Student use in Ireland

Live e-learning, virtual classrooms and synchronous e-learning systems evaluated

This is a report on the effectiveness of synchronous elearning systems in training. There is a great deal of data on the use of elearning systems that are not synchronous in training and this form of training has, in fact, become a market leader in the provision of training, especially in corporate settings. Synchronous elearning systems, while widely used in America, have not yet penetrated the European academic and corporate training market.

In early 2005 eighteen students at Ericsson Education Ireland participated in training courses in live e-learning systems. The system used was Centra and the courses were in the field of telecommunications training. All of the students answered the questionnaire designed specially for this training medium.

The questionnaire was in five parts. The first part asked questions about the students’ personal background. The remaining four sections concentrated on the four major points of decision for the introduction of any new technology based training system. These are Student userfriendliness, Didactic effectiveness, Technical feasibility and Cost effectiveness.

Student userfriendliness is an important characteristic for the introduction of any new technical training medium. If the technology is not user friendly it will not be acceptable and will never make a mark in the training market.

Didactic effectiveness is an important criterion because if the technology is not didactically effective it will be of no value as a training vehicle. Technology designs can be devised but if they are didactically and educationally effective they are of no value in education and training.

Technical feasibility is important and we have all participated in the use of new technologies in education in which the technology crashed, could not be described as robust or was too complicated for the student body.

Technology can be expensive and if a new technology wishes to penetrate the training market it needs to be cost effective, firstly in the purchase of the equipment necessary for the institution to provide education and training, secondly the purchase of the equipment for the students to participate in the course and finally the cost of participating each time the course is offered must be controlled, both for the institution and the student.

Personal background

Four questions were asked about the personal background of the participants: gender, age, employment status and years of post-secondary education. The results were:

1.
Gender

44%

Male

55%

Female

2.
Age

0%

Less than 25

16%

25-29

66%

30-40

11%

41-50

5%

over 50

There is a good spread of ages with a major concentration in the 30-40 age grouping.

3.
Employment status

38%

Managerial

22%

Employee

38%

Teacher or trainer

0%

Student

0%

Unempolyed

Participation of management in this survey is unusually high. As this is a training institution the number giving their employment as teacher or trainer is as expected. None of the participating group were students or unemployed.

4.
Previous education

0%

High school Matriculation or less

11%

1-3 years of post-secondary education

89%

4 years + of post-secondary education

This is a remarkable statistic and makes the student group extremely suitable for the evaluation of the introduction of a new technology-based training system. No fewer than 89% have four or more years of post-secondary education. It is known that the vast majority of these had university degrees in telecommunications, computing or engineering – fields which would give them expertise in the evaluation of a new training technology.

Student userfriendliness

The first question under userfriendliness for students was an extremely demanding one. Students were asked if the training experience was fun. Students may not find conventional training experiences to be ‘fun’ and so judging a new training technology against this criterion is a very severe test of the new technology.

5.
The course experience was fun

0%
Strongly agree

89%
Agree

5%
Uncertain

5%
Disagree

0%
Strongly disagree
This is a highly satisfactory response rate with 89% in agreement.

The question asked if the mobile learning experience was fun. This is a challenging question for a new and experimental area of training as it queries whether the course developers were able to create an attractive learning environment for the course participants and whether the participants found the new learning experience attractive. 

Another challenging question followed, asking whether the participants would enrol in another virtual classroom course. It is one thing to study a new and experimental course, it is quite different once the course has been studied and the student knows the didactic environment and the challenges of the course structure. The question and replies were:

6.
According to my experience I would take another virtual classroom course if relevant to my training needs

28%
Strongly agree

67%
Agree

5%
Uncertain

0%
Disagree

0%
Strongly disagree
Despite the difficulty of the question no one disagrees or strongly disagrees. A remarkable 95% either agree or strongly agree with the idea of enrolling in another virtual classroom course after their experience with the Centra system.

Another tricky and challenging question followed. This asked if the participant would recommend virtual classroms as a mode of study to friends or colleagues. To recommend a new and experimental mode of study to colleagues and others requires a definite level of commitment to the mode of study. The answers were:

7.
I would recommend this as a method of study to others

56%
Strongly agree

39%
Agree

0%
Uncertain

5%
Disagree

0%
Strongly disagree
The statistic of 56% in strong agreement is remarkable as is the statistic that 95% agree or strongly agree that they would recommend virtual classroom technology as a mode of study for a friend or colleague. One needs conviction to recommend a new form of training to colleagues.

