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Choose the right tools to deliver learning content to employees anytime, anywhere 

When the South Carolina Department of Probation, Parole, and Pardon Services (SCDPPPS) began to mobilize its workforce in 2000, managers quickly recognized the inherent challenges. On any given day, the department's 800-plus employees could be in any one of 56 locations or in one of 46 courtrooms. "Our agents have to be working almost constantly. How do you get information to these people when they have time to look at it?" asked David O'Berry, the SCDPPPS's director of information technology systems and services. "How can we continue to deliver training without [employees] always being attached to a LAN [local area network]?"

The answer for O'Berry--and for an increasing number of employers--is mobile learning. Also known as m-learning, on-demand learning or disconnected learning, it represents the next generation of e-learning: delivering learning content on a variety of devices. wherever and whenever the learner has the time and the desire to use it.

"The idea has been around forever, but it really hasn't been that viable until the last five years," says Ed Cohen, chief learning officer of Plateau Systems. a learning management software provider based in Arlington, Va. Now, with the explosion of bandwidth availability and the expanded capabilities of common devices, more employees are going mobile--and taking learning with them.

The Next Generation 
At SCDPPPS, employees access learning whenever and wherever they want. via their department-issued wireless ThinkPads. More than 400 different e-learning courses are available, some developed internally and some provided by the Dell Learning System.

But mobile learning is not just about pushing e-learning content over a wireless connection. While that approach may work with a laptop-equipped workforce, much traditional e-learning content is not well-suited to the screen size, resolution, speed and storage capabilities of other mobile devices like cell phones and personal digital assistants.

Instead, managers in learning organizations can play to the strengths of those smaller devices: accessibility and convenience. Mobile learning "is hot because people want quicker access to their training information," says Chris Howard, vice president of research at the Oakland, Calif.-based learning and talent management research firm Bersin & Associates.

Just as e-learning hasn't eliminated the need for classroom-based training, mobile learning isn't going to replace other delivery methods. "Mobile delivery is always going to back up another delivery system," says Kris Rockwell, president and CEO of Hybrid Learning Systems, an e-learning content developer in Lemont Furnace, Pa. "It's always going to be in some way a blended learning approach."

Learning Where They Are 
To take advantage of mobile learning tools, think creatively. "Think about where people use these devices," says Ted Forbes, chief learning officer at the McLean, Va.-based financial services company Capital One. (For more on Capital One, see "The Future Is Now" on page 46.) "Then, design learning tools so they meet your audience where they are. You can then capture time that would not otherwise be used for learning."

At technology giant IBM, mobile devices transmit just-in-time information to a mobile sales force. "There's a huge opportunity to fill someone's mind with something that is contextually relevant--some piece of information or training about a competitors new offering, a new price point, something that makes a difference to that sales call," says Christopher yon Koschembahr, worldwide mobile learning executive for IBM. With mobile delivery, employees can access that information between sales calls or while waiting in an airport.

At Capital One, employees can listen to podcasts to prepare for instructor-led courses, or use a wireless device to access Flash files from the company's on-demand executive speaker series. Employees are "going to access it on the fly, get the gist and then get on about their business," says Forbes. Experts say that podcasts are particularly popular with salespeople and field workers who spend a good part of their days in cars.

Short, Sweet and Specific 
On-the-go employees have busy schedules, so keep mobile learning modules short and sweet. Segmenting content into bite-sized pieces will increase participation and may shorten completion time. "If an m-learning [program] has to be an hour, chop it up into six 10-minute [pieces], says yon Koschembahr. "All of us would find more 10-minute blocks of time than a full hour. In the end, I'll complete that hour of training sooner."

The short time frame is also a nod to mobile devices' limitations. "It's hard to stare at a small screen for an extended period, says Rockwell. "No 45-minute lessons--they should be 10- to 15-minute lessons."

The content also must have a clear benefit to the employee. "Just because you make it easy to get [training], if I don't want to consume it, I won't," says von Koschembahr. "It has to be relevant, something I need or want." Content might be relevant because it helps an employee make a sale. In compliance-driven industries such as health care, financial services or commercial airline travel, content may help an employee prepare for a certification requirement. For security or emergency response personnel, it may provide critical decision-making information.

Be aware that not all content will be appropriate for mobile learning. Soft skills require more-personal interaction, and highly technical material or content dependent on simulations, animation or graphics demand higher screen resolution and faster connection speeds.

But in some environments, mobile learning offers immediate, hyper-relevant training that would be impossible with any other type of delivery. Sales associates can use hand-held devices with bar-code scanners to obtain product information on the sales floor, and point-of-sale registers or kiosks can provide learning modules to associates before or after hours, or between customer transactions. "It's still mobile learning," says yon Koschembahr. "The traditional way was to have people sign off and go into a back room to a learner portal. The problem is, they are off the floor. There are huge opportunities for learning between customers. And learning at the point of product is a much better learning experience."

