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Abstract   

 

This paper is a requirement of the capstone course in the University of Maryland University 

College’s Master of Distance Education Program.  The intent of this paper is presented in two parts. The 

first part identifies several trends influencing workplace learning and higher education today. These  

trends include: the human capital challenge; the aging population and workplace demographic; 

technological innovation; the global economy; new learning markets; lifelong learning needs; high 

student enrollments and infrastructure challenges; educational standards; and increased competition. 

After explaining these trends this section further justifies the demand for workforce development 

training and the need to deliver skills training online. It defines various terms related to the field of 

distance training (i.e. eLearning, flexible learning, WBT and blended learning) and discusses the pros 

and cons of several online training methods.  The second part of this paper captures the importance of 

developing a strategic plan for distance training programs and the key elements of strategic planning.  

Using the 2004 competency model for workplace learning as a framework for discussion, this section 

highlights the roles and responsibilities of those involved in supporting distance training efforts. It 

further discusses how to sustain distance training programs within an organization and the various 

challenges surrounding change. Topics include:  the elements of a successful distance training strategy; 

leadership & development support; change management; overcoming barriers; the implementation 

process; developing a communication plan; and achieving a learning culture that embraces distance 

training.  The recommendations presented in this paper are based on contributions from various scholars 

in the field of distance education and training and the research is provided by the American Society of 

Training and Development (ASTD) and other reputable publications in the eLearning industry.   

 

Key Terms: distance training, eLearning, blended learning, distributed learning, flexible 

learning, electronic-based learning, networked learning, online training, workforce development 

training, knowledge-based learning, corporate eLearning, corporate university, corporate-educational 

partnerships, workforce productivity solution, enterprise wide learning, and sustaining distance training. 
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Introduction 

Why Online Training….now?  

 
 “ Globalization, fierce competition, the remarkably diverse workforce, the 
continuing explosion of information and technology, economic and social 
upheaval are only a few of a plethora of signals from the marketplace we must 
begin to heed. The message is clear: If survival is the aim, change is the game”  
(Pahal, 1999, para 16). 
 
Today, there are an increasing number of companies adopting online training 

methods used for workforce development training. The benefits of these practices 

include: cost savings, flexibility, increased productivity and just-in time training sessions 

responsive to a company’s bottom line.  But in the rush to take advantage of what online 

technologies have to offer, many companies are also experiencing several barriers. These 

include: high drop out rates, low learning transfer, student isolation, technical issues, lack 

of internal support, and poorly designed courses.   This paper suggests how to administer 

and sustain online training practices through adequate planning and support.  It explains 

how essential it is for an organization to identify, and adhere to, the many issues and 

challenges that impact workforce development and workplace learning. Some of the 

challenges addressed include: an increasingly competitive global economy, a corporate 

focus on growth, maximized efforts to integrate work-based learning with job 

performance, and a strong realization among leaders that effective management of human 

capital is the key to organizational performance.  Overall, the analysis discusses and 

outlines how workforce development challenges provide fertile ground for 21st century 

learning.  The first step in sustaining distance training programs within an organization is 

to first identify and understand these challenges as opportunities to successfully develop a 

future-focused online training strategy. 
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Par t I .  The Knowledge Economy: Trends Influencing the Workplace 

 

The Human Capital Challenge 

In today’s knowledge economy, the success of an organization depends greatly on 

the knowledge and skills of its employees.   Organizations are trying to build an 

enterprise that consists of employees “who not only possess technology skills, but who 

also can communicate effectively, access and apply knowledge, synthesize information, 

solve problems, adapt to fast-moving environments, and work across the organization in 

teams”   (ASTD, 2005, p.5).   Many organizations are struggling to develop a high 

knowledge, multi-skilled workforce.   According to the American Society of Training and 

Development Report (2002) on trends in the workforce, “15 million jobs today require 

different skills than were require yesterday, 74 % of Americans working today require 

retraining, and 37 million people need entry-level training”  (p. 34).  There is a pool of 

'under-employed' workers that make up one of the most active job seekers in the 

workforce, and although higher level positions are available, there are substantial skills 

and/or education gaps among seekers.  Currently, “ the U.S. labor pool is growing more 

slowly, becoming more diverse, unemployment is on the rise, and organizations are 

striving to “do more with less”  by creating highly efficient, ever-leaner organizational 

structures”  (ASTD, 2002, p.5).  The human capital challenge is a real issue today, forcing 

organizations to rethink training practices and how they attract, retain, and develop a pool 

of talented workers.  As a result, many of them are turning to computer technologies to 

deliver “on demand”  skills training with more of an emphasis placed on anytime, 

anywhere programs offered at a distance.     
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Aging Populations & Workplace Demographics 

Diversity in the workplace is also on the rise and along with more diversity come 

new attitudes, lifestyles, values, and levels of motivation.  Today, there is an increase of 

racial and ethnic diversity; a population that is growing at a high rate in developing 

countries while decreasing in the developed world; an increase in immigration and 

migration; and fewer workers in the prime working age.  Many organizations are placing 

a higher priority on maintaining the skills, talents, and knowledge of older workers as 

they are also trying harder to “attract workers from a shrinking pool of qualified younger 

workers”  (ASTD, 2002, p. 8).   This dual-challenge is concurrently making the workplace 

more diverse.   

According to the U.S Department of Commerce, minorities represent half of the 

population in today’s workforce, and there still abides a “ technology gap”  that exists 

among different racial, ethnic and socioeconomic groups”  (ASTD, 2002, p. 9).  As 

organizations continue to view diversity as part of their strategic business plan to reach 

across broader populations, “hiring diverse workers and meeting their equally diverse 

needs for education and training becomes a business imperative--and not-- a matter of 

choice”  (ASTD, 2002, p. 14).  Consequently, workforce development training must also 

receive unprecedented attention and scrutiny for its ability to deliver results.  

