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Back in the 1980s there was a thing called computer-based training (CBT). As its name suggests, it referred to the use of computers to help people in the education and training process. With the introduction of multimedia CDs became even more suited to the training process, and CBT looked like being a major technology.

CBT found a niche, but it never quite took the world by storm. But like most other technologies it evolved, and as it evolved its name changed. The standard terms nowadays are “e-learning” and “learning management system” (LMS), though there are also some other terms and acronyms in common use. There are dozens of companies in the field, many of which have existed since the advent of CBT, but it is still an immature market that is having a little trouble defining itself. I find that strange.

Why do I say the market is immature, and why do I find that strange? There are many suppliers, most of them small and with no market leader. There is uncertainty over the terminology, and a lack of standards and market metrics. All of these are classic hallmarks of an immature market. And it is strange that the market should be so immature, when information technology is so suited to the learning process and when the technology has been around for such a long time.
I put it down to the fact that most organisations do not have a learning culture. Over the decade or so that it has taken for CBT to evolve into e-learning, corporate usage of IT has been dominated by the implementation of large systems, such as ERP (enterprise resource planning), designed to maximise the efficiency of the company’s operations. During this time the focus of information systems has been on process rather than people. In that environment people are regarded as an expense, rather than an asset.

There are many signs that that is changing now. Times are tougher, and while that still means cost-cutting in some areas, it means that many organisations are looking more closely at ways to use their existing resources more efficiently. The most valuable of those resources are their people, and the best way to get better use of people is to make them more knowledgeable and more efficient. The best way to do that is to train them better.

So, given the fact that organisations should want more highly trained staff, and given that computer-based training systems – e-learning – are much more sophisticated now than they were ten years ago, it should follow that e-learning technology is well placed to mature and become a significant force in the new information millennium. There are some signs that this is happening.

Research company IDC has published figures showing the worldwide e-learning market reaching $40 billion a year by 2004, up from just $3billion in 1999. IDC defines the term very broadly, to include such things as CD-ROM encyclopedias and educational software for schools and universities, but any way you look at it, it’s a growing market. One key feature has been a divergence between companies that offer “content” (the lessons), and those who offer the delivery systems for this content.
Much of the debate at the moment in e-learning circles is over how to measure return on investment – how can you tell if your investment in e-learning is paying off? This is a hot topic throughout the IT industry, but it is particularly topical for “soft” applications like e-learning, where the returns are not so tangible or so easily measured as they are in some other areas.

This week the Australian Institute of Training and Development is holding its annual conference in Melbourne’s Hilton Hotel. The keynote speaker is Con Kittos, Australian head of e-learning company Click2learn. He will talk on the subject of how to measure return on investment in e-learning.
The is a wealth of information about how e-learning can cut costs, and how it is cheaper than many older styles of learning. You don’t have to pay for such things as instructors, classrooms and travel. Most practitioners agree that e-learning will never fully replace traditional classroom instruction, but talk of “blended” learning processes, where e-learning and other types of training exist side by side. Even then, it’s relatively easy to make the case for e-learning as a way of cutting training costs.

Where it gets hard is in measuring the returns that come from making staff more productive. There are very few metrics in this area, because every organisation is different. But there is ample evidence that e-learning can help people learn more quickly and work more efficiently. It is also very useful in ensuring a uniformity of skill levels across an organisation, which is helpful in standards compliance and many other areas.
The technology has come a long way from sticking in a CD-ROM, doing a lesson and answering multiple choice questions. Modern e-learning systems use “learning objects” delivered over corporate intranets. This enables tailored training on the job and in real time, which is a great way of improving productivity and job satisfaction. It’s difficult to measure such things, but the benefits are enormous.
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