Key Considerations for E-Learning Systems 

(Deb Haney, 2001; dhaney@indiana.edu)

Few, if any, organizations are willing or able to create, install, launch, track, administer, and troubleshoot their own complete e-learning systems. Most use a variety of vendors, and perhaps develop a few of their own proprietary courses for company-specific content.

Choosing the best options and vendors for each of the different aspects of e-learning (courses, tracking, skill assessment, portals, etc.) is a serious decision. Of course it affects employee skills and competencies as well as organizational competitiveness. It also is a critical financial decision that can commit company resources for years. Making an informed decision in the beginning is better than informed regrets after the fact. 

E-learning affects not just the employees, or just human resources, but the whole organization. Choosing e-learning vendors wisely is not a decision for just HR, or the executive team, or any single functional group. A team composed of professionals from the HR, IT, training, and legal groups, supported by executives with budgetary authority, is best. 

The following pages list key considerations for e-learning vendors and e-learning installations. This is not a comprehensive list - that would contain perhaps tens of thousands of considerations - but is a starting point for your informed selection process. 

Note that a few items have been already checked as “very important”. These items (all of the IT, Vendor, and Finance sections) should always be considered in the selection process. The level of importance on all other items is for you and your organization to decide.

These considerations are organized into the following categories. Remember, however, that all these considerations affect each other. None are stand-alone. 

1. Human Resources (HR)

2. Learning Management System (LMS) 

3. Learners

4. Content

5. Information Technology (IT)

6. Vendor

7. Finance  

Human Resources (HR) 

	Item
	Importance
	Comments

	
	Not Very
	Mod.
	Very
	

	Are different employee records currently in one database or linked databases?
	
	
	
	

	Will user passwords be automatically assigned during registration? 
	
	
	
	

	Will different levels of permission be used?  
	
	
	
	

	Will interfaces be customized for groups or individual users?


	
	
	
	

	How are multi-lingual records and operations dealt with? 
	
	
	
	

	Are current skills defined and organized (skill map)? 
	
	
	
	

	Are employee skill profiles used? How updated? To be linked to course completion? 
	
	
	
	

	Are employee skill development plans used? How updated? To be linked to course completion? 
	
	
	
	

	Are employee career development plans used? How updated? To be linked to course completion? 
	
	
	
	

	Will courses be tracked by: skill categories, learners (names and total numbers), attempts, completion, year completed? 
	
	
	
	


Learning Management System (LMS) 

	Item
	Importance
	Comments

	
	Not Very
	Mod.
	Very
	

	Will the system be ERP (enterprise resource planning) compatible? Which system? To what degree? 
	
	
	
	

	Will courses be able to be assigned different instructors?


	
	
	
	

	Will the system allow a list of approved instructors for a course? 
	
	
	
	

	How will resources be tracked: materials, supplies, equipment, rooms, etc.?
	
	
	
	

	How and what will be tracked: different delivery courses (instructor-led classroom, for example), registration, tuition, pre-enrollment, no-shows, grades, and cancellations? Individual learner training records? 
	
	
	
	


Learning Management System (LMS), cont.  

	Will customizable reporting be available? 


	
	
	
	

	Will the LMS allow different delivery methods for the same course? 
	
	
	
	

	Will the LMS track different delivery of courses: CD-ROM,  instructor-led classroom, self-study print, etc.? 
	
	
	
	

	How does the LMS deal with prerequisites?


	
	
	
	

	Will the LMS determine an individual’s being able to register for a course, based on skill profile, previous courses, or career path?
	
	
	
	

	Will the LMS track instructors, assistants, and subject matter experts (SMEs)?  
	
	
	
	

	Are changes to a scheduled event reflected in all aspects affected (rooms, equipment, instructor, etc.)?  
	
	
	
	

	How will learners be able to register (online, phone, email, fax)? 
	
	
	
	

	How will learners choose a course (course title, location, time, subject, delivery mechanism)? 
	
	
	
	

	What restrictions will be placed on registration (prerequisites, career path, job level)? 
	
	
	
	

	Will manager notification or approval be available? 


	
	
	
	

	Will administration (HR) be able to override restrictions?

 
	
	
	
	

	How will evaluation of courses be conducted? 


	
	
	
	

	Will course catalogues listing all courses (different delivery means) be available to learners? 
	
	
	
	

	Will the LMS have capacity planning and forecasting? 