Technological Advances 

Obviously, technological advances over the years have radically transformed the 

way people work, live and learn. New technologies have fueled the rise of new 

businesses which have opened doors to entirely new ways of performing and organizing 

work tasks.  “ Instead of an economy organized around mass production, today we have 
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an economy dominated by high-tech and service industries that emphasize flexible 

production, innovation, and office work”  (ASTD, 2002, p. 11).  The Internet has emerged 

as a powerful information and communication tool and many businesses are becoming 

more “reliant on Internet revenues, online purchasing, online marketplaces and other 

web-related activities”  (ASTD, 2005, p. 12).  This connected economy has organizations 

increasingly utilizing the Internet to deliver training programs.  Several factors 

influencing this decision includes: 1.) a large and growing base of installed computers in 

the home and workplace; 2.) network security, infrastructure, and bandwidth 

improvements; 3.) advances in speed and modem performance;  4.) cheaper more reliable 

access; and 5.) consumer acceptance of online learning and training”  (Sampson, 

Karagiannidis, & Kinshuk, p. 2001, p. 7).   

Future trends include the expected growth in the adoption of wireless and mobile 

technologies, “ technical breakthroughs”  in miniaturization and “ third generation”  

wireless technology, and the “personalization of learning”  that will become even more 

relevant and responsive to the uniqueness of every individual and their circumstance, 

including smaller components (from content, to code) bundled into just the right 

assemblies”  (Sampson, et.al. p. 15). According to the latest American Society of Training 

and Development State of the Industry Report (2005) in 2004, “approximately 75 % of 

all technology-based learning was online, and in the future, there will be more of a focus 

on the mobilization of knowledge management and personalized learning practices per 

individual need and mobile device”  (p. 4). 
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Global Markets and Globalization 

Communication technologies have also change the way people connect around the 

world. The global economy is altering the nature of the marketplace promoting increased 

interdependence and worldwide competition.  New technologies are helping companies 

extend their reach far beyond their “home”  markets and companies are positioning 

themselves to expand their services in a global economy (ASTD, 2005).  These efforts, 

however, are often “stultified”  by clear deficiencies in knowledge.  American 

organizations simply “don’t always know enough about how to spot global opportunities 

or how business is done in another part of the world, and are embracing offshore 

outsourcing as a way to stay competitive”  (Ruttenbur, Spickler, & Lurie, 2000, p. 18).  In 

addition, “many organizations are realizing that employees cannot always gather in one 

place for training without incurring enormous costs”  (ASTD, 2002, p. 8).   Although 

communication and information sharing is occurring across the globe in many languages 

and cultures, it is also making way for global competition.  Online training programs not 

only help companies avoid large up front costs and travel expenses, they help create “new 

opportunities, as well as new responsibilities, for sharing and delivering training practices 

across local, national, and global markets”  (Bernthal, Colteryahn, Davis, Naughton, 

Rothewell, &  Wellins, 2004, p. 6).   

Forces of Change Affecting the Higher Learning Landscape 

With respect to the various trends affecting the workplace and workplace 

learning, many colleges and universities are now also being faced with new demands.  

Education and training is becoming a higher priority today because of the continuing 
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pressures for companies to remain competitive and survive in a knowledge-based 

economy.   In addition, new technologies are accelerating the integration of learning and 

work and reshaping our thinking about where and when learning occurs.  According to 

the global perspective for educational innovation, “academic systems have to learn to 

respond to this new environment, which is a hostile one in most countries now, and 

respond to its internal changes, which again in most countries, are radical 

ones….suggesting that what is needed is a ‘more robustly adaptive mechanism”  

(Latchem & Hanna, 2001, p. 15).  Several trends affecting the educational landscape for 

lifelong learning are highlighted below.   

New Learner Profile & Learning Markets  

The new profile of the learner today is dramatically different than it was several 

years ago, especially the percentage of adult learners, females and minorities. Today, the 

new learner needs to be able to shop around for courses and programs that meet their 

busy schedules and demands.  Some factors influencing this phenomenon include: “ the 

growth of lifelong learning, economic necessity, the rapidly changing job market, 

changes in the economy and the simple aging of student populations”  (Howell, Williams 

& Lindsay, 2003, para. 11). As a result, many colleges and universities are creating more 

flexible learning programs in order to better serve those students who hold full or part-

time job, family commitments, and multiple responsibilities.  Research indicates that 

most students are “ interested in qualifications from smaller modules and shorter 

programs and in learning that can are done at home and fitted around work, family, and 

social obligations”  (Bates, 2000, p. 10).   They are demanding integrated learning 
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solutions, including value-added services such as needs assessment, customized 

curriculum design, online mentoring and performance support.  As a result, more and 

more campus-based institutions are expected to create better learning connections 

between support services, performance skills and performance initiatives while 

integrating digital technologies to increase flexibility and access to better reach new 

learning markets (Dunn, 2000). 

On Demand Lifelong Learning  

Faster information processing and reduced cycle times keep ratcheting up the 

pressures to work and learn more quickly (ASTD, 2005).  Today, “ the estimated rate of 

change doubles every ten years while information doubles every four…and an 

accelerated pace requires a more adaptable learner within a nimbler organization”  

(Bernthal, Colteryahn, Davis, Naughton, Rothewell, &  Wellins, 2004, p. 7).   The need to 

develop flexible learning programs parallels with the “changing nature of the workforce 

as it requires a continuous cycle of retraining and retooling”  (Howell, Williams, & 

Lindsay, 2003, p. 36).   Individual’s today are required “ to retrain at least five times in a 

working lifetime and learners in the future will need to customize curriculum to fulfill 

professional certification or job security”  (Howell, et.al, para. 25).   In addition, scholars 

predict that by the year 2025, “95% of instruction in the US will be digitally enhanced for 

greater ‘portability’  making consumers of students and putting them in the position to 

shop for the best deal”  (Dunn, 2000, para. 11).   
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Student Enrollment & Infrastructure Challenges  

Due to the increase of learners and the demand for lifelong learning, college 

enrollment is expected to grow at a rate of “16% over the next ten years.   But, “ the 

current higher education infrastructure cannot accommodate the growing college age 

population and enrollments”  (Howell, Williams & Lindsay, 2003, para. 6).  Predictions 

include that a “number of traditional campuses over the next ten years will decline with a 

third of today’s existing independent colleges & universities closing, merging or 

significantly altering in mission”  (Thompson, Ganzglass, & Simon, 2000, p. 29).   In 

many circumstances “online training models will provide the solution to capacity 

constraints that growing enrollments place on current higher education infrastructures”  

(Dunn, 2000, para. 15).  

