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Introduction
The importance of a highly trained and skilled military has never been greater than today. Rising to meet this
need is the capability to train personnel anywhere in the world at any time using distributed learning
(TRADOC, 1999). In response, the purpose of this study is to understand how a blended or hybrid approach to
e-learning impacted the professional development of students in a high-level military course. This study
addresses e-learning from the perspectives of the course learners, the course advisor, and the instructors. Focus
group discussions helped document distinct advantages and disadvantages from different components of the
course. Issues and considerations for e-learning mentioned consistently across groups should help with future
course design and delivery methods. In effect, this research might help in forming instructional design
principles for the Web as well as the fine-tuning of this particular program and ones similar to it.
Methodology
At the U.S. Army Armor School in Fort Knox, Kentucky, the use of collaborative learning environments is
taking center stage in the Armor Captains Career Course (AC3-DL) (Wardell & Paschetto, 2000). The
purpose of the AC3-DL is to train captains to command companies and perform as assistant operations officers
at command units such as a battalion. This training is conducted in three phases; the first two are online (Phase
Ia: asynchronous, and then Phase Ib: synchronous), while the final phase is face-to-face.
Procedure
Interviews took place with two focus groups of four students who were completing the AC3-DL course as
well as three instructors and the Distance Learning (DL) Education Advisor. Prior to the focus group
meeting, the students completed a series of questionnaires related to their Internet backgrounds, attitudes
toward working in groups, satisfaction and self-efficacy for the synchronous phase of the course,
perceptions of the effectiveness of the online environment, and perceptions of task and interpersonal
cohesiveness.
Results
Across the students, instructors, and course supervisor focus group sessions, there were a number of distinct

advantages and disadvantages noted. Naturally, the students liked the flexibility of completing assignments on
at their leisure, the immediate feedback, and the thoughtful commenting and reflection of this environment.
However, they mentioned problems with the length of most course modules, technology downtime or
incompatibility, and system inflexibility. The instructors found that they liked the ability to tailor strategies to
individual student needs, provide immediate feedback and online mentoring, standardize the content, embed
small group interaction, update content, and foster knowledge application. However, they complained about
the high attrition, excessive time commitments for their students, and lack of instructor control over module
size. The course designer noted that the online course can take track student learning, provide more authentic
learning experiences, take advantage of advances in learning theory, and address individual student needs.
However, she admitted that there were definite problems in these learning environments, such as the risks in
committing to particular technologies or delivery mechanisms before the students begin to learn.
Ten key Web-based instruction considerations or issues mentioned across participants are listed in Table 1.
These considerations or issues relate to feedback, content meaningfulness, content size, course
development and organization, the role of the online instructor, structuring small groups, flexible and
active learning, technology utilization, assessment practices, and general skills such as online
communication, problem solving, and teamwork.
Table 1. Web-based Instruction Considerations and Issues
Web-based
instruction
consideration or
issue
1. Feedback.

2. Meaningful
and RealWorld
Content
3. Size and
Scope of
Content
Materials

4. Course
Development
and
Organization

5. Role of
Instructor

Student Advice

Instructor Advice

E-mail is important
mechanism for
contacting instructors.
The construction of
online products should
approximate real-world
application.

Provide instant and
consistent feedback with
e-mail and other tools.
Require students to
produce products that
instructors and peers can
evaluate.

To maintain motivation
and increase completion
rates, divide
asynchronous content
and testing into smaller
units or
accomplishments.
A pre-orientation session
will help address
questions and concerns
about the online course.
Students need lecture
and direct instruction
before project work.

To increase student
completion rates,
instructors need some
control to change the size
of content modules.

Instructor is helpful as a
facilitator of learning.

Learn basic content in
asynchronous phase
(“crawl”), put knowledge
to use electronically and
on paper in synchronous
phase (“walk”), and
apply knowledge in reallife scenarios in
residential phase (“run”).
Instructor role is more of
a facilitator of the

DL Education Advisor
Advice

Involve direct e-mail
feedback.
Include meaningful
content and allow
students to apply new
skills to real-life
exercises.
Utilize minimal
extraneous content,
graphics, or practice
exercises.

Carefully analyze target
audience wants and needs
prior to course
development.

Instructor provides
feedback and sense that

The same instructor
should support students
across all phases of
online training.

6. Small Group
Structuring

7. Flexible and
Active
Learning

8. Technology
Utilization

9. Build General
Skills
Through
Online
Communicati
on, ProblemSolving,
Teamwork,
and Identity

10. Assessment
Practices

learning process;
providing tools, means,
and guidance to learn
effectively. Indirect
questioning, prompting,
reminders, role playing,
and direct requests are
ways to engage and
involve students.
In online role-play, rotate Match stronger leaders
roles among group
and weaker students in
members.
role-play activities to
boost performance and
confidence. Provide
instructions and
information prior to
online events such as
role plays and product
discussions.
Be flexible and allow
Distance learning helps
students to complete
Army Reserve students
online modules at their
fit training into busy
own pace; minimize
schedules and keep up
need for instructor to
with active duty
certify students are ready personnel.
for next step or phase.
To minimize frustration
Use asynchronous
and downtime, utilize
communications for
basic functions or
learning basic concepts
technologies, where
and synchronous
possible.
communications for
application.
Small talk, introductions, Communication skills,
and information sharing
problem solving, and
helps form team identity. teamwork are general
skill outcomes of
interactive distance
learning. Online tasks
should involve teaching
students how to work
with each other on a
team to solve a problem.
Teamwork and virtual
talk among small groups
fosters interaction and
participation.
Online assessments
Asynchronous learning is
should closely match
more ideally suited for
real-world expectations.
objective tests and
Focus might shift from
measurements, while

someone cares about their
learning.

Create active environment
with role-plays and
simulations, but must
provide balance between
flexibility and learner
accountability.

Offer flexibility, choice,
variety, meaningful
contexts for learning, and
student performance
opportunities.

Limit technological
visions and begin to
incorporate technology
based on what it can
presently accomplish.
Courseware structured to
move from individual
effort (asynchronous
component) to application
exercises in small group
collaboration activities
(synchronous component)
to problem solving in
collective efforts within
units (resident
component) is a useful
framework for fostering
student learning.
Online assessments can
include automated pretests, post-tests, and
practice exercises that

quantity of learning or
breadth across areas to
quality or depth of
learning in particular
areas. Assessments
should also cover smaller
amounts of instruction or
learning.

synchronous might be
used for student
performances or products
and criterion referenced
evaluations.

provide immediate
student feedback.
Random feedback or
assessment tools are also
beneficial. While
evaluation gates require
application of learning,
the learning management
system needs to be more
flexible and adaptable in
regards to items missed
on gate examinations.

While this focus group study provided some general information about the keys to success and failure on
the Web, the coding of over 6,500 chat acts indicated that there were shifting patterns of interaction during
the synchronous phase of the training. For example, while technology concerns gradually diminished, on
task discussion peaked in the middle months and social interactions were higher at the start and end of the
training. Overall, student chats were categorized as on-task 55%, social 30%, or technology-related 15%.
Final Comments
There are many avenues for course and tool development as well as student testing and evaluation within
military e-learning as well as in higher education, K-12, and corporate settings. The present study provided
one look at the advantages and disadvantages as well as many instructional considerations and issues within a
unique online learning program. Other studies might explore completion rates, attitudes, and overall learning
when one’s career is not contingent on course completion. The years ahead will require a myriad of
contributors, many focus group discussions, thoughtful critique of what works and what tends not to work,
extensive teaching and research experimentation, instructional fortitude, and careful project planning and
funding.
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