Marine Corps Distance Learning Roadmap

Preface

“We will deliver world-class training and education via a Marine Corps Learning Network enabling Marines to learn via the appropriate media, when and where learning is most needed.  The learning experience will be part of a Marine’s career long learning continuum that supports the operational readiness of the Total Force and prepares Marines to meet the challenges of tomorrow.”

U.S. Marine Corps 

Distance Learning Strategic Vision

The next century will be characterized by crisis and conflict.  Warfare will be more fluid, nonlinear, and lethal.  To survive and win, Marines must be increasingly intelligent, bold, flexible, and capable of rapid decision-making and decisive action.  To meet these challenges, the Marine Corps’ training and education systems must be redesigned to deliver information more effectively and efficiently than ever before.  Existing and emerging information technologies provide an excellent opportunity to deliver flexible and adaptable training and education solutions.  Where possible, we must employ the full range of world-class integrated instructional and information technologies that enhance the full spectrum of Marine Corps training and education.  Our training and education programs must encompass a "cradle to grave" approach that begins with initial entry and specialized skills training and continues through career-long professional development.

To help the Marine Corps meet these new challenges, with increased flexibility, the Marine Corps Combat Development Command’s Training and Education Division has developed the Training and Education Modernization Initiative.  The objective of this initiative is to maximize the Corps’ limited training and education resources by restructuring current institutional training, improving our training design/development and training management processes, introducing technology into classrooms, and capitalizing on modern Distance Learning (DL) technologies.  Professional Military Education (PME) programs will also benefit from this initiative as current distance education courses are enhanced through the application of advanced/emerging information technologies.

This paper presents a point of departure for determining future Marine Corps DL policy,

technologies and architectures.  It will provide the reader with background information on the Training and Education Modernization Initiative and describe how the Marine Corps can better leverage DL within the Marine Corps Learning System (MCLS).  It will define DL, discuss the

major domains of the DL Program and describe why we should embrace it.  Next, it will discussDL organizational roles, planned technologies and the impact that DL will have on the existing training and education system. It will then describe in general terms, the costs and benefits associated with implementing the DL program.  This paper will conclude with a description of the challenges ahead as we begin institutionalizing DL in the MCLS.

                                                          Introduction
           Reviews of our current training and education processes reveal problem areas that significantly impact on operational readiness.  First, student load frequently exceeds formal school seat capacity resulting in large pools of Marines Awaiting Training (MAT).  Second, initial skill resident training pipelines are increasingly long and have increased the training component of the Transients, Trainees, Patients, and Prisoners (T2P2) manpower account and decreased manning in the operating forces.  Our current focus on resident formal school attendance as a prerequisite for Military Occupational Specialty (MOS) qualification is too rigid and contributes to mismatch problems for the Marine Corps Reserves.  Further, the current Marine Corps Institute (MCI) paper-based distance learning courses are not closely linked to resident skill training curricula and do not contribute to MOS qualification.  Training design and development is fragmented, lacking an integrated MOS curriculum.  Finally, existing non-resident PME courses are based primarily on resident PME curricula and are not optimized for DL, making successful course completion difficult.  

The Training and Education Modernization Initiative attempts to correct many of these deficiencies through a comprehensive review and restructuring of our training and education processes.  Restructuring will include improving our instructional design, development, delivery and management processes.  DL is a major component of the Training and Education Modernization Initiative.  DL technology has the potential to dramatically change the way we train and educate our Marines in the future.  Just as modern weaponry has changed warfare, investment in DL technology will transform Marine Corps training and education from a centralized, formal school-based, instructor-centered environment to a more distributed, learner-centered approach.  Our investment in technology will be driven by operational readiness requirements, and will be focused on improving both the effectiveness and efficiency of the training and education programs provided to our Marines.