Increased Competition  

Changes in the educational landscape have also led to much more competition in 

the educational market. Today, there are many new educational providers entering the 

field of higher learning every day as “corporate universities and mega universities are 

emerging; for-profit institutions are growing; and public and private institutions are 

merging”  (Howell, Williams & Lindsay, 2003, para. 25).”    In addition, there are more 

“publishers, corporations, for-profits and nonprofit entities entering into the business to 

sell and award credits directly to the end user and through intermediation, bypass the 

institutional middleman”  (Dunn, 2000, para. 8).  The influx of all these new leaders 

entering the marketplace has traditional institutions creating partnerships to share 

technologies and/or to produce and deliver courses.  This growing market is leading to 
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new collaborative ventures between universities, publishers and multimedia companies 

where “ the universities provide the “brand name,”  intellectual property, pedagogy, 

credentials and credibility, and the companies offer the business and marketing expertise, 

technology and opportunities to profit from”  (Latchem & Hanna, 2001, p. 10).    

Consequently, the distinction between public and private universities, for profit and 

nonprofit institutions, and distance and local education is largely disappearing”  (Howell, 

et. al, para. 25).  

Budget Cuts, Funding Implications & Educational Standards 

In addition to all of the changes placed on higher education today, many of these 

institutions are still required to maintain standards deemed necessary and operate 

effectively while dealing with limited resources.  Most traditional institutions are faced 

with “ the rise of operating costs, the rise of development costs, the necessary enlargement 

of infrastructure capacity, and lower endowment payouts because of weak financial 

markets”  (Howell, Williams, & Lindsay, 2003, para. 39).  Simultaneously, however, 

traditional institutions are experiencing funding challenges and limited resources and 

distance education is rising up to meet the challenge these institutions cannot.   It is 

expected that over the next several years there will be a “33 % growth rate in distance 

education with up to 1/3 of all traditional programs available [alternatively or 

exclusively] online”  (Howell, et at., para. 40).   

Technology & the Global University  

Again, with the advancement of technology and the increase of Internet usage, it 

is now possible to deliver training to students of all nationalities, age groups and 
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socioeconomic levels who are no longer tied a geographical location.  Some scholars 

predict that by “2025 a global university will exist, antiquating the notion of regional 

accreditation, tuition areas, service region, and semester hours”  (Daniel, 1996, p. 15). 

This university will consist of “a consortia of colleges, universities, and other kinds of 

institutions increasingly band together to produce and deliver courses that students may 

receive from any part of the world, dictated more “by what learners need, than by what 

has been traditionally done in the past”   (Dunn, 2000, para. 15).    Attributes of this 

university will be that “accreditation, quality standards and administrative functions are 

applicable to every country" (Mason, 1998, p. 15).  Only time will tell, if or when, any of 

these predictions will actually occur, but to date, many of them have currently influenced 

the way learning professionals are planning for the future of workplace learning.  

Distance Training vs. Distance Education 

What is the distinction?  

The distinction between training vs. education is that training focuses on the 

development of narrowing competencies or skills which are applied to a particular task or 

in a particular context. Distance education focuses on the instructional teaching and 

learning activities that consider both instructional design principles as well as 

pedagogical principles. Although training is similar to education in that it is a structured 

event specifically intended to develop knowledge and skills, what separates it from 

education, is that the skills and knowledge taught via training are expected to be used 

immediately (ASTD, 2005).  Both formats are designed to deliver flexible instruction 

online, specifically to adult learners, and at a time and place that is most convenient for 
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them. For the purposes of this paper, several key terms will be defined and used 

interchangeably with distance training.    

Definition of Terms 

Currently in the field of distance training there are several terms related to 

workplace learning, especially as it relates to workforce development training. These 

include: networked learning, flexible formats, computer-based skills training, eLearning 

and blended learning formats.   

Networked Learning 

According to Haughey and Anderson (1998), networked learning takes place 

through the use of computers by linking the instructor and the student and diminishing 

the time space continuum. This is done through several different methods and allows 

effective communications between the student and the instructor. These methods are: 

·  The use of e-mail for private conversations and educational exchange  

·  The second is through computer conferencing which allows for 

students/student interaction as well as student instructor.  

·  The third is identifying and retrieving learning resources electronically (p. 48).  

Flexible Learning 

Flexible learning is one of the newest phrased paired with distance training and by 

definition, is not just about distance. Flexible learning environments "move away from 

traditional training and the decisions made in advance by an institution, toward a situation 

where the learner has a range of options to choose from”  (Bates, 2000, p. 27).  More and 
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more students today require flexible learning formats because of the limited time 

constraints and multiple responsibilities they face. They need to be able to “shop for 

courses that best accommodate their schedules and learning styles and then transfer the 

credits to the university where they will earn their degree”  (Howell, Williams, & Lindsay, 

2003, para.7).    Given this demand and response, “education is becoming a commodity, 

making consumers of students and putting them in a position to shop for the best deal”  

(Howell, et.al, para 8) 

 Web/Computer-Based Training  

Computer based skills training is a multimedia methodology that features drill and 

practice, simulations, reading, questioning and answering. Driscoll (2002) explains that 

W/CBT has several characteristics.  These include:  

·  performance based training with measurable goals and well structured learning 

activities that require the transfer of knowledge,  build comprehension and allows 

the student to demonstrate competencies by practicing application of skills; 

·  student interaction through the use of hypertext, hypermedia, simulations; and  

·  active role in the learning process (p. 67) 

E-Learning 

 Similar to W/CBT, eLearning can be defined as “ instructional content or learning 

experience delivered or enabled by electronic technology”  (ASTD, 2005).  It refers to the 

use of Internet technologies to deliver a broad array of solutions that enhance knowledge 

and performance based and is based on three fundamental criteria:  1.) eLearning is 

networked, which makes it capable of instant updating, storage/retrieval, distribution and 

sharing of instruction or information;  2.) eLearning is delivered to the end-user via a 
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computer using standard Internet technology;  and 3.) eLearning focuses on the broadest 

view of learning and learning solutions that go beyond the traditional paradigms of 

training (Rosenberg, 2001, p. 29).    

