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Abstract

This paper examines how information technology isused in training. It so andyzes the consequences when a
particular financia indtitution based in Barcelona starts to use new technologies to deliver atraining program
amed at providing basic knowledge of the business to new employeesjoining the branch network throughout

Spain.

From our study, we conclude that there is greet potentia in the use of new technologiesin training. They are be-
ing used to exchange (deliver and receive) the course materids, induding syllabus, tasks and theoretica content,
and as ameans of interaction between participants and teachers, and among participants. However, implement-
ing such an online communication system is not very easy, for ingtance, developing virtua communities of formal
and non-formd learning, obtaining adequate course coherence when combining face-to-face and virtud learning,
creeting virtual courses based on red cases, and having in- house employees as on-line tutors.

Introduction

Over the last four decades, globdization, deregulation and other changesin the environment have changed the
competitive structure of markets. In this new environment, firms are more aware than ever that their surviva
depends on their capacity to respond rapidly to the environment’ s opportunities and threats, and that this capac-
ity liesin their employees. Thisiswhy firms need their employees to continuoudy acquire new knowledge and
skills, and develop their individua capacities, in particular. Accordingly, firms have come to see learning and
training as powerful competitive wegpons and as an essentid tools for adapting to the changing environment.

Traditiond training appears to be incapable of meeting these expectations, Hope and Hope (1997) state that
training process istoo long and covers too many subjects: it is unfocused, non-pertinent, non adaptable to em-
ployees, or dated. Furthermore, when teachers and learners are geographically distant, it is costly to gather them
in asingle location due to travel and accommodations limitations (logigtics, personnel- coordination, expenses
etc.), aswell astheloss of manhours when employees attend training programs. Faced with this situation, firms
areinveding in new technologies in search of new learning mode s that will help to make their training programs
more effective and less expensive.

Previous studies (Arbaugh JB, 2000; Almeda & Rose, 2000) have shown some of the waysin which these new
_ _ _ _ _ technol ogies can contribute to training. New tech
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to devel op perception, memory and comprehension. Furthermore, they dlow learners to access documentsin a
nontlinear way, without the congraints present in the use of textbooks (Shohreh & Garland, 2000). Up to now,
there has not been time to gudy thisissue through empirica research, taking different environments into accourt,
because it is such a new issue and because advances in Internet technology are only just starting to dlow the
implementation of virtud learning environments.

It iswithin this context that this case sudy undertakes to investigate a training program delivered to the newly
recruited staff of a Spanish savings bank headquartered in Barcelona. The study describes and analyzesthe
outcomes resulting from the use of informetion technology in the design, development and delivery of training

The study begins with a short introduction to new technology- based training. The company background is pre-
sented and the different training methods it uses are described. Next, the training method traditionally used for
new employeesis studied and its congraints are pointed out. After that, the inception of the virtud campusis
discussed and the program’ s contents are described. The learning process on this canpus is explained and the
average participant’s profile is described. The tutor’s profile and duties are commented upon and interactions
within the campus are explained, concluding with a discusson of course desgn and development. Ladtly, an
andysis of the most important isues covered in the essay is presented, ending with the conclusions.

The Firm

Cgade Ahorrosy Pensiones de Barcelona (“la Caixa’) was founded in July 1990 as aresult of the merger be-
tween Cgjade Ahorrosy Monte de Piedad de Barcelona, founded in 1844, and Cga de Pensiones paralaVe-
jez y de Ahorros de Catalufiay Baleares, founded in 1904. One of its main purposes is to finance and support
socid, culturd, educationd and scientific activities. 30% of the profits are used to finance this type of activities
through the “Fundacion la Caixa’ foundation.

la Caixa s growth in recent years has been impressive, making it one of the flagship banks of the Spanish finan-
cid sector. The busnessmode it has adopted, thet of the “universa bank”, implies the ambition to offer the
best and most comprehensive services to the largest possible number of clients. To do this“laCaixa’ has three
basic features. Firgly, management decentrdization in the main and regular branches through having most of its
daff assgned to sdes activities, thus maintaining aratio of central services employeesto tota workforce of
6.7%. Secondly, a branch expansion plan outside Catalonia and the Baearics, initiated 10 years ago, to give the
bank agreater presencein the rest of Spain and so remove physical barriers and facilitate relations with custom+
ers (200 branches were opened and 1500 new jobs were created in 2000). Thirdly, intensive use of information
technologies and communications to smplify adminigrative tasks, and the introduction of other channelsto reach
customers, such as Internet banking.

