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Praise for Great Webinars

“This book is exactly what I needed. I just delivered my first online workshop, and I would not have known where to start without the course and this book as well. It is loaded with information. I marked many parts to go back and reflect on. The book is very easy to read and very clear. It takes you step by step, point by point, through what you need to know. There’s nothing like the live interaction like we had in the course, but having the book is the next best thing.”

–Nancy Kohutek, Director of Education and Training, Coldwell Banker



“When I finished the virtual facilitation course, I had everything I needed to design and deliver my own successful web workshops, and it is all captured in this practical, detailed book. Thanks to this training and inspiration, I am launching my first online workshop next month. This guide contains everything a training professional needs to create and facilitate great classes online. It’s terrific!”

–Lynn Gaertner-Johnston, Founder of Syntax Training



“My first practice attempt at facilitating a webinar during Cynthia’s course was a bit shaky, but I learned a lot. It gave me a better appreciation for what can be accomplished. With practice, I believe I can help us take our training to the next level. I will keep this book by my desk as a reference for all the great tools that will keep my participants engaged.”

–Stan Pietrzak, Senior Manager, Pfizer Specialty Markets Training



“The form of virtual learning presented in this book—not just webinars but all the interactive tools such as polling, chat, whiteboards, and collaboration—is how training professionals will be training from here on out. In her course and with this book, Cynthia has set the expectation of what a professional virtual trainer should be able to do. As training professionals, it is imperative that we take this approach seriously, and that we master it with the same level of professionalism as when we mastered classroom facilitation.”

–Jeanette Nyden, Founder and President, J. Nyden & Co.



“Because of economic and geographic reasons, we’re all doing more virtual facilitation, but there’s very little out there in terms of resources. Cynthia’s book is a wonderful resource. Her approach is practical, sharp and smart, not too theoretical. The book explains all the tools well, and breaks everything down in a straightforward way with checklists and other easy to follow guides. Cynthia’s approach has revolutionized how I will do training going forward.”

–Amy K. Zinman, Director of Learning, Nixon Peabody LLP



“Cynthia has taken a complex topic and provided a step-by-step plan for successfully repurposing training for the virtual environment. The tools and samples she provides are a testament to her vast experience in the `repurposing’ arena—we can all learn from her successful efforts.”

–Dan Roberts, President, Ouellette & Associates, Contributing Author, Leading IT Transformation



“Darn it! I can no longer multi-task when trainers have taken Cynthia Clay’s strategies, tools, techniques to heart. I am too involved. Cynthia has created a new bible for virtual instruction. Great Webinars: How to Create Interactive Learning That is Captivating, Informative and Fun provides the tools, techniques and strategies to transform your professional approach to virtual training forever. It is a must read for any trainer who wants to create outstanding virtual learning experiences.”

–Mary McGlynn, President/Partner, PowerSpeaking, Inc.



“Cynthia Clay’s approachable and personable teaching style shines through in this book. Applying these key principles of `participant-centered learning’ will literally bring your webinars to life. Great Webinars will show you how to draw on the collective wisdom of your audience so that participants stay engaged and have fun learning. As companies trim budgets, web-based learning is quickly becoming the preferred mode of training, and you don’t want to be left in the dust!”

–Theresa Chambers, Chief Motivation Officer, Recognition Works



“The wave of the future is how to deliver great content in a fun and engaging way without being in the classroom. Here is the book that will show you how to do just that! Avoid the pitfalls that cause so many online programs and webinars to fail. A must read for those who expect to be a global business!”

–Anne Warfield, CSP & Outcome Strategist, Impression Management Professionals





About This Book

Why is this topic important?

Over the past decade, the training industry has rapidly embraced online tools to deliver training. Web conference platforms such as WebEx, Adobe Connect, and Citrix GoToTraining have proliferated. However, the quality of facilitation and training delivery has not kept pace with the technology solutions that are now available. As organizations embrace these virtual tools to reduce their travel and training costs, facilitators must develop a new set of skills that allow them to build meaningful interactivity and engagement in the online classroom.

What can you achieve with this book?

