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Introduction

Team C recognizes that all members of this class have not universally praised NETg. The frustrations concerning this product emphasize the time it takes to navigate a module. Other concerns relate to dial-up problems such as long download times. One member also cited NETg’s admission that the best they could offer a Macintosh user was a workaround to their incompatibility. The question of whether NETg is the appropriate provider for the University of Phoenix Online program is at the heart of the matter. Does a competent corporate training device translate to a university teaching device? Do mechanisms for training translate into effective ways to learn skills in an academic arena? By looking at Thomson Learning and The University of Phoenix NETg XTreme courses in particular, we hope to give an informed opinion on this topic.   

History

Thomson is an aggressive takeover company. Their holdings include: Greenhaven Press and Lucent Books, Wave Technologies International, and Prometric (Thomson Learning, 2002, p. 1).  Considering the potential for e-corporate training, Thomson and Netg are certainly on to something. With expenditures by corporations for training up 5% from the year 2000 to an estimated total of 57 billion dollars a year, there is no doubt that talented firms such as Thomson and Netg will try to get their fair share of the money (USA Today, 2002, p. 1).

Much of Thomson’s stake is hinged on their blended learning system approach according to Jeanne Meister, president of Corporate University Xchange. Indeed, “blended learning,” Meister said, “usually involves asking employees to turn to the Web first ("Read these chapters and answer the questions") [sic] so that afterwards they can spend less time in the classroom but get more out of it” (USA Today, 2002, p. 1).

The corporate philosophy on education has shifted away from simply sending key executives to a prestigious university for a few weeks, to a more in depth e-learning that meets the direct needs of the corporation through custom designed learning modules. The blended e-learning approach has proved beneficial to both the employer and employee. Gains derived from blended learning produced a 159% improvement in employee performance compared to either online instruction or classroom alone (USA Today, 2002, p. 1).

NETg is a pioneer in computer training. In 1971, long before most educators were including even theoretical uses of computer based learning, NETg had implemented a mainframe computer-based training course. Since that time, they have been leaders in computer-based education. With 2001 revenues of 7.2 billion dollars, they are becoming a dominant player in this quickly expanding field (Thomson NETg, 2002, p. 1)

They boast that NETg is a “worldwide leader in corporate blended learning solutions” (Thomson NETg [TNG], 2002, p. 1). They base their corporate philosophy on the three-tiered approach including content, technology, and service. Claiming that their products are available in “a variety of formats tailored to individual learning styles” may come as some surprise to the Macintosh user (TNG, 2002, p.1). 

NETg believes that corporations who use a “structured blended learning program will enjoy a 30% increase in the accuracy of job performance and a 41% improvement in speed of completion over a single delivery method, e-Learning” (TNG, 2002, p.1). This suggests that they are heavily involved in promoting their services to corporations that have on-the-ground instruction in addition to their online offerings. 

Some colleges and institutions of higher learning have turned to NETg as a training provider as well. Some report that NETg gives them an increased in-house training scope that reflects positively in their bottom-line. 

To address the needs of IT support for faculty and training of IT support staff, UITS [Indiana University Information Technology Services] negotiated a university-wide licensing agreement with National Education Training Group, Inc. (NETg), for access to course titles ranging from basic IT skills for beginners to advanced training and specialized courses for IT staff. More than 600 NETg courses are available, either on the web or on CD. More than 5,000 users have registered to take about 350 different NETg courses online, and more than 25,000 NETg courseware CDs have been distributed. (University Information Technology Committee, 2001) 

Theory

NETg courses accommodate multiple learning styles. As such, the instructional considerations made to instruct to those learning styles apply. NETg meets the needs of auditory and visual learners. Factors such as, language, prior training, or economic status can affect the learner. The complexity of the subject matter may require some trial and error on the part of the learner “understanding does not necessarily flow in a linear manner from breaking the task/object into simpler component parts” (Greenagel, 2002, p.5). Some learning is not instructor-led and only develops over time and through repetition.