Training
Given its business concept and banking model, “la Caixa’ regards its employees as the key factor for putting its
service philosophy into effect. Accordingly, it places great emphasis on training.

Two types of training are used: (1) Continuous education; (2) Programs for new employees. Continuous edu-
cation is basic learning for those who have worked in the bank for several years. It is ddivered face-to-face and
in accordance with the needs of each main branch. Customized training is provided because every location is
different, and has different circumstances.

The program for new employees conssts of basic training in the banking business and the products offered by
“laCaixd’. It isddivered in acombination of face-to-face and virtua mode. The faceto-face lessons are int
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tended to dlow the tutor to share business experiences with the participants. Virtud lessons are delivered
through tutorias and offer basic and descriptive knowledge about commercia aspects of the business. The pro-
gram has included seven face-to-face lessons, each lasting two days and offered approximately every month
and ahdf. Thefirs face-to-face lesson is considered the most important asit includes a presentation of the
training program, the way the virtua campus operates and information on the tutor. During this first meeting,
tutors seek to develop an atmosphere of trust in order to facilitate later interaction. It lastsfor one year, corre-
sponding to thetrial period for new employees. Upon conpletion of the program, afull contract is offered if
both sides, the employee and “la Caixa’, agree.

Traditional Training for New Employees

Training of new employees started in 1990 using a mixed face-to-face and traditiond distance education model.
The program lasted 300 hours and both the face to-face and the traditiona distance modes were provided by a
consultancy agency. The traditiona distance education component conssted of the learners receiving printed
materids (a“load” of materid, in the words of the learners) or a compact disk (CD-ROM) containing “la
Caixas’ product and service manuas. They studied this materid and then communicated with their tutor in a
very limited way using the available tools (traditional mail or, in the best of cases, telephone).

Thistype of distance education had severd limitations: firstly, employeeslearned by themselves and the
technology available dlowed little or no interaction with the tutor, which Ieft the learner with certain doubts.
Secondly, there are problems with the contents because it is set in the fast-moving environment of the finencid
industry, characterized by highly volatile products and services and very changesgble laws and regulations. They
could not be updated and ddlivered fast enough, so many of the CD-ROM courses soon became obsolete and
sometimes employees studied materia that was out of date. Thirdly, the costs of developing and updating CD-
ROM courses were high because they were generdly edited using multimedia support. Findly, end-of-course
evauations did not include feedback; tutors just sent the exam grades, so learners were not encouraged to make
improvements or change.

Inception of the Virtual Learning Campus

In view of these limitations, an e-learning project was devel oped to replace distance education by cregting a
virtud learning campus, named virt@ula. Thefirg specific am of the project wasto offer facilities that would
enable better induction and integration of new employeesin the branch network. Thus, the Director spoke of
the virt@ula project in the following terms:

“The chdlenge we have on our handsisto give dl thisflow of people joining the bank the basicsfor a
year, S0 as to enable themto develop their professond and persond careers within the arganization.”

A second objective was to develop a shared virtua space where teamwork could be promoted, as well as to
develop formd and informd virtud learning communities. Based on this concept, classroom and globa forums
were cregted, giving rise to a condgderable flow of information. We quote what the Project Director stated on
thisisue
“There are many unsupervised exchanges of persond messages through which informetion flows; they
may be formd or informal, relevant or irrdlevant. And they lead to the creetion of lagting ties, a sense of
belonging to acommunity that goes beyond the formal relations among employees.”
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A third god wasto enable the virtual campus to support organizationd development by cregting new ways of
doing things, learning, interacting and collaborating. In addition, the virtua campus was expected to generate
cultura change, as participants would work in virtud teams. In the words of the Project Director:

“With virt@ula we are knocking down technology barriers;, we are developing anew kind of literacy,
which is extremey important for ‘laCaixa’s culture”

A fourth objective was to turn the virtua campus into a managerid tool for change, particularly in branches lo-
cated far from the main towns and cities and with very few employees (less than four on average). New em
ployees were congrained by the closed environment and the lack of externd modd s that might help them to
become more effective in their work.