Opportunities

Why should we embrace DL and training technologies?  First, there is tremendous momentum across industry, academia and the Services to exploit modern technology for the purpose of improving instruction and increasing opportunities for access.  Recent advances in technology have made DL an increasingly viable option to deliver courses on demand, with minimal regard to time and distance.  Second, both Congress and the Secretary of Defense tasked the Services, during the Quadrennial Defense Review, to increase the use of DL where possible in order to reduce the cost of institutional training and education programs.  Finally, DL has the potential to “level the playing field” for our Reserve forces by providing them with increased opportunities for training and education.  Expanded use of DL will help reduce resident training time, training and education costs, and increase educational opportunities for all Marines.

We are exploring a variety of advanced technologies to develop and deliver learning products just-in-time, when and where they are most needed.  In the future, Marines can expect to use a Marine Corps intranet, the Internet, Learning Resource Centers (LRCs), Interactive Multimedia Instruction (IMI), Video Teletraining (VTT) and Embedded Training (ET) to master new skills and learn.  DL technologies have the potential to yield significant savings in the future, however, they are costly to initiate, requiring a substantial up-front investment, and must be well planned and coordinated.  The cost of technology has highlighted the importance of a coordinated approach to research, development, acquisition and life cycle management.  Some acquisition programs are consulting training design specialists early in the requirements definition phase to reduce the cost of training and align it with existing Marine Corps training standards. The continued partnership between the acquisition force, manpower, and training has the potential to achieve significant life cycle cost efficiencies for major Marine Corps equipment procurements in the future.

Many promising technologies are still under development and require further study to ensure that each will be a cost-effective solution to our growing training and education requirements.  Likewise, the partnership between acquisition, manpower, and training is in its infancy and must be cultivated.  Moreover, cultivating partnerships with our sister Services is important as we attempt to leverage their technological advances to meet Marine Corps specific requirements and defray the cost of this expensive initiative.  The future of Marine Corps training and education will be shaped by how we take advantage of these new technologies and emerging partnerships.

Modernization Tenets

Training and education is an investment in operational readiness.  Restructuring of existing programs must focus on enhancing operational readiness by making training and education better and more efficient.  The basic tenets of the modernization initiative are:

· Training and education are a core responsibility of the Service.

· Operational readiness is the primary consideration for implementing training and education programs.

· Marine Corps training and education will be standards-based.

· A Marines’ educational experience is part of a career-long learning continuum supporting the operational needs of the total force.

· Technology will be leveraged to improve the effectiveness and efficiency of Marine Corps training and education

· DL will increasingly be used to meet future Marine Corps training and education requirements.

· The Marine Corps will leverage other DOD and governmental agency DL and instructional technology efforts.

Distance Learning Defined

            
Distance Learning is defined as: “structured learning that takes place without the physical presence of the instructor.”  We include traditional paper-based correspondence in our definition, but do not include stand-alone modeling and simulation.  The key attributes of DL are:

· Physical distance between learner and instructor

· Sponsored by an academic institution or functional organization

· Part of a structured curriculum with stated objectives

· Provides for two-way communication and feedback between the institution and learner

· Deployed outside the confines of the resident schoolhouse or campus

· Includes processes to evaluate learning outcomes

DL can be accomplished through a variety of media including paper-based instruction, interactive multimedia instruction, compressed video, Electronic Performance Support Systems (EPSS) and Virtual Reality (VR) simulations.  DL and resident courses, are viewed as complementary forms of instruction that enable us to deliver the right mix of instruction at the right time.  However, in order to successfully transition to an effective DL program, we must embrace an individual learning model vice merely shifting to remote teaching.  This transition will have wide reaching implications across our Corps and require that we fundamentally re-think our approach to training and education.

Current uses of DL in the USMC and DOD 

DL has been a normal part of Marine Corps training and education programs for over 75 years.  Using paper-based media, a variety of programs from skill training to PME, provided by the MCI, have met our evolving training and education needs.  These correspondence courses, delivered asynchronously, are the foundation of our DL programs today.  However, the emphasis on this type of delivery means is rapidly changing.  During FY97, the MCI began developing their first multimedia DL courses for both CD-ROM and Internet delivery and will continue developing courses in this new medium in the future.