In discussing the power of technology and learning media to support learning, Pallof and Pratt (2001, p.227) describe a relationship between the learner and the courseware as being quite different than the relationship between the learner and the instructor. Frustration with the use of the courseware can lead to an equal or greater frustration with the course itself. Instructors can share this frustration as they use the courseware in their classes. The instructor takes on the role of technical support specialist as well as instructor. This challenging of roles can have an unwanted effect upon the teaching and learning styles of the participants as they struggle with the content and the technology. Offering a few guidelines Pallof and Pratt preface their definition of ease of use by stating that the courseware should be: 1) functional, 2) simple to operate for faculty and participants, 3) user friendly, visually appealing, and easy to navigate (Pallof and Pratt, 2001). NETg falls somewhat short of these criteria.

NETg provides high quality learning content in a straightforward and unadorned fashion. The writing is impeccable, the content segmentation is digestible, and the organization is obviously tested through broad experience with training. This is all true. NETg’s content presentation is also monotonous, boring, and lackluster. While the learner may be potentially well informed by the product’s presentation it is doubtful that they will be well engaged.

Technology

NETg serves over 20 million clients a year with “82,500 learning objects, 3,000 award-winning e-Learning courses, hundreds of printed and online books, instructor and student manuals for classroom training, self-study guides” (TNG, 2002, p.1). They employ over a thousand employees in sixty offices around the world, although their main research and development offices are located at the Global Development and Innovation Center in Limerick, Ireland. It is there that they validate and test their NETg offerings.

NETg Xtreme learning programs are anything but extreme in the use of multimedia technology. Lessons are prepared for delivery in the learner’s browser. The format for each lesson is a simple, minimally interactive, slide show presentation (Figure 1). Content is kept to the simple display of the program desktop; no additional photographs or images are used in the main body of the course. Symbolic illustrations are used to explain conceptual information about the topic to be taught (Figure 2).  These illustrations exhibit high quality visuals; however they are not animated and are subordinate to the browser window-style graphics around them. The interactive part of the interface is confined to radio buttons and simulated computer program dropdown windows.

Figure 1: Typical NETg content presentation window
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Note. From “72042 – MS PowerPoint 2000 Expert User,” NETg Xtreme Learning, Copyright 1995-2000 by National Education Training Group. 

Figure 2: Showing a NETg symbolic illustration
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Note. From “72042 – MS PowerPoint 2000 Expert User,” NETg Xtreme Learning, Copyright 1995-2000 by National Education Training Group. 

User experiences

Judith Smith, a noted leader in blended learning, states that a “useful delivery media that is convenient, user-friendly, and (most importantly) serves the educational need of members without the content being shortchanged or trivialized” is imperative for a successful blended learning experience (Smith, 2001, p. 1). She also stresses that the need for a technological adjunct is not always necessary. It depends on the subject being taught. However, for specific skill set acquisition especially technological, a blended learning approach is becoming very popular in the business community. Table 1 shows some of the advantages and disadvantages of a blended learning approach.
Table 1: Advantages and disadvantages of blended learning

	Advantages
	Disadvantages

	Blended learning extends the reach of education and training.
	Computer and Internet access and costs can be prohibitive.

	Blended learning can eliminate economic and geographic boundaries.
	Language and culture differences can lead to communication problems.

	People can learn as individuals, or participants in degree or certification programs, or as employees.
	Time zones can be a problem for synchronous sessions or discussions.

	Increasingly blurred boundaries move outside confines of classroom exclusively.
	Design and development expertise and costs.

	Blended learning is potentially revolutionary or at least enhances education and training.
	It is difficult to create high-quality learner experiences.

	Innovative blended learning brings flexibility.
	


Note:  Adapted from “eLearning Perspectives: Trends and Challenges,” by L. Neal, PhD., n.d., eLearn Magazine.
Babson College’s MBA program is another example of how to evaluate the blended learning approach. Babson found that, before integrating a web-based experience into their program, they started by making sure their learning modules were concise and segued from one to the next seamlessly (Laster & Moore, 2002, p. 1).

A key ingredient for Babson College’s success was “During the development of the blended core curriculum, faculty was supported with instructional designers and content developers” (Laster & Moore, 2002, p. 1). As they approached the implementation stage they realized, above all else, “As with any system, human interaction is a key critical success factor” (Laster & Moore, p. 1). They felt that the faculty had to support the technological component if it were to succeed.