A fifth objective was to keep the course contents easily updated through instantaneous ddlivery and at alower
cost than in traditiond distance education.

This project, which was initiated in Catdonia and the Balearics in January 2000, included a pilot program for
100 participants, divided into five virtud classrooms and supported by three tutors. The program was subse-
quently extended to the whole of Spain, reaching al employeesin the branch network. As of December 2001,
it has 1,500 participants, 130 virtud classrooms and thirty-four tutors.

What Employees Learn at virt@ula

At virt@ula, participants mainly learn concepts related to the business of banking through short case sudies
(cdled “activities’). Learners have two compulsory course blocks: Itinerary and Generic Contents.

The Itinerary block includes topics on the products and services that “la Caixa’ offersto its clients. It comprises
Sx modules: Income tax and project taxation, Liabilities, Services, Electronic banking, Insrance and Assets.

The Generic Contents block dedls with issues such as taxation, economic theory and lega aspects of banking
operations, though not directly related to “la Caixa s’ products and services. Each module lasts approximately
one month and a hdlf. Learners follow these courses according to aflexible caendar that takes into account the
programming of the face-to-face component; completion of the virtua component is required before taking the
face-to-face sessons. Nevertheless, learners can jump ahead in some sbjects if, for example, there is a credit
card campaign in their branch or they need to complete the income tax course before May, when the tax cam-
paign gartsin Spain.

In addition, there are severd optiond sdlf-training courses that can be completed whenever the learner wishes.
They cover very basic generd topics such as the Internet, negotiations and communications. These courses are
norttutor-guided, but the negotiations and communications topics are discussed during the face-to-face med-
ings

It isworth mentioning that none of the courses are graded. Recruitment decisons with respect to each em-

ployee depend on performance and are taken by the head of the branch in which the employee works. Asthe
Director of the virt@ula project explained:

“Exams do not mean anything to us;, what mattersis good job performance and | think we are attaining
that.”
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How do Employees Learn at virt@ula?

Learning is based on the discussion of five or six case studies for each course, each of which has to be solved
individualy and then discussed in the discussion forumsiin the virtud classroom. If learners are unsure of ary-
thing, they can resort to the reference materia that explains the basic concepts of the business. Completing each
of these activities can take up between 10 minutes and two hours.

Tutors send feedback on each activity in each virtua classroom after learners have posted their responsesin the
forums. They do so by compiling the main ideas included in the responses sent to the forums. Thisis done
when the time limit for the completion of each activity is reached and serves asaway to close theforum. In ad-
dition to this general feedback sent to the class as awhole, tutors can send persona commentsto each learner’s
mailbax, thus avoiding hurting their fedings or discouraging them if they had problems with the activity. Thisis
important as it encourages trust towards the tutor and guarantees confidentidity.

It should be pointed out that earlier courses were based on theoretica textbooks containing saif-assessment ex-
ercises. Course content have been modified in light of feedback from learners and tutors to the effect that the
contents were too theoretical and offered no scope for activities that exercise the learner’ s reasoning ahilities.

Although each learner has his or her own learning style, certain generd patterns have been dbserved. Some
learners do dl the activities and read dl the reference materia on-screen, while others read the adtivities or ref-
erence materia on-screen and make handwritten notes on the important issues or print them out, and others
print out al the activities and reference materia because they find it eeser to have the information on paper
rather than reading it on-screen. That way, aso, they do not need to make notes because they can highlight the
main points on the paper. It has been found that participants till have not acquired the habit of taking notes on
the ectronic notepad, athough they are encouraged to use dl the options facilitated by the virtuad campus. The
screen tires thelr eyes and working with the computer does not help them assmilate what isbeing studied. This
confirms the findings of Wade & Power (1998) with regard to peopl€ s preference not to read from a computer
screen. Other participants consider that the reference materids are too important or too long to read from the
screen, and o prefer to print them out.

Additiondly, tutors include non-compulsory extra activities in the modules contained in the d scussion forums, as
acomplement to the main activities and/or as a means of promoting interaction among learmers when thereis
little interaction taking place in the virtud classroom. Such complementary activities might include discussing
changes that could be implemented in the branches to improve customer savice.