The U. S. Army, a major provider of Marine Corps training and education, was the first service to establish a formal service-wide DL program.  They are investing heavily in digitizing their doctrinal publications, formal programs of instruction, and are transitioning many institutional training programs to a DL format.  The Army, to include both active and reserve components and the National Guard, is delivering instruction using a variety of methods and technologies including multimedia CD-ROM, Web-based instruction and VTT via the Teletraining Network (TNET) and the Satellite Education Network (SEN).  As the Total Army Distance Learning Program is implemented, the Marine Corps must provide a comparable capability or face the prospect of establishing new courses and schoolhouses - clearly a more costly alternative.  The Army will convert over 500 courses of instruction between 1998 and 2010.

The Navy is also investing in modern instructional technologies.  The Navy investment includes resources for the development of Automated Electronic Classrooms (AECs), Computer-Based Training (CBT), Network-Based Instruction (NBI), Interactive Electronic Training Manuals (IETMs), embedded training and VTT, via the CNET Electronic Schoolhouse Network (CESN).  Although the Navy does not yet have a dedicated DL program, they are evaluating approximately 4000 formal courses for the application of technology.  One example of a Navy training technology program that will impact the Marine Corps, in the next 18 months, is Naval Aviation’s Aviation Maintenance Training Continuum System (AMTCS).  AMCTS involves developing computer-based maintenance training for every Type/Model/Series (TMS) aircraft in the inventory.  The AMTCS program will also deliver AECs to all Naval Aviation Maintenance Training Groups and detachments across the Navy and Marine Corps and provide a computerized management system to evaluate and track maintenance qualifications.

The Air Force, an early leader in distance education, was the first service to deliver a major PME program using modern instructional technology.  Portions of the Air Command and Staff Course (ACSC), developed in 1994, set an early de facto benchmark in CBT delivery.  The Air Force also leads the DOD in interactive video delivery of technical training.  Today, the Air Force has a large number of DL programs delivered by VTT via the Air Training Network (ATN) and Government Education and Training Network (GETN).  The Air Force is considering expanding its DL program to include network-based instruction over the next several years.

The Defense Acquisition University (DAU) is clearly the DOD pioneer in network-based learning.  DAU is currently converting many of its courses of instruction for the acquisition work force to a network accessible format.  The new curricula link non-resident students with faculty mentors and encourage student collaboration to enhance the DL experience.  DAU’s innovative DL approach is making essential training available to more acquisition professionals at a lower cost than ever before.

The Office of the Secretary of Defense (OSD) and the White House Office of Science and Technology Programs (OSTP) have collaborated to develop the Advanced Distributed Learning (ADL) initiative.  The purpose of the ADL initiative is to ensure access to high-quality education and training materials that can be tailored to individual learner needs and can be made available whenever and wherever they are required.  This initiative is designed to accelerate large-scale development of dynamic and cost-effective learning software and to stimulate an efficient market for these products in order to meet the education and training needs of the military and the nation's workforce in the 21st century.  It will do this through the development of a common technical framework for computer and net-based learning that will foster the creation of re-usable learning content as "instructional objects."  ADL partnerships between the federal government, private-sector technology suppliers, and the broader education and training community will be the means for formulating voluntary guidelines that will meet common needs.  By making learning software accessible, interoperable, durable, and reusable, the ADL initiative will ensure that academic, business, and government users of learning software gain the best possible value from the materials they purchase.  Success of the ADL initiative will be measured by the extent to which: (1) consumers are able to purchase high-quality learning software less expensively than they do today; (2) the size of the learning software market increases; and (3) producers of learning software are able to achieve a higher return on their investments.  The Marine Corps is an active participant in the ADL initiative.

Why expand the use of DL in the Marine Corps today?


        There are a number of reasons why we must rapidly expand the use of DL as a form of instructional delivery.  First, we can no longer afford to do business as usual.  The challenge today is to meet increased training and education requirements in spite of cuts in funding, manpower and training facilities.  While resources are decreasing, requirements for training and education are increasing.  An increasingly younger force, new equipment, changing missions, and MOS mergers mean increased training and education requirements.  DL offers us one way to meet these emerging requirements.