Mobile devices can also be used to support learning in other ways. IBM sends text messages or e-mails to employees to notify them when new, relevant content becomes available on the learning portal. Employees enrolled in a course can post questions or comments to the instructor or other learners via their mobile devices, and receive notification when they get a response. "It's all about keeping them engaged," says von Koschembahr.

Simplify, Simplify 
Although the technology behind mobile learning may be complex, content doesn't need to be. In fact, the simplicity of content is one of its benefits. "You can get information out even faster," says Howard.

Simplicity also helps guarantee that employees will be able to access content and view it on their hand-held devices. Aside from issues related to resolution and screen size, content delivered on hand-held equipment becomes subject to the vagaries of wireless access. "The wireless signal, even in the upper strengths, is slower than wireless on a laptop," explains Rockwell. That means that file size must be kept to a minimum to ensure that users can access content quickly.

Capabilities will vary by device, so understand the limitations before the design process begins. "One of the biggest challenges is to get content to function on the wide array of devices," says Rockwell. "[There are] cell phones with Java and small screens, phones with larger screens that use Windows, [there can be differences in] network speed, processor speeds, available memory." Even when employee devices are deployed by the company, there can be a variety of models in use at one time. "It's a technical challenge, no matter what type of content you're developing." says O'Berry. "If you don't pay attention to all the potential issues, including IT, you can get yourself in a lot of trouble."

Device capabilities will also dictate how mobile learning is managed by the employee and people in the learning department. If the device has enough bandwidth and storage, employees can download content to their mobile devices and save it for later offline use. In some environments, mobile access to a learning portal can be managed through a learning management system to track participation, completion rates and test scores.

A number of tools help learning professionals develop and deliver mobile learning content. IBM's web lecture services allow users to upload PowerPoint presentations to a secure site; speakers then call into a voice response system to record the audio overlay. There are a number of podcast services available as well. And some learning management systems now support mobile learning development and delivery.

The Cost Benefits 
Mobile learning is an affordable option, as it takes advantage of devices that have already been deployed. "The cost of this has plummeted, says Cohen. "Businesses are leveraging standard-issue hardware. There's no incremental cost?

Even development tools are affordable: Most web lecture and podcasting services are provided through an application service provider model. This means small and mid-size companies can take advantage of their capabilities for monthly fees, with no startup costs or concerns about infrastructure.

Plus, bringing learning to employees, rather than the other way around, can be an inherent cost savings. "The overall reason [our clients are doing this] is cost savings," says Rockwell. Mobile learning joins a growing list of technology-enabled tools that can minimize the need for on-site classroom training and expensive and time-consuming travel.

Though mobile learning opportunities are still fairly new, employees are taking advantage of them and already reporting benefits. At IBM, some 2 million web lectures have been viewed. At Capital One, some 4,000 employees have listened to a podcast. In a recent survey, 95 percent of users said mobile learning opportunities were a worthwhile investment of their time and increased their overall job satisfaction. SCDPPPS is still implementing and assessing its m-learning, but managers are confident that it will continue to grow.

Experts expect mobile devices to become more robust as the trend to disperse workforces continues. According to Insight Research, a telecom market research firm in Boonton, N.J., a majority of industries will move away from fixed and location-centric work environments during the next five years. In this time of rapid change, learning organizations need to leverage every opportunity to demonstrate the value of training and keep employees engaged. "[Mobile learning] is one more tool; says Forbes.

Online Resources 
For additional information about mobile learning, see the online version of this article at www.shrm.org/hrmagazine/07September to find links to:

• A SHRM article on using podcasts to deliver training.

• SHRM research on blended learning.

• The SHRM E-Learning Toolkit.

• The American Society for Training & Development.
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1. How does the LMS assist an e-learning student? 
2. What other services does the LMS provide? 
There's a new development in e-learning. In April 2007, the International Foundation implemented a learning management system (LMS) to streamline how the courses are delivered and managed.

An LMS provides training administration, course catalogs, student registration, course launches, learner progress tracking and online assessments. It integrates online quizzing and evaluation processes, permitting automated measurement and reporting.

How does the LMS assist an e-learning student? 
• Learners can register and have immediate course access-24 hours a day and seven days a week.

• Each learner has a personalized "My Education" log that serves as a launching pad to e-learning courses. The "My Education" log also provides the students with the ability to chart their own course progress and keep track of their individual curriculums.

• Learners can start and stop anywhere within the lesson. The LMS will remember where the learner stopped and resume the course at the place where he or she left off.