Blended Learning 

 According to the ASTD State of the Industry Report (2005), many organizations 

find eLearning appealing because it plays an important role in reducing time away from 

the job, travel costs, and time to employee readiness and competence. But, “75% of these 

companies attributed efficiency gains to blending eLearning with other learning activities 

such as classroom instruction and on-the-job coaching”  (ASTD, 2005, p. 18).   A working 

definition of blended learning is “ taking two or more presentation and distribution 

methods and combining them to enhance the learning content and experience for the 

learner”  (Mantaya, 2001, p. 3). Below is a list of learning methods, including instruction, 

presentation, and distribution.  

Table 1.3 Blended Learning Methods 

Instructional Methods Presentation Methods Distr ibution Methods 

 
·  Case studies 
·  Demonstrations  
·  Expert panels  
·  Games 
·  Group discussion 
·  Lecture 
·  Practice exercise 
·  Programmed 

instruction 
·  Reading  
·  Role play  
·  Simulation 

 

 
·  Audio 
·  CBT 
·  Electronic 

performance 
·  Groupware 
·  Interactive TV 
·  Multimedia 
·  Online conferencing 
·  Teleconferencing 
·  Three-dimensional 

modeling 
·  Video 

 

 
·  Audiotape 
·  Cable TV 
·  CD-Rom 
·  Computer disk 
·  Digital video disk (DVD) 
·  Email 
·  Extranet 
·  Internet 
·  Intranet 
·  Local area network/wide 

area network (LAN/WAN) 
·  Satellite TV 
·  Tactile gear/simulator 
·  Videotape 
·  Voicemail 
·  World Wide Web 

 
              (Mantyla, 2001, p. 4) 
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Advantages and Disadvantages of Technology Enhanced Training Methods 

There are several pros and cons of technology-mediated instruction. As mentioned 

before, some advantages include increased support, flexibility and access. Learners are 

able to work through pre-designed materials and interact by answering questions 

embedded within the materials. These online technologies work well for training that 

offers a broad-base introduction of skills but pre-structured courses do not always address 

specific industry competencies for specialty skill standards that focus on skills unique to 

a particular job (Cantor, 2002).  The benefits of internet technologies, however, help link 

learning, people, and organizational performance at increased speeds while reducing the 

amount of time it takes to train workers on new products and processes.  Other 

advantages include: the ability to expand access to educational opportunities and increase 

flexibility through information and communication technologies, the ability to alleviate 

capacity constraints, the opportunity to capitalize on emerging market opportunities, the 

opportunity to decrease marginal costs while increasing productivity and institutional 

efficiency, the ability to provide support through resource based learning including 

synchronous and asynchronous communication, the option to target new groups of 

learners, and the opportunity to remain competitive in a global marketplace (Howell, 

Williams, & Lindsay, 2003). Several best practices, as highlighted in the ASTD State of 

the Industry report (2005), reported that online training provided a greater opportunity for 

productivity because “ they were able to increase the number of people trained while 

maintaining the same level of effectiveness, employees developed competencies as soon 

as they were needed, due to immediate access to exiting content, and shorter deploy of 

new content”  (p. 19).  Obstacles include: the lack of access and sufficient bandwidth 
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capacity among home users, disparities among geographic and socio-economic 

boundaries, the increase of the “digital divide”  and a bigger gap between the “haves”  and 

“have not's,”   limited knowledge of planning for effective support or training strategies 

online, large up front expenses for hardware and software materials for learning 

internally, as well as ongoing costs for upgrades, support and training while maintaining 

limited resources, collective agreements on issues around partnerships (i.e. providing 

student services, setting cost, restrictions on copyright laws, finances and compensation 

for trainers, and transferring credits), and the lack of support and expertise among trainers 

on using technology for training methods (Cross & Dublin, 2002).  The biggest challenge 

addressed by several organizations, however, is the lack of vision or failure to use 

technology strategically. “Technology mediated training is not sustainable if 

organizations can’ t see past the capabilities of new and promising technologies to 

understand the bigger picture”  (ASTD, 2005, p. 16).  It is clearly essential for an 

organization to develop a strategic plan when using multimedia to deliver instructional 

content and also identify how learning technologies best fit in to the overall mission of 

the institution (Driscoll, 2004).    

 

Par t I I :  Sustaining Distance Training Programs within an Organization 

Several scholars concur that the adoption of distance training does not just happen 

by introducing new technologies within the organization.  It is sustained from the result 

of a well thought out business plan. “Explicit alignment of learning requirements with 

business strategy at the organizational level has emerged as the linchpin of successful 

learning functions.  Developing and coordinating a process that ensures alignment is the 
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first step in transforming the learning function and increasing its strategic and tangible 

value”  (ASTD, 2005, p. 5).  According to several best practices case studies as 

highlighted in Berge’s (2001) book on sustaining distance training within an 

organization, technologies must be integrated into the fabric of the enterprise.  “Front-end 

alignment is complemented by measurement and reporting that emphasizes an enterprise-

wide investment, operational efficiency, and business value that involves the continuous 

effort of linking together leadership support, organizational culture, strategic planning 

and change management” (p.14).    Rosenberg (2001) adds that the foundation for a much 

greater likelihood of success requires the organization address several fundamental 

principles. These include:  

·  An understanding of new approaches to learning-including online training 

(the instructional strategy) and knowledge management (the informational 

strategy) that provides informational databases and performance support 

tools;  

·  Learning architectures- the coordination of online training with the rest of 

the organization’s learning efforts;  

·  Infrastructure- technological capabilities to deliver and manage online 

training;  

·  Learning culture and change management;  

·  A sound business case; and  

·  Reinventing the training organization (p. 34). 