          
A second reason is that our sister services are expanding their use of DL over the next several years and they provide training for approximately 63% of our MOSs.  If we do not develop a similar capability, we will reduce the training opportunities for our Marines in the future.


Another reason to expand the use of DL is because it can reduce the cost of traditional training and education while still meeting training and education needs.  Use of network and CD-ROM distribution in DL can significantly reduce the production and distribution costs associated with conventional paper-based courses. Offering a course via DL can also reduce or eliminate travel and per diem costs.  As an example, the Air Force Squadron Officer’s School saves thousands of dollars each year by requiring students to complete part of the academic portion prior to attending the shortened resident course designed to accommodate both active and Reserve/Guard member requirements.  The Air National Guard also saved thousands of dollars by reducing their six-week NCO Academy to two weeks in-residence, supplemented by 138 hours of televised instruction.


Adopting DL can also provide widespread access to training and education resources.  For example, it can significantly increase student throughput.  The Air Force Institute of Technology (AFIT) increased student throughput from 300 to 3000 for its Acquisition Planning and Analysis course by converting it to a DL format.  The Naval Postgraduate School is pursuing a similar course of action for several of their graduate education programs.  Finally, the  National Guard Bureau is developing comprehensive DL programs to increase training for thousands of Guardsman across the United States.

The Marine Corps DL Program

The new Marine Corps DL program expands on the earlier work of the MCI by developing integrated training and education programs for initial skill and skill progression training that lead to MOS qualification and enhance current distance education PME programs.  The DL program is a funded Total Force program supporting both the active Marine Corps and the Marine Corps Reserve.  Implementing comprehensive DL programs is a complex undertaking and involves developing innovative solutions in four major technology domains: instructional content, delivery infrastructure, instructional management systems for delivering courses and managing students in a distributed environment, and instructor training and support.  

          The DL program will offer solutions in each technology domain and will be implemented in two phases - a pilot phase (FY97-99) and a program expansion phase (FY00-05).  The pilot effort was initiated to study infrastructure, process and resource requirements to successfully establish a viable DL program.  Lessons learned from the pilot effort are being used to shape the DL program so that our limited resources can be effectively focused on establishing a flexible Corps-wide DL capability in the future.  A major part of implementing the USMC DL program will be establishing the Marine Corps Learning Network or MarineNet infrastructure.  MarineNet is the wide-ranging initiative that provides the supporting infrastructure and access points to enable the delivery of world-class training and education to all Marines.  MarineNet is a Marine Corps-wide distributed Intranet supported by compressed video technologies that will enable our Marines and  civil servants to learn via the appropriate media, when and where learning is most needed.  MarineNet is composed of electronic interactive DL courseware, hardware, software, and network components necessary to distribute electronic instruction over Marine Corps wide area, metropolitan area, and local area networks.

Technology Strategy


          Our technology strategy is centered on the learner.  We will develop systems that enable us to reach more Marines with better and more focused training and education programs in the future.  In keeping with the Commandant’s Planning Guidance, our aim is to extend learning beyond the boundaries of the traditional classroom by exploiting technology.  Technology has matured to the point whereby we are now able to deliver world-class interactive instructional materials using multiple media formats without regard to time, space or distance.  Moreover, the rapid growth of the Internet has changed our perception of information sharing, electronic commerce, delivering instruction and collaborative learning.  Academia, government and now industry are using this medium to train and educate the modern work force.  The Marine Corps will also use Internet-based technologies to deliver interactive learning products and facilitate a collaborative learning environment in the future.


          Due to the rapidly changing technological landscape and the desire to achieve and maintain interoperability, we will use instructional technologies and information systems based upon open system architectures and industry standard protocols.  Further, our DL systems will conform to the requirements of the Defense Information Infrastructure (DII) common operating environment thereby increasing our chances for seamless interoperability among the Services. 


