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Practical Measures to Implement On Line Education
Good morning. Today I will put forward some practical measures to take into consideration to implement on line education in Latin American theological institutes. I am aware that some of the institutions which are represented here are already making their way towards on line education, some of them through planning, while others are counting on a real on line offer. Thus, what I will now put forward is nothing new to you, except for the fact that it is condensed in a single presentation.  
Yesterday as well as today, we have already been listening to the on line experience of some theological education institutions. These institutions started form different budgets and characteristics, different risks and opportunities in order to achieve the same goal; nevertheless, I think it is possible to standardize efforts and models in order to reach the goal of implementing high quality on line programs. I do not mean that all institutions should follow the same rule in order to offer on line education, in fact, I am not sure that there is a given rule; but I think there are some practical elements to bear in mind at the time of offering education through on line resources and new technology.
I generally consider myself a romantic person from the point of view of institutional management, but a romantic person that is expecting to be practical today. I mean romantic pragmatism enabling us to achieve our goals in the least possible time, with the least possible amount of resources, always bearing in mind our goals and our wish to achieve them with high quality and benefiting the greatest number of people as possible.  Taking this into consideration, in this conference we must answer the question “What do we need to implement on line education?” And the answer is not found and cannot possibly be found in just one element; we must find a combination of elements as the ones stated below.
Decision
Though the first practical element is so obvious that it could seem offensive, it is important to mention it. Implementing on line education in institutions must come from a decision. The institution must have good reasons to offer on line education resulting from the right missiological statements, as we have already seen yesterday.
Making a decision has great advantages, when we decide to do something out of our own will or because we submit to reality or to someone else’s wishes, we know that it is what we must do and we work on it. This decision will also make us take the necessary actions to developing and offering on line education.  
Training
This element is as obvious as the first one. The fact that you are here proves the importance of training both for you as for the organizing institutions, as a preparation for the following on line offer. Nevertheless, it is necessary to emphasize the importance of training. It is given on different levels with different subject matters.
1. Directors should receive training in the implementation of on line education in their own environment. The types of on line education given in their own countries; regulations, if any; the experience of other institutions under similar circumstances as well as and management, legislation and economy. Here we are fighting against the myth that on line education depends on a group of teachers or, even at the very best, on a group or engineers that upload things on the web.
2. Teachers and the academic segment of the institution must receive training in the subjects related to methodological pedagogy, paradigm changes, creation of courses and materials for education and all other aspects enabling the education offered to be a real learning opportunity  for our public objective. Here we fight against the myth that class notes become pdf and we automatically upload a course.
3. Administration employees must be trained in how to deal with new clients: on line clients and how to deal with them on line.
Training will not correct mistakes arising on the process, but it will spare us from making some of them. We must get training in order to be aware of those mistakes and in as much as possible, in order to find solutions.
Planning
On line planning is new and there are no stated rules yet, thus planning must be carried out on the basis of projects. Institutions may set medium-term or long-term objectives as to on line education, but I think that we must keep in mind the need to work on projects enabling the system development of the institution. Those institutions that I have been able to observe due to my studies –masters in e-learning- have made at least one of the following mistakes: they take too much time to decide to join the on line world, which is constantly changing; or they joggle with too many things at the same time and cannot bear their weight. You must plan with a cold mind and perform with dedication.
We can state the following recommendations on planning:
1. Start out with something small. Do not try to offer complete programs, just start by the course offer, preferably those courses on internal education that may not affect the image of the institute. Start those courses with a few people, no more than 15.
2. Be flexible. Planning cannot be rigid; society is always subject to changes and we must change with it, but remember that the Internet is constantly changing and we cannot keep up with the rhythm of web innovations. We must choose a line of work that allows us to be flexible without damaging us.
3. Assess. Assessment should be a constant feature of institutional life; thus, you should constantly assess your planning and performance. Taking the right decisions in the right moments is generally the result of a timely assessment.
Working through Projects
This aspect has already been mentioned above, but it is necessary to expand on it. On line education requires time, effort and money -contrary to our expectations- that is why it is better to start with one project at a time. Such project should have a clear aim -I am referring to a clear training goal or internal benefit- and it should count on the integration of most participants within the institution so as to make the most of the institution’s resources.
Socialization
This element does not form part of implementation but it is important for its development. You must share what you are doing with the rest of the people in your institution. On line education brings the fear of the unknown; that is why you must share the progress made with your workers and co-workers and inform them of their role in the process. Some people aware of their role can be more useful than if they suspect that they are not going to take part in the new stage of the institution. 
Do Not Save Money
I know that this point sounds like a blasphemy or a sacrilege, but before I might be burned for heresy, let me explain it. On line education is not cheap, it becomes profitable according to the decisions taken, but it needs an initial investment on certain aspects that result in spending money. Equipment used in on line education implies a cost and sometimes we sacrifice the design of materials, on line platform, training, etc. and in the long run the money saved is not worth it.
Do Not Waste Money
I am not being bipolar or trying to contradict my former statement, I just want you to be aware of a temptation there is in the on line world, especially when you find a sponsor willing to pay for the costs of such implementation. On line world counts with too many toys and needs created by consumerism. Implementing virtual education does not necessarily imply buying costly equipment, luxurious on line service and unlimited storage. Be realistic as regards your needs according to your expectations; for this reason, planning and training directors are so important. At the very best, you may offer on line education counting on what you already have at hand and some small purchases, remember that on line education market is always changing.


Creativity and Innovation
Among secular on line education you find the same countless offers due to lack of creativity or fear of innovation. Do not be afraid to innovate, you have to regard on line education as a chance to reach the Church in those areas the Church needs that have not been reached yet. Do not be afraid to be creative, text is an inexpensive format but it is not the only format to give information; take a chance, TRY new formats to convey information.
Teamwork
Last but not least, teamwork is the missing element I want to mention. On line education is becoming a key factor for establishing alliances between educational institutions over the world, institutions that are aware that quality and coverage are in most cases related to a shared offer where their joint efforts improve their performance. In the financial aspect, in most cases it is cheaper and more effective to train teachers, administrative employees, etc. in programs of other institutions than to prepare those programs within the institution itself.  Alliances for attaining technology and materials enable great development in university institutions.
In the field of on line virtual education in theological institutions, it should be the same. This is a chance for seminaries to work together and to optimize resources and possibilities. Partly, this is the reason why we are here, that we might benefit from each other’s progress.




 
   