This book prepares experienced and novice trainers to make the transition from face-to-face classroom to effective online delivery. It demystifies the virtual training environment, demonstrates common mistakes and weaknesses exhibited by online facilitators, and introduces best practices to transform the virtual classroom. From building greater interaction and collaboration to reducing the trauma of technological failures, the book focuses on the most important skills used in training facilitation online.

How is this book organized?

The opening section, Virtual Facilitation Gone Wrong, exposes the weaknesses of many virtual classrooms. The content is then framed by looking through the eyes of Gerri, a novice virtual facilitator, who reflects on the effective webinars that she is attending. The reader learns, along with Gerri, about the best uses of chat, polling, interaction tools, and desktop sharing; what is required to repurpose training from the traditional classroom to the virtual classroom; how to use PowerPoint well; why writing clear objectives is important; and how to increase learning transfer. Helpful appendixes include information about how to repurpose training exercises, build a risk management plan, and use a logistics checklist.





About Pfeiffer

Pfeiffer serves the professional development and hands-on resource needs of training and human resource practitioners and gives them products to do their jobs better. We deliver proven ideas and solutions from experts in HR devel­opment and HR management, and we offer effective and customizable tools to improve workplace performance. From novice to seasoned professional, Pfeiffer is the source you can trust to make yourself and your organization more successful.

[image: inline]Essential Knowledge Pfeiffer produces insightful, practical, and comprehensive materials on topics that matter the most to training and HR professionals. Our Essential Knowledge resources translate the expertise of seasoned professionals into practical, how-to guidance on critical workplace issues and problems. These resources are supported by case studies, worksheets, and job aids and are frequently supplemented with CD-ROMs, websites, and other means of making the content easier to read, understand, and use.

[image: inline]Essential Tools Pfeiffer’s Essential Tools resources save time and expense by offering proven, ready-to-use materials--including exercises, activities, games, instruments, and assessments--for use during a training or team-learning event. These resources are frequently offered in looseleaf or CD-ROM format to facilitate copying and customization of the material.

Pfeiffer also recognizes the remarkable power of new technologies in expanding the reach and effectiveness of training. While e-hype has often created whizbang solutions in search of a problem, we are dedicated to bringing convenience and enhancements to proven training solutions. All our e-tools comply with rigorous functionality standards. The most appropriate technology wrapped around essential content yields the perfect solution for today’s on-the-go trainers and human resource professionals.
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About NetSpeed Learning Solutions
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NetSpeed Learning Solutions supports organizations in developing better leaders and more engaged employees by providing training content, learning systems, and consulting expertise. Headquartered in Seattle, Washington, the company serves clients across the United States, Canada, Europe, and Asia.

Founded in 2000 as a leadership development company, NetSpeed Learning Solutions licenses programs to develop the skills of first- and second-level managers, customer service providers, and contributing professionals. Instructor-led training programs blended with online reinforcement and measurement tools ensure learning transfer.

With the shift to virtual learning, NetSpeed Learning Solutions’ popular courses have helped hundreds of trainers develop the skills they need to transfer successfully from the face-to-face classroom to the web training environment. To learn more about the Virtual Facilitator Trainer Certification course, visit www.netspeedlearning.com/interactive/.
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Foreword

I MET CYNTHIA CLAY THROUGH THE SEATTLE CHAPTER OF THE WOMEN Presidents Organization (WPO), where I had come to know and respect her as a talented business owner. Because her basic approach to leadership matched my own, I enrolled our management team into her NetSpeed Leadership program. Our intent was to bring our leadership team into our corporate headquarters once a month for a full-day program with one of the NetSpeed facilitators.

Somewhat serendipitously, it was at about this time that Cynthia invited our team to attend her free marketing webinars, which she had designed to expose her prospects to some of the basic NetSpeed Leadership concepts. It was there that I recognized not only her authority on a broad range of leadership practices, but that she possessed the special expertise to apply adult learning principles in an online environment. Our team quickly scrapped the “all-day training session” format, preferring instead her online format, even though we recognized that it couldn’t last forever as a “free” service.

