ON-LINE LEARNING

TODAY, just listen to the sounds of people learning:  Click, keystrokes.  Click-click.  Tab.  It’s not the next big thing; it’s the NOW BIG THING.  

How do you really get a handle on “online learning” opportunities?

You’ve never had more online training options until now.  You can use the Internet to learn:

· PowerPoint Software applications

· Earn college degrees

· Prepare for Computer certifications

· Fine-tune your coaching skills, and

· Gear up for new careers

You can access corporate learning centers, and colleges/universities.  In fact, there are way too many options for one person to check out.

Online learning is not a fad, and it’s not for the lazy.  You can’t log on to a website a few times and expect to receive a completion certificate.  Online learning requires high commitment but offers high flexibility:  You can often learn on your own time, at your own pace, and in your own space.  And it sure beats a commute to class caught up in traffic for a one day course or driving one or two days a week for six to eight weeks for a single college credit course.

You can get a quick and painless feel for how online learning sites work; some offer free demos and course samples.  Check it out……..Wired courses range from straight book-to-screen text to live, interactive learning forums with video.  You can also find asynchronous lectures, discussions with subject matter experts, online tests and assessments, message forums, audio files, and online libraries.  Streaming video interactivity will improve as the bits-and-bytes lanes expand, but don’t let current technology keep you offline.

One trend that makes online learning options difficult to monitor is the alliance and acquisition fever that has poured over from Wall Street.  But on the plus side, consolidation is elevating overall course sophistication and narrowing choices.  For example Sylvan Learning Systems and MCI WorldCom joined forces to develop the Caliber Learning Network (www.caliberlearning.com).  And California based Yipinet (www.yipinet.com) has been gobbling up educational sites left and right in its quest for more additions to its Knowledge Hub.

Another issue to consider when selecting an online learning site is accreditation.  According to Vicky Phillips and Cindy Yager, co-authors of “The Best Distance Learning Graduate Schools (Random House, 1999), when you register with unaccredited online universities, the degree or credits you earn may not be recognized by other schools, employers, or colleagues.  Accreditation in the United States generally originates from one of six regional accrediting agencies or from professional agencies such as the Distance Education and Training Council or the American Psychological Association.  It pays to decide beforehand whether accreditation is a must-have.  Right now, Jones International University is the only online-only university to be accredited by one of the six U.S. regional boards, but look for more to follow suit.

To assist you in exploring online learning opportunities, here are some commercial and academic sites open to individuals:

Business Skills:

· Colo St Univ:  www.csun.colostate.edu
· Jones Intern. Univ:  www.international.edu
· Univ of Baltimore:  www.ubonline.edu
· Univ of Phoenix:  www.uophx.edu/online
Career & Technical Skills:

· Fin Serv Univ Princeton Learning Systems:    www.fsu.org
· Science Learning Center, Troy Michigan:  www.kellyscientific.com
Computer Skills:

· Aris Online Education, Bellevue, Wash:  www.aris.com
· Digital Think, SF:  www.digitalthink.com
· McGraw-Hill Online Learning:  www.mhonlinelearning.com
Personal Development:

· Ninth House Learning Network, SF:  www.ninthhouse.com
· Tutorials.com, White Plains, NY:

· www.tutorials.com
Multiprovider Sites:

· America’s Learning Exchange, DOL-D.C:  www.alx.org
· Distance Learning Channel Ed-X, Austin, Tx:  www.ed-x.com
· UOL Publishing, McLean, Va:  www.uol.com
· MiraCosta College:  www.miracosta.cc.ca.us/commsvcs
· Palomar College:  www.palomar.edu
 Ten Questions to Ask About Online Learning Sites:

1. What is the full cost of a course?  Additional costs may include student materials, software, books, mail support, interactive time with an instructor, phone support, or classroom access time.

2. What’s the course length?  You may be limited to a set number of weeks to complete the course.  Find out how flexible the provider is with extending class time just in case other commitments arise.

3. What are the instructor’s qualifications?  Find out who your instructor is and what qualifications and certifications he or she holds.  Also find out how long the instructor has been teaching online and what other courses he or she has taught.

4. Does the provider offer full curriculum?  If you decide to take additional courses, determine whether there are any package deals for an entire curriculum or follow-up course discounts.

5. When are interactive sessions offered?  Make sure that your schedule fits with the course’s and find out whether additional sessions are available if you miss scheduled sessions.

6. What software is included?  It’s vital to have all of the software and plug-ins prior to the course startup and to determine whether there are any extra requirements or costs as the course progresses.

7. What laboratory systems are available for hands-on exercises, if needed?  Find out what hardware you need in order to complete any course lab exercises, such as servers for specialized computer training.  If multiple systems are needed, find out whether the provider has accessible test systems on the Internet or if you must provide your own.

8. What follow-up support is available?  Ask the following:  When the course is done, can you continue to email questions to the instructor?  Is there a support mail account for past students?  Can you continue to attend interactive sessions for later questions?  Is there a cost involved with any of those?

9. Are progress and completion reports available?  Determine whether you can monitor your learning progress and obtain course completion reports.

10.   Is there a course guarantee?  Understand the learning provider’s guarantee and make sure that you’re comfortable with it in case the training doesn’t live up to expectations.
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