	
	
	
	

	How will certification be handled: expiration, renewal, additional requirements, etc.? 
	
	
	
	

	Will financial accounting be available (cost, revenue, and profitability for class)? 
	
	
	
	

	Will the LMS allow automatic changes in all courses of a single item (example: contact information or logo)? 
	
	
	
	


Learners 

	Item
	Importance
	Comments

	
	Not Very
	Mod.
	Very
	

	Will learners be able to access their course completion records? 
	
	
	
	

	What are the security procedures for user identification and privacy (view their own records and not others)? 
	
	
	
	

	Will learners access skill lists for other positions? 


	
	
	
	

	Will learners be able to access both required and suggested course lists? 
	
	
	
	

	Will learners be able to take more than one course at a time? 


	
	
	
	

	Will learners be able to complete only part of a course or course content? 
	
	
	
	

	Will learners access list of all courses for entire company? Or only for their functional category?
	
	
	
	

	Will learners be able to test out of courses? Parts of courses? 


	
	
	
	

	How will learners be able to ask questions and get quick answers? 
	
	
	
	


Content

	Item
	Importance
	Comments

	
	Not Very
	Mod.
	Very
	

	Will courses be downloadable? 


	
	
	
	

	Will courses be printable? 


	
	
	
	

	Will learners be able to bookmark place or progress in course? 

 
	
	
	
	

	Will trainers be able to create online tests for existing courses that have no tests?  
	
	
	
	

	Will there be interactive scoring and feedback? 


	
	
	
	

	Will there be the ability to limit the number of test attempts?  


	
	
	
	


Content, cont. 

	Will students be able to review questions and answers? 


	
	
	
	

	How will cheating be prevented? 


	
	
	
	

	Will successful course completion count toward certification? 


	
	
	
	

	Will virtual classrooms (synchronous sessions) be available? Able to break into smaller workgroups? 
	
	
	
	

	Will links to other web or server-based resources (dictionaries, other courses, help screens, discussion  rooms, bulletin boards, web sites, etc.) be established?
	
	
	
	


Information Technology (IT) 

	Item
	Importance
	Comments

	
	Not Very
	Mod.
	Very
	

	What are the current IT capabilities? 
	
	
	(
	

	What are the server requirements? 
	
	
	(
	

	What are end-user requirements? (browser type and version, plug-ins, bandwidth) 
	
	
	(
	

	What are firewall considerations?
	
	
	(
	

	What are access routes (office, home, travel, client site)? 


	
	
	(
	

	What are remote access connection speeds? 


	
	
	(
	

	Will there be one portal access to all courses and resources: vendor hosted, company server-based, etc.?
	
	
	(
	

	Will course development templates be provided? Customizable? 
	
	
	(
	

	Will industry-standard meta-tags needed for tracking and modality be provided?
	
	
	(
	

	What authoring tools will be used for course development? 


	
	
	(
	

	Are software and/or files standard compliant: AICC for authoring tools; IEEE for portals, assessment; HTTP for web?  
	
	
	(
	

	Will the same courses be stored on multiple servers to reduce access time? 
	
	
	(
	


Vendor 

	Item
	Importance
	Comments

	
	Not Very
	Mod.
	Very
	

	What is the vendor’s established record of previous installations and service? Are previous clients available to confer with? 
	
	
	(
	

	How long has the vendor been in business? 


	
	
	(
	

	What is the vendor’s financial stability? 


	
	
	(
	

	What other major vendors has the vendor successful cooperated with in the past?  Currently? 
	
	
	(
	

	Will a vendor be able to host courses, LMS, applications?  


	
	
	(
	

	Will a vendor be able to provide adequate security? 


	
	
	(
	

	Will the vendor allow transferring the application in-house to the organization? With what processes, constraints and costs? 
	
	
	(
	

	What guarantees (costs, timelines, outages, compensations) are provided for: versions (updates, features, controls) compatibility, compliance with industry standards, etc.? 
	
	
	(
	

	Will vendor cooperate at end of license or contract to transfer to another vendor? To what degree? With what costs, constraints, timelines? 
	
	
	(
	

	What level of service or support will the vendor provide? Costs? Guarantees? 
	
	
	(
	

	What integration support is included?


	
	
	(
	

	What customization support is available? Cost? Timelines? Guarantees? 
	
	
	(
	

	What provision for bug or problem fixing is available? Does the vendor or the client decide on what constitutes a bug? 
	
