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Introduction 

Creating a distance education program can be an excellent addition to the corporate 

training environment.  The ability to reach out to employees and provide educational materials 

round the clock can have a significant impact on training and certification.  The challenge is to 

create a program that can meet the needs of the students and trainers while also meeting 

corporate goals. 

 The premise of this exercise is to create a distance education program from existing 

materials, making them readily available for instructors and students.  This is borne from the 

manager’s frustration on how his face to face courses were being conducted.  While the goal of 

placing the courses online is an admirable one, the real issue that should first be investigated is 

why his courses are lacking interaction and communication.  What is missing?  The importance 

of fostering healthy communication in the classroom is well documented.  “Communication has 

the potential to build effective working relationships with students when there are positive 

classroom interactions” (Johnson, 2010).  The lack of effective instructional technique in the 

face-to-face environment is very difficult to overcome in the distance learning environment. The 

manager should take the time to critically assess why he is having the communication issues in 

the classroom and work from there. 

 In order to move forward, an assumption must be made that this analysis has been done 

and the most efficient method of educating the workforce is through distance education using 

online materials.  Another assumption that a needs assessment and a return on investment has 

been conducted which, once again, verifies the need for creating this program.  The manager 

should not fall into the trap of caring “…only about the appearance of training” (Moller, Foshay, 

& Huett, 2008).  The concern, as far as instructional design goes, is “…managers promote e-
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learning only because it is relatively cheap to deliver, and it absolves them from the obligation to 

provide potentially more expensive or involved training” (Moller et al. 2008).  In other words, 

the process should continue so long as the manager has a good, solid foundation to invest the 

company’s time, money, and resources into creating an online learning program. 

 Preplanning is essential to creating this program.  The following steps are recommended 

before launching any technological initiatives. 

Learner assessment 

 Who are the learners and trainers who will be impacted by this program?  Are they 

technically savvy and able to easily navigate computer based learning or will educational 

programs need to be created that present the online learning environment?  The realization that 

distance education learners are different then face-to-face learners will have a large impact on 

course development and design.  “It is the learner who needs to be considered early in the 

planning and implementation of a distance learning experience.  The more an instructor 

understands the members of the audience, the better the distance learning experience will be for 

all involved” (Simonson, Smaldino, Albright, Zvacek, 2012). 

 Adult learners in corporate environments will have different motivations then the 

traditional post-secondary education student.  These learners will be more motivated by learning 

skills related to their current or future positions.  The motivation may be more extrinsic then 

internal.  Extrinsic motivation is defined:  

“… as a construct that pertains whenever an activity is done in order to attain 

some separable outcome. Extrinsic motivation thus contrasts with intrinsic 
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motivation, which refers to doing an activity simply for the enjoyment of the 

activity itself, rather than its instrumental value” (Ryan & Deci, 2000).   

Adult learners may require some additional motivation to complete the learning 

assignments including increased responsibility and abilities, promotion, and continued 

certification in certain positions.  This must be considered when establishing an online 

education program. 

Technology requirements 

Something that must be done in conjunction with the student assessment is determining the 

technological requirements necessary to effectively deliver content.  The following points should 

be considered in order to facilitate student and instructor access: 

• Will the learning be done in a computer lab onsite?  This will limit access to the content, 

but the technological requirements in software and equipment will be better controlled. 

• Will learners and instructors have access to courses from their home?  If the learners 

will be required to access courses from home then do they have adequate internet 

connections?  Do they have computers that are capable of accessing and presenting the 

instructional content?  This option makes software and equipment issues more complex, 

but opens up the ability for learners to access content whenever they wish.  To facilitate 

this option, a technology primer will need to be created along with published minimum 

software and equipment standards. 

• What channels of communication will be established?  Is an internal email system 

available so students and instructors can communicate or will a messaging system need 

to be created? 
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• Technology help should be readily available for faculty and learners.  This could include 

the organizations information technology department, but discussions will need to take 

place since the addition of a learning management system will tax their existing 

resources. 

• Content delivery and student tracking will need to be considered.  A learning 

management system is generally the best method of delivering content and tracking 

student progress.  There are many options available, with some being free while others 

services are provided at a cost.  Each should be evaluated according to the needs of the 

organization, its technology capabilities, and by following certain standards.  “The 

Masie Center identified five “abilities” that e-learning standards should enable: 

o Interoperability:  Can the system work with any other system? 

o Reusability:  Can courseware (learning objects or “chunks”) be re-used? 

o Manageability:  Can a system track the appropriate information about the learner 

and content? 

o Accessibility:  Can a learner access the appropriate content at the appropriate 

time? 

o Durability:  Will the technology evolve with the standards to avoid 

obsolescence?” (Simonson, et al. 2012). 

