Ten Tips for Web Conferencing


 1.	Participate in a Web conferencing session. Attend a session on any topic so you can see how the product looks and feels from a learner’s viewpoint. The vendors often have schedules of free classes you can take. I had attended PlaceWare and Symposium sessions on training topics, so I knew what to expect from the learner’s side. I also participated in several “Tool Tips” sessions that my client’s IT department schedules weekly, and I focused on how the instructor presented the session.


 2.	Learn how to use the software. See what support the vendor offers for instructors to learn the product. I attended two instructor-led classes in PlaceWare. One was a quick-start session; the other class focused on effective presentation techniques using this software.


 3.	Modularize your training material. We designed nine mini-class sessions that focused on very specific features and job functions. Classes were scheduled over a seven week period, with double sessions on some days to accommodate the different schedules. Since the learners are watching you demonstrate the software and not doing a hands-on session right then, make sure your lessons are short—30 to 60 minutes at a time. We reviewed our training courses and redid the curricula as 45-minute lessons, but allowed one hour for the session so people had time to log in, ask questions, and complete feedback polls (see number 4).


 4.	Plan breaks for polls and questions. Break up your training lesson into 10 to 15 modules and alternate between demos of the software and polling or question time. A poll is a Yes/No or multiple-choice question slide. We used three software demos in our 45- to 60-minute lesson. After each demo, we used a feedback poll to determine if the learners were comfortable about moving on, had questions, or needed the steps reviewed. We also used a final polling slide as an evaluation.


 5.	Practice, practice, practice. Create a sample training lesson outline and your PowerPoint slides and run it through several times, on your own and with colleagues. I did one run through that included a trainer new to PlaceWare, and one with a distant user who was already experienced with the product. Then I did a similar practice session with a staff person in Tokyo so I could test the long-distance network times. There is a slight delay when the instructor does a software command that the learners see at their end; it’s important for the trainer to be aware of that.


 6.	Assign prereading and homework. If only a few learners were involved, we would have considered trying to use the collaborative mode of the software for learners’ hands-on practice during the session. However, each site needed to have a specifically configured PC to access the training database, and hands-on practice during the training would not be feasible for our needs. Therefore, we sent the materials ahead of time and assigned prereading assignments and post-class follow-up practice. Each class builds upon concepts from prior classes, so we followed up to make sure the practice was happening.


 7.	Have a buddy. I conducted my first two sessions with another trainer, who was experienced in PlaceWare, acting as my cohost. This was a great way to start using the product. Then, for the remaining sessions, I worked with a trainer who was learning the product. Having a buddy helps in planning and delivering the sessions.


 8.	Plan for time zone issues. Since our learners were in the Far East and there was a time difference of 13 to 14 hours, we had to conduct classes at night to meet their time frame. For example, the 8 p.m. class I conducted on Tuesday night was attended by Singapore learners at 9 a.m. on Wednesday and by Tokyo learners at 10 a.m. Getting used to that was confusing! The first thing we did was create a schedule that had the times and dates for all the countries. We also had a person coordinate the training at each site, and that person was responsible for giving us the registration lists and distributing materials.


 9.	Get the learners to interact. It’s important that your session be training-focused, not simply a TV show on the PC. We found that our Asian learners were very quiet during the sessions, so the frequent break for polls helped us to get some feedback. We also started asking the learners questions to help review the materials (just as we would in a regular classroom). We had to remind ourselves to pause and wait for a response. By the second session, we felt more comfortable calling on the learners by name, and that helped. We also found a Web site that helped us pronounce Japanese and Chinese names (www.csupomona.edu/~faculty_computing/lab/Pronunciations/Pronunciation/). We are now looking into ways to use the chat room and question features of the product to spur interaction.


10.	Use the resources and information on synchronous training that are available on the Web. I found Jennifer Hofman’s Web site to be a valuable resource for me. Check out the Resources page of her site for many useful articles: www.insynctraining.com/. I also posted messages to an e-learning discussion group that I belong to (www.eModerators.com) and found useful tips in the Online Learning Magazine and e-mail newsletter at www.vnulearning.com.
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