A major factor with student user-friendliness is the ease with which the student can use the technology. Two question focused on this. The first was about confidence with the controls of the system and the second about introduction to using the system. The questions and answers were:

8.
Controls are easy to figure out and operate at all times

17%
Strongly agree

78%
Agree

5%
Uncertain

0%
Disagree

0%
Strongly disagree

9.
I could learn how to use the system without the need to be told or consult a manual

5%
Strongly agree

50%
Agree

0%
Uncertain

45%
Disagree

0%
Strongly disagree

Although the responses are generally favourable there is a warning here for European training systems that are considering the introduction of virtual classroom systems in the response of 45% in disagreement that they could learn how to use the system without the need to be told or consult a manual. This is significant because the respondents are all highly qualified telecommunications, computing or engineering graduates, most of whom would be familiar with ‘conventional’ elearning systems.

Didactic effectiveness

If virtual classrooms are to break through and become a valid part of European training provision it is essential that the didactic effectiveness of the system should be challenged and evaluated.  Participants were asked:

10.
I knew where I was in the course at all times

11%
Strongly agree

77%
Agree

0%
Uncertain

11%
Disagree

0%
Strongly disagree

In the course of a technological form of training provision the didactical quality of knowing where one was throughout the learning session is important, and the 88% who answered agree or strongly agree is a valid assessment.

In the next question the activity of the participants was evaluated. If virtual classrooms wish to mirror electronically the activity of face to face or training centre provision, this is an important dimension.

11.
I was an active participant throughout the session

11%
Strongly agree

72%
Agree

5%
Uncertain

11%
Disagree

0%
Strongly disagree

Virtual classrooms take up the middle ground between elearning and face-to-face or ILT (instructor led training) provision. They replace the isolation of the ‘traditional’ elearning student who may be frequently on his or her own, with the reconstitution of the class group and the the (electronic) presence of the teacher. In this context it is important to evaluate the views of the participants on their ability to pose questions and receive feedback and precise answers, as in conventional classroom or training centre provision. Students were asked:

12.
As participants we had good opportunities to contribute with questions and answers

22%
Strongly agree

61%
Agree

11%
Uncertain

5%
Disagree

0%
Strongly disagree

For didactic effectiveness the provision of learning materials is of central importance. In virtual classroom sessions the learning materials are frequently, but not always in the form of PowerPoint presentations. This is one of the strengths of the systems as teachers and trainers often have learning materials available in this format and this speeds up preparation times for this form of training. The important dimensions of the learning materials are the presentation of text, the provision of graphics to accompany and illustrate the graphics and the way the learning materials lead to interaction. Interactivity is a highly prized dimension of all education and training provision today. Students were, therefore, asked about the provision of text, graphics and interaction in their virtual classroom course.

Here are the student replies:

13.
The combination of text, graphics and interaction in the course was appropriate and enhanced my learning

16%
Strongly agree

67%
Agree

5%
Uncertain

11%
Disagree

0%
Strongly disagree

Allthough the wording of the question is open to some ambiguity as it was possible for participants to judge that the provision of text, graphics and interaction was appropriate but did not enhance their learning, the percentage of 83% in agreement is highly satisfactory.

The ultimate result of education or training provision is learning. Whether the education or training is provided by face-to-face (ILT) lecture room or classroom or training centre provision, or by distance education or by ‘traditional’ elearning or by synchronous elearning, the ultimate criterion is whether students learned from the course and what was the quality and the quantity of the learning. This was evaluated in the following question:

14.
I learned well from the course

16%
Strongly agree

72%
Agree

11%
Uncertain

0%
Disagree

0%
Strongly disagree

88% in agreement with the statement that they learned well from the course can be regarded as highly satisfactory.

The next question was an awkward one. In the first place it was posed negatively and required a ‘disagree’ response to give approval to the system. This also acts as a block to mechanical answering, which can be a feature of questionnaires. The question is also awkward as it asks participants to compare a new technological method with traditional classroom or training centre education and training provision.

15.
My learning would have been better in a normal classroom (with the same instructor and class group)

23%
Strongly agree

16%
Agree

16%
Uncertain

45%
Disagree

0%
Strongly disagree

Despite the 39% who agree with the statement and no doubt strongly defend the virtues of face-to-face provision, the statistic of 45% who stated that ‘my learning would not have been better in a normal classroom’ is impressive.