Meanwhile, in our WPO discussions, Cynthia was sharing her business challenges of getting content out to her customers in an economic climate where it was becoming increasingly more difficult to cost justify having large numbers of people away from their desks for long periods of time (typically including travel time) “for training.” While the demand for leadership training was increasing, so was the need to cut costs. The world wanted more training for less money.

My own experience with distributive learning/communication environments paralleled Cindy’s business challenge. My organization, the Pace Staffing Network, had five offices separated by over a hundred miles across the Puget Sound region. Since our inception, we had faced the challenge of maintaining good communication with our employees and customers when senior leadership couldn’t be physically present. We were, therefore, one of the first to jump into the exploration of online meeting and webinar platforms, because we valued being exposed to ideas from colleagues and partners throughout the world while working at our desks.

When I saw what Cynthia was doing, in her mind from a “marketing” framework, I just put two and two together. Cynthia was a personally talented presenter who not only understood the content of leadership development curricula, but had mastered all the engaging elements of face-to-to face training that drives successful learning. “Cindy, these mini webinars you do are awesome. You have such solid content, and you are such a masterful presenter, I just can’t continue to use them for free and feel like we are a good customer. I think you should put more focus on developing online training content, and creating a whole business out of just that. Who needs to fly anywhere these days for training?” It seemed like a no-brainer to me.

I’m proud to say, as a result of my encouragement, Cynthia took my advice and launched her NetSpeed Leadership public webinar series. I understand that even after several years, the webinar program is attracting a broad audience, and exposing Cynthia to her customers in a way she could never have done without taking this leap of faith into the unknown. She has established herself as a “guru” in the webinar business, taking the basic concepts to a whole new level of performance.

It’s truly been a pleasure watching Cynthia become recognized as an expert in blending webinar delivery with social media. I was thrilled to see that she was mentioned as a high-energy web facilitator by Chief Learning Officer magazine. And I was delighted to hear that she has delivered well-attended sessions at the American Society for Training and Development (ASTD) International Conference since 2008, talking about the very tools that she explores in this book.

Today, she doesn’t just deliver webinars—she delivers extraordinary webinars. She generously has shared her expertise with companies like the Pace Staffing Network who want to deliver high-quality webinars to our own clients. Recently, when Cindy learned that we would be doing a webinar for our customers, she offered to coach and train us, encouraged us to purchase the software, and taught us how to use the webinar environment to help solidify our customer relations. She made it really simple for us to look really good in the webinar delivery business.

Now, with her Great Webinars book and her Virtual Facilitator training course, she’s making her wisdom and experience available to consultants, small businesses, trainers in larger organizations, and anyone who wants to deliver engaging, interactive training via webinar. She has managed to capture the key elements of learning interaction, and translated them to the virtual environment.

With tighter budgets, I see all of our clients searching for ways to reduce training and travel costs without cutting training programs. They want to continue to develop their employees and managers without sacrificing the quality of instruction. My advice? Let Cynthia Clay and this book help you achieve those aims.

As for PACE, we will continue to be one of Cynthia’s webinar students, and wherever possible, one of her disciples. We can provide personal testimony for the notion that “you, too, can deliver great webinars.”

Jeanne Knutzen,

Founder/CEO, PACE Staffing Network





Introduction

AFTER TWENTY-FIVE YEARS IN THE TRAINING AND DEVELOPMENT industry, I thought I was a pretty effective classroom facilitator. So when my clients began to request that I deliver webinars, I thought, “How hard can this be?” I was curious to see whether web conferencing tools could be used to replicate or replace the classroom experience. But I was little prepared for how much I had to learn. Perhaps you’ve picked up a copy of this book because you feel the same way.

My early efforts were mediocre at best. I experimented, tinkered, requested feedback, and absorbed blistering comments from disgruntled and honest webinar participants. Let me share a couple of the most memorable observations that had an impact on my thinking.

“I’m so frustrated. You droned on and on at the beginning of the webinar. So I started to multitask. You got into the meat halfway through but I missed the part I really wanted to hear. Bummer.”

My first response to that comment was to scratch my head and wonder aloud, “Is your multitasking my fault?”

Well, what if your multitasking really is my fault? If I accepted that responsibility, what would I do differently to keep you engaged?

