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The Business Case for E-Learning by Tom Kelly and Nader Nanjiani (Cisco Press, 2005) provides a lot of useful data on the productivity gains that an enterprise can realize from an online learning program. In providing the validation for implementing e-learning and in showing how to model the productivity gains in terms of returns on investments and improvements to the supply and value chains (the so-called ecosystem) in a large organization, the book merits five stars. It accomplishes what it sets out to do. 

The next step, of course, is to figure out how to implement an e-learning program.  The book doesn’t tackle this process in very much detail, but does provide some guidelines to follow when setting up an e-learning initiative. It also provides some useful detail on how Cisco built its own e-learning program. 

This book is really aimed at CxO and upper management. It's main intent is to provide justification and proofs of the efficacy of e-learning programs in general and of some specific programs (Bearing Point, Toyota, and the Cisco Networking Academy Program) that are detailed in case-study format. These studies will give you a decent sense of what these companies went through to implement e-learning; this should hopefully help a training manager to navigate through the maze of requirements for putting together an e-learning program of their own. 
 

How do you measure the output of an e-learning program? This is an area that seems nebulous at first, and the book takes us through its methodology so that we can be more comfortable with the data. Cisco commissioned an independent survey conducted to take some measurements from its Partner E-Learning Connection (PEC) program. Respondents reported hard figures such as a savings of 9-10 hours per month and increased sales of an average of $9700 per month. When these figures were extrapolated across the entire partner program, and compared to the costs of implementing the PEC, it was found that the training investment had paid off at an astonishing ratio of 16-1. The case studies for the other vendors were somewhat more anecdotal but also contained hard evidence. 
 

The pyramid of the productivity sets apart the Cisco program and gives it a unique credibility that makes it worth studying. At the base of this pyramid is communications; in the middle is the training itself and assessment is at the top. I think in some ways this is really key – when you take away the live instructor and the reporting that an expert can give you as to whether the students truly understand he material, the need for assessment is obvious.  

But it can be rather tricky to construct the assessment portion of a training class so as not to be too general and high level, and also not to be too nit-picky on details that can always be looked up in the field (as long as the basics of a technology are understood). There is an art form to this, and if it’s done well, it can make a training program much more effective. 
 

There is, I believe, no doubt that many kinds of subject matter, particularly in the industrial realm, are better served by e-learning than any other method. Reasons for this include the lower cost of an e-learning program (assuming, of course, that there is a large enough student base to justify the rollout) and the fact that an e-learning initiative fits really well into the difficult-to-predict schedules of the recipients of the courseware. People who are under pressure to sell or to deliver IT consulting of their own cannot necessarily afford to take a week off of work to receive specialized training in a technology, product, or methodology.

What almost anyone can do, however, is find a chunk of time here and there to study a segment of a larger course. When the course is available online, with assessments to measure progress, and the ability to remember where the student last left off, the resulting flexibility allows the student to take in more subject matter. 

All of this is not to say (and the book doesn’t claim) that classroom training should be eliminated in favor of online learning. Subjects that benefit from “give and take” between an instructor and students (or between the students themselves) would certainly lend themselves to having a classroom component. The art of troubleshooting comes to mind, or of providing technical support. However, a great deal of industrial training can be handled more effectively, and more cheaply, through e-learning. This is bound to be increasingly true in the future, as more young students are comfortable with this mode of learning. 
 
After laying out the case for e-learning, the book describes how to organize an e-learning initiative. I think this area is a little bit more high level and less concrete than the case studies themselves, and that a training manager responsible for implementing an e-learning initiative will still have more work to do in fighting the battle to put a program together. Still, some good high-level rules are laid out, such as demonstrating cost advantages, and identifying benefits and key dependencies. These are all good rules of thumb. 

There is probably no "one size fits all" template for putting together an e-learning program, and training developers have to muddle through their unique situations to apply these principles to their individual companies and the subject matter at hand. However, if you are starting out cold, you will benefit from the descriptions of how to get support from management, how to implement a pilot, and how to set goals to measure your results.  

But the bottom line is that the e-learning train has left the station, and if you're involved in corporate training in any way, you absolutely have to take a hard look at it.
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