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Every small business is unique. Therefore, it’s essential to have tools that are customizable depending on your business’s needs. That’s why Entrepreneur is offering you access to our Startup Resource Kit. Get instant access to thousands of business letters, sales letters, sample documents and more – all at your fingertips!


Accessing Entrepreneur’s Free Startup Resource Kit is easy.



Simply visit: www.entrepreneur.com/guideoffer



and download to any windows or mac computer



You’ll find the following:

The Small Business Legal Toolkit

When your business dreams go from idea to reality, you’re suddenly faced with laws and regulations governing nearly every move you make. Learn how to stay in compliance and protect your business from legal action. In this essential toolkit, you’ll get answers to the “how do I get started?” questions every business owner faces along with a thorough understanding of the legal and tax requirements of your business.

Sample Business Letters

1000+ customizable business letters covering each type of written business communication you’re likely to encounter as you communicate with customers, suppliers, employees, and others. Plus a complete guide to business communication that covers every question you may have about developing your own business communication style.

Sample Sales Letters

The experts at Entrepreneur have compliled more than 1000 of the most effective sales letters covering introductions, prospecting, setting up appointments, cover letters, proposal letters, the all-important follow-up letter and letters covering all aspects of sales operations to help you make the sale, generate new customers and huge profits.
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Preface


We’re living in the incredible Information Age. In no other time in history has the acquisition and appropriate application of knowledge been so important or so challenging. The personal computer and the internet not only make vast stores of information available, they also 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 frock coats laboring long hours over arcane and complex programs. The personal computer has become nearly as pervasive as the telephone or television.  Children are introduced to computers in elementary school. They soon master e-mail, report writing, internet access, and dozens of other common applications that not 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. Rather, the computer has become the key that unlocks vast stores of constantly changing information. The ability to navigate the internet has become a professional necessity for most white-collar and many bluecollar 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, online education covers a broad spectrum. From teaching grade-schoolers, to undergraduate and graduate-level college classes, to adult ed electives, you’ll find a wide range of educational options.

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 obtaining your technical college or post-graduate degree are long gone. Education must now be an ongoing process. In fact, many fields, including teaching, real estate, and medicine require continuing course work.




Getting Started as an Online Learning Entrepreneur 

You no longer need an educational background to be involved in the education industry. 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 does not seem to be a prerequisite for most start-up online learning businesses. The best candidates to start such a business are the same individuals best suited for other ventures—plain old entrepreneurs with lots of imagination and persistence.

Your place in the online 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 such businesses prosper. Others fail.

This book features interviews with industry experts and educators, market analysts, and the founders of online education ventures, both large and small. We’ll look at how successful online 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 an online education business. An appendix filled with resources is at the back of the book.

Good luck in your quest to be an online education entrepreneurial success.





1


Learning for a Better Life



Knowledge is the coin of this realm. Unless you’re a movie star, professional athlete, or perhaps the inventor of some amazing new product, 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 true in boon times and in bad times.

From business learning to courses that keep the mind sharp and active, there are a wide range of markets for online education. In this chapter, we’ll look at the circumstances that make education so important and how these circumstances open up opportunities for you, the entrepreneur.




A Degree of Confidence 

At the beginning of the 20th century, if you had just some high school education, you could get a fairly 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 for many professions.

Job applicants today find it advantageous to show that they have some specific experience in the job for which they are applying. An increasing number of students supplement their college degrees with post-graduate work, technical certifications, and specialty training such as management seminars. Today, ongoing education and letters after your name can make a great deal of difference in competitive fields. And getting degrees, certificates, and ongoing education is no longer strictly for the younger set. It’s a prerequisite for professionals of all ages looking to continue climbing the ladder. In most industries, there are degrees and certificates available that show expertise in specific areas within the broader profession. It is this ongoing need for education that has been the impetus for the steadily growing online education industry, fueled largely by the increased pace of technology.

The online education entrepreneur has many options today. Companies need to make sure employees at all levels are up to speed on job requirements. That may mandate technical training, guidance on meeting regulatory standards, or management courses on issues such as sexual harassment and/or hiring/firing.
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Smart Tip

U.S. corporations planned to spend over $2 billion in 2007 on web-based learning, according to market researcher Adventures. Catering to corporations represents a home-run opportunity for an online education 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.



Ongoing education can be as ambitious as getting your MBA, or it can be very fine-grained.   “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 familiar products as well as new tools for building advanced web pages. There are numerous options. You can resell products. You can broker classes on behalf of other businesses, resell CD-based courses, or engage in other middleman activities in the e-learning economy.

Ongoing training, however, is in no way limited to computers or even technology. While online education is delivered over the internet, it need not be about the internet, or computers at all for that matter. Online education can provide college-level accredited courses for someone who left a traditional college early and never got his or her degree. It can take the form of additional resources and homework help for young students in the K–12 years. It can provide courses for nine to fivers looking to fulfill personal interests or to pursue a second career. It can also be learning option for seniors who want to keep their minds busy and active, or start a business venture.

Degrees can certainly help in various aspects of a career, but knowledge alone is still a winning proposition in a culture that has frequently lost sight of the importance of education in recent years.


Education Pays


Here are the median incomes of full-time workers aged 25 and older by educational attainment. Median individual income based on U.S. Census figures:



	Doctorate
	$73,892



	Professional degree
	$71,240



	Master’s degree
	$58,708



	Bachelor’s degree
	$48,724



	Associate degree
	$36,348



	Some college, no degree
	$33,950



	High school diploma
	$30,316



	Some high school, no diploma
	$21,268












Learning Goes Online 

The seminal event for online education was the internet, which became a vital part of our culture almost overnight. Computer equipment had been applied to education for decades, but when everyone hooked their computers up to the same communication backbone, online learning really kicked into high gear.
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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. Therefore, a typical 22-year-old college grad will change jobs eight times before age 32.



In a cover story, Business Week identified education as one of five sectors that would be revolutionized by the internet. There are more for-profit education ventures than ever before, but we’ve barely gotten off the ground. Distance learning has not even been fully explored and exploited, but it has changed the way education is created and presented. Students can now learn at a time and place of their own choosing, and at their own pace. They can utilize data and resources from numerous sources. Students can also enter virtual classrooms led by instructors in other parts of the country, or even the world, and take part in real-time courses from the comfort of their own homes.

Regular (traditional) classroom settings, of course, are not going away. However, the opportunity to learn online has opened up the door to many students who were stymied by time and travel constraints. The full-time work force can now get degrees and certifications or simply take classes for personal enrichment that they would never have had the time or opportunity for pre-internet.

In some cases, the best of both worlds can flourish. Often the most effective online education happens when combined with classroom teaching—often called blended learning. Online educational learning ventures have discovered that oneon-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, thus providing them with the classroom dynamic as well as the benefits of online learning. Blended learning is discussed in Chapter 6.




What’s Your Role? 

Online education is a multibillion-dollar market. And, there really are no limits to the subjects that can be delivered via the internet. 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.

You can pick among many roles in the online learning environment. You can specialize in teaching both large or small businesses, 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.