          Future DL programs will be learner-centered rather than instructor-centered.  They will be designed specifically with the distance learner in mind.  DL solutions will be network-delivered where possible.  We will exploit the power of the Internet in order to distribute and track computer-based Interactive Multimedia Instruction (IMI).  Realizing that a robust infrastructure is required to support the network-based learning environment, we will develop interim hybrid solutions using a combination of the Internet, CD-ROM technology and traditional paper-based  DL courses until the enterprise network can adequately support network delivery.  We will support network-based learning with robust video conferencing and teletraining capabilities leveraging on existing Service and government video networks.

           Finally, we will encourage the development of artificial intelligence, intelligent agents, intelligent tutoring systems, performance support and embedded training technologies during new system acquisitions to reduce the requirement for equipment specific training in the future.

Organizational Roles to Support USMC DL

The DL program and MarineNet will be supported by the following organizational components: the Distance Learning Center (DLC), Functional Learning Centers (FLCs), and Area Learning Centers (ALCs).  These components conform to a three-tier approach for DL.  Each center corresponds to an echelon within the Marine Corps and has specific roles and responsibilities to that level.  The components of the functional structure are physically interconnected via the Base Telecommunications Infrastructure (BTI).  The BTI provides an upgraded network infrastructure aboard our bases and stations and the telecommunications “pipes” between Marine locations via the Defense Information Systems Network (DISN).


 The MCI, serving as the DLC, is the Corps-level organization that will provide Marine Corps-wide standardization, certification and quality control for all DL in the future.  The DLC will provide a consolidated Corps-wide on-line catalog of DL products to include a VTT broadcast listing accessible through the Internet.  The DLC will also manage master DL manpower data, ensuring complete and accurate information on enrollments, completions and qualifications are passed to the Marine Corps Total Force System (MCTFS).


 The formal schools, serving as FLCs and functional area proponents, will manage all electronic DL courses related to their areas of expertise.  Multimedia course development and maintenance will occur at Regional Development Centers (RDCs).  RDCs are supporting organizations that will also manage contractor developed DL products, ensuring they conform to Marine Corps established standards and protocols.  RDCs will be under the operational control of the DLC and under the administrative control of the base establishment.  Electronic course distribution will occur from FLC servers and paper-based distribution functions will be retained by the MCI.


The RDCs will provide centrally managed and dedicated course development teams at selected Marine Corps Schools (FLCs).  The two FLCs initially selected to host RDCs are the Marine Corps Communications and Electronics School, 29 Palms, CA and the Marine Combat Service Support Schools, Camp Lejeune, NC.  The RDCs will support FLCs in their respective geographic locations (East/West).  Each RDC will be responsible for developing technology-based courseware and managing contractor developed content for its client FLCs.  The FLCs will provide actual course content and subject matter expertise.  The course development section of the MCI will provide content development support to smaller formal schools/detachments and assist with overflow course development from the two RDCs.  Establishing an RDC for PME course development at the Marine Corps University is also being considered for FY 00.


The ALC is the primary metropolitan area network for delivering DL courseware to Marines in a given geographic area.  The ALC is comprised of a Training and Education Point of Presence (TEPOP) server with one or more interconnected Learning Resource Centers (LRCs) and VTT Centers.  The number of LRCs and VTT Centers within the ALC geographic region will depend upon the size of the region and the population supported by the base, station or site.  The ALC provides local DL account management, storage and distribution of electronic courseware to any authorized user connected to the ALC network.

DL Content Development

An integral part of the Marine Corps Training and Education Modernization Initiative is  a comprehensive review of each of our formal training tracks.  T&E Division will lead the effort to conduct detailed training reviews for 100% of our institutional training courses over the next six years.  Training reviews will commence with those occupational fields having the greatest potential savings in terms of MAT, training and transient times.  Further, those courses with insufficient capacity to meet throughput requirements will be the first candidates for review.  The objectives of the training review process are: (1) design a comprehensive MOS training concept, (2) identify essential job performance competencies and supporting tasks for MOS qualification, (3) design a training progression model that meets career track requirements for each MOS, and (4) redesign courses as appropriate to incorporate both resident and DL to achieve MOS qualification within established resource guidelines.

