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Preface


We live in the Information Age. In no other time in history is the acquisition and appropriate application of knowledge so important or so challenging. The personal computer and the Internet not only make vast stores of information available, but they make that information essential to our personal and financial well-being.

No longer is the computer the domain of a geeky priesthood of geniuses in white frocks laboring long hours over arcane and complex programs. The personal computer is becoming as pervasive as the telephone or television. Children  are introduced to it in elementary school. They soon master e-mail, report writing, Internet access, and dozens of other common applications that, not so long ago, were the exclusive province of technicians with million-dollar equipment.

The real value of a computer isn’t that it can do a better job than an array of old tools such as typewriters and fax machines, although it can. Rather, the computer has become the key that unlocks vast stores of constantly changing information that have become the real currency of most of our career skills. The ability to navigate the Internet has become a professional necessity for most white-collar and many blue-collar jobs. On the lighter side, the computer also provides personal enrichment and recreation. There are no limits to its functionality, to the imagination of the people using it, or to your opportunities in opening up that functionality to help people learn.

Today, e-learning (computer-based learning) permeates every education level. You’ll find it in teaching children and seniors, in undergraduate and graduate-level college classes, and in continuing education of every stripe right down to traffic school. It plays a major role in aiding organizations that must continually train staff at all levels. And it is the preferred mode of learning for the growing cohort of high-tech workers who must constantly hone their technical skills and acquire the certifications that signify that accomplishment.

Education in this society never ends. Keeping up with the latest information is vital. What you learned five years ago, three years ago, or even a year ago may already be obsolete, especially in the area of technology. So the days of putting away the schoolbooks after the college degree are long gone. Education must now be an ongoing process.

That’s both a challenge and opportunity for the e-learning entrepreneur. You must run faster to keep up. But if you do, you can be assured of an ever-growing need for your services.

You don’t need an educational background to be involved in education any more. The field is relatively open for anyone from any background who wants to provide instruction in almost anything—and to those who develop the infrastructure, content, and other supporting services necessary for delivering instruction. An educational background can help, but it doesn’t seem to be a prerequisite for start-ups at any level of e-learning. The best candidates to start an e-learning business are the same ones best suited for other ventures—plain-old entrepreneurs with lots of imagination and persistence.

Your place in the e-learning industry is limited only by your imagination. It’s an industry that barely existed a decade ago, and it will continue to grow and change in ways that can’t be foreseen. Entrepreneurs have already come up with some truly ingenious entrées, and in this start-up guide we’ll explore some of the ways successful entrepreneurs did it. But there are no cookie-cutter approaches. Many entries will prosper. Many will fail.

This book is the product of interviews with industry experts and educators, market analysts, and the founders of e-learning ventures large and small. We’ll look at  how successful e-learning entrepreneurs define their missions, how they raise money, how they approach marketing, and how they handle the 10,000 other tasks that the chief cook and bottle washer faces every day.

Throughout the book you’ll find tip boxes with information on the industry, as well as helpful ideas and advice for running your e-learning business. An appendix is filled with resources for the e-learning entrepreneur.

You’ll also hear about the role of entrepreneurs in general and e-learning entrepreneurs in particular. We’ll cover the veterans’ struggles and the lessons they have learned. Their experiences and observations can provide insight into the path on which you are embarking.

Good luck, do some good, enjoy the freedom of being your own boss, and make a few million!
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Learning for a Better Life



Knowledge is the coin of this realm. Unless you’re a movie star, professional athlete, or perhaps the founder of a start-up company, what you know is far more important than just about anything else in the business game.

To hold your own in the marketplace, you’ve got to keep learning—everything from changing social norms to the latest management theories to mastery of technologies that didn’t even exist a few years ago. That’s equally true in boom times and bad times.

In this chapter, we’ll look at the circumstances that make education so important in today’s economy and how they open up opportunities for you, the entrepreneur.




A Degree of Confidence 

It’s increasingly difficult to keep up with the faster pace of U.S. business, the constant push for ever-higher levels of personal productivity, the use of ever-more-complex technology, and the obsoleting of not-so-old job titles. This forces us to become more knowledgeable and work smarter—and, in many cases, to prove that we’re making progress via degrees and certifications.