Here’s another one:

“Oh my God. Not another boring, bulleted PowerPoint slide. Point by point, slide by slide. I’m s-l-o-w-l-y dying of boredom … help me … aaarrrrggghh.”

I must say I laughed out loud at that graphic description of disengagement and vowed never to get that response again. (Thank you, oh bored participant, wherever you are.)

In the past five years, I’ve tried and abandoned multiple web conference platforms because of odd technical limitations, clunky presenter interfaces, and confusing participant experiences. Perhaps, you too, have been frustrated by the web conference jungle out there. We finally landed on Adobe Connect, a platform that provides a superior technical framework for creative, interactive design and delivery. I’ve become a passionate advocate of innovative, highly engaging web workshops that actually result in learning transfer and performance improvement.

Along the way, I’ve been blessed to collaborate with client partners—including Cobalt, Florida Virtual School, the United States Tennis Association, the U.S. Government Accountability Office, King Pharmaceutical, Ministry Healthcare, XO Communications, and the Motor Vehicle Sales Authority of British Columbia—who helped us get better at developing and delivering great webinars.

I’d like to be that partner for you. I’ve written this book to help you learn what my clients and I have learned about what works and what doesn’t in the world of virtual delivery. I want to help you create memorable, collaborative virtual training experiences for your audience. And I hope you’ll come to love the possibilities of virtual delivery, not just to reduce your training and travel costs, but to create truly engaging web workshop experiences.

Cynthia Clay

NetSpeed Learning Solutions





CHAPTER 1

Virtual Facilitation Gone Wrong

TECHNOLOGY HAS ALLOWED THE BUSINESS WORLD to expand geographically, but economic challenges have caused our travel budgets to compact. This presents challenges for educators. They can’t always get participants in the same room, or even the same country. Webinars hold promise as a replacement for the physical classroom. Simply package up your product. Eliminate the classroom interaction because that’s not possible in a virtual setting. Present your material, intact, over the Internet. Problem solved, right?

Wrong. Effective learning transfer requires participant engagement and collaboration. No matter how modulated, a disembodied voice presenting one-way to participants on PCs is a recipe for turnoff. A tedious, noninteractive presentation breeds boredom in the participants. Associating the webinar environment with boredom diminishes expectations. Diminished expectations cause your students to come into the training session ready to give it only half their attention.

It’s a vicious cycle. My purpose behind writing this book is to help you break that cycle. There is a science and an art to facilitation in the virtual classroom. This book will explain those scientific and artistic techniques. And it will begin by examining why webinars have a bad reputation.

(Don’t be concerned about the somewhat gloomy start to our study of webinars. We’ll get it out of our system in this chapter, then go on to explore tools, tips, and strategies for building powerful presentations that are captivating, informative, and fun.)

In the article “What Stinks About Webinars,”1 coauthor Allison Rossett encouraged her students at the time—coauthors Antonia Chan and Colleen Cunningham—to feed her their positive and negative impressions of webinars that they attended. The majority of impressions turned out to be on the negative side.

We carry out the same exercise at NetSpeed Learning Solutions. Before the first session of our Virtual Facilitator Trainer Certification2 course, I ask the class participants to sit in on as many webinars as they can. It’s very helpful to see things from the side of your audience. The pain you may suffer as a participant is a great motivator to raise the bar of quality on your own presentations. And it helps you understand how your audience will perceive your webinar: why they might dread showing up, and why they might be tempted to multitask.
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NetSpeed Note

Our mission at NetSpeed Learning Solutions is to develop better leaders and more engaged employees through both face-to-face and virtual learning. Our Virtual Facilitator Trainer Certification course is intended for anyone who wants to design and deliver engaging, highly interactive web conference training. It’s a four-week intensive workshop, delivered through facilitated webinars and self-paced online content.



The student assessments reveal certain common mistakes of webinar presentation. See how many of these mistakes you can recognize from your own experience on either side of the podium.

PUTTING UP WITH POOR PREPARATION AND CONTENT

If you take an already bad training presentation, poor content and organization, throw in terrible and boring slides, add a weak, talking-head facilitator, what would you get? Answer—the one-hour webinar I just watched. Honestly, I could not get through all of it—too painful.