As more colleges address the business concerns, media-rich blended learning is poised to become a dominant player in more than just the MBA, technological or managerial degree programs. The University of Texas at Austin looked at data provided by the United States government on the 25 fastest growing career paths. Noticing that all were high skill jobs, they decided to implement a blended learning approach to better prepare their students (Syllabus Technology for Higher Education [STHE], 2002, p. 1).

In one of their modules, students took a 45-hour “blended learning environment” course combining instructor-facilitated work with Web activities including: decision-making scenarios, group-based projects, print materials, and a self-paced curriculum that adapts to a wide range of instructional models, learning styles, and schedules (STHE, 2002, p. 1). The essential element for the success of this program was the interaction of the instructor with the student through the web based learning modules.

One linking element for success in any blended learning program is that the technology is not separated from the instructor/student interaction. For this combination to meet its potential, the technology must be an integral part of the normal interaction between the student and teacher.

NETg lessons run at a pace that would imply a thorough exploration of the content. Students with some knowledge of a topic may find themselves frustrated by the slow pace of the topic exposition. In contrast, both pre-and post-assessments run very quickly and may raise the level of stress for the learner. It is possible for the user to skip ahead in the program or to navigate to a particular topic from the lesson introduction page thereby saving some time. This is not an easy accomplishment for the inexperienced NETg learner. To skip ahead in the lesson requires the learner to repeatedly click the forward arrow key in the lesson. This tiring and unsatisfactory navigation forces the learner to find the desired content through trial and error. Navigating from the introduction page is largely an unguided activity. The learner must know what part of the lesson they are seeking in order to make the correct selection from the menu.

The continuous addition of new information can be frustrating, for some learners. In several of the NETg modules, explanations for various functions are given in succession. A post-assessment is then offered. Without continuous practice or hands-on learning, information begins to overlap. At the time of testing a separation of segments might prove difficult. Figure 3 shows nine topics that are addressed before the post assessment is given. 

Figure 3: NETg topic selection page
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Note. From “12822 – HTML 4.0 Fundamentals,” NETg Xtreme Learning, Copyright 1995-2000 by National Education Training Group.
In NETg, there is no allowance for various methods of accomplishing a single task. Although there are several methods for the inclusion of sounds or graphics, NETg allows only one in the assessment (Figures 6 & 7). Perhaps there is a more efficient way of giving credence to all efforts that net the same results.

Educational researchers have assigned labels to learning styles. There are visual learners who acquire knowledge best by use of sight. Auditory learners prefer the sense of hearing for the acquisition of information. Tactile/kinesthetic (T/K) learners have a need to manipulate objects and materials to facilitate their learning. The media presentations in NETg offer information on the screen for visual learners. Modules can be downloaded with audio capabilities yet for T/K learners there is very little assistance.

Compatibility

NETg is offered through training providers who have purchased NETg products and use them to supplement other forms of training or as a standalone teaching product. The NETg courses must be compatible with all types of personal computers and for learners without onsite computer operations support. NETg demonstrates several compatibility problems (Figure 4). On a PC Pentium III PC or higher, connected to the Internet through a cable modem, the initial download took well over five minutes to complete. This delay was largely due to frequent need for user intervention. On five separate occasions in the initial program set up, the NETg product asked permission to download two different plug-ins (Figure 5). The request was granted in each instance and the software plug-in did not load. Using a Macintosh G4, the initial download was less successful. In two out of three tries, the request for downloading plug-ins crashed the machine.
Figure 4: NETg compatibility frequently asked question
	What are the requirements for viewing a Browser Playable course on my computer? 

	You should have a network card and high-speed connection (DSL, Cable, and T1) to the Internet or an intranet.If your computer is Intel-based, you should have: 

1. A Pentium-class PC with at least 16 MB RAM (32 MB recommended) and mouse. Windows 95, Windows 

2. 98, Windows 2000 or Windows NT 4.0 operating system, including TCP/IP protocol. 

3. Windows display mode at least 800x600 resolution with 256 colors (1024x768 and 16-bit high color recommended). 

4. Microsoft Internet Explorer (at least 4.0) web browser required 

For Apple users, the Browser Playable courseware is not yet supported. 