At the beginning of the 20th century, if you had even a high school education, you could get a good job. After World War II, a high school education became a necessity. Through the 1960s, if you had a little college—not necessarily even a full degree, but some post-secondary training—you enjoyed an edge that would get you a white-collar job. Now, a college degree is just the ante you must have to gain meaningful employment—and ongoing education is a must-have for economic survival.

Do you really need a bachelor’s degree to handle most entry-level jobs? Probably not, if you took introductory business courses in high school, know computer basics, and have some common sense. But an increasing number of companies require the bachelor’s degree even for these jobs. Why should a company hire an accounts payable clerk without a business degree when there are so many people who have one willing to fill that position? Why should a company invest in someone who hasn’t invested in his or herself? That person isn’t going to stay an accounts payable clerk forever. When the time is right for advancement, it’s better to have someone who has the necessary credentials—namely, a degree.

Additionally, job applicants often find it advantageous to show that they have some specific technical experience in the job for which they are applying. An increasing number supplement their college degrees with post-graduate work, technical certifications and specialty training such as management seminars.

If you get a professional degree—if you’re a doctor or lawyer, for example—you’re likely to make three and a half times what a high school   dropout will. Get that high school diploma, and you’re likely to tack another $7,400 onto your salary. A bachelor’s degree? That’s worth another $17,500 a year.
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Smart Tip

U.S. corporations will spend over $2 billion this year on e-learning, according to market researcher Eduventures. Catering to corporations represents a home-run opportunity for an e-learning entrepreneur, simply because of the size of each deal. Selling a course to a corporation can touch thousands of employees and lead to follow-up sales. The sale, however, will not be quick.



Once you’ve got a degree (or maybe an advanced degree), you’ll want more education and training. That may involve another degree, certification courses, or just learning all the details of a particular task.

And corporations need to make sure their employees are up to speed on all job requirements. That may mandate technical training, guidance on meeting regulatory standards, or management courses on issues such as sexual harassment and hiring/firing. The corporate move into e-learning is buttressed by extensive research showing that the new technologies often can deliver learning just as effectively and at a far lower price than conventional methods can achieve—and do so far more quickly and flexibly.

Ongoing education can be as ambitious as getting your MBA. Or it can be very finegrained. “A lot of the online training is just getting people familiar with Microsoft Word®,” says John Dalton, analyst with Forrester Research, a technology analysis firm. “It’s not high-level stuff.”

Training can be refreshers on “basic” material, since “the basics” often change every year. For instance, software tools are constantly being upgraded, with new versions of Microsoft Windows® or Microsoft Outlook® as well as new tools for videoconferencing, Web page authoring or instant messaging. That gives you ongoing opportunities to sell CD-ROM tutorials or Web courses to audiences who officially  graduated years ago and even those who think they “know” Outlook. And this scenario is in no way limited to computer training, since society’s entire body of knowledge is growing and changing.


Education Pays


Here are the median incomes of full-time workers aged 25 and older by educational attainment. 



	
Professional degree.....
	$80,200



	
Doctorate .....
	$70,500



	
Master’s degree.....
	$55,300



	
Bachelor’s degree.....
	$46,300



	
Associate degree.....
	$35,400



	
Some college, no degree .....
	$32,400



	
High school diploma.....
	$28,800



	
Some high school, no diploma.....
	$21,400












Learning Goes e 

The seminal event for e-learning was the explosive adoption of the Internet, which became a vital part of our lives almost overnight. Computer equipment had been applied to education for decades, but when everyone hooked those computers up to the same communication backbone, e-learning really kicked into high gear.

In one recent cover story, BusinessWeek identified education as one of five sectors that will be revolutionized by the Internet. There are more for-profit education ventures than ever before, but we’ve barely gotten off the ground. The Internet’s ability to free teacher and student from the constraints of time and space and allow distance learning is by no means being fully exploited. Students now can learn at a time and place of their own choosing, at the pace they pick. Or they can enter virtual classrooms led by instructors and delivered by any means computers can support, including live video if their PCs and Internet connections can handle it.

These new technologies don’t necessarily kill off older methods. The determination of which learning methods fit a given need depends on a complex set of preferences among teachers and students, and on requirements imposed by the content of the courses.


Welcoming Webinars


Why are corporations so eager to adopt “distance learning”? Here’s an example from the software industry.