–Jackie

Poor preparation and content are a devastating combination in any training setting, whether traditional or virtual. Ho-hum slide decks are more the rule than the exception. In many companies, the terms PowerPoint presentation and snoozer are synonymous.

The reasons for this are well catalogued. Too often slides are crammed with bullet points holding too much information (and too few graphics with emotional or visual impact), and presenters who vocalize from them verbatim, often in a monotone. When slides are presented in this way, you may as well e-mail the slide deck—people can read more quickly than they can hear.

As learners, we empathize with the struggle it requires to sit through a poor presentation. As instructors, we must learn to pinpoint the reasons for it. So, applying the basics of good slide design is your first, and perhaps easiest, step.
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NetSpeed Note

Too often the sequence of slides in the deck, their volume, and the use of graphics, graphs, and lettering break every rule in the book.

We’ll present some tips for design and delivery in Chapter 5. We’d also recommend checking out Dave Jakes’s informative and entertaining website:


http://jakes.editme.com/onehourppt





Besides telling you that sloppy slides are a bad thing, here’s another duh: poor delivery of those sloppy slides adds insult to injury. The consequence of not fixing basic PowerPoint design and delivery mistakes is that your audience will zone out.

Here are some more basic presentation mistakes that you don’t want to repeat, chronicled by my webinar students.

I would like to have seen some learning objectives at the beginning and perhaps a review of the learning objectives at the end. I generally got the most important intent but wasn’t sure what other objectives the instructor had in mind.

–Fred

It was hard to follow the presenter, as he went through some very complex steps very quickly. He didn’t pause to explain terms that some of the participants might not have understood. He also tried to cover too much in the session.

–Mary

Yearning for something to watch, I started focusing on the questions coming in the chat box, rather than the talk. Ooops!

–Sue

A good portion of the beginning of the session was used to talk about the three presenters’ job titles and levels of experience. Although I appreciate knowing a bit of relevant information about the presenters, I started to lose interest as the minutes ticked away. Remind me, why am I here again . . .?

–Carole

The facilitator would display a slide with about 4–5 points. Then she would talk about the points for what seemed like several minutes without necessarily referring to them specifically or using a pointer. As a visual rather than an auditory learner, I found her approach challenging.

–Lynn

There was nothing for the kinesthetic learner. I really struggled to stay engaged.

–Sue

I was reminded of the importance of keeping promises, when the Q&A period was significantly shorter than the presenter had promised. I am sure that had I been in a traditional classroom, I would have seen frustration on faces when there was little time for their questions.

–Lynn

As you’d expect, the one-to-one conversion of flawed slide design and inferior presentation techniques from a classroom setting to a virtual one doesn’t magically improve or eliminate any of the above issues. As a matter of fact, just rehashing a less than superior speech in a webinar format makes the experience worse. The participants are not held as strongly to the social pressure of paying attention, or even of acting like they are paying attention.

This is probably the major consequence of poor presentation in the virtual arena: participants have more ways to tune out. Unlike the physical classroom setting, they are sitting in front of their primary tool for getting work done: their computer. The temptation to multitask takes over, and who can blame them? They may rightfully consider that catching up on work adds more value than listening to text they can easily read later. Of course, as we are all very busy, that later reading never takes place.

As one of my students wrote in her assessment:

I think this is why people end up multitasking. I’m writing the critique now while she talks because I’m not missing anything on the visuals. If she would only engage me and make it hard for me NOT to participate, I would not be able to do this.

I’ve got one ear open for something that catches my attention, but meanwhile, I have seen how this works, and it doesn’t require me to be fully present.

–Michelle

If your presentation suffers from poor slide design and poor delivery in the physical classroom, you’ve got a problem. If you merely transfer that presentation to the web, your problems are compounded.

People don’t want to fall asleep. They want to be engaged. Which brings us to the next observation gleaned from an analysis of webinars.