There are endless variations in audience demographics, delivery methods, content, and learning styles. Online learning is wide open. Your ability to mine these opportunities depends on how well your skill set and delivery abilities match with these opportunities.

In the chapters that follow, we discuss how you prepare an online learning business, which entails technical, academic, marketing, and financial know-how. Of course, you need not have all of these skills. You can, instead, build a team around you to handle these aspects of the online education business.

Prior to starting any business venture, you will want to learn about the industry. Knowing what is happening in the online education market, as well as the key words and the various options open to you is discussed in Chapter 2.
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Stat Fact

As many as 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). It seems only logical, then, that many people want to learn from the comfort of their own homes.
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Entering the Online Learning Market



In this chapter, we’ll give you an overview of the market, discuss how some online education entrepreneurs have approached the industry, 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. Online learning is simply a new, high-tech means of communicating knowledge, just as word processors and spreadsheets were new ways of satisfying the financial needs of businesses at the start of the PC era. The great news for you, the online education entrepreneur, is that this market is not a flash in the pan or a passing fad.

Online education breaks into four main markets, with considerable overlap among them.

1. Educating children and young adults. This is one of the largest industries. Some $100 billion a year is spent on this market, and the amounts continue to rise. If you add up all of the online educational 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.

2. The corporate and business market. This massive market involves the training of both workers and computer-savvy IT (information technology) professionals. This also includes the many certificate and professional growth courses that credential both employers and employees currently in the work force. Researchers see these markets continuing to grow as competition and the need to keep up with technical growth continue to be essential.

3. The graduate degree. Online MBA students are a very large segment of the internet learning base. Courses from strictly online learning ventures as well as traditional universities with online learning programs are included here. These students could be considered part of the business market, but they also overlap with the adult learning market because graduate programs are not limited to business and technical degrees.
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Stat Fact

According to research by the Sloan Consortium, online education has been growing steadily each year. In the fall of 2002, nearly 1.6 million students were enrolled in at least one online course. In the fall of 2003, the number was close to 2 million, and in 2004, it neared 2.4 million. By the fall of 2005, it topped the 3 million mark and by the fall of 2006, there were more than 3.4 million students taking at least one online course.





4. Adult learning, or the quest for continuing education. This is the hardest area to  quantify because courses and seminars are taken for personal enrichment and/or enjoyment. It’s a market that will continue to grow as retirees, stay-at-home moms and/or dads, and even young adults find new subjects to explore. An internet course on genealogy, an interactive guide to understanding the latest electronic gizmo, or an instructor-led virtual tour of the world’s great art museums are all possibilities for anyone with a computer, internet hookup, and the desire (and time) to learn something new.




Beware of Geeks Bearing Gifts 

Multibillion dollar markets with a zillion niches get people excited, sometimes overly excited. Buzz words like “revolutionize” and “paradigm shift” are tossed around. Before you buy into them, remember 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 online education 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 created; it must only be converted to online learning. You have the advantages of a proven, ongoing need. You are swimming downstream in just one tributary of a very large 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 online education. As always in this industry, some 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 through various communications technologies (“synchronously”). A background in education is a plus here because you want  to make your student consumers feel that they are being served well. Your start-up costs are not small—you must hire instructors (at least on a contract basis). You also must create or 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 your course selection. The bottom line is that you are offering original content and presenting it as an online school or e-learning center.
Your Online Learning Vocabulary


Before embarking on any entrepreneurial path, it’s important that you understand the key terms that you’ll be hearing and reading about as you enter the field. Here are a few of the online learning terms you should know (see these and more in the Glossary).


• Accreditation. Having approval to give educational credits because your knowledge base formally meets the standards and requirements of a university, government, trade, or other recognized accrediting agency.

• Asynchronous learning. Learning through the use of asynchronous communication, that is, with a delay in the interaction. Self-paced courses, courses on CD-Rom, as well as those via e-mail or even on message boards all fall into this category because there is a time gap until the respondent communicates a message back. Students can, therefore, maintain their own pace.

• Chat. A situation whereby two or more people are typing messages in an online room or forum. Chats are often used for discussions of course work with other students or with the instructor, in a synchronous real-time learning environment.

• Computer based training (CBT). A fully automated learning environment whereby there is no actual instructor. All of the work is preprogrammed and designed so that the student interacts with the computer for assignments, tests or quizzes, questions and answers, etc. This system requires advanced technical training to set up and maintain.

• Concentration. A specific area of study, such as business or marketing, in which the student takes a set of courses, typically for a degree in a particular area.

• Distance education. From the old correspondence courses (by snail mail) to the modern online educational courses that you will be offering, learning in which the two parties (student and instructor) are not in the same location is considered distance learning. Face-to-face learning (F2F), with student and educator in the same place, is the opposite.

• Syllabus. The overview of the course as set out by the instructor, typically within the parameters of the school and/or state requirements. The syllabus includes the course goals and objectives as well as the books that will be used, reports and other assignments, tests to be given, and so on.

• Synchronous learning. Learning takes place with both parties participating at the same time without delay in the communication. 


• Threaded discussion. Messages posted on the same topic, often used in online education. The common theme threads the messages together. This is one means by which students can interact with each other as well as with the instructor.

• Virtual classroom. An online classroom in cyberspace that doesn’t actually exist in the real world. This is the typical online learning environment.







• 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.) This area also requires a background in education or a thorough knowledge of specific content areas. It also requires that you, or someone working with you, knows how to produce educational content in a form that can be marketed and sold.

• Exam preparation site. You provide a web site where students can prepare for exams. The site could be oriented toward almost anything from the SATs to preparing for the written test for a driver’s license. 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, with a wealth of related content. Your revenue model is primarily subscriptions with additional potential for advertisements and site referrals. These sites are particularly popular among IT workers preparing for certifications.
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Smart Tip

One of the most in-demand entrepreneurs today 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.





• Certification provider. You provide course training plus 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 or specific company, such as Microsoft or Oracle.

• Web aggregator. Here, you are essentially building a web portal offering a one-stop shop for students to look at online learning opportunities as featured by various universities and/or other established learning environments. This demands that you establish partnership deals with institutions offering online education. The infrastructure is time consuming and costly at the beginning. Once you are established, however, it is less costly to maintain than producing original courses.
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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.





• Reseller and middleman. This is a catch-all category of activities that can serve any or all of the online education audiences. Some firms resell courses. Others provide consulting services for companies looking to build their training programs. Still others customize content for various educational web sites or serve the technical needs of the online education industry by videotaping courses or setting up an infrastructure. You also might provide news, analysis, or market research about the industry.



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

The four basic principles to consider for online education to be effective are:1. Curriculum. What knowledge will you be imparting?

2. Students. Who will be learning and what motivates them to do so?

3. Marketing. How will people know about your business?

4. Technology. How will you travel through cyberspace?



These are the areas to think about before hiring instructors or IT experts, or setting your course fees. Establishing a foundation on which you will build is the key to planning effectively and efficiently as an entrepreneur.




Curriculum Concerns 

This is where you as a painter would have a blank canvas on which to paint that first broad stroke. Is it bright yellow, dark gray, or a mix of a couple of your favorite  colors? Likewise, it is a broad stroke that will determine whether you will be teaching basic addition and subtraction to second graders, accredited English literature, and integrated algebra to college students, the latest in wireless technologies to IT professionals, new marketing and account management systems to corporate execs, or introductory French or Italian to retirees who are planning to travel abroad.