This detailed training review process is not an insignificant effort.  It will require time and dedicated effort on the part of all stakeholders to develop relevant and cost effective training solutions for each of our MOSs.  However, this situation presents us with an opportunity to significantly enhance Marine Corps training in the process of the restructuring effort.  Similarly, the Marine Corps University staff is reviewing and revising their current distance education programs.  Each DL PME program, both officer and enlisted, will be revised as part of the modernization effort.

Once the curriculum reviews are completed, FLCs will design and develop both resident instruction and DL products to support the new training progression models and curricula.  Course development efforts at the formal schools will be supported by the RDC and MCI development teams or through commercial outsourcing.  The implementation of revised integrated curricula will vary depending on the complexity and subject matter, however, the target is to deliver new training and education solutions within six to nine months of commencing the review process.

Paper-based courses of instruction and job aids will be produced in accordance with the MCI Style Guide, and all forms of computer-based instruction will be developed in accordance with the Marine Corps IMI Style Guide.  The annual DL Program course development goal is 18 courses (10 MOS skill, three functional skill, and five PME) between FY 00 and FY 05.  Annual DL course development priorities will published commencing in FY 99.

DL Infrastructure

MarineNet Intranet will use the planned Defense Information Infrastructure (DII) architecture for wide area connectivity across the Marine Corps enterprise and the planned Base Telecommunications Infrastructure (BTI) upgrades for metropolitan area and local area network connectivity aboard the bases and stations.  The  R-net will provide network connectivity to the 194 reserve sites across the country.  Open system architecture will be used to ensure interoperability between Marine Corps and other service DL and communications systems and platforms.  VTT Centers supporting MarineNet will conform to DOD-mandated H.320 and H.231 standards and the T.120 series to ensure interoperability with previously fielded DOD systems.


The primary access to MarineNet occurs at the local level at ALCs.  The ALC TEPOP server suite provides local (regional) instructional material storage, distribution, and security services.  One TEPOP is required per ALC (region) and will service many “tenant” FLCs and LRCs.  The storage resource will provide the storage for all electronic training material to be accessed through workstations aboard the base, as well the necessary management tools to monitor student progress, monitor network utilization, determine courseware availability, and maintain statistical information.


The LRC is the primary location to access DL courseware for those Marines who do not have access to computer workstations.  The LRC is a client-server Local Area Network (LAN) system connected to the base network backbone and accesses courseware stored on the regional TEPOP server suite.  Each LRC can accommodate approximately 25 to 40 simultaneous users.  Approximately 94 LRCs will be procured as part of the DL program in addition to the workstations already connected to the Marine Corps enterprise network.


The VTT Centers will provide the capability to conduct DL using the latest Video Teleconferencing (VTC) technologies.  The centers will have a 2-way video and 2-way audio (2V/2A) capability and accommodate 15 to 20 simultaneous users.  The system will conform to all DOD standards and guidelines including: H.320, H.231, and the T.120 series and will be capable of multi-point conferencing with all VTT centers DOD-wide. The MarineNet VTT systems will leverage the existing Marine Corps Satellite Education Network (MCSEN) and Navy's CNET Electronic Schoolhouse Network (CESN) capabilities. The DL program will field 25 additional VTT sites that will be interconnected with the MCSEN and CESN systems at both active and reserve locations.


         The deployable LRC will provide operational units with the capability to access DL resources while deployed.  This small self-contained, ruggedized client-server network will emulate the capability of the fixed site LRC.  Further, it will have the capability to connect to shipboard or external Transmission Control Protocol/Internet Protocol (TCP/IP) networks.  The system is composed of a server and ten client workstations.  Courseware will be uploaded onto the deployable server prior to deployment and updated through a “reach back” capability to the host unit TEPOP where adequate long haul communications links exist.  Operations and maintenance for the DL infrastructure will be handled through commercial contract support.