Technical feasibility

To evaluate any educational innovation one needs to assess its suitability under four headings:

· Student userfriendliness

· Didactic effectiveness 

· Technical feasibility

· Cost efficiency

Technical feasibility is particularly important for virtual classroom systems because in these systems the classroom is recreated electronically and it is important that the technology functions effectively. Students were therefore asked how easy it was to use the equipment with the following results:

16.
It was easy to use the equipment

16%
Strongly agree

63%
Agree

5%
Uncertain

16%
Disagree

0%
Strongly disagree
In all 79% agreed that it was easy to use the equipment. Further questioning was focused on the system controls and their ease of use.

Participants were therefore asked:

17.
Controls were easy to figure out and easy to operate at all times

11%
Strongly agree

78%%
Agree

5%
Uncertain

5%
Disagree

0%
Strongly disagree

It appears that the grouping of students surveyed had little difficulty with the controls of the Centra system.

Further questioning focused on the functioning of the virtual classroom system, how robust the technology was and whether there were any technical problems. All readers will have participated in technology demonstrations in which glitches occurred in even sophisticated technology systems and it was therefore important to evaluate this experience too.

Participants were asked:

18.
You know what the system is doing at all times

11%
Strongly agree

61%
Agree

11%
Uncertain

11%
Disagree

5%
Strongly disagree

and again

19.
The system appeared robust and there were no technical problems

11%
Strongly agree

44%
Agree

11%
Uncertain

27%
Disagree

5%
Strongly disagree

These responses indicate that all were not fully convinced with the robustness of the technology with 32% disagreeing with the statement and 11% being uncertain.

Cost efficiency

One of the major factors in the development of virtual classrooms is that they increases access to training. Unlike distance training in which the trainee is located at home or at work at a distance from the institution, in virtual classrooms the class grouping comes together, in whatever countries of the world they may be, at a fixed time on a fixed day for a fixed period, with the instructor. Unlike eLearning in which the trainee is situated, usually on his or her own, in front of a wired computer, in virtual classrooms the trainee has the benefits of coming together with the class group.

For a technology to break through in the training field a major factor will be its cost efficiency. If ROI (Return on Investment) is not beneficial then there is little future for a new technological innovation.

Participants were therefore asked:

20.
Taking a course in this manner would save me costs as a student

50%
Strongly agree

28%
Agree

16%
Uncertain

5%
Disagree

0%
Strongly disagree

The percentage of ‘strongly agree’ here is strikingly high at 50% and a total of 78% agree with the statement

21.
Virtual classroom systems increase access to education and training

38%
Strongly agree

56%
Agree

0%
Uncertain

5%
Disagree

0%
Strongly disagree

Again at 94% in agreement the statistics are impressive. It is fair therefore to conclude that the participant group consider that virtual classrooms both save costs to students and that they increase access to education and training.

For virtual classrooms to be a success it has to be cost effective both for the institution providing the course and for the students enrolled in it. Careful analysis needs to be undertaken on the cost of preparing courses for these systems, studying them in the system, the cost of doing and submitting assignments in the system, the cost of communication with the institution, the tutor and other students studying the course via the system.

Participants were asked:

22.
The cost of attending the course was acceptable

27%
Strongly agree

27%
Agree

45%
Uncertain

0%
Disagree

0%
Strongly disagree
A fair answer to this question would be ‘uncertain’ as all of the students studied the course at their workplace and most would be uncertain of the costs involved. The high number of ‘uncertain’ responses is due to the fact that the participants were participating in the course free of charge locally from the server.

23.
The cost of communicating in the course with the tutor and other students was acceptable.

22%
Strongly agree

33%
Agree

44%
Uncertain

0%
Disagree

0%
Strongly disagree

Again the high number of ‘uncertain’ responses is due to the fact that the participants were downloading the course free of charge locally from the server. Most would have been unaware of the costs involved in communicating with the tutor or other students.

Comments

Participants were also invited to comment on the virtual classroom course, or on equipment functionality and user-friendliness. Here is a selection of replies.

Many of the comments focused on the length of the course:

‘I found the VCT extremely flexible and the shorter course periods are more accessible within my working structure’

‘I think VCT works very well on very short courses (i.e. up to 2 hours)’

‘The only negative would be if the course is more than 1 hour, as it is difficult to concentrate’

Also:

‘There is a need to push VCT more’.

Conclusion

It is fair to conclude from this analysis that the vast majority of the respondents found participation in synchronous elearning a satisfactory experience, most would study another course in this context and most would advise a colleague to participate. In the words of one of the commentators there is probably a need ‘to push this form of training more’ and to add synchronous elearning systems in Europe to the extensive use of what is called here more ‘traditional’ or ‘conventional’ forms of elearning.
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