Thanks to educators, researchers, historians, librarians, writers, archivists, archeologists, scientists, data processors, and numerous others who have gathered information and recorded it, we have a boundless landscape of educational possibilities from which to choose. Furthermore, almost everyone is a potential student because in our culture it is never too late to learn something new.

Whether you choose to impart your own knowledge and expertise or hire professionally trained people to teach for your business, you will want to have a business to which you feel connected. This isn’t to say that you can’t simply run the company from afar and be successful, but it is usually beneficial to have some connection. Several online, as well as traditional, learning centers offering a variety of courses have failed because the message from the top was “teach anything that people might want to learn” rather than, “we teach x, y, and z, and we teach them very well.”


On-the-Job Training


One possibility, among many, is to offer on-the-job training. It’s ne possibility, among many, is to offer on-the-job training. It’s almost always cheaper to provide incremental training to an existing employee than to train a new one from scratch. Companies struggle to find ways to keep good employees and those in hard-to-find skill categories; that’s true even in a recession. Employers have a strong incentive to keep moving lower-level employees up the skills ladder, offering in-house training programs. This represents an obvious opportunity for an entrepreneur.

“The more open-minded organizations are increasingly looking toward their internal workforce, and redeveloping those individuals,” reports Kevin Rosenberg, principal of BridgeGate, a recruiting organization in Irvine, California. Rosenberg forecasts a growth in companies “reinvesting in people so they learn new skills, tools, techniques, and technologies.”



Of course, part of your decision process will be dictated by the basics of starting any new business. Funding, time commitment, expertise, and human resources always factor into the equation when formulating, and subsequently starting, a new business. The same holds true for online education. It’s very hard to start a fully accredited online college if you are working alone, with limited funds, and holding   down a part-time job to maintain a steady source of income. However, starting an online after-school tutoring business might fit the bill. Base the size and scope of your online education endeavor on how much funding, time, and expertise you have, as well as who you have to help you. Typically the technical infrastructure, the curriculum, and the financial/administrative duties are divided up among a team of at least three people when trying to launch even a relatively small online education venture. Still, there are some who have tackled the whole enchilada themselves.




What Do Your Students Want? 

Your target student population is huge. No longer does education revolve around the 18- to 22-year-old college student. Instead, the range is from 9 to 90. But what is it that motivates people to take courses on the internet?

Some of the typical motivational factors that lead prospective students to your web site are:
• Maintaining job skills

• Advancing skills, with certifications or degrees

• Learning basics of computers and/or other technology

• Learning advanced technologies and procedures

• Getting a college or graduate degree

• Continuing college or post-grad education

• Learning about an interest or hobby
Why Students Go Online


Students report they use the internet most often to:



	Communicate socially
	42%



	Engage in work for classes
	38%



	Be entertained
	10%



	Communicate professionally
	7%



	Not sure
	2%






Source: Pew Internet & American Life Project College Students Survey.








• Getting out of a traffic ticket by going to online traffic school (really!) or solving some similar personal need.





It is important that you focus on one or several of these motivating factors as you plan and prepare for an online education business. It is also important that you determine the characteristics and demographics of your target market.




Market Research 

Throughout the book we discuss marketing, or the means by which you will promote and sell your product—online education. Your initial marketing plan will factor into your ability to raise the necessary capital to get the business off the ground. A forerunner of your marketing plan will be doing market research. It is this research that helps you zero in on, and determine how to reach, your prospective students.

Market research is many things to many people. To outfits like Procter & Gamble or Coca-Cola, it means spending tens of millions of dollars on empirical surveys and consumer focus groups to find out if people respond to “lemony fresh” or need a tad more zing in their flavored sugar water. To others, it means looking for a product or service that they themselves want and finding that no one seems to offer it.

Market research may be as simple as taking an informal poll of friends, family, and acquaintances, asking them about their continuing education needs. It may be as complicated and expensive as hiring a professional market research firm to do the legwork and prepare a report. It might mean asking questions in education-related chat rooms, blogs, or online bulletin boards.

Nothing beats getting to know your audience and communicating with the people directly. That’s how the co-founders of Spry Learning discovered they needed to redefine their product plans—by volunteering their time at senior centers prior to launching the company. In corporations, you might pick the brains of executives, managers, or other employees who are willing to talk with you. In schools, you might ask a teacher to let you sit in on his or her classes or question students about what would help their studies. You might show them coursework you’ve developed to get some constructive criticism. You might even do some tutoring, to help get that reality check. Talking with college students about how they plan to pursue their post-graduate level courses might be an effective way to determine how many have considered online learning and how many would consider it if approached by someone like you with a program that meets their post-graduate needs.

Don’t forget the internet. Both Spry Learning and MySoftWareHelper swear by the Net for market research. Whatever it is you’re looking for, however parochial your need may seem to you, it’s probably covered on the Net. “You can find anything online,” says Devin Williams, co-founder of Spry.

While this is true to an extent, it does not answer all of your specific needs because your business has not yet begun and factors, such as your specific experience, finances, and technology are not always identical to that which you read about on the internet. Any business that asks humans to do something (such as spend money) needs to factor in human emotions and responses. Use the internet, but also remember that nothing can truly replace the person-to-person response, whether on the telephone, in person, or even through e-mail.


Search and Research 

It’s up to you to figure out the right market approach, and then do it the right way to get the right picture. Try to gain an understanding of what your potential customers need in the broadest sense. Yes, the conclusion of your research might be that there is a crying need for asynchronous courses to help people qualify for the Microsoft Certified Systems Engineers (MCSE) test. But who knows how long that opportunity will last? Then what—what is the deeper need, the broader market?

Assuming you’d like to stay in business for more than a year or two, what will you do for an encore? What if your vision and/or skills cannot take you to the wider opportunities and enable you to keep pace as a hot market opportunity migrates to other software platforms? Your market advantage must be something deeper than just being another provider of generic courses or certifications—even if it’s just having good business sense. In many ways, that’s the best market advantage of all.


Utilizing Your Research 

One of the pitfalls for many businesses is that after they do their market research they do not properly analyze the responses. In some cases, they even ignore the very research that they spent time and/or money to obtain.

Utilizing market research means creating a profile of your typical customers and determining what it is that they want that you can provide. It is then seeing how much it would cost to “give the people what they want” and finally whether you could sustain a business doing so. Could you set up an infrastructure to provide the type of courses that your research says are in demand? Could you hire experts in the field to teach such courses? Perhaps you can use Computer Based Training (CBT). You need to use your market research as a guide and plan your marketing based on what you have learned from both primary and secondary resources.

One of the key factors that will come out of research is how much a student will spend on a given course or an educational CD-ROM. Pricing is often driven in part by your market research. Therefore, take your time when doing market research and continue to hone your questions and evaluate responses as you go. You should  learn from your market research and not be married to any one idea. In fact, after you do your research, you may have to change your plan. Here’s one striking example: The co-founders of Spry Learning (www.sprylearning.com) in Portland, Oregon, thought they’d be selling communication equipment to separated family members. But after doing some market research, they wound up developing courseware and instructing trainers how to teach basic computer skills to seniors living in retirement communities.