All scholars agree that planning must begin at the organizational level and that an 

organization must consider its mission and identify any unmet needs between where it is 
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and where it wants to be. It is good to “ review the recent history and current culture of 

the organization first, and then determine organizational needs by listing current strengths 

(programs, trainers, financial, marketing, etc) as well as weaknesses of what works and 

what doesn’t work”  (Berge, 2001, p.149).  Other research suggests that a quality 

assessment provides the data that is “required for identifying training  needs, markets, 

industry trends, competitive advantage, solution planning, cost-benefit information, 

system design, system use and expansion, and an assessment measure also helps ensure 

that the initiative reflects the culture of the organization and aligns with key business 

goals”  (Chute, Thompson, & Hancock, 1999, p. 72). The training plan should be 

“concrete, with a detailed vision statement, and goals identified for action plan over the 

next three to five years (adjusted and revised whenever necessary) and the action steps or 

implementation strategies should be measurable or easily recognizable ‘deliverables’ or 

outcomes, all clearly specified”  (Bates, 2000, p. 56). Berge (2001) concurs that to 

increase an organization toward the highest level of maturity entails a “cultural change”  

where distance training is institutionalized in the organization and characterized by 

policy, communication, and practices that are aligned with business objectives. When an 

organization reaches this level of maturity, “ the business unit has established a distance 

training identify and conducts systematic assessment of training events from an 

organizational perspective”  (p. 16).  

Strategic Planning 

Strategic planning is a complex and ongoing process that helps an organization 

look at their training initiative in an objective and critical manner. It serves as an 

operational tool for the organization to define their present infrastructure as well as future 
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possibilities, and acts as a communication tool to help the organization justify the 

resources needed to enhance the success of their programs. Overall, strategic planning 

highlights an understanding of:  

1) business readiness;  

2) the nature of the learning environment;  

3) the value of instructional and information design;  

4) change management; 

5) reinventing a training organization;  

6) the online training industry; and  

7) leadership commitment (Rosenberg, 2001, p. 32). 

 

Other benefits of planning include “a better understanding of the program 

management, a higher level of communication & participation among stakeholders, and a 

model for better decision making”  (Berge, 2001, p. 149).  It also allows for systematic 

deployment.  “Strategic data establishes a context for accomplishing goals and provides a 

framework to achieve them…it allows an organization to respond to the emerging trends, 

events, challenges, and opportunities (such as those discussed in section I) and align them 

with their vision and mission, and aim at changing the way an organization thinks and 

operates”  (Horton, 2002, p. 132).  When successful, it influences all areas of operation and 

becomes part of the organization’s philosophy and culture.  According to Berge’s (2001) best 

case studies, a successful “models”  include the following steps:  

 

1.) Integrating actions with the organizational mission and vision;  

2.) Following guiding beliefs and principles,  
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3.) Using external environmental scans, and  

4.) Using internal organizational strengths (p.23).   

 

The ASTD also provides a model for strategic planning which highlights the following 

common characteristics:   

 

1.) a high level of investment in learning with a  sophistication in determining and 

evaluating investment;   

2.) measurement and demonstration of efficiency and effectiveness of the learning 

function;  

3.) alignment of learning with business needs and individual employee competency 

needs; 

4.) provision of a broad range of internal and external formal and informal learning 

opportunities (contents selection);  and C-level involvement and support; and 

5.) significant allocation of resources (ASTD, 2005, p.4).    

 

Table 2.1 illustrates the critical steps in developing a strategic plan. 
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Table 2.1 Steps in the Strategic Planning Process  
 

 
 

 
 
 

AN ORGANIZATIONAL PLANNING M ODEL  

Step 2: Create- Generate Idea: 

Visualize possible strategies to each 
insights found in Step 1 

Understand market and industry trends to 
reveal the potential for new or expanded 
markets 

                                      (Cross & Dublin, 2002) 

Step 1: Analyze- assessing the culture  

Per form Strategic Analysis: In this step 
everything is under analysis:  current 
training status, business & enrollment 
trends, market trends, marketing activities, 
revenue, expenses and profitability data; 
program development, investments;  
competition, assets and so forth.  

 SWOT Analysis:    Identify and prioritize your 
top issues, opportunities, threats, trends, 
weaknesses outlined in a SWOT analysis to 
devise strategies. An environmental scan 
analyzes information about the external 
environment (economic, social, demographic, 
political, legal, technological and international 
factors). the  
industry and internal organizational factors. 
 
Gap Analysis:  Evaluate the difference 
between the current position and future position 
and identify the resources to fill the gap.  
(Rosenberg, 2001, p. 298) 
 

Step 3: Judge: Select Best Options 

Develop strategic selection criteria 
(potential revenue, return on investment, 
risk, strategic fit, timing, etc) and apply 
them to your concepts and options.  

 

Benchmarking measuring and comparing 
operations, practices and performance 
(Bates, 2000, p. 46). 

Step 4: Plan: Develop Strategic Plan 

M ission: the purpose of the plan in a single sentence reflecting major goals and performance 
objectives.  

Environmental scan &  demographic analysis: a review of the characteristics of your 
employees;  demographic factors to consider include educational levels, occupations, ages, and 
household income, as well as access to technology; analysis review of local and national 
demographic information, economic information, and company/industry analysis. 

Vision:   A concrete description of what it would look like to fully achieve what you would really 
like to do  

Objectives-goals: What are you trying to achieve, in observable terms, over the next three to five 
years. 

Strategies: Actions to achieve your goals which serve as an implementation plan.  
 

