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Interview with the Hungarian SWI freeweb service company for Discontinued activities in the Megatrends project

Introduction

In the first decade of the second millennium a Hungarian educational site called okta.to (EDUCATOR) made visible progress towards on-line learning with many courses offered on a reasonable price. The site was owned by a free-web-service provider SWI and after a very promising start-up, it closed down in 2005. At the time of operation that was Hungary’s largest publicly accessible on-line learning opportunity.
Contextual factors

The managing director as Teacher of Information technology had written already a book in 1996 for GDF (link to GDF interview) and has decided to teach it via internet by distance education.

A German Investor (Knorr Capital) decided to invest in SWI and they made a common company. They needed a business plan only from SWI. (The investor has actually never invested the agreed money). This investment helped the company to work hard to develop an on-line learning business based upon the existing infrastructure they had. This infrastructure was quite substantial with UPS protected servers with practically endless storage capacity and thousand of clients who used free web. Free advertisement through free web banners was also given.
The development and learning model was simple: The designer (managing director) wrote 2-3 pages long lessons, and he designed tutor marked assignments as well. The whole course was based upon simple but transparent web pages and e-mail correspondence for feedback.

Technical issues

Preparing for the start-up, SWI designed and produced an own LMS in 2 month enabling multiuser-multitutor activity. (Users could subscribe to many courses) As it was ready this system had to be filled up with courses and users. The programmers did not have any special training in e-learning they programmed the specification of the managing director. The product had basic functions, but it functioned well for the purpose. The courses had linear design: learners could follow the tutorials lesson by lesson. There was no extra function of the LMS. 
It was a big challenge to keep the services alive. The director now thinks that courses (materials) should have been more interactive, instead of linear design. The technology should have been upgraded with test designer and test management tool as well.
Conclusions

Payment techniques were unresolved at that time, manual bank transfer with pre-payment had to be applied.

This online activity was offered too early in terms of technique:

· No Hungarian standard LMS at that time

· No internet payment attitude at that time

· Educational marked was immature.

The company could not perform better with the given singularities:

· lack of investment
· lack of energy (product management)

MD’s breef conclusion on the failure of american companies investment in hungary in the nineties

1. Technology in Hungary was lagging behind.

2. The Hungarian attitude in Hungary did not favour this activity

3. The American business attitude did not work in Hungary

4. Payment was technically problematic in Hungary till recent years.
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