What Customers Pay to Play


Here are some samples among the wildly varying prices for online learning products and services.



	K–12 tutorial session
	$25–$100/hour



	Interactive CD-ROM for K-12 courses
	$15–$60



	Asynchronous online general interest course
	$50–$200 per course



	Instructor-led noncredit college course online
	$50–$200 per course



	Instructor-led college credit course
	$500 and way up per course



	High-volume corporate course on general business topics
	$20 per student and way up



	Interactive CD-ROM on business productivity or IT training
	$40–$500



	Multi-user network license for business productivity or IT training
	$4,500–$10,000 per license



	Interactive asynchronous course developed especially for a corporation
	$5,000 and way, way up



	Instructor-led course custom-developed for a corporation
	$20,000 and up









Don’t forget to find out who is competing against you. That shouldn’t be too tough because they should be visible any place you could sell your products or services. Make a list and start building a profile of each. Sample their products or services if possible. Then figure out what they’re not offering. There will always be people willing to pay more for something better. You just have to figure out what competitive edge you can establish and then find those people willing to pay more for that “special something” that you offer.


Market Research Checklist

Market research need not be costly or time-consuming, and you can more than likely do it yourself. Here’s a checklist to make sure you cover the basics.


• Loosely identify the type of individuals you want to target (seniors, career people, children, other online education companies, or several groups).

• Conduct your demographic and business research to determine if there are sufficient members of your target audience within your reach.

• Find out who else is targeting this audience, and make a list of your competition.

• Look at your competitors’ brochures, advertisements, and web sites. Determine what they’re offering beyond the basics and what they’re charging. List their pros and cons.

• Find an opening, a niche, a weakness, or some other way to differentiate your business and provide you with your competitive edge.

• Put a brief description of your offering before some representatives of your target audience to see if they would be interested. Skip the sales pitch—just gather information about what kinds of learning they’re interested in and how much they would pay. Take your time when compiling any research questions, surveys, questionnaires, etc. Make sure you are asking questions that provide you with quality responses.

• Spend some personal time as close to your audience as possible.

• Adjust your initial impressions and redefine your market approach when necessary. In other words, change the questions to become more specific as you get to know your target market.

• Compile your data, store it, analyze it, and utilize your market research efforts to help you draw up a plan for your business.








Technology: Tools for School 

The fourth element of online education, along with what you’re teaching, to whom you are teaching, and how you are marketing your product, is technology. It is technology that puts your courses or your school in cyberspace, making it accessible to your students. It is also technology that can help you serve as the middleperson with a business that helps consumers decide between courses at a variety of learning institutions.

Basic computer skills today begin at a very young age. 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 connected to the internet. Some schools today are equipped with a computer infrastructure that would put many businesses to shame. And of course, the vast majority of schoolchildren today have either their own computer or access to a family computer.
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Bright Idea

Recruiters, especially those who specialize in high-tech jobs, can be a good source of customers. Consider giving them a commission for referring students.



Schoolchildren routinely do research on the Net, and their classes often have electronic pen pals in another state or continent. High school students may take virtual courses with other students spread across the country.

For an entrepreneur, there are a variety of approaches to take to the educational market for children and teens. For example, while the home-schooling market remains small, it is perhaps more open to online education, especially if it supports a particular cultural or religious approach to learning. Another hot area is in preparing students for nationwide standardized tests, which have increased in recent years as a result of the No Child Left Behind initiative. While most educators agree that the initiative has been a bust, it still leaves behind a vast amount of testing. Although it handcuffs teachers by having them constantly preparing students for tests, it has been a boost for online test preparation web sites.

On the college scene, online education has made great strides. It’s getting harder to find a college or university that doesn’t offer at least some online opportunities. At many institutions, incoming students must buy a computer and increasingly campuses are networked not only with conventional wires but also with wireless networks. Instructor-led courses range from very simple asynchronous presentations of text and graphics (with a discussion forum) to computer-enhanced classes that are broadcast in video simultaneously to students in the United States and Singapore. The student population includes not only the 18–22 year olds but also an increasing number of older students returning to complete college degrees. Opportunities abound here—if you can find the right niche and fulfill its requirements.




Keep on Keeping Online 

Not long ago, if you wanted to learn something after graduation, you either picked up a book and taught yourself or you enrolled in a continuing education class at a training center or community college. If you took the class, you drove there two or  three times a week, sat in a classroom, and soaked up knowledge as best you could. Time and space were probably more of a worry than tuition. As you got further along on the work treadmill, it became tougher and tougher to find the time to continue your education.


Tackling Tech Support


When you offer a web course, who do your students call if they experience technical difficulties? If it’s a question an instructor can answer by e-mail or maybe even the phone in just a couple of minutes, you may want to offer this as a value-added service at no extra charge. After all, most students will probably have friends in the same boat, and if you go that extra mile for them, they’ll recommend your courses.

Computer technology is the tool that keeps your business afloat. Don’t make it a stumbling block that gets between you and your students or you and your instructors. As soon as people encounter technical problems that are not easy to solve or require them to pay additional money, they will find an online education provider with more user-friendly tech support. This is one area not to over look. Be as consumer tech friendly as possible.



The internet is what conquers time and space for online learning. Entrepreneurial pioneers have been offering computer-based training for decades. But the internet was their definitive “ah-ha!” moment. “We have this new paradigm of so-called lifelong learning that is being driven by the fact that every day, all of us face change driven by globalism, competition, and the fact that technology is changing all the time. So people have to keep on learning, acquiring new knowledge and skills,” explains e-learning pioneer Steve Shank, founder of Capella University (www.capella.edu), an online accredited university based in Minneapolis. “The benefits of online education are absolutely compelling,” says Shank. “It’s not just delivery of e-learning itself; it’s also all the support services that surround the learning. The web provides a great support structure to reach out and help the individual.”


Your Technology 

Without getting into details, you need to determine how elaborate your technology must be to deliver the courses you plan to offer or to post the courses and programs of other education providers. Along with your web site, which will serve as your home base, you need the tools necessary to bring online education to life. This may involve a computer network, streaming video, CBT content, online chats, an online  bulletin board, and of course, a means of collecting payment for course fees. Additionally, you will want to establish ways and means to interact with students and instructors to facilitate learning, answer questions, and solve disputes.

Your technologic infrastructure will have to be preplanned, blue-printed, and developed in conjunction with the technology most of your target audience has. This is very important because if your technology is too advanced, you can lose a large portion of your target market. Do not assume that everyone has the latest in computer technology; try to work within commonly found computer specifications. In other words, always work at the lower end of the curve. For example, although there has been a rapid increase in consumer wireless and broadband in the past several years, you will do yourself and your participants a disservice if you do not offer a means of downloading via dial-up.