M onitoring: Ways of measuring achievements &  adjusting strategies to keep on track for 
implementing goals (Shacklford, 2002). 
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Elements of a Successful Distance Training Strategy 
 

Each year, the American Society for Training & Development (ASTD) recognizes 

companies for their excellence in demonstrating the importance of learning’s contribution 

to organizational performance.  The BEST Awards are given to companies who build 

enterprise-wide talent, support the organization’s training through strong leadership, and 

foster a through-and through learning culture.  These award winning companies know 

that in order for an organization to implement an online training plan, it is important for 

them to focus on the overall picture. They must  “bring together an understandings of the 

trends and advances and ensure that there is adequate discussion and agreement on the 

mission, objectives and priorities for training and learning, learner target groups, 

applications of technology and budget and resources allocations”  (Latchem & Hanna, 

2001, p. 45). Each element complements and supports the others.   

Leadership 

Strategic planning implies organization-wide participation, which can only be 

achieved if the people that make up the enterprise believe that their involvement counts in 

sustaining distance training. “One of the most important factors in successful 

participation is the level of support provided by an organization’s top leaders”  (Lerner, 

1999, para. 48). Building an organizational culture that embraces online training means 

building leaders who “create a vision for what needs to be done and outline the steps 

needed to succeed in achieving that vision; these leaders are people who have the 

capacity to motivate and inspire others to think beyond current frameworks; change 

mindsets and practices; and gain collaboration and commitment”  (Latchem & Hanna, 

2001, p. 53).  Leaders should also “exhibit enthusiasm, champion, and allocate resources 
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while encouraging and rewarding interdepartmental cooperation.”   In addition to 

establishing the vision, they “strategically link planning, program implementation and 

tools such as budgeting, infrastructure development, communication, workforce 

development and policy revision”  (Berge, 2001, p. 351). According to Berge and 

Kendrick (2005) the impact of learning in an organization is widespread, “ forcing 

changes in accounting processes, IT, training, staff, skills, etc. Leadership must maximize 

the use of resources to include human resources, funds, equipment, partnerships and 

collaborations to gain the maximum benefit in meeting organizational objectives and 

return on investment”  (para. 17). Although leadership has a strong influence on the 

ultimate shape and identity of an organization’s culture, teamwork is also essential for 

implementing strategies. Leaders must plan effectively for change and apply appropriate 

processes for managing the change at the organizational level. Specifically, they need to: 

a) create and communicate a meaningful business case that motivates learners, 

b) managers and the entire organization;  

c) pull together a well respected and effective team to champion, plan, and 

support training efforts;  

d) develop and implement a change communication program to reach all 

learners, managers, and staff; and 

e)  recruit an organizational wide base of change agents at all levels to help 

communicate the vision and remove obstacles (Cross & Dublin, 2002, p. 20). 

Learner Support  

Generally, because “decisions related to distance training, such as who 

participates, what will be taught, and so forth, are usually made to align with 
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organizational goals (i.e. increased performance and efficiency), employee’s value and 

respond well when they feel they have the necessary technical, content and managerial 

support”  (Shackelford, 2002, p. 36). Management can help online training efforts move 

forward by creating a learning environment that bridges training with work. Rossett 

(2002) identifies some of these “culture-building”  strategies as: 1.) Provide a 

manager/coach for accountability; 2.) Implement a pay/performance incentive program; 

3.) Present material rewards and/or certifications when appropriate; 4.) Make access to 

technology easily available; and, 5.) Grant time on the job to learn (p. 201).  

Support assures that “ training events are technology-enabled, to help reduce travel and 

direct instructional costs, while social features, such as real time group chat or live peer 

audio conferencing are integrated to help make learning more psychologically and 

socially attractive”  (Rosette, 2002, p. 59). 

Program Support 

An important lesson in sustaining distance training is that “ technology, or any 

other delivery medium, is only a means to deliver effective learning and not an end in 

itself”  (Rossett, 2002, p. 22). According to a report on the high dropout rates, Rossett and 

Schafer (2003) “ indicate that the major reasons for high attrition rates relate mostly to 

human factors, such as lack of incentives, lack of accountability for course completion, 

and the inability of poorly designed courseware to keep learners’  attention”  (p. 16). 

Phillips (2002) adds that the main reason workplace learning fails is based on “ internal 

factors”  which are identified on three levels: 1.) Product level (poor course design, 

inadequate technology infrastructure); 2.) Learner level (poorly prepared learners, lack of 

motivation, limited time); and/or 3.) Organizational level (low managerial support, lack 
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of reward structure)”  (para. 7). Organizations must be concerned with the needs of their 

workers, and pursue a balanced approach to identify the “human dimension”  of learning. 

Factors, such as collaboration, integration, preparation and motivation all must be 

considered for sustaining distance training (Frankola, 2000). 

Financial & Administrative Support 

“Providing funding support as a budget item from the central resources of the 

organization firmly establishes technology-enhanced learning as part of the 

organizational culture”  and must cover all areas including support services, instructional 

development, infrastructure and trainer development (Berge, 2001, p. 352). An 

organization must provide adequate funding for implementation and support. Costs to 

consider include: projected start up costs, technology selection, equipment purchases, 

cost of materials, license agreement with vendors, annual & ongoing operating costs, 

technical and facility operation (on-site option such as lab availability), marketing 

expenses, personnel (sales and administration), support services, materials/supplies, 

subject matter expert, blended training methods, and hardware and/or licensure fees 

(Shackelford, 2002). 

Technical Support 

Whether technical support is internal or outsourced, best practices include 

recognizing the importance of appointing a team in charge of the information technology 

policy throughout the organization. Successful practices develop and organize a “staff 

responsible for the technology infrastructure, academic technology policy, and 

administrative requirements of the system”  (Bates, 2000, p. 193). This includes a team of 

experts who keep abreast of technological development, technicians who maintain 
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hardware and software installations and up-date equipment, and IT professionals who 

provide ongoing training and support of internal staff in charge of technologies (Bates, 

2000). Technical support includes: “manuals that lists equipment and software 

requirements, student support access, online tutorials, institution-wide information, as 

well as traits and abilities necessary for what it take to be a successful online learner”  

(Perrin & Mayhew, 2000, p. ). A help desk feature is also necessary to address technical 

questions "regarding access codes, connectivity problems, and hardware specifications”  

(Kumiko & Pogroszewski, 1998, para. 28). 