Curriculum Design 

Once students and technology have been analyzed and addressed, the manager should then begin 

the process of curriculum design with a focus on what he is trying to accomplish.  Existing 

content can be adapted to the online environment, but copying the material directly into a 

distance education course is not recommended.  Instructors cannot control the learning situations 
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of distance learners to the same degree that occurs in a traditional classroom.  As a result, 

traditional classroom materials are generally not effective online.  The goal is to create an 

equivalent learning experience.   

 This instructional design methodology is based on the equivalency theory which states 

“…that the more equivalent the learning experiences of distant students are to that of local 

students, the more equivalent will be the outcomes of the learning experience” (Simonson, et al. 

2012).  The content in the classroom must be adjusted to provide equivalent learning experiences 

which is “…anything that promotes learning, including what is observed, felt, heard, or done” 

(Simonson, et al. 2012).  Recorded lectures, interactive exercises, and discussion forums are all 

examples of how content can be presented to the distant student while maintaining an equivalent 

learning outcome. 

 Instructional outcomes need to be clearly defined.  Objectives for each course should be 

created (if not already) and expected outcomes presented to the student before they begin the 

course.  Keep the expectations of learning realistic and don’t expect too much of a performance 

improvement to happen initially.  Objectives may need to be adjusted according to instructor and 

student feedback. 

 Organizing instruction for online delivery will need to be addressed.  While a traditional 

classroom environment allows for some flexibility in content delivery, the online environment 

can be much less forgiving.  As a result, the manager will need to determine what method is the 

most reasonable. 
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• Linear programmed instruction:  “All content [is] organized into concepts that are 

presented in blocks or chunks.  Students review content, take a self-test, and if successful 

move to the next chunk/block of information” (Simonson, et al. 2012). 

• Branched-program instruction:  “Instruction is similar [to linear], except the self-tests are 

more sophisticated so students can branch ahead if they are exceptionally proficient or 

move to remediation if they are floundering” (Simonson, et al. 2012). 

• Hyper-programmed instruction:  This method allows students to mover through the 

blocks or chunks of content at their own pace and in their own order.  Learning 

experiences and outcomes are described to the student and then the student figures out the 

best method of meeting those outcomes.   

• Student-programmed approach:  This is a loose structure based on a framework of 

content and the student provides the outcomes, sequence of learning activities, and 

structure of the course. 

Depending on the desired educational outcomes, the manager will select one of these approaches 

for each or all of the programs he wants to deliver. 

Role of the trainer in the online learning environment 

The trainer who moves into the online learning environment needs to recognize a shift in 

instructional focus.  Instead of a teacher driven learning environment, the student becomes the 

driving force in obtaining educational goals.  “With the advent of online resources, the student-

centered approach to learning fits well into distance education environments. By its very nature, 

online education demands that students become engaged in the learning process” (Simonson, et 

al. 2012).  The trainer becomes a coach working within a curriculum that provides identified 
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educational outcomes and expects the student to conduct themselves independently.  The trainer 

will serve as a guide instead of the sole source of knowledge. 

Establishing communications in the online environment 

Stu 

Creating clear, unobstructed lines of communication between students and instructors can be 

difficult in the online environment.  To facilitate this, the manager and instructors need to be 

very clear on how and when they should be contacted.  This can be accomplished by creating a 

syllabus. 

 The syllabus “…is the single-most important document an instructor can prepare” 

(Simonson, et al. 2012).  This document outlines the roles and responsibilities of the student and 

instructor, how to get help with technical issues and content, and what the overall performance 

expectations are.  The instructors contact information is included in the syllabus along with 

specific office hours where the instructor will be open to student phone calls, online chats, or 

scheduled meetings.  The syllabus basically sets the tone for the course of instruction and 

provides students and faculty alike with clearly defined performance requirements. 

 Fostering communication includes creating a learning community.  “Engaged learning 

involves collaboration among the members of the learning community” (Simonson, et al. 2012).  

Engaged learning occurs by establishing goals and ensuring course requirements are being met.  

The instructor can promote this through online discussion forums and frequent interjections 

among the forums participants.  Also, being available to discuss progress with individual 

students can greatly assist the collaborative learning environment. 
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Conclusion 

Creating a distance education environment for an organization is a rewarding, but intensive task.  

The steps presented in this paper should be considered a starting point.  The manager will need to 

carefully assess the benefits of distance education instruction compared to the perceived 

inadequacies with his face-to-face instruction.  The benefits are many, including increased 

flexibility in content delivery and scheduling, student centered learning, and lower costs per hour 

delivered.  But all of this comes at a relatively high initial cost and needs ongoing technical and 

instructional support in order to remain relevant.  If the manager can adequately meet these 

requirements, then his training program has a very good chance of being a success. 
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