The success of your online endeavor depends largely on establishing a very user-friendly web site from which students can select courses, seminars, CD-ROMs, or whatever it is that you offer. It also depends on maintaining that web site and making sure your online offerings do not become either obsolete or stale. Additionally, you need to use technology to market yourself through various advertising and marketing ventures, to stay one-step ahead of your competition. For example, Precision Information of Madison, Wisconsin, relies partly on a technical edge: the company’s unique database structure allows for customizing content for personal finance trainers. But Precision (www.precisioninformation.com) must figure out what to do next for an encore.

More on the tech aspect of the online education world will come up later. For now, it is important that you determine how (and who) will build your site and your infrastructure. The founder of eLearners.com, C.J. DeSantis used his own knowledge of educational technology to design and build the original web site himself in 1999, with the help of college interns versed in computer technology. The site was designed to serve as a meeting point for learners and educational organizations.




Brainstorming Your Business 

So which is the right niche for you? Where do you fit in? The answer depends on a confluence of factors—your location, your background, your personal preferences, your business skill set, your financing, and, of course, where you see an opportunity.

Over the next several chapters, we’ll explore the state of different popular online education markets in greater depth. But those observations will still be broad strokes. The discussion is just a backdrop for your individual opportunity, which you have to determine for yourself. And you can’t do that just by jumping in where the hype is loudest or even where money is being made.

Doing his business start-up research, Mark Carey, CEO of MySoftwareHelper (www.mysoftwarehelper.com), a training reseller in Tacoma, Washington, came to a crossroads where he had to decide whether to create online learning courseware or sell it. “I decided to sell e-learning as opposed to create e-learning,” he says. “I’m a sales guy, not a developer. I have 18 years of sales experience.”

Determining where your own personal strengths lie is a critical preliminary step prior to embarking on any new business venture. Take stock of yourself and make a list of the areas in which your skills and abilities would work best. You can also determine the areas in which you need to seek out assistance. Remember, most successful entrepreneurs have not made it without seeking out some help and/or building a team, so don’t feel badly if you can’t do it all yourself.
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Smart Tip

A good source for data on the online education market research and ideas is the American Society of Training and Development (www.astd.org). Membership costs $180 a year and opens up a wealth of studies and white papers, newsletters, and bulletins.
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Start-Up  Strategies



Starting a business of any kind is challenging. But the depth and breadth of an online education business is such that you should have no problem finding a niche that suits your interests and financial resources. You may start as a contractor working for a content provider, corporation, or educational institution. At the other end of the spectrum, if you  have the financial resources, you might invest hundreds of thousands of dollars developing a software product or an online learning environment. Of course, most likely, you will find yourself somewhere in between.

In this chapter, we’ll detail some of the most established online education opportunities, so at least you’ll know the paths most traveled. It’s then up to you to blaze your trail.

First off, you have to come up with the grand idea. That may be the product of a lifelong ambition. It may be the result of market research. You may be working in a related field and see an opportunity that just shouts out to you, even though no one else hears it.




Success Stories 

In 1987, John Clemons, now CEO of LearnKey (www.learnkey.com) in Orem, Utah, noticed that many people were having trouble getting up to speed on a hot selling word processing package developed by another local company, WordPerfect. A producer of educational films for the Brigham Young University Motion Picture Studio at the time, Clemons decided that the world needed an educational video of a WordPerfect expert providing step-by-step instructions on the software. Clemons began taping instruction sessions in his basement and marketing them directly to WordPerfect users. Now his company has online learning partners worldwide and sells mostly to corporations.

Joe Saari, co-founder of Precision Information in Madison, Wisconsin, knew he wanted to be in business long before he knew what business he wanted to be in. It went all the way back to a childhood selling the produce from his vegetable garden door-to-door. By the time he had received his MBA in finance and was working as a consumer advisor for a large financial services company, he was positive that he didn’t want to work for someone else all his life.

Saari always had several ideas incubating at any time. But his experience in the financial services industry showed him the need for a complete financial reference for experts and novices alike. Saari and his partners created a searchable Encyclopedia of Personal Finance online and on CD-ROM. Since 1999, Precision Information has helped more than a million people improve their understanding of financial topics.

Similarly, Sarah Chapman and Devin Williams of Spry Learning had talked about going into business together since meeting in college. Chapman graduated with degrees in economics and political science. After college, she headed up national accounts for specialty markets for one of the nation’s largest book publishers. Williams collected a bachelor’s degree in finance and a Harvard MBA, and became a financial analyst for a large investment banking firm.

The two wanted a business that leveraged their skills and technology and helped people. That brought them to senior centers with the idea of creating a communication device to help seniors stay in touch with their families. They soon realized that there was a real need to expand the horizons of seniors who often became landlocked in their residential communities. Chapman and Williams set up a nationwide company that helps assisted living staff teach computer basics to seniors, and then delivers courses and other services over the Net. Spry Learning is now passing $4 million in annual revenues.

C.J. DeSantis founded eLearners.com in 1999, after graduating with an MS in education a year earlier from a distance learning program from George Washington University. He was impressed by the program. He developed a concept to create a meeting place for people looking for online education courses and online course providers so consumers could find the college courses or programs that best suited their needs. Without much outside funding available at that time, CJ built the site on a bootstrap budget and managed to outlast many would-be competitors. During the first two years, he constructed a client list of about 20 schools, which were listed on a pay-on-performance basis, meaning the schools were in a no-lose situation. “Unless we delivered a qualified inquiry to them, it didn’t cost them any money,” explains eLearners.com CEO, Andrew Gansler.

Meanwhile, the site built a robust database of as many online educational facilities as possible and promoted the site both online and offline. “Slowly the number of paying customers increased,” says Gansler. The site now lists over 2,000 programs or courses at over 130 institutions. “They pay us if they generate qualified inquiries,” adds Gansler of what is now an industry leader in connecting students with online schools and courses.

Even if you follow an online education road that is well-traveled, there is always the opportunity to put your own special spin on it. To be truly successful, you must offer something unique in your approach, your marketing, your cost structure, the quality of your service, or another key aspect that sets you apart from others. Then, you need to be flexible and reinvent yourself along the way as soon as you see others jumping on your bandwagon. Remember, there is a lot of competition, so do diligent research as you proceed.
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Smart Tip

In any business, you’ll want to develop multiple revenue streams to soften any blow from changing economic conditions. For example, your primary revenue stream might be training courses. But you might also earn additional revenue by selling related products such as textbooks, software, or computer hardware.



There are a lot of different ways to get into the e-learning business. Each has pros and cons. Each requires different skills and personalities.   Each can also require vastly different amounts of start-up capital. As with any start-up scenario, it will take some time until you establish a good reputation and a network of customers. To illustrate the range of e-learning opportunities, we’ll provide details on two very different kinds of businesses below, including certifying IT professionals (a well-defined and well-established approach) and acting as an online education middleman.




Filling a Certifiable Need 

There is a serious skills shortage in many technical areas, and certifications are a popular way for employers to differentiate among qualified and unqualified job candidates.

“Certification is no substitute for a university degree,” says Doug Kendzierski, assistant vice provost at the University of Maryland, Baltimore. “But the largest challenge for industry right now is to find a beating pulse with a propensity to succeed in a technical career track,” he says. “The employment community is turning to the certification to differentiate between those with validated skills that are in the mainstream of employment, and those that are more of an employment risk.” From the student’s perspective, certification offers a way to get up to speed in technical areas and to break into the high-tech job market quickly with some marketable, proven skills.