Note. From “About NETg Playable Courses,” University of Phoenix, Xtreme Learning Support, Copyright 1995-2001 by Thomson Learning.

NETg is the global leader in providing e-learning solutions. The product offers a wide variety of online courses via online companies such as PurpleTrain.com. The training programs that are presented deal with professional IT, desktop, management, financial, sales, and personal development skills. What separates NETg from others, is the importance it places on the instructional design of its courses, using strict development methods and a unique course framework called Skill Builder that is based on proven learning techniques (Bose, 2002).

NETg will be perceived differently by students who are fortunate enough to have a broadband Internet connection than those who do not. One of the team members, Ray Tims, intended to work in NETg at his beach home, only to find that the average modem speed of 33Kps made the experience tortuous compared to his cable modem he uses at his other residence. In addition, he found that portions of the NETg package did not download correctly and, at one point, the sound would not initiate at all. However, none of these problems were experienced at his other residence except for an occasional gurgling sounding vocal narration.

Figure 5: Shows the frequent request for Plug-in downloads in NETg
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Note. From “720401- MS PowerPoint 2000 Proficient User,” NETg Xtreme Learning, Copyright 1995-2000 by National Education Training Group. 
Inflexibility

While the content is of a very high quality and the presentation is a model of consistency, the practical application of the new NETg skills is held quite separate from the topic (Figure 5). The recorded demonstrations allow the students to interact only with the NETg program during the lesson. It is very difficult to open the program for which NETg training is being offered and to use the program while the training progresses. The NETg lesson offers only one method for completing most interactive sections of the lessons and allows for only one correct answer on the pre and post-tests (Figures 8 & 9). In reality, most of the programs for which NETg training is available, offer the user several modes of inputting information to meet the needs of many different types of users. NETg courses will be frustrating even at the advanced and expert levels for learners who have experience with the application.

Another example of the module’s inflexibility is shown in Figure 8. While working on a section of HTML scrolling, it would seem to be much more educational and enjoyable for the student to be able to input whatever marquee display he or she wants. However, NETg only allows for a letter-perfect repeat of the words they have chosen. Team C sees this as a missed opportunity to connect the student into the instructional module. This is repeated anywhere the designers wanted the students to type in the appropriate code and specific words they used.
Figure 6: Procedural explanation in a NETg course
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Note. From “72042 – MS PowerPoint 2000 Expert User,” NETg Xtreme Learning, Copyright 1995-2000 by National Education Training Group. 
Figure 7: Typical Interactive window in a NETg course
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Note. From “72042 – MS PowerPoint 2000 Expert User,” NETg Xtreme Learning, Copyright 1995-2000 by National Education Training Group. 
Figure 8: Example of inflexibility
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 Note. From “12822 – HTML 4.0 Fundamentals,” NETg Xtreme Learning, Copyright 1995-2000 by National Education Training Group.
Advantages and Disadvantages of NETg

For learners with experience in interactive multimedia learning, NETg is a potentially frustrating tool. While the production value is Spartan and efficient; the delivery is often monotonous and unfriendly. User errors or alternative answers are usually greeted with forceful error messages with little redirection in the program (Figure 9). This efficiency challenges the notion that pre-recorded learning products are infinitely patient re-players of content.

Figure 9: NETg assessment windows show incorrect answer information
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Note. From “72042 – MS PowerPoint 2000 Expert User,” NETg Xtreme Learning, Copyright 1995-2000 by National Education Training Group. 

Conclusion

“Educational technology has long been seen as ‘promising,’ but has rarely lived up to the promises. Not because it wasn’t effective, but because it was cumbersome, boring and did not adapt to the way people wanted to learn” (Greenagel, 2002, p.6). NETg courseware presents the learner with a technically correct electronic textbook. The problem is that it does not take full advantage of the computer’s onscreen desktop to engage the learner. The interface is bland and uninviting from download thorough to the assessment steps. In most classrooms, both physical and virtual, a boring textbook becomes less and less of a resource for students as classes progress. NETg, in the form reviewed for this paper, is an electronic version of the boring textbook. Instructors looking for a reusable multimedia content delivery method will find that NETg segments learners into interactive haves and have-nots. The program should offer a more variable approach to media. It should be interesting to the experienced and non-experienced multimedia learner alike.
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