Participants

Participants are young people between the ages of 22 and 28, with professional diplomas or degreesin various
subjects (economics, law, tourism, etc.) and interested in pursuing a career in the financid environment. For
most of them “laCaixd’ isther firs employer. They are enthusiagtic and satisfied with the job and training they
are being offered. As*laCaxd’ isamodd inditution in the Spanish financid sector, participants see the induc-
tion process as a chdlenge; they value opportunities highly and fed that the futureisin their hands. The strong
motivation among students may be one reason why the technology-based learning mode has been so success-
ful. Hiltz (1986) sustains that motivation is an important factor in attaining positive learning through technology.

Learners have reported that they do the virt@ula courses in the evening after work or at the weekend, either in
the office or & home. They study for an average of one-and-a-half to two hours aweek, athough some of
them say they may work up to 10 hours during a holiday. One learner confided:
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“I try to access the classroom from home at least one or two hours aweek, so that | don’t get
stressed.”

One of the main advantages that learnersfind in virt@ulaisflexibility. Asthere are no schedules, they can fit
ther learning in with their work and their private life. Asone of the learners explained:

“Doing it whenever you fed like doing it, that’ sthe best thing about it. When Sunday comes, you may
fed it'stheright time, so you log on, or perhgps on a Saturday night, when you aren’t in arush.”

It isimportant to point out that a study conducted by Arbaugh (2000) found that participants perceive the flexi-
bility offered by the Internet as one of the main advantages of this type of training.

Another advantage for learnersisthat they can learn at their own pace, asthey have control over the contents
that need to be covered. They can move ahead to a new concept or back to a previous one a any time, or
they can do an entire course again if they fed the need. This alows them to devote more time to specific topics
if they are unfamiliar with the banking business, @ther because they come from adifferent educational back-
ground or smply because they do not understand it very well. Thisis consstent with Knowles' theory (1998),
which says that adults take up sdf-directed learning because mature people are more independent and sdif-
regulated.

Participants find the mixed face-to-face and virtua method very hepful for thistype of traning and corsider that
itisagood way to be inducted and integrated in “la Caixa’. They fed that it iseader to learn in the face-to-face
lessons when they aredelivered after the virt@ula lessons, as they have dready gained atheoretical foundation
that brings them up to the basic level. They aso think that it would not be sufficient to have only face-to-face
lessons, owing to the amount of “theory” they need to know beforehand. Likewise, if there were only virtud
lessons, the course would be too difficult and dense. As one participant commented:

“| found that e-learning is very good when it's complemented by face-to-face training. Just having face-
to-face lessons would have been too hard to follow because of the fixed timetables. And having only e-
learning would have been hard, too. The combination is grest.”

Participants very often get frustrated a the downess of the Internet, and especidly the time it takes to download
the images contained in the sdf-training courses and the limited capacity of their office computers. In spite of
this, they have to continue under these negative conditions. This confirms Hiltz's (1986) observations regarding
the persond effort and willingness students need to put into learning through technology, as technologica con
graints can ooil the learning experience.

Tutors

Tutors are the people that accompany participants throughout the learning process. The typicd profileisthat of
abranch manager or deputy manager who has previoudy been aface-to-face ingructor. They are well ac-
quainted with “laCaixa’ s’ culture and have a greet ded of experiencein banking. They are the people that
know best how to do the job, as they know the day-to-day running. One tutor made the following observation:

“To deliver thistype of training, you need to beinvolved in what the learners will have to do or are d-
ready doing. What | mean isthat if tutors are merely ingructors, they won't have the experience of day-
to-day circumstances that do not fit in with the theory and lead to failures, and thet is not easy to trars-
mit.”

It isworth noting that Ulrich & Greenfidld (1995) recommend the firm’ sin-company executive members asthe
most gppropriate tutors for this learning model.
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Tutors are people who believe that the Internet has greet potentid as avehicle for learning and is where the fu-
ture of learning lies. Moreover, they convey their enthusiasm for working with the Internet by using Internet
technology as the only means of communication and replying to e mails daily, among other things. Tutors' posi-
tive attitude towards technology can yield better resultsin the learning process (Webster & Hackley, 1997).