While a degree in computer science may take four or more years and cost up to $100,000, a string of enabling certifications can be achieved in under six months and cost just a few thousand dollars. They can be pursued before—or more likely—after landing a job. In the latter case, it’s very common for employers to pick up some or all the tab for the training.

“What you get with IT certification is some immediate bang for your buck in terms of salary increase,” says Amit Yoran, professor at George Washington University in Washington, DC, and co-founder and CEO of managed security company RIPTech, which was acquired by Symantec in 2002. “It’s a skill set and a criteria that a lot of employers look for when filling technical positions.”
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Bright Idea

Boost interest in your certification site the way they do at video arcades: Post the names of your top ten performers and the percentile scores for any student who asks. Satisfy their curiosity, and give them bragging rights and verifiable proof of excellence that they can use to enhance their prospects for promotions and new jobs.



“An IT worker can’t advance indefinitely without a university degree,” adds Yoran. But many IT professionals pursue higher degrees  after certifications have already landed them jobs. Fortunately, even advanced degrees can be achieved online now—and often in much less time than through traditional universities. In the meantime, employers generally recognize certifications as adequate evidence of technical achievement, and additional certifications usually lead to higher salaries and increased responsibilities.


Building Brainbench


While some organizations focus on training students to take certification exams approved by specific product vendors, others create their own certifications indicating successful completion of a course of study in a broader topic area, such as networking. Brainbench (www.brainbench.com) in Chantilly, Virginia, became the big kahuna of high-tech certifications over the Net virtually overnight. Founded by Mike Littman and two partners in 1998, Brainbench has more than a million registered users who have taken 5 million certification exams in 400 subjects.

Seeing a clear need for screening IT professionals in the workplace, Littman left the corporate world and established a web site where employers could prescreen worker knowledge levels in high-tech subjects (no training, just testing) prior to hiring.

A year later, Brainbench was hearing that its testing compared favorably to IT certifications elsewhere, so it changed its marketing strategy to target high-tech personnel. The site did 1,000 tests its first month and now provides certification exams online and at testing centers around the country for anyone who enrolls—particularly IT credential-seekers.

Brainbench works both sides of the street. Students who take its exams can make their information public, giving potential employers an opportunity to search the Brainbench database for a short list of job candidates. For example, an employer could go in and find the top 10 percent of people who passed a network administration course in a city or state.



Certification courses provide the ad hoc training high-tech pros need and are necessary for the growth and advancement of even those who hold computer-related degrees. Employers want people with highly specialized skills that are not necessarily available at the university. A certification proves to a potential employer that a candidate has a specific set of proven skills or knows how to operate a certain software package or hardware platform.




Certifiably Different 

Certification facilities traditionally ran in brick-and-mortar classrooms. But increasingly, both certification training and testing are being delivered online—either synchronously or asynchronously or in combination. (For some courses, self-paced online training must be augmented with hands-on classroom sessions.)

Unlike skill training, which focuses on teaching a student how to use a particular application or do a specific task such as run a network, exam training is a cram session. Although the theoretical goal is the same—to teach a student a level of proficiency in a given subject—the end result of certification training is the ability to pass the exam and gain the certification. Training is, therefore, usually very focused.
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Smart Tip

To certify others, you must be certified yourself. In the vendor-specific area, for example, Microsoft offers several trainer designations. Vendor-specific training is highly competitive. For vendor-neutral training, CompTIA has its CTT+ certification. This designation shows that a technical instructor has gained a standard of excellence in training and is well-versed in at least one topic. Vendor-neutral training may offer more avenues because you are not tied to a single vendor, allowing you more flexibility against the competition.



Actually giving the exams is another potential business opportunity. You can focus on two types of certifications: vendor-neutral and vendor-specific. A vendor-specific certification prepares a student to understand and operate a specific vendor’s technology. A vendor-neutral certification, on the other hand, goes more into the underlying theory behind the specific technology. If you have a vendor-neutral background, it becomes much easier to move among corporate clients who may have different technologies in place. Both certifications have value, both are popular, and some people prefer to take both.

Starting any kind of certification center requires a larger-than-average investment in infrastructure, especially if you need facilities for classroom training. Considering the physical plant, trained personnel, and high-level content, you could easily spend $250,000 to get started. But your chances of success are good.




Making a Middleman Market 

Many entrepreneurs are consummate deal makers, and that puts them in position to be great middlemen. Rather than running an online training center, you can be the middle person that puts students into classes offered at various schools, much as eLearners.com does. As a facilitator, your online educational business can match  students not only with specific online courses but also with consultants and products—from CD-ROMS to text books—to support the educational needs of the student.

Offering a one-stop shop on the web is nothing new. Every market needs people devoted to supporting the smooth flow of information and business transactions among different levels of service providers and their customers. In the parlance of the internet at large, there are B2B and B2C revenue models, and middlemen support both. In education, there are so many different courses and categories of courses, so many training organizations and certification bodies, so many prices and options to discover that consumers can easily feel overwhelmed. They may not know what sort of training and certification they really need, where to start looking, or how to differentiate between providers. The source of that guidance may take many forms: a phone-book-size printed guide, a specialized web search engine, an online learning portal, a course broker, or various combinations of the above.
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Smart Tip

While the prices of IT courses vary widely, there are no clearly definable differences in profitability for the trainer of a vendor-specific course or a vendor-neutral content. Most IT workers need both types of training for their resumes. Therefore, for maximum traffic, offer a mixture of both.



WorldWideLearn (www.WorldWideLearn.com) also functions as a one-stop shop for electronic education for individual students. The site provides information resources as well as links to hundreds of online courses in over 100 subject categories—everything from a Ph.D. to courses on wireless technologies, sales training, and aromatherapy. The menu is broad, but the company specializes in matching students to online universities and certification courses.

You’re never limited to just one learning opportunity, and sometimes those who provide directory or brokerage services teach as well. OneOnOne Computer Training (www.oootraining.com), a veteran computer training company in Addison, Illinois, hawks its own set of courseware, but it concentrates on bringing parties together, negotiating deals, and earning fees in the process. Founded in 1976 by Lee McFadden to publish self-paced math instruction for schools, the business has evolved into a provider of quick tips and just-in-time tutorials on different aspects of popular productivity software to thousands of office workers. It also offers more complex IT training courses in conjunction with online partners.

DevX (www.devx.com) offers online training, but is more of an omnibus source of information and training resources for the IT community, with newsletters, libraries, chat rooms, bulletin boards, and a variety of media. The Palo Alto, California, firm maintains a database/online exchange of 30,000 IT white papers and various service providers. Additionally, DevX develops custom web portals through  which corporations can deliver just-in-time e-learning, expert tips, code libraries, collaboration tools, and premium content and services to their employees.