LOOKING FOR INTERACTION AND COLLABORATION

I was appalled at the lack of interactive content. The first few minutes gave me great hope: A host gave clear instructions on how to use all kinds of participant tools and then introduced the presenter. But once she got on, it was a one-woman show. At one point the host even tried to interject an observation, and she actually plowed right over him and continued talking. I had felt RELIEF that another voice had introduced a discussion point, but then felt horror when she ignored him and doggedly went on with her agenda.

–Michelle

Educators can do a creditable job of trying to be conversational, using an animated and well-paced delivery. But without real involvement of your learners, you’re disregarding one of the critical findings of adult learning theory: that your audience wants and needs to bring their experience to the table.

Interaction between the facilitator and participants promotes interest and engagement; collaboration among the participants promotes sharing and provides the basis for learning activities. The days of having students passively sitting and listening should be long gone.

All good web platforms contain interactivity tools that allow interaction and collaboration. They all make use of conference calling that allow all parties to speak. They all provide streaming media so you can see the presenter. So what gives? Why aren’t these tools used effectively, so that educators can put good learning practices into place as they do in the physical classroom?

Part of the answer may be that it’s simply easier not to. With webinars there is, without a doubt, an additional challenge of managing the technology while managing the presentation. But there may be another answer. One that has to do with a lack of belief.

In my facilitator training classes, I start out by asking my learners to explore their own attitude about web training. Like some of them, your experience of learning in cyberspace may be scant. The overriding negative belief is that webinar environments don’t encourage participant involvement because they can’t. Because webinars provide one-way communication, webinar instruction contains challenges that can’t be overcome.

Here is some of the thinking that lies behind negative notions about webinars when it comes to collaboration and interaction.


	It’s difficult to facilitate virtually because I can’t see the learners’ body language or facial expressions.

	I want learners to engage with each other, not just with me. But that’s not technically possible in a webinar.

	I think web conferencing is a one-way communication tool. It does little to foster a sense of community.

	Most learners prefer to attend virtual classes because they can multi-task while the facilitator lectures. This is actually an advantage of this type of learning.

	Virtual training is a more efficient use of time because you can give learners the information quickly and they can get back to work.



What these negative beliefs have in common is the assumption that when addressing interaction and collaboration, web instruction is a brave new world; you can’t use interactive techniques, tools, and exercises in the virtual environment.

Of course, I don’t believe it, or I wouldn’t have written this book. But let’s keep the conversation going about why most webinars have a bad name, since knowing what not to do can be very useful.

GETTING INSTRUCTIONAL MATERIALS AND CLASS SIZE WRONG

In the previous section, we discussed the widespread belief that webinar environments don’t encourage participant involvement because they simply can’t. You won’t be surprised to hear that facilitators hold misconceptions about instructional materials and class size related to webinars. Here are a few.


	Instructional materials are used differently for web workshops.

	Learners, in a virtual setting, do not need handouts.

	Learners should receive a copy of the slide deck prior to the session so they can follow along.



I’m going to suggest that these negative notions about classroom materials, as well as the misunderstanding of the potential for interaction and collaboration discussed previously, are in large part based on this single underlying belief:


	Webinar technology can reach many more participants, so you can educate hundreds just as effectively as twenty.



In other words, because web conferencing technology allows us to speak to hundreds of listeners in a one-way monologue, then it’s a good idea to do so.

If you accept this as the de facto webinar model, then pessimistic opinions about webinars will definitely prove to be correct! If you have a hundred listeners on the call, you’re constrained on all sides—by the technology, by time management, and by people management.

You simply don’t have time to solicit audience contributions, or even their feedback. You can’t open up phone lines or you’ll cause havoc. (Not to mention that there will be no phone lines to open, since you’re probably using VoIP technology for an audience that large.)
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NetSpeed Note

VoIP stands for Voice over Internet Protocol. It provides audio that is heard over the learners’ computer speakers. It’s very cost-effective for large audiences, but not as practical as using a standard teleconferencing solution for small audiences.

You’ll find a glossary of terms in the back of the book.



You can’t manage logistics of breaking people into groups. You also can’t have them use the whiteboard. Collaboration among your audience is a nonstarter.

Speaking of logistics, you can’t hope to have everyone in the audience receive handouts and be pointing to the same page. You might as well give up on handouts.