A tutor’s main functions are to: facilitate and motivate learning, assure that participants stick to the course caen-
dar, manage regular eectronic correspondences with the participants, actively participate in discusson forums,
propose activities for the forumsin order to promote debate and foster interaction among participants. It should
be noted that previoudy the tutor’s role was too passve, helping dow students only when asked. “Before it
was like that,” commented the Director of virt@ula, “because at the beginning nobody knew what an on-line
tutor was supposed to do. At present, the tutor plays avery active role and is one of the main pillars of the vir-
tuad learning modd. This new definition of the tutor’s role was reached through practice; we ‘visudized' it as we
went dong. Infact, it sarted to emerge during meetings at which we exchanged ideas about the experience
gathered so far.

Most tutors agree that they are very pleased with the experience of being ortline tutors, in spite of the workload
itinvolves. Almeda & Rose (2000) state that o line teechers devote much more time to virtud teeching than is
the case in traditiond teaching because they need to send individua e-meall messages, students expect more help
than is offered in class and e-mails need a prompt reply.

Also, tutors have other activitiesin order to help students improve their performance. For example, every six
months, tutors attend intensive seminars organized by the project management. Each lagting three or four days,
these seminars are amed at sharing experiences, discussing achievements and improving the learning mode.

Interaction

Interaction is positively associated with a student’ s satisfaction with the course (Arbaugh, 2000). The Director

of the project comments that interaction is akey eement in virt@ula because the virtua leaming modd bascaly
involves “working in teams, sharing experiences and learning from success’, and thisis attained through interac-
tion.

Two kinds of interaction can be distinguished: (1) Formd interactions, relating to the courses, (2) Informd inter-
actions, carried out by participants on any other topic gpart from the course.

Formal interaction mainly occurs when participants contact their tutors by e mail with queries about course con-
tents, schedule, technical problems or other matters, or when participants post answersto regular course activi-
ties or extra activities from the discusson forums, and also when tutors send their find commentary.  Another
type of formd interaction between tutors and participants takes place when tutors cdl for avirtud meeting by
chat to discuss a particular topic. Thistype of interaction tends not to be very successful asnot dl learners are
able to participate due to time and Internet connection speed condraints. Thistalieswith Almeda& Rose's
(2000) observations regarding the limited use of chat in courses, due to the low leve of student participation.

Informd interaction mainly takes place anong participants in the globa discussion forum, whichis an open

gpace for the virt@ula community. At the globa forum, the students discuss on informa topics such asfilms,
footbdl, cars, jokes, etc. They perceive this forum as aleisure place that they like to access because it is dways
updated with current issues. Also, the forum serves as a bulletin board for posting general ads addressed to the
community in generd. Therole of the bulletin board in facilitating contact between physicaly distant peopleis
important because promoting confidence, collaboration and a sense of identity within “la Caixd’. Thereisadso
informa interaction when participants connect to the campus to study and find a peer or acquaintance to chat
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with about various topics, not necessarily the courses. This interaction takes place through the “What's up?’
option (virt@ula s chat-room). Note that participants consder the first face to-face meeting as the most impor-
tant one because they can meet persondly before interacting on-line, thus strengthening their friendship and de-
veloping trudt.

Course Design and Development

Gagné (1986) has identified a number of learning conditions that are important in designing courses to facilitate
positive learning in sudents. Gaining attention and making course objectives explicit are crucid prerequisites.
Thus, technologica means are used to offer courses at virt@aula, an attractive presentation with colors and vis-
ual effectsto capture participants atention. The objectives and the average time that each course activity will
demand are presented through hypertext. Also, the online courses have a standard design, coherent navigation
styles, icon locations, etc.  Sound and video graphics are used as they very often lead to downess of online
connections & communications, due to the prevailing technologica congraints.

Hypertext is used to link contents and this facilitates non-linear navigation. For ingtance, participants can leave
an activity they are currently engaged in to refer to resource materids and then go back to the activity; this helps
them to grasp relations between concepts and get a better understanding of what is being taught. Hypertext has
apostive effect on congructivist learning, enabling students to take amore active role, asit isup to themto
congtruct their own knowledge (Shohreh & Garland, 2000). Constructivist approach consists of providing
learners with multiple world perspectives (Jonassen, 1991).