	
	(
	

	What constitutes functionality? 


	
	
	(
	


Finance 

	Item
	Importance
	Comments

	
	Not Very
	Mod.
	Very
	

	What will the installation costs be?


	
	
	(
	

	What will the hardware costs be?


	
	
	(
	

	What will the licensing costs be?

Renewal costs? 
	
	
	(
	

	What will the maintenance costs be? 


	
	
	(
	

	What will be version update costs be? 


	
	
	(
	

	What will the fees (access, hosting, security) be? 


	
	
	(
	

	What factors affect implementation time? 


	
	
	(
	

	What will be the total costs from implementation to end-of -first license period? 
	
	
	(
	

	What will the costs per student be? 


	
	
	(
	

	What will the costs per course be? 


	
	
	( 
	


Choosing a Vendor: How to Get the Best Deal for Your Company

Getting the best deal is not getting the lowest price. It is getting the best combination of value and price. Vendor selection can commit hundreds of thousands of your company’s dollars over the course of a few  years. Choosing a vendor can have a serious affect on your career: if you make a good choice, it will enhance your career; if you make a poor choice, it can be a “career-limiting” action. 

These steps for choosing a vendor are composed of many sub-steps. The process can be a long one lasting six months or more. It is better to delay or postpone choosing a vendor until you are confident that a good choice can be made. 

Steps 1 – 4 do not have to occur in strict order. For example, you may start educating yourself by attending e-learning conferences before investigating your company’s needs and budgets. Also, these first four steps can occur simultaneously. 

	Step
	People Involved  

	1. Compose a selection team with HR, IT, training, and legal professionals.  
	HR, IT, TR, legal 

	2. Obtain executive budgetary commitment. 
	HR, IT, TR, legal 

	3. Determine what your company’s requirements (current and future) and budgets are before contacting vendors. (See the “Key Considerations” section for points to investigate)
	HR, IT, TR

	4. Educate yourself by examining vendor websites and attending e-learning conferences. 
	HR, IT, TR

	5. Have vendors give demonstrations (IT team members are important here). Ask vendors questions.
	HR, IT, TR 

	6. Narrow down vendor list by eliminating the unsatisfactory vendors.
	HR, IT, TR 

	7. Re-assess your company’s needs and budgets.
	HR, IT, TR  

	8. Send out requests for proposals (RFP) and requests for bids (RFB). (IT and legal team members are important here). (see the “Key Considerations” section for points to investigate)
	HR, IT, TR, legal 

	9. Ask vendors questions. More questions. And still more questions. 
	HR, IT, TR  

	10. Speak to current vendor clients.
	HR, IT, TR 

	11. Evaluate vendor responses and narrow vendor list further (IT and legal team members are important here). 
	HR, IT, TR, legal 

	12. Evaluate vendors. 
	HR, IT, TR, legal 

	13. Have second round of vendor presentations. 
	HR, IT, TR, legal 

	14. Select vendor.
	HR, IT, TR, legal 

	15. Negotiate contract (IT and legal team members are important here). 
	HR, IT, TR, legal 


Note: the bolded items in “People Involved” indicate crucial people who should be involved in that step of the selection process. 

E-Learning Pricing

The prices given here were taken from actual, specific products as of December, 2000. However, they are given to indicate general pricing only, and no specific product names are given. Many different factors affect pricing: type of course, quality of course, duration of licensing contract, level of service, certification, number of users, and geographic location and dispersion of users. Other factors affecting pricing are your company’s negotiating position: the e-learning and technology expertise of your HR, training, and IT professionals, your legal department’s expertise, the speed with which you wish to launch your e-learning system, how desirable your company would be as a client, and  the existence of any pre-existing relationship your company has with the vendor. 

Other e-learning products and services, such as hosting, security, help lines, and online SMEs, are not given here. With e-learning vendors, volume discounts are standard, as are multiple year licensing contracts. Note: all prices are given in $US. 

