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Introduction 

This chapter is intended to provide readers with some key points regarding the deployment of synchronous virtual classroom sessions within their organisation. However we are also aware that there is a lot of ground work that must be completed before a session can be deemed ready for deployment towards end students. For that reason we have taken some backward steps when writing this chapter to focus on issues such as:

· The factors to consider when deciding whether to use synchronous learning methods or alternatives such as traditional classroom based learning, asynchronous learning etc.

· Relevant guidelines that should be considered before developing any content. This section contains a number of general observations on how to approach the task of developing content so as to ensure that no serious oversights occur. 

· Guidelines for promoting interactivity within sessions – in the case of both synchronous and asynchronous learning events the success of a course / module will usually depend on how much interaction occurs between the students and their teacher, because of this fact we have included specific guidelines on how to create opportunities for interaction in synchronous virtual classroom events. 

· The various methods and systems that can be used to facilitate rapid content development. It is largely recognised that synchronous learning methods are gaining popularity due to the fact that they can be produced at a cheaper cost than alternatives asynchronous distance learning methods. In this section we look at some techniques for rapid content development – using these techniques can ensure that development costs are kept as low as possible.   

Deploying Live eLearning

When approaching the task of delivering material to an audience there are a variety of methods that can be used to perform the delivery these include traditional classroom based learning, asynchronous learning methods and of course synchronous learning methods. 


In this section we detail some of the principal reasons why an organisation would choose to deliver the material using synchronous methods. Our experience has shown us that the deployment of synchronous eLearning typically begins in small groups or departments within an organization and spreads outward from there to other groups within the organisation, as a result of the championing of the cause by those in the initial deployment group. 

While this list below is comprehensive we don’t anticipate that every possible reason / scenario will be detailed within this list. Of course in reality the final reason for choosing to deploy synchronous virtual eLearning methods will be a combination of the reasons listed below. 


For convenience the various different reasons have been listed according to three criteria: 

· Those relating to the audience

· Those relating to the material 

· Those relating to teaching resources and materials  
Those relating to the audience 


Often it is too expensive to bring the target audience together in a single physical location for the purposes of training / education. This is one of the most common reasons for choosing to deliver material via synchronous virtual classroom methods. In reality it is probably most applicable to corporate organisations, where concerns regarding costs and profitability are usually quite high. 


Another reason often cited for the deployment of synchronous eLearning courses is that it is very difficult to get audience members away from their jobs for a scheduled training activity. Again this typical large corporate organisations, but is also relevant in the case of academic groups etc. 
In such groups the reality is that due to day to day working / managerial commitments personnel (typically those at senior level) are unable to be away from their work for an extended period of time and so those organizing training opt for a synchronous delivery option, as it not only saves them money but also saves them the time associated with travel, accommodation and the opportunity cost of being away from their work for a prolonged period of time. 


A final reason that has been identified as being relevant to this discussion it that the target  audience are likely to prefer to learn through being a member of a larger group of people as this allows them to learn from both the material presented and from the opinions and actions of fellow students. If this is one of the reasons for choosing to use synchronous learning methods then specific consideration needs to be given to including opportunities for dialogue and interaction in order to ensure that this benefit is realized.  

Those relating to the content

There are certain types of content that lend themselves to deployment via synchronous learning methods. Generally speaking the most suitable content for delivery via virtual classroom methods is material that is very structured or factual such as technical, mathematical or scientific information etc. Such material generally lends itself to minimal questions and interjection from audience members when it comes to drawing conclusions and results. 


Sometimes however it may prove attractive to use synchronous learning methods when the content requires some limited discussion and or group work in order to be completed satisfactorily. When this is the case it would not be possible to use asynchronous delivery methods so that the organiser is left with an option to organise a physical or virtual synchronous event. When deciding between these two methods factors such as cost, the level of interaction required and available time will combine to allow for the decision to be made.

Those relating to the availability of teaching resources and materials 

For any institution, whether academic or commercial one of the biggest issues they face in deciding on the method to be used to run a session is the availability of resources i.e. teachers, classrooms etc. 

Our experience has shown us that where cost reduction is an issue synchronous learning methods prove more attractive than asynchronous methods due to the fact that they can be produced more quickly and by people with a lower level of expertise than asynchronous methods, where the levels of expertise required to produce the material are high due to the use of more complex development technologies.

Having established some of the primary factors to be considered when deciding whether to produce synchronous content we now turn our attention to some of the issues faced by a the instructor / course developer once the decision has been made to proceed with synchronous delivery methods

Designing a Session
There are some key questions to consider before beginning to design and develop content for a specific synchronous virtual classroom session. This section examines these questions in detail and suggests some potential solutions to them. 


Begin with the end in mind ie focus on the overall objective for the session / entire flow. Regardless of the method used to deliver your course material i.e. whether it is synchronous, asynchronous or involves the use of traditional classroom methodologies an instructor has always to focus on the overall goal of the session flow and then develop material to meet these objectives and sub objectives. 

In the synchronous virtual world this requirement is more difficult to realize because the instructor has to preempt the audiences needs more accurately and create the necessary material to meet these objectives in advance of the session. 