Marketing Support 

In order for an online initiative to catch on, an organization must successfully 

develop a marketing strategy to provide the appropriate resources and materials across 

the enterprise. Marketing is a critical element in sustaining distance training programs 

because it ensures that employees know of the training opportunities available to them.  

A marketing plan can help an organization convey the value of online training in personal 

and rewarding ways that get employees to “buy in”  to the importance of distance training 

as part of the organization’s mission. “Marketing messages must be constant and 

delivered via multiple channels such as publications, website, advertisements, emails, 

flyers, posters, training events, etc”  (Berge, 2002, p. 248).   

 

Roles &  Responsibilities 

Moving an organization toward a culture of online learning is a complex endeavor. 

Enterprise-wide online learning is a “system-wide”  implementation process that requires 

a wide range of skills, talents, knowledge, and viewpoints.  Berge (2001) states that the 
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development of an enterprise-wide organization that sustains distance training take 

continuous efforts that link project management, program management, changes 

management, and strategic planning. It is important to realize that these “changes affect 

the expectations, roles, and responsibilities of trainers, learners, and managers as the 

organization builds capacity for technologically enhanced learning”  (p.4).   Sometimes 

with all of the focus on online technologies, it is easy for an organization to forget the 

most essential part of the project which is the people.  According to the new ASTD 

workplace learning and competency model, which was created with the input of more 

than 2000 + leaders, experts and practitioners in the field of workplace learning, 

professionals who links learning efforts to organizational goals and strategies in a 

meaningful way is critical to enterprise wide learning.   Tony Bringham, COO of ASTD, 

states that this is why the ASTD just recently designed a new competency model for 

training professionals (Figure 1).  It is a model that provides a framework for the new 

workplace learning competencies to “ensure that all learning efforts achieve measurable 

results that align with business strategy”  (ASTD, 2004, p. 48).   Table 3.1 illustrates the 

roles and responsibilities of several key players involved in sustaining distance training 

efforts. This information was pulled together from the competencies designed in the 

ASTD 2004 competency model as identified in Figure 1.  “The process used to draft the 

ASTD model was based on both qualitative (that is, interpretations of comments) and 

qualitative (for example, frequency of mention in publications) judgment. The 

competencies identified were derived from consistent and powerful trends in findings 

across multiple publications and studies”  (Bernthal, Colteryahn, Davis, Naughton, 

Rothewell, &  Wellins, 2004, p. 92). 
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Table 3.1 Assembling a multitalented team 

 

Role Responsibility 

Learning Strategist Determines how workplace learning and performance 
improvement can best be leveraged to achieve long-term 
business success and add value to meet organizational 
needs; leads in the planning and implementation of 
learning that supports the organizations’ strategic 
direction.  

Project Manager The person who assigns work and prioritized available 
resource to produce project deliverables. This person also 
sees to it that the project sponsor, the business customer, 
and other stakeholders are aware of the projects progress.  
Plans, resources, and monitors the effective delivery of 
learning and performance solutions in a way that supports 
the overall business ventures, removes barriers, ensure 
adequate support, and follow up.   

Business Liaison The person in charge of the business relations who will be 
the beneficiary to the e-learning product when 
implemented. They will be in charge of customizing 
training packages and making sure the SME’s are 
available to blend learning programs. They apply business 
and industry knowledge to partners in identifying 
workplace performance improvement opportunities, 
communicate methods to build relationships.  

Professional specialists; 
SME’s  

The people who help establish the learning objected for 
the e-learning product. They advice the team regarding the 
content and its appropriateness to the learning objectives.  
Design, develop, deliver and evaluate learning and 
performance solutions.  

                             (adapted from the ASTD 2004 Competency Model) 
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Figure 1 2004 ASTD Competency Model 
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Developing a Communication Plan 

As stated in the preceding analysis, moving an organization to distance training 

requires a wide range of strategies and processes. Communication is the starting point for 

gaining commitment and support. Communication helps build a community of people at 

all levels of the organization who are aware of, engaged in, and committed to online 

training. It requires “ input”  from all levels (training managers, developers, instructors, 

administrators), clients (students, companies, organizations, sponsors), and stakeholders 

(senior managers, business partnerships, Board of Directors), as well as across all 

organizational functions”  (Rosenberg, 2001, p. 292). Cross and Dublin (2002) outline 

five important factors in maintaining a communication plan:  

a.) keep sponsorship visible because the highest level of leadership and support 

must be visible at all time;   

b.) communicate a clear vision;   

c.) remember that everyone is responsible for the success of sustaining distance 

training;   

d.) provide feedback mechanism to allow for evaluation and corrections; and  

e.) Deliver credible content and communicate information that is consistent with 

other messages, actions, and company initiatives aligned with the 

organizational culture (p. 45). 

A communication plan serves to inform, motivate and involve others in online 

training efforts. It is an important step in supporting distance training as part of 

the organization’s learning culture.     Rosenberg (2001) list nine steps to ensure 

that communication is well received. These include:  
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1.) Consolidate an enterprise wide communication plan linking each area 

of the organization to avoid confusion and repetition;  

2.) Communicate more from a business and learning perspective, rather 

than a training and course perspective;  

3.) Use electronic media and/or the web to communicate, focusing on the 

relationship of learning, knowledge, community and business 

performance; 

4.) Avoid selling and focus on articulating the value of learning;  

5.) Communicate these values from the top down in order to institute a 

learning culture;  

6.) Build support with managers such as using a knowledge system to 

build a community of managers to heighten their role in learning;  

7.) Build and promote an initial win by centering communication around 

best practices and examples of enterprise wide learning initiatives 

(Rosenberg, 2001, p. 198).  