Courses (off the shelf, self-study, non-customizable) 

	User Numbers
	$ License Price/Course/User,

Each Year
	$ License Price/Course/User,                   Each Year

	1
	100 – 250 
	

	100 - 250
	
	1.00

	251 - 500
	
	.75

	501 - 1000
	
	.62

	1001+
	
	.50


Learning Management System (LMS) 

	User Numbers
	$ License  Price/Organization,                   Each Year
	$ Purchase Price/Organization,  Year 1
	Maintenance and Upgrades (with purchase),  

Year 2+

	1 - 100
	2,500
	3,700
	15 – 20 %

	101 - 250
	5,000
	8,000
	15 – 20 %

	251 - 500
	7,500
	12,500
	15 – 20 %

	501 - 1,000
	12,500
	21,000
	15 – 20 %

	1,001 - 5,000
	54,000
	90,000
	15 – 20 %


Portal (Course Delivery System and Coordination)  

	User Numbers
	$ License Price/User,    Year 1
	Maintenance and Upgrades, Year 2+

	1 - 1,000
	15
	15 - 20 %

	1,001 - 5,000
	13 
	15 - 20 %

	5,001 - 10,000
	12 
	15 - 20 %


Synchronous Session (Computer Conferencing) Software 

	User Numbers
	$ License Price/User,

Each Year

	1 - 500
	200

	501 - 1000
	175

	1001 - 2500
	150

	2501 + 
	130


Pricing Example:  1 company, 5,000 employees, 50 courses (off the shelf, no customization)   

First Year

Courses (5,000 X $.50 X 50)




= 
$125,000 

LMS 
  (purchase) 





= 
  $90,000

Portal 
  (5,000 X $13)





=
  $65,000
Total



  
    



$280,000

With conferencing for 100 employees (100 X $200 = $20,000)
=
$300,000 

Second Year

Courses (5,000 X $.50 X 50)




= 
$125,000 

LMS 
  (.20 X 90,000) 





= 
  $18,000

Portal 
  (.20 X 65,000)





=
  $13,000
Total



  
    



$156,000

With conferencing for 100 employees (100 X $200 = $20,000)
=
$176,000 

Third Year 

Courses (5,000 X $.50 X 50)




= 
$125,000 

LMS 
  (.20 X 90,000) 





= 
  $18,000

Portal 
  (.20 X 65,000)





=
  $13,000
Total



  
    



$156,000

With conferencing for 100 employees (100 X $200 = $20,000)
=
$176,000 

Total cost over three years 

Without conferencing: 

$592,000   =   $39/employee/year   =   $.78/course/employee/year

With conferencing:

$652,000   =   $43/employee/year   =   $.86/course/employee/year

Custom Course Creation by a Vendor 

The price of custom course creation will greatly depend on:

1. The “enrichment” complexity of the course: the amount of video, audio, animation, and even graphics, that the course will contain. 

2. The level of interactivity: practice and feedback, graduated levels of hints, response-generated branching, pre- and post-tests, etc.

3. Number and complexity of links to other resources: company competency maps, skill assessments, online libraries and mentors, job aids, employee training records, etc. 

The figures given here are from actual, specific development services as of December, 2000.   
	Service
	$ Cost
	
	Service
	$ Cost

	ID and analysis 
	1600 person/day
	
	Quality assurance
	1600 person/day

	Graphic design
	1600 person/day
	
	Audio
	200 hour* 

	Assembly (connectivity)
	1600 person/day
	
	Video
	2500 person/day* 


*personnel only; does not include production costs (audio:  $100.00 per finished minute; video: $3000.00 per finished minute) 

E-Learning Vendors, Products, and Services

(Deb Haney, 2001; dhaney@indiana.edu)

This list of e-learning vendors is a compilation of providers of the most frequently used types of products and services. It is not a comprehensive list – e-learning vendors number in the hundreds. Also, vendors come and go frequently and continually. They also change names frequently. And team up with sometimes-competitors in alliances and joint ventures that last different lengths of time. Look at the websites for the vendors that interest you to get more information. This list is current as of March, 2001. 

	Product or Service
	Vendor
	Comments 

	1. Courses (“Content”): Off the shelf, non-customizable, from single vendors         
	 SkillSoft.com

 Netg.com

 SmartForce.com
	Offers numerous topics

Offers numerous topics

Offers technical and e-business 



	2. Courses: Off the shelf, non-customizable, from multiple vendors
	*elementk.com 

*KnowledgePlanet.com

*ThinQ.com

*Click2learn.com  

 Digitalthink.com

 
	Formerly zdu.com; Ziff Davis Education 

The mechanism to offer courses from different vendors is often referred to as a “portal.” Portals also refer to a web site that is the access point to courses, the LMS, online enrichment resources (mentors, help line, job aids, etc.). These vendors offer courses from SkillSoft, Netg, and SmartForce, among others. 



