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The face of education continues to evolve with the rapid development of technology based educational 

models that are not only more easily accessible and more cost effective, but when compared to their 

traditionally educated counterparts, online students are exceeding those performance levels of 

traditionally educated students (Bakia et. al., U.S. Department of Education, 2010). 

However, as with all new concepts, particularly such a rapidly developing one, a required shift of mind 

set and understanding is needed by those of us who are have spent the majority of our own educational 

experiences in the more traditional classroom setting.  

Particularly for tertiary education, the flexibility of technology based learning paradigms is well suited to 

those already in the workforce. With students able to access coursework from just about anywhere and 

on a multitude of devices, quality education has never been so accessible.  Coupled with educational 

outcomes that are more evidence based and now able to be supported as more effective than 

traditional approaches for a range of topics and audiences, the professional and non-professional alike 

are better afforded options to add to and maintain credentials and remain current with their knowledge. 

One benefit, oft not realized, is the more efficient nature of the time spent on coursework. In short, well 

designed e-learning programs can be, on average, three times as effective and with improved outcomes 

when it comes to the amount of time it takes to work through coursework. That is to say, superior 

outcomes can potentially be demonstrated in as little as third of the time.  

In comparative studies (Reid, 2003), looking at retention and recall over three, six, 12 and 36 months, 

test and retest accuracy scores were significantly higher for those exposed to the online version of 

training programs as compared to their “face to face” counterparts, but spent one third of the amount 

of time in study. 

However, this isn’t as amazing as it may first seem. When we factor in existing knowledge, focused 

attention and removing the “human” element of the classroom, the time savings can be easily 

understood. For example, if a traditionally presented course is designed to be a, say, 30 hour program, a 

person enrolled in this will have to take 30 hours to complete it. Their time is governed by the 

constraints of the classroom schedule and the presentation of the material by the teacher or lecturer. 

Whether or not a particular student has existing knowledge and experience, there is no way for them to 

shorten the amount of time the program can be completed in.  

In contrast, a student working through the same program presented using a technology based approach, 

can complete the same material in approximately 10 hours on average. Simply, the material that can be 

worked through in three hours in the classroom can potentially be completed, with superior outcomes, 

in an hour. 

This has left the e-learning industry having to gather copious amounts of data and formulate 

“equivalency” protocols when developing programs. What is the “time” value of a given slide? What is 



the total number of hours a program will take? Of course, the answers to these questions are entirely 

variable. For example, if a person who has had very limited knowledge and experience in a particular 

field, then a course that may take an experienced person 10 hours, may take the inexperienced person 

double this, or more. In the classroom, it will have required the same time commitment. In this example, 

the classroom time may have been too much for one and not enough for another. 

Understanding these variables, and eliminating the many confounds of traditional education models, 

will be critical for those who are leading the future of education.  

A strength of technology based approaches, is the repeatability and measurability of the data which 

allows for continuous refinement of the formulas that bolster the confidence of program developers.  

Consider the following formula which can be applied to assigning “classroom hours” equivalency to e-

learning programs.  

((x1.5)+(a+b))2.7 

60 

Where:  x=total number of slides 
 a=total minutes of video 
b=total number of test questions 

 
So, to apply the formula to an e-learning program that has 20 slides, 6 minutes of video and 12 quiz 
questions, would equate thus: 

(30)+(6+12)2.7 

60 

 

129.6 

60 

=2.16 classroom equivalent hours 

 
In this example, the result is 2.16 classroom equivalent hours. However, in reality, a learner could work 
through the material and pass all assessment in an average of 48 minutes.  
 
The challenge for the e-learning industry, as it continues to be bolstered by good scientific evaluation 
and peer review, is to assist those more traditionally focused educators to understand that more is not 
always better. In fact, it is academic outcome that is most important however much time someone has 
spent in study. We need to understand that if we measure educational outcomes on an “apple for 
apple” basis, then the number of hours spent in study is immaterial. Rather, it could be argued, it is the 
conceptual understanding; ability to critically analyze and the capacity to apply retained knowledge to 
real life practice that determines the quality of any educational process. 
 
As we look to the future of education at all levels and for all people, we must continue to research and 
evolve educational models to keep pace and make best use of technology. Our options, as learners, have 
never been so plentiful. Of course, technology based education is not a solution for all situations, topics 
and learners. Nor though, is any technique including the traditional method. The important thing is to 
continue the research and make decisions based on evidence rather than a subjective view. 
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