The Marine Corps DL program is completely reliant upon the successful implementation of the BTI upgrade.  Delays in BTI network implementation will negatively impact the fielding plan for MarineNet.  Program sponsors are working closely with the Marine Corps Systems Command and the bases/stations to coordinate BTI implementation with MarineNet fielding. Successful integration with the R-Net is also critical to the success of the DL program.  R-net integration issues will be studied during the pilot phase of the DL initiative to ensure interoperability before program expansion in FY 00.

DL Management Issues


            Another critical component of the DL Program is establishing an enterprise-wide management system capable of managing courses and students in a distributed environment.  The system must be extremely flexible in order to support our mobile population of active duty, reserve and civilian Marines for on-line registration, tracking and assessment.  Further, it must be able to accommodate not only training events, but PME and voluntary education opportunities as well.  The system of the future will provide an alternative registration and assessment capability for traditional DL courses and serve as the secure gateway for new on-line DL courseware and materials.  The system will be accessible through MarineNet and the conventional Internet.

Instructor Development and Support


            DL is a new operating environment for Marine Corps instructors and curriculum developers.  Exposing our instructors, training developers and senior leaders to emerging DL instructional technologies will help them the overcome the normal apprehension associated with applying new methods and training concepts.  Accordingly, instructor development and support are critical factors to the overall success of the DL Program.  The DLC and the Instructional Management Schools will develop instructor training programs and provide technical support to facilitate the expansion of DL capabilities across the Marine Corps formal schools.  The training programs will include information on the instructional design process, implementation of DL instructional technologies and project management.  Further, the DLC will provide a help desk to support DL instructors and curriculum developers at the RDCs and FLCs.

Costs and Benefits of DL

Establishing a viable DL program is resource intensive and requires a significant up-front investment in order to build the necessary infrastructure that enables access for all Marines and Marine Corps civilian personnel.  The Marine Corps DL program has received initial program funding for FY99 to establish a representative architecture and complete the pilot initiative.  The DL program has also competed successfully in POM-00 and is fully funded for the FY00-05 time frame.  In order to reduce the overall cost of the program, several on-going initiatives and programs will be leveraged including:

· Base Telecommunications Infrastructure (BTI) - This initiative upgrades the telecommunications network infrastructure aboard every base and station between FY97 and FY03.  The BTI is funded.

· Reserve Network (R-net) - The R-net provides telecommunications connectivity to each Marine Corps Reserve site.  R-net installation has been completed.

· Marine Corps Satellite Education Network (MCSEN) - MCSEN is an existing video conferencing network available aboard major Marine Corps bases and stations.  MCSEN is currently devoted to voluntary off-duty education and the academic skills program. MCSEN is funded.

· Total Army DL Program (TADLP) - The TADLP will provide the Marine Corps with additional DL courseware and training opportunities including access through the Army's Doctrine and Training Digital Library (ADTDL), the Training Network (TNET) and Satellite Education Network (SEN). The TADLP is funded.

· National Guard Bureau's Distributed Training Technology Program (DTTP) - The DTTP establishes a robust DL infrastructure across all 50 states and is a funded initiative.  The Marine Corps and NGB are exploring collaboration opportunities for the future.

· Navy DL programs - CNET is providing assistance with IMI development and connectivity through the CNET’s CESN.  The Navy DL programs are funded.

Justification for DL program funding was based upon several basic assumptions.  First, that the overall training modernization initiative, of which DL is a part, would successfully reduce institutional training time by approximately 30%.  This notion is called training buy-back.  Using the training buy-back strategy, we will be able to shorten traditional resident training tracks thereby reducing the T2P2 account.  Marines that finish training sooner can be sent to the operating forces thus improving operational readiness.  Second, shorter resident training tracks enable us to increase the frequency and throughput thus reducing the number of Marines awaiting training in pools.  Finally, increased use of DL will reduce TAD expenditures associated with formal training by approximately 30%.