	3. Courses: Blended 
	*elementk.com

 Mentergy.com

 Knowledgenet.com
	Blended can mean asynchronous self-study online courses in combination with anything from synchronous online classes to traditional instructor-led classrooms. 

Formerly Allen Communications, LearnLinc, and TrainNet. 



	4. Courses: Custom design 
	*elementk.com 

*KnowledgePlanet.com

 Convergent.com 


	Caution: expensive. 

	5. Reusable Knowledge Objects (RLOs)
	 Generation 21 Learning Systems 

 Learnframe.com

 Knowledgemechanics.com
	(gen21.com) 

RLO meta-tagging providers usually also provide proprietary repositories. Caution: need to check for standards and interoperability with LMS and other course providers. 



	6. Language and culture translators for e-learn courses  
	 ge-world.com
	Useful for increasing understanding and decreasing offending when your company develops training for use in other countries. 




*provide integrated systems of products and services, including courses.  

Vendors, Products, and Services, cont.  
	Product or Service
	Vendor
	Comments 

	7. Authoring tools: Web site
	 Microsoft.com 

 Macromedia.com 

 Adobe.com
	Create and manage websites with multimedia support.

FrontPage

Dreamweaver 

PageMill 



	8. Authoring tools: Graphics
	 Macromedia.com 

 Adobe.com
	Fireworks 

Photoshop        



	9. Authoring tools: Multimedia 
	Macromedia.com 

 Click2learn.com

 Apple.com 
	Manipulate audio, video, and animation.

Authorware 

Director 

Flash 

ToolBook 

Quicktime  



	10. Learning Management Systems (LMS)
	*ThinQ.com

*elementk.com

*Knowledgeplanet.com

 Learnkey.com 

 Click2learn.com

 Generation 21 Learning Systems 

 Docent.com 

 Saba.com

 Learnframe.com 
	Provide tracking, automatic enrollment, tuition, report generation. 

gen21.com

 A long established vendor.

 A long established vendor.

 A long established vendor.

	11. Web hosting 

       (content delivery)
	*elementk.com

*Knowledgeplanet.com 

*SmartForce.com 

 Geolearning.com

 Digitalthink.com

 Metergy.com 


	Web hosting includes some combination of the following: web design, installation, maintenance, technical support, security, coordination with other vendors. 

	12. Online instructors and mentors
	 SkillSoft.com

*elementk.com

 Knowledgenet.com


	Online instructors and mentors are usually only available for the vendor’s own proprietary courses. 

	13. Online references, libraries, job aids
	 SkillSoft.com

*elementk.com 
	Usually only available for the vendor’s own proprietary courses. 




*provide integrated systems of products and services, including courses.  

Vendors, Products, and Services, cont. 

	Product or Service
	Vendor
	Comments 

	14. Assessments, surveys, tests 
	 Questionmark.com

 Zoomerang.com
	Provide an empty shell, completely customizable, that is web-based and  can be sent out as an e-mail to the targeted recipients. 



	15. Assessments 

(skill assessments only, no post-tests or surveys) 
	 Digitalthink.com

 Generation 21 Learning Systems 

 DDIworld.com 


	Bundled with vendor’s competency mapping, courses, and other products. 

Development Dimensions International 

	16. Computer conferencing             (virtual classrooms) 
	 Centra.com

 Mentergy.com

 Interwise.com

 Presenter.com 


	Synchronous, real-time visual and audio communication.      

	17. Collaboration
	Placeware.com

Ichat.com

Mentorware.com 


	Synchronous, real-time visual  communication.      

	18. E-Learning consultant services: consulting companies
	 Arthur Andersen 

 Accenture

 PriceWaterhouseCoopers

 KPMG

 Arthur D. Little 


	arthurandersen.com

accenture.com   Formerly Andersen Consulting 

pricewaterhousecoopers.com

kpmg.com

arthurdlittle.com

These companies may have (undisclosed) alliances with e-learning vendors.  



	19. E-Learning consultant services:  e-learning vendors 
	*ThinQ.com

*elementk.com

 Knowledgeplanet.com

 Mentergy.com

 Digitalthink.com

 Click2learn.com


	Of course, these companies are predisposed to offer their own products and services as the best option for your company’s needs.


*provide integrated systems of products and services, including courses.  

( 2001 Haney     

Key Considerations for E-Learning Systems             

1