In the past, companies that sold sophisticated software solutions that required extensive training would pack up two or three people, some laptops, a handful of manuals, and take a road trip to visit new clients. They might spend days at each site, instructing each new client’s employees on the various subtleties of their solution, trying to pack everything they needed to know into a brief session.

Now they can conduct those training sessions live, over the Web, without having to go on the road. With products such as WebEx (www.webex.com), “I can see streaming video,” says Jack Rochester, analyst at the Delphi Group, a technology strategy firm. “I can look at PowerPoint® slides. I can chat. I can interactively write messages and ask questions. I can conduct an entire briefing remotely.”




Regular classrooms aren’t going away. Often, the most effective e-learning happens when combined with classroom teaching—often called blended learning. E-learning ventures have discovered that one-on-one contact with instructors is an important element of some courses or preferred by some students. For example, the 50,000-plus students at University of Phoenix Online can complete their entire graduate degrees online, including all administration, registration, and book buying if they wish. But the university also has developed a learning option in which students can meet for the first and last class of each course and complete the rest of their classes over the Internet.
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Stat Fact

The median time on the job for the average worker is 3.5 years, according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics. A 22-year-old college grad will change jobs eight times before age 32.






What’s Your Role? 

E-learning overall is a multi-billion-dollar market, which we’ll examine in detail in subsequent chapters. The e-learning economy includes everything from CD courses about computer basics to a community college’s Internet classes on business skills to corporate virtual classrooms on esoteric engineering subjects to third-graders following a scientific expedition over the Internet. E-learning can be about anything from growing orchids to personal finance to driver education.

There really are no limits to the subjects that can be delivered. People have a growing appetite for topics and interests that once seemed far beyond their reach, and companies have an insatiable need to keep employees up to speed.

Similarly, you can pick among many roles in the e-learning economy. You can specialize in teaching businesses large or small computer basics, management techniques, or high-end programming skills. You might create guides that help employees understand their firm’s idiosyncratic software, or interactive content that explains complicated products to customers. You can create Web sites that help middle-schoolers with their homework, or training that helps seniors tune their Internet skills. You can provide content or marketing help or technical services to other e-learning firms. You can resell products. You can broker classes on behalf of other businesses, recruit students, resell CDBASED courses, or engage in other middleman activities in the e-learning economy.


[image: 004]

Bright Idea


Idea capital—that’s what a company needs more than anything to succeed and stay competitive. A company that lacks new ideas will soon go out of business. Education is the key to maintaining a large bank of idea capital. And you, as the e-learning provider, are the provider of the raw materials that eventually become that idea capital.
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Stat Fact

No less than 92 percent of employees say the ability to work from home is an important factor when deciding whether to accept a new job, according to the career Web site True Careers (www.truecareers.com). They are likely to feel the same about the opportunity to learn from home.



There are endless variations in audience demographics, delivery methods, content and learning styles. E-learning is new and wide open. Your ability to mine these opportunities depends only upon how well your skill set and delivery abilities match with these opportunities. You aren’t limited by government regulations, social norms, past practices, or competitive barriers to entry. The market opportunities are really only limited by your imagination.





2


Entering e-Learning Markets


Education is an industry in the fullest sense of the word, just like health care or automobiles or food preparation. E-learning is the hottest corner of it, with huge room for exploration, experimentation, development, and growth.
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In this chapter, we’ll give you an overview of the market, discuss how some e-learning entrepreneurs have approached it, and tackle the fundamentals of how you can go about finding your unique place.




The Education Industry 

In many respects, the pursuit of knowledge—including pre- and post-secondary schooling, job training, technical training, and continuing education of all stripes—hasn’t changed in decades. E-learning is just a new way of doing a very old thing, just as word processors and spreadsheets were new ways of satisfying established business needs at the start of the PC era. The new PC tools did revolutionize business and personal productivity—eventually, after a good deal of painful trial and error.

E-learning is following the same track. E-learning is a growing part of a thoroughly entrenched human institution with tremendous history and momentum. Teaching is teaching, and e-learning is simply a collection of new methods.

That’s great news for you, the e-learning entrepreneur. This market opportunity is not just a flash in the pan. It’s not the Macarena or Razor® scooters.

E-learning breaks into three main markets, with considerable overlap between them. First is educating children and young adults, which is one of the largest industries. Some $100 billion a year is spent on this market, figures market researcher Eduventures and this spending is only going up.