A great mgority of the online (?) courses are quite short because participants think that the longer the course,
the more materid they will haveto review. They dso fed that they will get lost if they try to Sudy too much me-
terid and theirs acknowledged that this may represent a psychologica barrier. Since January 2001, courses can
be printed out a students' request, as some of them are very long.

The itinerary courses are created internaly during workshops attended by tutors, branch managers and deputy
managers, as wdl as for employees with broad experience. This method of content cregtion is very inportant
because it means that the resulting courses are based on concrete daily problems that can arise in any branch.

This gives participants examples of red-life Stuations and, a the same time, allows tutors to develop their own
“expertisg’. In addition, externa expert consultants in the field develop generic content courses.

Discussion

This use-case reveds Some interesting applications, dong with some definite limitations of the new online learn-
ing technologies.

Firgt, technology can support some of the activitiesin the learning process, notably:

a) Course materid didribution through the Web, including syllabus, course activities or theoretica course
contents;

b) Interaction between participants and educators through discusson forums — participants can raise que-
ries with the community as awhole, send activity answers to their tutors or share insghts with the cam-
munity, and likewise, educators can give participants feedback on their work;

c) Interaction between participants and educators through e mail — participants send their queries to tutors
on any course topic or technica subject, and tutors send students their answers. We have observed that
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the type of communication used is asynchronous, which can be an advantage compared with face-to-
facetraining. It seeksto let participants follow the course and interact in aflexible way.

Secondly, technology may aid reflection process. Ertner & Newby (1993) find that reflection is considered a
vitd part of the learning process. In order to communicate with their peers and tutors through the discusson
forums and e-mail, participants go through a reflection process while attempting to express an idea in writing.
Interestingly in our study as well, participants reported that when they post the answers to the activitiesin the
classroom forum or send queriesto ther tutor via e-mail, they actudly think more about wheat they are writing
and this helps them consolidate their knowledge.

Thirdly, the combination of virtua and face-to-face training can be more effective than using only the virtua
method. Asthe program isintended for new recruits to the firm, face-to-face sessions are very inportant to give
them a chance to meet each other persondly and aso to meet senior employeesin the firm. In our study, we
have observed that this crestes stronger bonds of trust among them, which later result in grester participation in
the virtual campus and a better working environment.

Fourth, there are technologica congtraints that limit the scope for rdiable synchronous communication, so it is
not advisable to use chat for an entire sesson or for forma communication.. In our study, we have observed
that chat does not contribute much to flexibility, and the advantage of e-learning isflexbility.

Fifth, tutors face some problems when managing interaction within discussion forums, due to the quantity and
vaiety of inputs from the participants asit is difficult for them to sum up dl the discussons. To solve this prob-
lem, some tutors divided the virtual classroom of gpproximately 50 students into groups, in order to form forums
and thus obtain a managegble number of opinions. This makes it easer to sum up the fina group opinions and
gives grester weight to individual points of view (aswdl), perhaps first with group conclusions and then with
conclusions for the entire virtud classroom. However, it would be useful to research other ways of managing
this great quantity of interactions.

Conclusions

The results of this study suggest that thereis potentid for the gpplication of new technologies to education.
However, this potentid is sometimes diminished by inconveniences, such astechnologicd limitations— sow
Internet connections, the amount of time tutors have to dedicate to the program, the level of commitment and
effort required of participants compared to traditiona training. Asit isanew mode of learning, firms gain ex-
perience gradually as they develop and implement courses.

Training programs usng new technologies have evolved gradudly. In the case of “laCaixa’, courses sarted
with avery badc learning design that conssted of transferring materids previoudy used in the traditiond distance
learning coursesto digital format. At that time, communication between participants and tutors, or among pa-
ticipants, was done mainly through e-mail. Later, courses were improved by adding facilities offered by new
technology, such as non-linear links, pictures, graphics, interactivity through discussion forums, and so on. These
facilities have been added as the company gained experience, drawing on the suggestions of participants and
tutors, the outcomes of tutor meetings and the synergies identified during the process.

Although this study cannot be generdized to other types of training programs, such as continuous learning
courses, we fed that the results have important implications. They are rdevant to those firms that are switching
some of their training programs to the e-learning model, and aso for researchersinterested in sudying the im-
pact of new information technologies on learning.
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