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A guide to help your choose the best solution to meet your needs








Online training and assessment - Things to consider
E-learning, online learning, Virtual Learning Environment, Learning Management System – all of these mean different things to different people and the solutions come in many shapes and sizes.  It’s probably best to ignore the names and concentrate on getting together a list of the most important features to fit your particular situation. The list of questions below is grouped into four areas. Once you have answered them you should have a good idea of the features that are most important to you/your organisation.  

What do you need to meet your specific situation? What is your core objective?

1. What sort of online contact do you wish to promote within your learning space? If you are looking to enable contact between the learner and a course ‘tutor’ would you like the option of them being able to share a written dialogue with the possibility of exchanging files etc. to help the learning experience? This kind of facility is most valuable if you want the learner to have the possibility of personalised, qualified support on a frequent basis. 
2. Are you looking for a vehicle to deliver your training online to the public or other companies? If so you will need a solution that can fit with your business model regarding payments. 
3. Do you need a solution that can meet the needs of accredited bodies by offering online assessment, online verification (moderation) and external verification? Most ‘in house’ company training doesn’t need this, but if you are an organisation that wants to get your training course certified to raise its credibility and make it saleable as a product, having online external verification facilities might be essential.
4. Would you like the option of support and consultancy from your solution provider or do you prefer to ‘go it alone’?  Purchase and go solutions are usually the cheapest, but if you are in a hurry to get started or lack spare resource can be very frustrating.
5. Are you looking for a loose and flexible learning framework to which anyone can contribute? Do you want those you give access to be able to upload their own documents for others to browse - a Web 2.0 approach. This can work well in large educational/research communities.  Or are you mainly focused on creating and delivering courses in a more structured way –  via content that is made available to individuals upon request.






If you wish to offer structured courses

6. Do you want to define the content and build the course yourself or do you want the option of getting the supplier to load in the course for you? Some solutions are cheap but very ‘hands off’, offering no support in getting the job done.  Others offer a comprehensive course creations package but no scope for making your own changes
7. Do you plan to buy in all the content ready-made and use the VLE just as a delivery vehicle for other course creators’ content? If your organisation’s training needs are identical to those elsewhere and  you know that online courses have already been developed this approach may suit you. In this case your VLE may need to be SCORM compliant so that mass produced courses that have been built to these standards can be delivered easily.
8. Once a course is built, do you want to be able to take control and keep the content up to date? This option enables you to update rather then re-write material at no additional cost.
9. Are you likely to be using assessments throughout the course to check progress? Options and ease of use in adding assessments varies greatly. If you are going to use them make sure they will be marked and a record kept?
10. Do you want to offer the courses as part of a ‘blended learning’ solution i.e. using the online coursework as a supplement to add value to seminar or practical training sessions. If you do, giving the ability for a ‘student’ to go back into a course and use it almost as a reference document as well as a place to take assessment tests could be very valuable.
11. Do you wish to offer the courses as an online service, paid for online?  If  you do, you may want the  online system provider to look after this aspect for you by handling the transaction and making period payments.
12. Would you like to offer training with varying levels of support – as in a silver, gold or platinum service? The ability switch various support features on and off will help here – also the option to quickly copy a course and amend it
13. Do you need a flexible course that can easily be updated as regulations etc. change? Remember, nothing stands still for long.
14. Are you delivering the training mostly ‘in-house’ i.e. to employees in your organisation? Being able to badge the site to reflect the company image and colours may be important here. Also being able to create your own templates for content.
15. How much information do you need to keep about the person doing the training?
Might you want to offer several similar versions of a course, to cater for slightly differing needs?  If so, you need a system that will enable you to quickly copy or clone a course and modify it, or build up a course to fit individual requirements by assembling various sets of learning content, rather like chapters.







Making it easy for the people doing the learning…

16. Would you like them to be able to learn from any PC anywhere, anytime, regardless of location? More and more people are using Macs and Linux machines, and using a selection of different browsers. You need to know your training will work on any of them.
17. Do you want to avoid training people in how to use your new system? This is an important point. Some of the more comprehensive VLEs offer great flexibility of use and endless functionality and if learning on a regular basis, e.g. as a full time student, this type of VLE is merits the effort involved in understanding how best to use it. But for people wanting to get an occasional update or study a specific course, a ‘feature rich’ VLE can be positively off-putting. They should be presented directly with the course they want to take so they can get on with it.
18. Do you need the option of displaying the wording of the framework holding the course (the VLE) content in a language other than English? If you are a multinational company or offering this training overseas it may be important for each person to be able to choose the VLE display language, regardless of the language of the actual course content. 
19. Do you need to be able to show the course in varying font sizes if desired? A small to medium size font is just right for most and enables a reasonable amount of content to be displayed, but it is important for the visually impaired to have the option of making the content large or very large.
20. Do you want to provide access to an online tutor for feedback and advice? This kind of feature makes the learner feel supported – very valuable for certain learning types.  It doesn’t have to be instant feedback.  The normal response period can be defined at the beginning of the course – 24 hours is a good starting point.
21. Do you want automatically marked assessments to be included, always giving feedback if the wrong answer was given in interim assessments? This is a good thing to include as it enables the student to participate more actively and to get feedback to their responses, without tying up the time of a busy (and probably expensive) tutor/trainer.


Administration and marking

22. Do you need the option to store information such as Department and location of the logged on person so that you can do meaningful searches on your database of course users? This is generally most important for larger companies who need to know who has done what training in a particular department or location.
23. Do you need online reports that offer comprehensive summaries of courses in progress and completed?
24. Would you like to have an embedded ‘Google-style’ search tool which will look through all the information that the logged on person is allowed to see. Such a tool can help both administrators and students
25. Would you like the option for tutors to follow progress of individual students for some courses and to make the course completely stand alone and computer based in other cases? Such flexibility gives you more choices about just how you deliver training. 
26. Do you need the option to do manual assessments, that is , to ask questions that require an answer  (often in the form of an essay) that will be reviewed by an assessor and the mark awarded keyed into the system?  There are many ways of doing assessments and whilst there has been a big move towards multi-choice and other answers that a computer can mark, there will always be some things that can only be assessed by a human when a piece of work is submitted.
27. Are you looking for a solution that allows all roles (student, tutor, assessor, administrator, course creator) to be carried out within the main application, without any local offline working, and from any laptop that has reasonable internet access.

~~~~~~~~
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