If you round up all the e-learning products, systems, and services, and include that share of technological infrastructure and administration that these educational institutions can attribute to electronic education, you have around $5 billion in revenues today, Eduventures estimates.

E-learning has insinuated itself into just about every part of this education segment. And it’s growing much more rapidly than the larger education industry. In fact, annual sales for e-learning should more than double to $11 billion by 2005, reports Eduventures.
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Stat Fact

The e-learning segment of both the U.S. corporate business skills and IT training markets will grow at a compound annual growth rate of nearly 37 percent between 2001 and 2006, according to market research firm IDC.



This doesn’t count the second major education market—the corporate market, which involves the training of both knowledge workers and computer-savvy IT (information technology) professionals. These are long-standing training markets using many of the same traditional methodologies. Market researcher IDC sees these overall markets growing nicely through 2006. However, the e-learning segments of those markets will grow three times as fast, or more.

The third market, which is hardest to quantify, is personal learning for enrichment or enjoyment. Here, e-learning might be a CD-ROM that helps a second-grader learn math at home, or a Net course on genealogy, or an interactive guide to understanding your latest electronic gizmo, or an instructor-led virtual tour of the world’s great art museums.

All these educational markets can overlap with electronic publishing. For instance, Professional Training Associates (www.protrain.com) in Addison, Illinois, delivers management training handbooks and newsletters to interested businesses over the Net.




Beware of Geeks Bearing Gifts 

Multibillion dollar markets with a zillion niches get people excited, sometimes overly excited. Words like “revolutionize” and “paradigm shift” are tossed around. Before you buy into them, remember again the history of the Macarena and Razor scooters.

Why the discouraging words? For one thing, because there is always a lot of hype surrounding any new movement, particularly one heavily based on technology.

As an e-learning entrepreneur, you must ignore the hype. You must spend serious time learning the rules by which educators in your corner of the market play as opposed to simply assuming that your technology will rewrite the rules.

On a practical level, you must accurately comprehend the true nature of the particular opportunity on which you embark. That’s tough because markets are always changing. You don’t always get reliable news of macro-or micro-economic shifts until it’s too late.

But education isn’t a market that must be made; it must only be converted to e-learning. You have the advantages of a proven need. You are swimming downstream in just one tributary of a very large river. Don’t mistake the tributary for the river.




Where Do You Fit In? 

What do you want to do with the rest of your life? You need to make money, but after that, how do you want to spend your day?

You must brainstorm about how to match your interests, skills and temperament with the right market opportunities. To get the juices flowing, here are some common entrepreneurial “job” descriptions in e-learning. As always in e-learning, they may overlap.
• Instructor-led online learning provider. Students can access your education or training over the Internet whenever they want (“asynchronously”), or you can deliver real-time virtual classes via various communications technologies (“synchronously”). This often is referred to as distance learning since the participants need not be in the same room or even country. (Strictly speaking, distance learning also can be delivered outside the Internet, via satellite TV or even radio—or by noninstructor-led options including CD-ROMs and videotapes.) A background in education is a plus here, since you want to make your student customers feel that they are being served as well as if they were in a classroom. Your start-up costs are not small, since you must hire live instructors (at least on a contract basis). You also must create or (more likely) license a sophisticated delivery mechanism that gets content to your students over the Internet. Fortunately, you also may be able to create “canned” content based on these live courses.

• Content provider. You’re the creator here. You specialize in developing the actual educational material; others may package and deliver it. You may use standard software programs or create your own specialized tools for this. Start-up costs can be relatively low, depending on the talent and technologies employed. (Video, for instance, can get expensive very quickly.)

• Content publisher. As a content publisher, you sell Internet courses, CD-ROMs, videocassettes, and/or old-fashioned paper books. You might create this material or buy it elsewhere; you may sell directly or through distributors.

• Infrastructure provider. You let other people worry about content and customers while you provide the base technology or services. You might provide incidental services meant to be used in conjunction   with e-learning courses, such as e-mail, bulletin board, chat room, and online databases. Or you might go all the way up to complete Course Management Systems or Learning Management Systems. Either way, we are talking about a full-on software enterprise with a substantial investment in technology, office space, and talent.
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Smart Tip

One of the most in-demand e-training entrepreneurs will be the educational consultant who goes into a corporate environment to determine individual training needs and creates a curriculum that is specifically geared toward that company.