Of course, you can always narrow down your web offerings to meet the needs of a specific industry. NAPA Auto Parts, for example, is a car parts manufacturer and operator of the nationwide chain of more than 6,000 auto parts stores and 11,000 NAPA service centers. It also happens to operate a very sophisticated online learning center. The NAPA Institute for Automotive Technology (www.niat-training.com) conducts online training sessions for local repair shop staffers and independent automotive technicians annually. The site operates in conjunction with NAPA’s long-running classroom training program. While NAPA has the benefits of being in the auto parts business, you can utilize an industry or business that is familiar to you and provide such training, or work in conjunction with an established business. Being the educational arm of a large corporation can be both profitable and provide you with steady financing.




It’s Who You Know 

Part of your decision when contemplating which road to follow will come down to the resources and contacts you are able to establish. Whether you are seeking instructors to provide original course content, online educational providers in order for you to serve as a middleman, consultants or manufacturers of educational software products, you need to establish relationships. Not unlike most e-commerce businesses, many of which are dependant on vendors and fulfillment houses, you need to start making connections with educational institutions.

The idea of building a network should factor into your initial start-up plan. How good are you at networking? Schmoozing? Selling? To offer courses from 50, 60, or 70 institutions, you need to interact with someone in a decision-making capacity at each school or university. Likewise, to market courses for certification, you need to meet with the certification board in a specific field or executives at software companies. Selling products or services almost always involves building relationships. You need to establish contacts at the start of your business venture and expand them as your business grows.
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Bright Idea

Once you are off and running, ask every customer for a testimonial, and post these testimonials from satisfied customers on your web site.



To begin, determine how far-reaching you plan to stretch your business. Are you looking for a few good instructors or 100 online universities from around the world? No matter which is the path for you, it is imperative from the beginning that you immerse yourself in the  online educational field. Along with seeking information online, you should start attending seminars, symposiums, conferences, and other gatherings of educators, administrators, and those who could be good connections once you get the business off the ground. Learn about the field, meet the players, and keep track of all information as you do your due diligence. You need to be well-versed in the online education field before venturing into it.
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Online Education Goes  to School



Online education has made huge inroads in the classic learning centers: K–12 schools and colleges. E-learning also plays an ever-greater role in the fast-growing homeschooling movement.

Online education has become most visible publicly in colleges. Traditional colleges and community colleges are  deep into e-learning, and the online or virtual college has gained surprising popularity. These institutions are both competition and partners for online education entrepreneurs. Even if you aren’t starting your own electronic college, the ones in existence can be customers for your content or software. Likewise, college campuses offer resources to entrepreneurs—classrooms, student connections, and marketing vehicles. In this chapter, we’ll look at opportunities in schools, starting with elementary and secondary schools and move up the line to colleges.




e-Writing, e-Reading, e-Arithmetic 

“The United States has done a pretty good job populating K–12 classrooms and libraries with computers. But there is a disconnect between the hardware and the children who use it,” says the Pew Internet & American Life Project, which recently studied the interaction between kids and computers.

Pew gives schools an F in designing coursework and in providing computer usage basics. The same teens and preteens who can handle a joystick better than an F-14 fighter pilot have trouble in efficiently navigating both the computer and the internet. One big problem, reports Pew, is that they haven’t learned to touch-type. Another is that while they may be expert at certain computer skills like downloading MP3 audio files, there are vast gaps in their knowledge of “useful” computer skills and features.

On an up note, schools are gaining more of the latest technologies, including laptops, wireless networks, and DVD drives. The problem is, while there are more computers at school, getting sufficient screen time is something else again. Middle school and high school students move from place to place and from teacher to teacher during the school day. Only a brief period is spent with access to internet-connected computers. While vastly improved in recent years, the student-to-computer ratio is still 4 to 1, according to MDR.

Additionally, research activities often are stymied by policies designed to protect kids. The federal Children’s Internet Protection Act often restricts access and blocks content. Unfortunatly, as the internet remains largely unmonitored, children need to be more protected today than ever on all computers, at school and at home, where unmonitored internet access has led to some horrific stories.

It doesn’t take major studies by research groups, however, to see that kids today are very interested in computer use, much to the dismay of some TV network programming heads, who find themselves losing viewers to the computers, with their interactive possibilities. Today, more than three out of four high school and middle school students use the internet regularly. While most teens and preteens use it primarily for social interactions and entertainment purposes, sometimes these students actually use it to research school assignments, confer with classmates, and get papers completed.

This combination of at-home access and keen interest in the internet makes young people excellent candidates for online learning. But how can you replace video games, My Space, and Aim with learning? How do you keep kids interested in educational offerings?
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Bright Idea

Why not mix education with pleasure? Start an internet cafe targeted at teens doing homework. Don’t forget to offer some supervision and take some sensible precautions.



One way is by linking them with hands-on activities, which fits well with the latest educational thinking. According to a study by Rockman et al (www.rockman.com), a technology and consulting firm, elementary school students learn better when teachers link curriculum to hands-on projects—building models, designing buildings, or depicting living environments. Students are better able to visualize and assimilate a wide variety of subjects—not just science and social studies but also math and language arts—if they feel that they are “discovering” knowledge rather than repeating it. As an entrepreneur, you can achieve this with interactive educational activities that incorporate an element of fun.

Among successful players in the K–12 market, LearnStar (www.learnstar.com) in Dallas partnered with local computer resellers to bring laptops and wireless networks to elementary schools. The payoff is the interactive, quiz-style activities that LearnStar has designed to enhance learning, increase student motivation, and according to the company, increase students’ standardized test scores by nearly 38 percent.

Kumon math and reading centers (www.kumon.com) in Teaneck, New Jersey, which offers supplemental after-school education from more than 1,300 franchise locations nationwide, offers a blend of online learning and more traditional methods to teach the youngest children reading readiness skills. That includes listening to reading CDs, games using alphabet boards, posters to sound out letters, singing, and flash cards.

America’s schoolchildren need help with math, reading, and other things they need to know. And where there’s a vacuum this size, entrepreneurs will fill it. Family Education Network also offers a couple of online learning sites for kids. Rekids.com provides interactive and fun learning activities for the K–12 audience. Educational games, projects, and homework help are all included. FunBrain.com is a site that is set up to involve kids, parents, and teachers in the learning process. While these sites are under the umbrella of a larger company, the concept of providing interactive, entertaining learning activities for kids of all ages is a distinct possibility for a new online education entrepreneur. Remember, online learning does not require a classroom setting or a standard course curriculum. It is very important, however, to work with someone (or a team) with an education background to assure that you are providing challenging material at the right grade levels.




Homes Rule! 

Nearly two million students are being homeschooled throughout the United States today. It’s a grassroots reaction to declining test scores in public schools, local increases in violence and drug use, and concerns about peer pressure and mass culture. While the debate goes on about whether these students suffer in learning social skills, the reality is that homeschooling opens up additional opportunities for entrepreneurs. Who supplies the course materials for homeschooling? How do parents get trained to school their kids? Who helps them with academic record-keeping, college, and career counseling for their teens, and issues like discipline and fostering peer interaction with other kids? A web site such as homeschool.com (www.homeschool.com) serves as a gateway to all sorts of information and links to everything related to schooling children at home.
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Bright Idea

The Craft and Hobby Industry Association offers educational project sheets with materials to help you incorporate hands-on projects into coursework in the “Teacher Place” section of its web site. You could also provide such hands-on learning projects for home schoolers.