You also lose an essential tool for holding attention: streaming video. With large audiences, using both VoIP and streaming video will cause a rough audio transmission that’s out of sync with the video. So streaming video of your animated, excited face is replaced by a photograph of your animated, excited face. Not the same thing at all.

Having large numbers of webinar attendees is fine for marketing webinars, one-time information-packed presentations. For the standard learning session, large numbers of participants are as problematic in virtual training environments as they are in the classroom. We’ll talk more about that later.

ENCOUNTERING TROUBLE WITH TECHNOLOGY

To err is human, but to really foul things up requires a computer.

–Farmer’s Almanac, 1978

The traditional classroom may leverage technology, but the virtual classroom depends on it. A technology hiccup in the virtual world promises an unpleasant learning environment at the least; at the worst it can shut down the class completely.

Stuff happens. It happens to different components (such as software, hardware, and network) at different locations along the line, from facilitator to web platform company to participant. Moreover, the symptom of the problem being suffered by party A may have a root cause that has party B to blame. Yes, technology tribulations can be one big happy party.

Bandwidth issues are the most ubiquitous. Bandwidth refers to the amount of data that can be passed over the network in a given amount of time. It’s synonymous with “connection speed.” Do you connect to the Internet over your phone line? Slow. Too slow to run a webinar. Thankfully, most of our workplaces provide sufficient bandwidth for streaming video and using VoIP. But because your participants have access to fast connection speeds, it doesn’t mean that they’ve set their software properly to experience fast connection speeds. When they do it incorrectly, their problem becomes your problem.

It’s starting to sound like you have to add “Technical Guru” to your résumé. The good news is you’re not expected to singlehandedly solve all issues. The bad news is that even if you’re not enamored with bits and bytes, you should at least be on speaking terms with them. That translates as being able to quickly identify symptoms and causes, knowing whether they can be resolved, and knowing how they can be resolved.

And unfortunately, you do have to (and will) experience the rite of passage known as glitch initiation. After that, you have the right to tell your war stories to anyone who will listen.

Okay, I know you’re dying to hear mine, so here goes.
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NetSpeed Note

Actually, there is a way to escape glitch initiation. Facilitators often have a co-anchor, or host, who introduces them and has the responsibility of all things technological. We’ll discuss that option more in Chapter 8.



My company has a one-hundred-seat license for our web platform tool, which is Adobe Connect. Over a hundred eager learners signed up for a marketing webinar. I was unavoidably running late (never mind why) so by the time I arrived, my panicked associate had opened the room for participants to join. The session quickly reached the hundred-member capacity. We were delighted with the attendance. But there was one problem. I couldn’t log in to my own webinar.

Some hardware and software problems haven’t been my fault, I swear. Another time the conference call line for our large public webinar with thousands of participants was joined by a different meeting with twenty people. Somehow their group had been assigned the same teleconference number as ours. Their group leader had to send out another e-mail to correct the problem. Unfortunately, for the remainder of our session we were sporadically joined by new visitors wondering why we weren’t teaching How to Make Millions in Credit Default Swaps!

I’ve had PowerPoint slides freeze so that they refused to advance. I’ve had cameras go out (in VoIP, having the camera go off disconnects my audio). On one occasion two of the three servers on the web platform failed, which made the performance really slo-o-ow considerably for everyone.

Other times, I’ll admit, the fault was my own. On a high-volume call, I switched off my camera to conserve bandwidth, so that the audio could be heard clearly. I forgot that if you’re using VoIP, turning the camera off also turns off the audio. I was happily talking to myself for at least a minute before I received a chat message from a kind (and bored) participant. Another time I didn’t replace my phone’s headset on its recharging cradle the night before, so it was out of juice when I ran the webinar. I had to hold the phone to my mouth the entire time, a constant reminder to those watching the video of my incompetence. (I won’t even mention how hard it is to manage a webinar with one hand.)

Urban legends abound. One facilitator I know used web platform software that closes a meeting after the facilitator signs off. A few minutes into the session, my friend was somehow dumped. They couldn’t get in again. Webinar over.