These underlying assumptions drive the DL investment strategy.  The pilot initiative will be fully funded in order to properly assess and validate the DL communications architecture, course development and management processes.  The pilot will shape the future direction of the DL program.  The MOS training tracks that provide the greatest opportunity for training buy-back will be reviewed first and appropriate DL products will be developed.  DL procurements and fielding plans will be closely aligned with the BTI schedule.  All computer hardware components will be procured and managed under the Marine Corps Common Hardware Suite initiative at the Marine Corps Systems Command.  The Marine Corps will seek every opportunity to leverage other Service and federal government DL programs that fit into the MarineNet concept and DL architecture in order to achieve economies and increase access.

Challenges Ahead

To fully realize the potential of DL, the Marine Corps must deal with several significant challenges.  First, we must overcome resistance to change.  DL establishes a new learning environment and changes the way we will train and educate in the future.  This change will meet resistance due to lack of experience with developing effective DL solutions, unfamiliarity with the technology and the perception that DL will eliminate jobs or diminish resident instruction.  Lack of personal experience is prevalent among the DL nay sayers.

Second, we must establish incentives for DL programs that are tied to promotion or advancement opportunities.  Incentives will likely be the catalyst for rapid expansion of the current DL initiatives.

Third, providing effective mentoring and maintaining cohesion in a distributed training environment will be challenging.  The shift to student-centered learning must be balanced with a team training approach that is mentored and proctored by senior leaders.  This shift in learning methods will not occur overnight, but will require several years to implement.

Fourth, not every Marine will learn at the same pace using this approach.  Some Marines will require a more structured learning environment and increased interaction to facilitate learning.  Any training and education solution that is developed must be able to accommodate alternate learning methods and schedules.  The key ingredient will be establishing an environment in the unit that is conducive to learning and providing the proper leadership to ensure that DL programs are completed.

Issues regarding Internet access aboard Marine Corps bases and stations must also be addressed and resolved prior to realizing the full benefit of DL.  A recent study by the Army Research Institute revealed that more than 70% of the officers and just over 30% of the enlisted soldiers had regular Internet access.  The Army has identified lack of Internet access for soldiers as a critical barrier to success in their DL program. While the Marine Corps has not conducted a similar study, it seems similar percentages would apply to the Marine Corps.  In order for DL to fully succeed, Marines must have significantly greater access to the Marine Corps network and the Internet.


           Finally, our high operational tempo makes finding time to train and educate very difficult.  Finding time for Marines and civilian personnel to learn represents perhaps the greatest challenge to leaders, trainers and educators in the information age.  DL programs can not be relegated to off-duty hours.  If the Marine Corps is to realize the full potential of new instructional delivery methods, we must schedule training and education events into normal duty hours. 

Summary

The objective of the Training and Education Modernization Initiative, and specifically the implementation of DL, is to provide better and more effective training with fewer resources.  Initiating modern instructional technologies to both deliver DL and enhance our resident school training presents significant challenges.  Meeting our goals of reducing MAT, training time and training structure while providing better and more efficiently delivered instruction to our Marines is only part of the challenge.  Shifting to a learner-centric vice instructor-centric approach to learning, ensuring computer literacy, making limited time available for Marines to train via DL, and overcoming institutional resistance to change, present challenges of an equal or even greater magnitude.

     Distance learning, although not a panacea for all training and education, is an established method for delivering training and education without sacrificing quality.  MCI has been providing paper-based DL to Marines for more than 75 years.  Modern technology provides us an opportunity to significantly improve the quality of the learning experience.  Further, technology will enable us to achieve our goal of providing more Marines a higher quality of training and education while reducing the required resources.

DL Program Milestones

· Develop Service-wide and organizational DL implementation plans  -  3rd Qtr FY 99

· Completion of DL Pilot   -   4th Qtr FY 99

· Evaluation of DL Pilot    -   4th Qtr FY 99

· MarineNet Initial Operational Capability  -  4th Qtr FY 01

· Merge various VTT systems into one Marine Corps-wide VTT system -  4th Qtr FY 01

· BTI upgrades completed  -  4th Qtr FY 03

· M arineNet Full Operational Capability  -  4th Qtr FY 05