While the instructor in a traditional classroom scenario has to preempt the students needs and design the material accordingly, students will be more forgiving if the instructor needs to take a small recess to fish out additional material. In the synchronous virtual world these small breaks result in a long silence at the instructors end and may lead the students to believe that there is some technical problem on the system and / or it may cause them to lose interest in the session material which may never be reclaimed.    

Consider the audience for the session. In relation to the audience, the main factor that needs to considered when designing the session content is the prerequisite knowledge required by the audience before entering the session. However the course / content designer may be  very limited by his restricted knowledge of the audience and their knowledge levels.

However, regardless of background audience knowledge it is recommended that the participants be given a written course description / course outline detailing exactly what will be covered / omitted during the session and what knowledge the students are expected to have. This allows the students to gain any necessary knowledge so as to “plug” any gaps prior to entering the session. 


Another benefit of creating the course outline / course description is that it should clearly state the objectives for the session in a logical order and so can act as a roadmap for developing the content. 

The above are general considerations to be followed when developing synchronous content, the information below is intended to act as more “hard-line” rules that must be followed when developing session content.  

· Divide your session into modules of no more than 90 minutes in duration. If the module details particularly complex information then consideration should be given to reducing the duration to less than ninety minutes. This is because student concentration in a virtual environment tends to fade much quicker than in a physical classroom. 

· The module must include as much interactivity as possible – within the virtual classroom environment there are a variety of methods that can be used to present information including PowerPoint, application sharing, the usage of internet content, quizzes etc. The activities must change frequently during the session in order to promote student interest and learning. 
Research has shown that interactive sessions because of their inherent dynamism hold a participant’s interest for longer and increase their levels of information retention. 

· When the Centra organisation conducted a recent survey amongst participants on what makes a learning experience effective, the most commonly received responses were as follows: (note the order here is not representative of the popularity of the participant responses):

· the instructor involved the participants throughout the course

· the participants were able to apply what they learned immediately to their job

· the instructor used a variety of instructional methods;

· the participants were given lots of opportunity to do hands on exercises 

Promoting interactivity within sessions 

While the guidelines detailed above are very relevant they are not sufficient for an instructor new to deliveries using synchronous techniques. Below are some specific ideas for creating interactivity opportunities when developing content. The list concentrates on this aspect of deliveries on the grounds that the success of most sessions will depend on the level of interactivity included in the session. 

· turn bulleted lists eg lists detailing the features or characteristics of a product service etc. into a series of true or false questions to be answered by students

· replace keywords with blanks in the student guide so that the participants write the keywords into their guides as you present. The participants should then be questioned in random sequence regarding the correct answer

· use an online evaluation to question the participants on their understanding of a topic and on their feedback on the material presented
· Get the participants to do the summary of the key points of the presentation ie rather than the teacher doing the wrap up ask the participants to paraphrase the key points from the lecture
· Get the participants to diagram using the whiteboard what was taught during the session

· Where the material is suitable present a problem to the participants and then give everyone a moment to think about the problem. Next pick a volunteer and have him/her try to solve the problem. If possible encouraging the participants to think out loud about the problem and where appropriate allow coaching from other participants regarding the potential solution.

· Explicit notes should be developed for the session leader, to illustrate for him how a particular subject should be taught – these should include the questions the leader should ask etc.


In a traditional classroom instructors often abandon the instructor guide in favor of their own agenda or instructional techniques and style. In the synchronous environment the session leaders tend to teach using the material created within the agenda builder, it is more likely they will follow the design of the course. However despite this they still need to be given instructions on how to bring the material to life, how to place the material in it’s correct context and how to build participant questioning into the agenda, thereby encouraging the leader to check for comprehension and so increase participation and interactivity.

· When participants have to follow the material using printed student handouts page numbers must be assigned to the slides. This will ensure that the students do not become lost trying to follow the course material and so can spend more time interacting with their instructor and peer students.

· If the material is to be delivered over a variety of modules exercises or homework should be assigned for completion by the students between the modules – this has the effect of reinforcing the content and / or preparing the participants for the next session. This will help to ensure that the participants are more confident in relation to the discussions that take place at each class and so should be more willing to participate. When doing this it is necessary to bear in mind that the instructions for completing these exercises must be more explicit than for classroom-oriented material because the leader often isn’t available to answer questions.

Methods for rapid content development

One of the principal reasons for using synchronous classroom based learning methods is that relative to asynchronous learning methods they are far cheaper to produce per module.  This section focuses on the techniques that can be deployed in order to develop modules / sessions as easily and quickly as possible. 

Problem-Based Learning

Developers can cut down material development time and increase learner interaction by creating problem-based courses. Problem-based learning presents the content in the context of problems that must be solved by the participants as individuals or teams. 


The first step to developing such material is to identify suitable course related problems and the skills needed to solve them. The course must then be structured around solving these problems. The following is a six-step process for running problem-based learning modules:

· form teams, appoint a team leader to the team and then assign a problem to them

· give the team an appropriate amount of time to examine the problem and steps required  to solve the problem.

· get the team leader to distribute pieces of problem-solving process to the various team members.

