Raid eLearning: Disintermediate or Die!
by Ted Cocheu
Introduction
It has become painfully obvious that formal training methods, whether eLearning or classroom-based, can no longer scale to meet the needs of learners in today’s fast-paced, rapidly changing environment.  As Thomas Friedman recently made so clear in his book, The World Is Flat, the global competitive landscape has been flattened by the convergence of many forces, and learning will necessarily change with it.  Learning is rapidly changing from today’s hierarchically-driven, curriculum-based training process where instructional designers and trainers intervene to transform subject matter knowledge into courseware, into a “flattened” world where experts transfer their knowledge more directly to those who need it.  In this brave new flattened learning world, training professionals will focus more time on capturing and transferring expert knowledge than developing formal courses.  And search is quickly superseding learning management as the key technology and platform for workplace learning in the 21st century.  
Some Trends 

· Speed is king.  Courseware takes months to produce.  Specification, knowledge harvesting, instructional design, development, testing, revision, and deployment are very time consuming.  Baseline skills require this level of rigor, but knowledge updates do not.    
· Knowledge is exploding.  Business and technology are changing at accelerating rates and the resulting growth of knowledge is exponential.  A development process that takes months to deliver inhibits effective response to the sea of constantly changing knowledge.  

· Budgets are shrinking.   Researcher Brandon Hall says that a simple eLearning course generally costs tens of thousands of dollars per hour of content to produce, and an elaborate design can cost upwards of six figures.  In a world of flat or declining budgets, an affordable approach to learning delivery is sorely needed.  
· Classrooms are not scalable.   Although the classroom is not scalable to cope with the globalized knowledge explosion, 70% of all training is still instructor-led.  Every large organization faces the daunting challenge of how to migrate masses of classroom training to the web.  Redesigning and reproducing it all as formal eLearning courses will cost too much and take too much time. 

Other Facts

· Workplace learning is informal.  Seventy to eighty percent of workplace learning occurs informally—without a course or learning management system in sight. Yet organizations spend the vast majority of their learning resources trying to solve the 20% training problem and largely ignore the 80% informal learning challenge.   
· People forget.  No matter how good the design, learning retention is abysmally low; 50% is lost within one hour and 80% is lost within a month. On the job, people need the knowledge that is relevant to the task at hand without having to remember it.  

· Key knowledge is proprietary.  The most valuable asset of most organizations today is the company-specific knowledge that resides in people’s heads—knowledge which seldom makes its way into courses.  An organization’s ability to leverage its proprietary knowledge for improved business results is a competitive differentiator; generic knowledge is not.  The question is how to get it out of peoples’ heads and into the hands of those who need it?
Two Meanings

There are two schools of thought about what Rapid eLearning really means.  One defines it simply as a set of practices and tools to do what we have always done before (instructional design), but do it more quickly.  The other definition is the one used here and is nicely summarized by Jennifer De Vries, a Senior Analyst for Bersin & Associates: 
“There's a new training category emerging, which we call 'Rapid E-Learning.' It is a whole new approach to Internet-based training - one that changes the development model, leverages new tools, and dramatically changes the economics of content development… In our research, we talked to companies who are creating e-learning content using rapid methods. We found that most of these methods are a cross between knowledge management and e-learning.”  
And the key differentiator is that it is driven by subject-matter experts sharing their knowledge more directly and not driven by instructional designers or trainers developing courses more quickly.
Disintermediation

Wikipedia has the following definition: “In economics, disintermediation is the removal of intermediaries in a supply chain: cutting out the middle man” (schitt aus dem Zwischenhandler).  Shopping on the Internet is a great example—rather than driving to a store (the middleman) and paying the additional profit to the merchant, you can now purchase goods online directly from the producer.   
What does that mean for training and learning? In the learning process, the subject matter expert (SME) is the source of the knowledge—the producer.  Instructional designers are the middlemen who extract that knowledge from the SME, develop it into courseware, and finally make it available to the learner—the consumer.  Disintermediation enables SMEs to make their valuable knowledge more directly available to learners by eliminating the intermediate designers and the courseware development process. It reduces the time and cost significantly, is much more scalable to deal with the tidal wave of new knowledge (by eliminating the courseware bottleneck), and is more authentic (coming directly from the source).  This is the only answer in a world where speed is king, knowledge is exploding, and budgets are not keeping pace.  

How To Do It

People throughout every organization share knowledge everyday in a variety of venues.  They have conversations, make presentations, perform demonstrations, make conference calls, and give lectures everyday—and most of that valuable knowledge evaporates into thin air. 
The simplest way to capture that knowledge is to record as audio or video.  This can be done formally or informally using a variety of tools and techniques—ranging audio recording a phone conference call, at the low end, to professional video recording a seminar, at the high end.  Once the knowledge has been captured as a media file, it can be transformed into a variety of useful formats, including: streaming video or audio, downloadable MP3 files (for Podcasting), and written transcripts.  At the low end is simple audio streaming or MP3 files of a presenter’s talk or a conference call.  On the high end is streaming video in a web interface that provides a robust set of features, including: synchronized PowerPoint slides, a navigable table of contents, a scrolling transcript, bookmarking, a variety of downloadable assets, and full-text search.   
The most common form these recordings take are PowerPoint presentations, software demonstrations, and physical demonstrations of products, processes, and techniques.   An increasingly popular approach for introducing new products to the sales force and distribution channels, for example, uses all three formats in conjunction: presentations by product managers using PowerPoint to describe the new and differentiating features; hardware demonstrations by technical staff to show how to install and maintain the product; and software demonstrations to show how to configure, operate, and troubleshoot the product.
Search and Single Point of Access
When you ask anyone these days what the most popular eLearning tool is today, they usually say Google.  Unfortunately, though, the key proprietary knowledge in most organizations is not so easily searchable.  A recent report published by market research firm IDC, titled Analyze the Future, states:

“…knowledge workers spend 15-30% of their time seeking specific information and these searches are successful less than 50% of the time. For the Fortune 500, the cost of the fruitless searches represents between $60 and $85 billion in direct costs and twice that in opportunity costs.”
It is clear that corporate knowledge must not only be captured and made available, but must be more easily findable and retrievable.  
After capturing the knowledge and transforming it into digital assets, the final step in the disintermediated solution is to host the content in a central portal equipped with a powerful search engine.  Full text searchability is required for comprehensive search (beyond tagging) and this is achieved by extracting the text from PowerPoint slides, if they are used, and by transcribing the audio.  Full-text search then enables learners to query the portal database and find every instance of their search string (in any meeting, presentation, demonstration, slide, and spoken sentence).  And most importantly, this granular searchability also enables point-of-interest access to the exact content segments learners need.  Learners can find exactly the company knowledge they need and access it quickly and efficiently.  
It Works!
The proof of any methodology is in whether people use it voluntarily to improve their productivity.  In the largest corporate implementation of this approach known to date, it has proven to be highly successful.  The company in question reports an average increase in usage of 20% per quarter for the last ten quarters and a one-year savings of over $100M dollars. 
Resources 

· Rapid eLearning ROI article by CIO magazine: www.cio.com/research/knowledge/edit/k030804_cisco.html
· Rapid eLearning News blog: http://rapid-learning.blogspot.com/
· Rapid eLearning website: www.altuscorp.com
· Rapid eLearning portal for Santa Clara University’s Center for Science, Technology, and Society: http://scu.vportal.net
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