• Contractor. You’re a freelancer, or a company that specializes in some key component for e-learning. You provide content development, programming, instruction, technical support, or other services to companies that deliver learning. Your start-up costs are small, and so are your chances of massive growth.
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Bright Idea

Reaching people who want to get into information technology fields can be tough because they are so spread out geographically. You may be able to attract them through advertising in local periodicals serving college campuses.





• Exam preparation site. You provide a Web site where students can prepare for exams. The site could be oriented toward almost anything from an SAT to a driver’s license. But these sites are particularly popular among IT workers preparing for certifications. You post dummy tests with sample questions that show what students can expect from the real exam. You also may provide interactive forums where students discuss issues, plus a wealth of related content. Your revenue model is primarily subscriptions with additional potential for advertisements and site referrals. You will need equipment comparable to other Internet opportunities.

• Certification provider. You provide training with a test that leads to certification in a professional area. Your biggest struggle will be in marketing; you must establish a brand or be validated by a large partner.

• Corporate employment skills testing. More firms are turning to outside companies to verify the skills of job candidates. This can easily be handled online, with results immediately delivered to the hiring manager. Additionally, job hunters can refer the results to other companies.

• Web aggregator. You act as a one-step shop for certain kinds of learning. This demands partnerships with e-learning providers and the creation of a fairly sophisticated e-commerce site, which is no walk in the park. You also must address the challenge of marketing the site.

• Reseller and middleman: This is a catch-all category of activities that can serve any or all of the e-learning audiences. Some firms resell courses, others provide consulting services for companies looking to build their training programs. Others customize content for various e-learning sites, and some run reverse Web auction houses where students can shop for classes. You also might provide news, analysis or market research about the industry.





Don’t be hamstrung by these categories; they aren’t absolute. While they’re all challenging, none of these roles need be restrictive, and no one says you can’t grow your organization to fill more than one. Find a need and fill it!




What Do Your Students Want? 

Before you start marketing e-learning material, you must be clear about what kind of students you will serve—and what motivates those students. Here are typical motivations:
• Maintaining job skills

• Advancing skills, with certifications or degrees

• Learning basics of computers or other key topics

• Preparing for entry-level jobs

• Learning advanced technologies and procedures

• Achieving a degree

• Continuing college or post-grad education

• Learning about an interest

• Getting out of a traffic ticket by going to online traffic school (really!)








Tools for Schools 

America’s public school systems have bought into personal computers big-time. There’s now about one computer per four children, and increasingly those computers are reasonably powerful and definitely connected to the Internet. Federal funding has bolstered this trend, and new or renovated schools often come with a computer infrastructure that would put many businesses to shame.

Schoolchildren routinely do research on the Net, and their classes may have electronic pen pals in another state or continent. High school students may take virtual courses with other students spread across the country. And educational researchers are continually investigating powerful approaches, such as using handheld computers to help children master math and science concepts.

But all this has not budged the meter tremendously on e-learning spending. Teachers understandably focus on classroom interactions, they (or their school systems) may be slow to adopt new technology, funds are limited, nonprofits provide many offerings for free or at low cost, and instructional material may be vetted by state-wide educational boards or the public at large. So, while a substantial market exists here, it’s smaller and growing slower than you might expect, and selling into it is far easier if you’ve got experience with the educational market.

The situation is similar for charter and private schools, although funds may not be as much of a problem for many of those.

In contrast, the home-schooling market is much smaller but perhaps more open to e-learning, especially if it supports a particular cultural or religious approach to learning. Another hot area is in preparing students from any kind of school for nationwide standardized tests.

On the college scene, e-learning has made greater gains. It’s getting harder to find a college or university that doesn’t offer at least some online education opportunities (often courses that are actually delivered through an e-learning aggregator). At many institutions, incoming students must buy a computer, and increasingly campuses are networked not just with conventional wires but with wireless networks. Instructor-led courses range from very simple asynchronous presentations of text and graphics (with a discussion forum) to computerenhanced classes that are broadcast in video simultaneously to students in the United States and Singapore. Opportunities abound here—if you can find the right niche and fulfill its requirements.
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