping--can now be viewed onscreen and downloaded at the trainee’s discretion.
Ease of update and revision
Corporations like UPS use Webpages on their corporate intranet to disseminate such volatile information as weather and road conditions nationwide (Wreden, 1997), illustrating the speed at which information can be revised and updated within prepared templates.   A training document can be downloaded from a server for revision, and then uploaded back to the server in a matter of seconds.  Of course, the revising may take significantly longer.  As soon as a training document is loaded onto the server, the new or revised information is then instantaneously available to all learners regardless of their physical distance from the server.  Additionally, keeping the training materials in softcopy form virtually eliminates the trainee from having to integrate the changes into existing printed material, thus ensuring that the most current material is always available.

Benefits to Instructors and to Instructional Designers

Training room benefits might be a bit more intangible, at least at the beginning.  Web-based programs can significantly increase both the number and the diversity of the trainees, since trainees can take courses from anywhere in the world.  The resulting increase in enrollments may result in economies-of-scale, and will probably outpace the initial costs of developing additional on-line courses (Peraya, n.d).  However, this may also increase the support and diversity issues with which trainers must deal.


The Web is an extensive warehouse of knowledge, containing more information than any other single library.  Instructors can more easily make use of this reservoir of information in on-line class than in a traditional class, by making additional resources just a “click” away.  Trainees may be more willing to send the necessary search time on the Web to find materials specific to their interests, if they are already using it for training.
Barriers to Online-Teaching and Learning

The Corporate Culture

Feretic (1997), editor of “Inside Technology Training” notes that “management has to do some soul-searching before the corporate intranet can be used for training, especially if that training involves communication and collaboration.  In the past the cost and complexity of many technologies made it imperative for the organization to plan and control deployment of new technologies in conjunction with extensive training” (Wreden, 1997, p. 24).  How a corporation regards access to information in general will have an impact on how using the Web for training is implemented.  If a corporate culture values openness and accessibility to information within the corporation, then the use of Web for open access to training is more likely to find ready acceptance.  However, if corporate culture views access to information as a matter of individual and departmental empowerment and wish to maintain centralized control then it may be more difficult for trainers to persuade management to allow open access to any portion of the corporate intranet.

The Corporate Infrastructure

To take advantage of the opportunity to make every corporate workstation a training station, time and resources must be invested in building and maintaining the corporate intranet (Feretic, 1997).  The Web has often been adopted piecemeal by departments who have had the hardware and network resources to do so, whereas other departments have continued to use older technologies that, while adequate to access text-based mainframe applications, do not have the power on each desktop to access the Web, download and play video and sound clips, etc.

Lack of on-line learning skills
Both trainers and trainees must become comfortable and confident enough with the required technology that enables Web learning.  For the instructor, it may be a matter of rethinking the traditional training room group approach and adapting material to individual Web delivery.  The instructor must be able to anticipate potential areas of trainee concern and incorporate answers into the content material.  For the trainees, greater responsibility must be assumed in the learning process and sometimes the initial acquisition of basic computer use skills--like typing.  The trainee must become more proactive in assimilating the requisite information and translating it into everyday use.

Bandwidth is limited 

Bandwidth refers to the number of simultaneous transmissions that can be carried through a network at any one time, or the size of the files that can be transmitted.  The speed at which data can be transferred from a network to a personal computer is usually a function of the codec (coder-decoder) or modem used.  Slow transfer speeds result in the user waiting while large files like graphic images, movie or sound clips are downloaded before they are played.  Limited bandwidth means slower performance for sound and video, or even extensive graphics (Hall, 1998, p. 16).  This can impact both the learning process and place constrains on how the learning materials are designed.

Lack of “human contact”
Most trainees have become conditioned to receiving instruction in a face-to-face mode, either in training rooms or on-the-job.  While some will adapt more easily than others, it will take some time for all to become accustomed to an individualized distributed learning environment.  Sometimes access to a trainer who can answer trainee questions is problematical, especially if the trainee chooses to access materials during non-business hours.  Trainees can miss the support of a group or cohort of fellow learners.  This can be a critical concern for the less-motivated trainee.  Without an instructor present, these trainees may not be diligent in reaping the benefits of the training.

Corporate lack of expertise

All too often what is called “Web-based training” amounts to little more than static Web-pages full of text and the “interactive” part is merely the clicking of a button to go to the next page.  Often manuals are the first “training” that is converted to Web-based delivery because conversion of existing word-processor files to HTML is relatively easy.  Face-to-face training techniques like group exercises or discussions are impossible to implement in some Web-based training environments, especially when they are designed for individualized, asynchronous, just-in-time learning.

Development can be costly and time-consuming
Not only are costs measured in dollars higher, but the time it takes for up-front design and development often increases.  Trainers often have to rethink their approach and adapt their style of teaching to this new medium.  Additional time is spent in learning HTML and related applications used to develop the course, rather than polishing in-person delivery techniques.  However, once this up front time is spent; maintenance of the course is often relatively fast and easy. 


Whether converting an existing class or creating a course from scratch, a Web-based course costs money for the infrastructure, required software and support hardware, and development time for designing the course.  The infrastructure cost is primarily a one-time expense.  Once the software and related equipment is purchased, there is limited additional cost over the life of the course.  The only exception would be to upgrade the technology involved with the class and revise the materials as new information becomes available.  


Trainers have to learn to think through all aspects of the training and to anticipate where trainees may have questions or become confused, as they may not be present, nor available in person, to deal with them when the training module accessed.

Not all training should be delivered by computer

Some topics like team-building activities, or emotional issues like the control of information in organizations might best be delivered face-to-face.  Sometimes online training serves best as an adjunct to face-to-face training.  When the material to be covered can be read and talked about via some form of computer-mediated communication in advance, trainees can come better prepared to hands-on training.  But where tactile or kinesthetic skills that are not computer-related must be developed, then working with computer simulations cannot be entirely substituted for working with the actual machine, equipment, or real people.  Pilots can go far in their training in a simulator, but must actually fly a real plane before they can be licensed. 

Trainee resistance
 “Horses led to water don’t always want to drink” (Fryer, 1997, p. 14).  Highly motivated, self-directed trainees do well in the independent-learning situations often created by Web-based training. Andrusyshyn (quoted in Fryer, 1997, p. 14) states that “It doesn’t work on the average learner who needs hands-on attention, and learning does not take place when you just sit and read.  On the Web, it’s too easy not to produce.”

Summary

While there are significant advantages to be realized from Web-based training, there are also disadvantages that must be considered.  Embarking on the delivery of Web-enhanced or Web-based training is not a decision to be made capriciously, nor just because “everyone else is doing it.”  Knowing well the strengths and liabilities of Web-based training technologies and methods is the best guide to making appropriate choices based on corporate goals, available technologies and the needs of the trainees.
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