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Introduction


According to Jonathon Levy, VP for e-Learning Programs at Harvard Business School Publishing, Inc., “e-learning” is a vague term because it refers to such a different assortment of issues and solutions. Instead he refers to his work at Harvard Business Online as “management support programs” – moving away from courses, towards a more modular and personalized performance solution. 

Personalizing Management Support Programs


Levy says that managers have always required a certain level of performance support, most of which they do by asking colleagues, friends, or acquaintances. 

“However, the pace of change has increased so dramatically that the new information we require is growing faster than our ability to learn it,” says Levy. “What a manager needs to do his or her job properly is not just a way of accessing data, but filtering data so the information they receive is exactly the information that they require.” 

According to Levy, managers need a rapid and coherent way to get information. They need a solution that gives them exactly what they need, exactly when they need it. There is not going to be an artificial line drawn between a module and a course and a particular piece of data that a manager needs. 

Levy says a huge change is taking place: instead of the universities and training departments deciding what knowledge is to be imparted, the learner is being put in charge. Through performance support systems, managers will decide what they need to know, how much depth they need, and how much time to spend on a given topic. 

“There is a great difference in progress on e-learning from company to company. Some people are just taking the academic classroom model and trying to squeeze them into a computer,” he says. “At the other end of the spectrum is a personalized, just-in-time performance support system.” 

Getting even more personalized– performance support systems can also have a profile of the manager so the system can begin to push information he or she might need. 

“To develop the profile, the system can track what the manager is doing, what information he or she is looking at, as well as predict what other information the manager might want,” says Levy. “To address privacy concerns, the managers can control the amount of tracking that takes place, as some people would like to trade privacy for utility.” 

In traditional education, people take a course and get a certificate. However, Levy believes this notion will fade. 

“In taking a course and getting a certificate, you are dealing with a transaction and the certificate marks the conclusion of the transaction,” he says. “On the other hand, in performance support, you are dealing with an ongoing relationship that has no end, that relationship will grow and becomes more robust over time.” 

Building On the Term “e-Learning”

Levy says e-Learning is a much bigger field than originally thought. “We have only begun to recognize that the core elements of e-learning are simply a computer, a network, a database and two or more learners,” he says. “When you put that grouping together suddenly you have a very powerful instrument. It can be very focused, hard-hitting and supportive of the business task at hand. That’s the difference between taking courses that advance your knowledge and having performance support tools at your fingertips.” 

Levy gives an example of an IT manager who has to negotiate the purchase of some equipment. This manager knows a lot about technology but only handles negotiations occasionally and probably has no formal training in negotiation . To get the information he or she needs, the IT manager would pull up a performance support tool and sit at the computer for ten or twenty minutes to learn the basics of negotiation. He or she might print out some pages to take into the negotiation meeting to have some expertise at their fingertips. 

“One key to having this system work effectively is to recognize that you are not starting off with an idiot. Managers are very bright people and if you give them the tools they need, they will do an exemplary job for you,” he says. 

The Importance Of Databases

“Databases are an important element in the total e-learning solution,” adds Levy. “The database contains content, learning modules, learner profiles, information about the organization and organizational goals. Then a knowledge map or taxonomy links all of this together. 

“This knowledge and information flow through the taxonomy and is encoded in one or more areas, making it immediately available to individuals. This can be achieved either by spiders, (software that crawls over programs and determines what they are all about) or by human editors.” 

Conclusion


Performance support systems are a much more comprehensive, and radical, than the usual view of e-learning. We typically still see e-learning as an alternative delivery mechanism for training; in fact in most cases that’s all most e-learning programs are. However, it’s time to start thinking beyond simply replacing one delivery mechanism with another one, and consider how technology can dramatically alter the very nature of “training” itself. 

For more information on Jonathon Levy see http://www.people.cornell.edu/pages/jl63/
e-mail:  jlevy@hbsp.harvard.edu 
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