· each member gathers what is needed to complete his/her part.

· after an agreed amount of time the team members regroup and share the information regarding the solution amongst themselves. 

· the teams use the information gathered from each member to develop a solution and share that solution amongst the other participants. 

Use a Subject Matter Expert

Using subject matter experts (SMEs) can greatly reduce time spend doing research. There are many ways to incorporate the contributions of an SME into a session for example:

· record, with a video, the SME solving typical problems that are anticipated to occur - small, edited portions of the video can then be used as online content.

· hold focus groups with SMEs to review learning material already developed - the focus group scenario allows the SMEs to reconcile differences of opinion regarding the content and provide general feedback on it.

· offer the course with skeleton content and let the SME teach using that skeleton content as a guide to what should be taught. During the SME’s presentation capture (using note taking) the content, stories and questions discussed during the class. This information can then be used to structure the course of the final developed course. If appropriate allow the SME to assist in the next class to answer questions and solve problems that did not come up in the first class.

Record Questions

New content developers tend to focus on course information. Experienced content developers focus on the questions that arise during the course. Build content around these questions. For example:

· questions the developer asks while learning.

· questions other trainers asked when teaching the content.

· questions asked rhetorically by SMEs.

· questions asked by learners or questions anticipated from learners.

Use the questions to:

· create a frequently asked questions (FAQ) job aid.

· introduce the topic with the questions to stimulate curiosity.

· create scenarios and cases for learners to complete and discover the answers.

· build online evaluations and final assessments or certification exams.

Use Existing Materials

Instead of creating all the materials for a course “from scratch”, use existing material where appropriate. Using existing material can involve incorporating the material into the agenda or directing learners to study in their spare time:

· tutorials

· white papers

· learning and knowledge objects

· recorded sessions

· books and manuals

Build Structures

Build class structures without content. Let the learner fill in the content. For example; incomplete worksheets, incomplete diagrams, incomplete models, incomplete flowcharts etc. 

Adapting existing content

Content created for one delivery method may require work to adapt it for use with

another delivery method. This is especially true with content that has been designed and created for asynchronous web-based training or computer based training. It is possible to adapt this content for delivery with another method, but it takes a lot of work.

Content developed for the physical classroom can be adapted easily for live

eLearning. The solution lies in the basic design principles applied to creating a

learning program. The content created from design sessions should be patterned for use and reuse with different delivery methods from the very beginning.

There are, several special considerations when adapting existing asynchronous or traditional classroom content for use in a synchronous learning environment. Generally speaking the easiest courses to adapt to online instructions are those that have the following characteristics:


· they are modular in their nature 

· they are slide-driven, in which each learning point has a slide associated with it

· existing slides are not graphically complex and use as few words as possible to



summarize the major points

· the instructor guide for classroom training includes objectives at every level and

includes instructor lead-in statements

· the existing instructor guide includes questions to ask participants during the  presentation to ensure comprehension and encourage participation. It should ideally also include evaluation questions at the end of each module

Before adapting material for synchronous online delivery, sit in on the classroom delivery of a course to see how the class is conducted, what instructional techniques are employed and what materials are used to support content delivery.

Adaptation Process

The follow process can be used when adapting existing content for use in the synchronous learning environment. While it is not necessary to follow all the steps in the process the following guidelines are useful when adapting content for use in the synchronous learning environment. 
· look at the structure of the course to determine how the content maps to the objectives.

· modularize the content into sessions of no more than 90 minutes duration.

· develop a course outline or description for each module.

· identify activities to be used during and between sessions.

· determine which online instructional tool that is most appropriate for the content, the tool chosen should be the one that encourages maximum participation and understanding.

· look at the media used in the current session and decide whether it must be

· converted to another format or recreated so that it can be used in the synchronous environment. 

 Design to Delivery of synchronous events
The steps below provide a summary of the issues discussed during this chapter as it provides summary guidelines on the processes for designing, developing and delivering content, as well as revising a synchronous learning event. This guide is intended for presenters, content designers and event managers.

1. Design the session

Identify objectives, audience, and outline for the session. Decide on the best way

to get each point across, keeping in mind the various instructional tools available.  Design for participant interaction and change activities frequently.

2. Create the content

Use tools you are comfortable with to create the content. The most commonly used files in a synchronous event include PowerPoint presentations, .gif or .jpg images, audio or video files, and HTML. Other types of content to create might include job aids, a student guide, and leader notes.

3. Assemble the content

Most synchronous applications include a module / function to allow different forms of content to be assembled in a single location so that it can be incorporated into a synchronous learning event, in one step eg the agenda builder application within Centra. Once the content is available for use it should be loaded into the content assembly application so that it can be included in the event. 

4. Setup the event

Once an agreement has been reached with the participants regarding a time and date for the delivery the virtual event must be set up on the synchronous application. The leader and students must then be registered as part of the session. Finally it is necessary to add content to the event

5. Deliver the event

At the scheduled time, the leader and participants should meet online to conduct

the session using the content developed. 

6. Monitor and revise

After the event it may be necessary to modify the content on the basis of the feedback received from the participants so as to improve any subsequent deliveries of the material.