• Random test questions allow each learner to have his or her own testing experience.

• Learners have access to frequently asked questions to assist them in their e-learning experiences.

What other services does the LMS provide? 
Because the LMS provides the tracking and recordkeeping necessary to meet insurance requirements in a number of states, insurance continuing education credits are now available. Check out each course at www.ifebp.org to determine if the course qualifies for continuing education in a particular state.

The LMS also provides more interactive features, such as audio, video and simulations, which can be added to the courses to enhance the learning experience.

Courses can also be customized to meet specific organizational training needs. Please contact the International Foundation's e-learning department at (800) 449-2327, option 3, or elearn@ifebp.org to discuss course customization.
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Even if you can't build a relationship with each of your employees in person, here are three ways to communicate your company's mission 

Do you trust top management to always communicate honestly? If so, you're in the minority, according to a survey by Mercer Human Resource Consulting that found that only 40% of employees said they trusted top management to communicate openly and honestly. Studies continue to show that the majority of employees feel disconnected from senior leadership. Travelocity's president and chief executive officer, Michelle Peluso, is determined to avoid that perception at her company.

In the last 10 years, Travelocity has gone from being a simple discount travel Web site to the fifth-largest travel agency in the U.S., offering flights, hotels, car rentals, vacation packages, show tickets, and more. I recently had the pleasure of interviewing Peluso. We discussed the topic of leadership communications -- specifically, how she stays connected to a team of 5,000 professionals around the world.

"If you're genuine, passionate, and have a clear vision, it resonates with your employees," says Peluso. She believes that when your employees know you care about them, their interests, and their growth, they will be far more energized, efficient, and willing to put in the extra effort to make sure your customers have the best experience possible. And for Travelocity, customer experience is everything.

But how does she communicate the company's mission to thousands of people around the world while appearing passionate and genuine? Peluso cannot build a relationship with each and every employee in person, but she does stay remarkably connected. Here's how:

1. Be visionary

Employees at Travelocity know that their goal -- their mission -- is to champion great travel experiences for all of their customers. Peluso believes a mission must be both emotional and tangible. But it's not enough to have a strong mission like being a "traveler's champion." Employees need to be excited about the roles they play in making that mission a reality.

Peluso's job is to make sure all employees understand how their work advances the mission. For example, if a staffer is working on flight algorithms, she knows that to champion a great travel experience is to help customers find the best rates on flights. For someone loading hotel data onto the site, she knows that to champion a great travel experience means to use the most accurate, up-to-date information about that particular hotel.

During contract talks with suppliers, Peluso will "champion the traveler" by making sure those contracts include fair terms and assurances from suppliers that customers are going to be treated well. It's up to the leader to craft a compelling mission and to communicate the importance of everyone's role in fulfilling that mission.

2. Be genuine

Peluso is not afraid of being compassionate, yet aggressive and open. Travelocity's New York office was just two blocks from Ground Zero on Sept. 11, 2001. A few days after the attack, a traumatized staff met in temporary offices to hear from their leader. "I remember being very genuine and raw," says Peluso. "I was profoundly affected and not afraid to show it."

But as a leader, she also had to reassure her staff that they would make it through the event and that they would continue to do a great job for customers and suppliers. She focused on the company's unique strengths -- its small size, agility, and speed. She explained how these qualities would allow the company to innovate and rebound quickly, which it did. Peluso is not one to sugarcoat events and employees knew that. By trusting herself enough to communicate the facts as she knew them and to craft a positive, energizing, and inspiring vision of the future, Peluso was able to rally her staff.

3. Be present

According to Peluso, great leaders are "present," or available. "If I get an e-mail from an employee, I will get back to them within 24 hours," says Peluso. "Employees come first, and they know that." Even if she doesn't have an answer, Peluso will acknowledge the e-mail to tell them she'll find the answer. If she agrees, she'll say so. If she doesn't, she'll say why. But every correspondence is acknowledged.

Peluso believes that by being responsive and showing appreciation, everyone wins -- staff, customers, and investors. Peluso acts as a role model. If she can get back to an employee immediately, employees, in turn, should be able to quickly respond to customers, colleagues, and vendors.

In addition, Peluso sends weekly e-mail newsletters to her entire staff that show how well the company is delivering against their guarantee to customers. She also uses the newsletters as a platform to single out and praise employees who reflect the company's core values. Peluso holds brown-bag lunches for anyone who wishes to attend, and she frequently spends time in various company locations discussing quarterly results. She's available, present, and connected.

Senior leaders need to demonstrate concern for their staff through their communications. Take a cue from Travelocity's CEO and start making a connection today.
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