Web servers can go down (hey, it happens). There are latency issues. Everyone—the entire cadre of participants and facilitators—can get kicked off of an event. The screen resolution is different for different users, so that some can’t see parts of the screen that others can. Some platforms make the participants download software, so the number of potential mishaps extends to their firewall, spam filters, popup blockers. Not to mention that they have trouble loading the software itself.

Isn’t this fun? And I haven’t even mentioned the web platform feature that reduces even large, grown facilitator men to tears: breakout rooms.

Breakout rooms offer the promise of easily placing participants into small groups. In their cones of isolation the teams can then collaborate among themselves, while the facilitator pops in and out of each room, offering wisdom as needed.

What the fine print in the software neglects to mention is that there are numerous ways, some of them quite creative, that breakout rooms can break down. In some cases your students, whom you have come to know and love, are lost in cyberspace, never to be heard from again (at least in that session).

And while you’re desperately seeking your students, guess what happens if you’re recording your session for future playback? Yes, that’s right. The recorder stays right with you in the room, capturing for posterity your frantic calls, curses, pleas, and appeals to a greater power.

Yup, I’ve been there.

OFFERING HOPE

Whooo! We’ve examined poorly done webinars and have diagnosed their weaknesses in a number of areas, including poor presentation, interaction, collaboration, instructional materials, class size, and technology. But don’t worry, there is hope.

In the next chapter, we’ll touch on ways to improve this sad state of affairs. We’ll step through a simulated webinar that gives you a taste for how to immediately engage students in interaction and keep them from tuning out. You may begin to see how beliefs about the inadequacy of webinars are less “correct” than they are self-fulfilling prophecies.

In following chapters, we’ll delve more deeply into how to deliver great webinars. Chapter 3 addresses how to get to know your audience and your objectives. I’ll model how to promote effective interaction and collaboration in Chapter 4. In Chapter 5 I’ll present tips and techniques for using PowerPoint slide presentations on the web. Within that conversation, we’ll touch on when not to follow standard PowerPoint practices in a virtual setting. We’ll go over how to repurpose your traditional classroom exercises to the virtual classroom in Chapter 6. In Chapter 7, we’ll discuss adult learning theory and how learning transfer takes place in the virtual setting. In Chapter 8, we’ll offer some pointers on how to prepare yourself for addressing the inevitable technology snafus. Chapter 9 illustrates how to prepare and present a dry run of your web training.

As we step through these tips and techniques, I’ll continue to bring in student comments and present best practices gleaned from the community of virtual facilitators.
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Speaking of the community of virtual facilitators, there are several national associations that can help you improve your skills in both the virtual and traditional learning environments.


American Society for Training & Development (http://www.astd.org/)

National Speakers Association (http://www.nsaspeaker.org/)

United States Distance Learning Association (www.usdla.org)

The International E-Learning Association (www.ielassoc.org)

The Masie Center (Learning Lab & Think Tank) (www.masie.com)

Society for Applied Learning Technology (www.salt.org)

The eLearning Guild (www.elearningguild.com)





HOMEWORK

We learn better by doing than by reading. At the end of each chapter, I’ll offer some options for self-study and practice. By the end of this book, you’ll have developed the basic skills necessary to deliver interactive online training using any web conferencing platform. You’ll be able to:


	Design effective virtual classroom exercises using web conference interactivity tools

	Engage learner attention and participation in online learning

	Repurpose traditional classroom exercises for collaborative online learning

	Describe best practices for online facilitation

	Develop a comprehensive plan, including a simple facilitator guide, PowerPoint presentation, and participant materials for a 20-minute online learning session.

	Increase learning transfer after the facilitated session



Assignment 1–1: The Virtual Facilitator Self-Assessment

Read and fill out the Virtual Facilitator Self-Assessment in Appendix A. After completing it, write a one-page response on the advantages and disadvantages of synchronous (that is, two-way, real-time) web conference training.

Assignment 1–2: Article: “What Stinks About Webinars?”

Read this article from Chief Learning Officer magazine to explore the common problems with webinar training delivery. You’ll find it at http://www.clomedia.com/features/2008/August/2317/index.php.






End of sample
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