 

Implementing Online Training 

Change Management 

When introducing online training into an organization, an effective change 

management strategy must be implemented as well. “Change processes have to address 

multiple points of inertia and resistance and have to be systemic rather than piecemeal. 

They call for clearly articulated and commonly accepted goals and values, with matching 

policies, procedures and resources”  (Latchem & Hanna, 2000, p. 41). According to 
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Rosenberg (2001), an effective change strategy is about “moving an organization towards 

their goals by improving the performance, productivity, speed, flexibility, and motivation 

of the workforce, and about building the capabilities of business leaders to lead 

sustainable change. Delaying a change strategy until online training is deployed can 

jeopardize the entire initiative, but launching one prior to implementation can enhance its 

success”  (p. 202). Berge (2001) suggests that the tools for organizational change have to 

do with acceptance, and barriers include: motivation, reasons for participating, timing, 

location, length of the training program, marketing, communication, promoting the 

training event, incentives, level of support for learners and trainers, and learning 

environment (p. 355). 

Obstacles to Organizational Change 

The success of any distance training programs depends on the extent, to which an 

organization identifies, and addresses, the various issues that act as barriers towards their 

distance learning efforts. According to a survey conducted by Berge and 

Kearsley (2003) the biggest challenges associated with sustaining online training 

programs are in areas of: a.) recruiting and retaining staff; b.) identifying what training 

needs were best met by online training; c.) creating and maintaining an interest in 

eLearning; d.) lack of consistent direction, support, or involvement from management; 

and, e.) keeping up with rapid changes in technology (para.31).  Cho and Berge (2002) 

also found that the common factors in organizational change include technical expertise, 

support and infrastructure barriers. Their analysis determined the most effective way to 

change the organizational culture is to “educate and find champions among corporate 

executives and policy makers”  (para. 28).   
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Solutions to Overcoming Obstacles 

Berge and Kendrick (2005) claim that not only should an “organization establish a 

philosophy that uses technology effectively, but also one that supports equal access to 

training materials, updated information, maximizing resources, and promotion of training 

that will support organizational objectives”  (para. 15).  They analyzed several solutions 

for implementing and maintaining distance training programs which include:  developing 

partnerships and collaborations with other organizations;  providing training programs 

that support the professional development of leaders at all levels; providing training and 

access to a wide array of resources; providing management with a sense of structure, and 

access to instructional and technical support; seeking new and innovative technology to 

stay informed on the latest developments;  providing funding to allow management to 

seek a highly qualified staff to maintain a high level of internal expertise and seek 

outsourcing help when practical, and creating policies that support professional 

development and organizational growth”  (para. 18).   Organizations must be proactive 

about identifying those issues that act as barriers to their distance training efforts. They 

can sustain distance training by understanding “where they are in the stages of 

technological maturity, developing a comprehensive strategic plan, developing a sound 

technology infrastructure to include various infrastructure elements, and building strong 

leaders to champion their initiative and philosophy of training and learning”  (para 30).  

The latest ASTD State of the Industry report (2005) supports Berge and 

Kendrick’s research and highlights in Table 4.1 the following eight characteristics of 

award winning learning organization.    
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Table 4.1: Characteristics of 2005 BEST Learning Organizations 

 
Investment 

  
In general these companies spend more in up front costs for online training 
procedures 
 

 
 
 
 

Measurement 

 
Successful companies demonstrate effectiveness by monitoring individual and 
individual performance indicators and linking changes in performance to 
learning and non-learning performance improvement activities. 
 
They BEST companies demonstrate the efficiency of the learning organization 
by monitoring time, usage, and cost indicators and linking decreases in these to 
change in the process and practices of the learning functions.  
 

 
 

Efficiency 

 
The award winning companies maximize the efficiency of the learning function 
by balancing centralized and decentralized aspects of the learning functions, 
internal process improvement, use of technology, and strategic outsourcing. 
 

 
 

Effectiveness 

 
They also maximize the effectiveness of learning by aligning learning activities 
with business needs, and providing timely access to relevant learning 
opportunities. 
 

 
 

Alignment 

 
The BEST companies have formal processes to align short- and long-term 
business strategies with competency, learning, and performance solution needs 
and priorities. 
 

 
 

Learning 
Oppor tunities 

 
They provide a broad range of internal and external formal and work-based 
learning opportunities including knowledge sharing systems, coaching and 
conference attendance.  
 

 
C-Level 

Involvement 

 
All of the BEST companies have overt support from senior executives, and 
involve leaders as teachers.  
 

 
Non- 

Learning 
Solutions 

 
They devote a large portion of their resources to non-learning performance 
improvement activities, particularly organizational development, process 
improvement, and talent management.  
 

           (ASTD State of the Industry Report, 2005, p16) 
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Conclusion  

Although many organizations are interested in the benefits of online training--cost 

savings, flexibility, increased productivity, faster deliver, etc. -- the adoption of distance 

training programs across an organization’s enterprise comes from the result of proper 

planning.  The preceding analysis highlighted this most critical fact. The success of 

sustaining distance training is to maintain a razor sharp focus on all factors that will 

either make or break enterprise-wide learning.  The research outlined several factors 

influencing workplace learning and provided a solid framework for implementing and 

sustaining distance training programs.  It highlighted the importance, and complexity, of 

strategic planning, and identified the continuous efforts of linking together all aspects of 

the organization (leadership, infrastructure, culture, support, change, etc) in order to 

achieve the highest level of success and maturity.  

The bottom line, and main premise of this paper, was to introduce the process of 

sustaining distance training within an organization.  The analysis outlined that this 

process is not just about implementing technology or online instruction, but about culture, 

leadership and the business justification.  The results concluded that several elements 

(leadership, learner support, technology support, financial support, marketing, change 

management and communication) are needed to adequately implement, deliver, support 

and sustain high-quality, online training programs. Overall, the purpose of this paper was 

to link theory and best practices to present a framework that would help organizations 

gain a perspective on the challenges and opportunities leading workplace training in the 

21st century.   
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