Colleges accept homeschooled youngsters, but they may have additional hoops to jump through. Who will help them? Jones International University (www.jonesinternational.edu) in Chicago, a fully accredited online university that lets homeschooled students take college-level courses prior to high school graduation.


Head of the Board


The Blackboard Learning System from Blackboard Inc. (www.blackboard.com) in Washington, DC, is a fixture on many college campuses as well as in corporations and some K–12 classrooms as well. An interactive learning environment with bulletin board, e-mail server, and chat room, Blackboard enhances the classroom experience and streamlines academic logistics.

Among other benefits, such “course management systems,” Blackboard and rival, eCollege (recognized for its innovative technology and smart business model), offer learning products, online services, communities, and much more.



The National Home Education Research Institute and various other nonprofit support groups provide curricula and other help for parents who choose to homeschool. However, these groups hold no monopoly on the activity. It’s like other areas   of business; people develop a level of expertise and use their skills to guide others. While there are educational requirements to be met, homeschooling is ripe with possibilities for the determined online educational entrepreneur.

Type “homeschooling” or “home schooling” into any internet search engine and you will turn up a wealth of homeschooling web portals that can tell you everything you need to know about the subject and give you a few moneymaking ideas. Think about it: Who would be more amenable to downloading online educational content or resources than parents who are homeschooling their children? You can deliver courses or other resources for kids, give elementary education classes for parents, publish a homeschooling e-zine or newsletter, run a homework chat room, or establish a web portal for other homeschooling service providers.




Online Education and the College Campus 

Post-secondary online education is still dominated by traditional colleges and universities. After all, they’ve pretty much owned the education franchise for a few hundred years. But that’s slowly changing. The market is opening up in no small part because education no longer has to be restricted to being “on campus.” Demand for college level (and postgraduate) education is outstripping the ability of the traditional educational establishment to build new campus facilities or to support the number of students crowding onto the campuses they now have. The disparity is particularly acute among state-funded colleges and universities, especially the nation’s 1,100 community colleges, which often must accept all students who apply without commensurate budget increases.

If you think about it, it is easy to find colleges in the United States that have stood for well over 100 years. However, try finding colleges that opened their doors in the past 10 to 20 years. There are perhaps a handful of new colleges in the United States, which means the established universities must accommodate the growing percentage of high school graduates that now go on to college.
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Stat Fact

Most colleges and universities today (more than 84 percent) operate a distance learning program, with nearly half these schools offering accredited degrees over the internet, according to market research firm Market Data Retrieval.



Combine the steady growth of online college enrollees with the vast number of people pursuing other types of continuing education—everything from traffic school to the pursuit of a hobby to pursuing professional certifications—and you  have a tremendous population of learners that the classic school environment can no longer handle. The proliferation of online universities and other e-learning ventures is proof of that. The University of Phoenix Online (www.uop.edu–info.com) alone claims more than 50,000 students in the United States.
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Fun Fact

Not only are 100 percent of colleges and universities connected to the internet but also 64 percent of classrooms are connected, according to market research firm Market Data Retrieval.



Traditional universities tend to focus first on young adults by providing extension or community outreach programs and second on extending their charter to include older learners in the vicinity. Many of the electronic colleges, or online arms of traditional colleges, are now also reaching out to working adults.

A certain segment of the population postpones higher education in favor of entering the work force after high school. Others are forced out of college early to meet family financial needs. Additionally, many adult learners are college graduates who for business or personal reasons want to return for additional college level courses, for credit or not. Adult learners typically have time constraints that teens and 20-somethings don’t: full-time jobs and families. Online learning in general can help by eliminating travel time and offering a broader, more flexible schedule.

Today, there is practically no college-level class to which online education techniques cannot be applied. It would be hard to imagine a bachelor of science program nowadays in which computers are not central. Bachelor of arts programs lag only a little. In fact, it’s the rare subject in the traditional brick-and-mortar campus, in the social sciences or even fine arts, that doesn’t involve some internet research. Many add multimedia tools, teacher-to-student e-mail, or internet chat sessions, or the use of web sites for posting class information, curricula, or lectures.

Colleges have invested heavily in infrastructure for computer usage. The difference, however, is that in recent years, the use of the computer and the internet has gone from a supplementary role to the driving force behind much education. Students today are doing more than using the internet as a supplement to the traditional classroom. They are signing up for virtual courses that begin by going online and sometimes continue with virtual classrooms.

No one has to tell a student how a computer can help smooth the path to a degree. This is the post-Nintendo generation, and most grew up with a game controller in their hands and access to a computer at home or school. A recent Pew Internet & American Life Project survey found that one-fifth of college students first started using computers between the ages of 5 and 8. By age 18, all had used one.


Bottom line: You don’t have to sell students on the benefits of learning by computer. But how do you focus on the segment you want to reach, and how will you reach them?




Who’s in the Audience? 

Whether you are targeting college-age students in traditional institutions or jobholders working toward a bachelor’s or advanced degree, the audience is relatively affluent. And if some people lack extra money, loans, scholarship, and employers can help.

The 15 million-plus U.S. college students aged 18 to 30 have discretionary buying power of nearly $200 billion a year, according to one 360 Youth/Harris Interactive College Explorer Study. (360 Youth is a youth marketing group, while Harris Interactive is a leading web market research company). Parents and scholarships also help with tuition. And, an increase in both programs and eligibility for loans and/or scholarships has opened the doors to students from more varied financial backgrounds. For employees returning to school, employers are often only too happy to underwrite an employee’s continuing education because it enhances his or her role in the workplace. You are also now looking at a working audience, with regular earnings, taking online courses.

There is, therefore, a market that is deep and broad. The people who populate it have one thing in common—a limited amount of time to get the job done. Online education, particularly distance learning, offers a new level of flexibility and the chance to optimize time, the most precious commodity for adult learners.




Generation Internet 

Today’s college kids are more sophisticated about technology than any previous generation. They are well-equipped with PCs and other devices, have demonstrated knowledge about them, and have strong preferences for certain brands. Ninety-two percent own a computer and many have handheld computers. According to a recent 360 Youth/Harris Interactive College Explorer Study, approximately 93 percent of the 15.6 million U.S. college students aged 18 to 30 access the internet regularly, making them the most connected segment of the population. They are quick to invest in new technologies, with two-thirds of students interviewed saying they are either among the first to buy a new gadget or device, or will buy soon after seeing their peers try it.

College students have a relatively large amount of free time that could be used to advance their education. Including weekends, they have an average of 11 hours per day of unscheduled time when they’re not sleeping, working, studying, or attending class, reports the Harris Interactive Study. But schoolwork does not necessarily drive their interest in technology (big surprise!).

When you examine how young adults use the internet, the themes of recreation and communication sound loud and clear. College students are frequently found talking  on their cell phones, and when they aren’t actually talking, they are text messaging one another or communicating via e-mail or instant messenger. Additionally, they do use the computers often bought by mom and/or dad for research, reports, and gathering various materials for coursework.




So Are They Ready for Internet Courses? 

To date, only a small portion of college students (less than 10 percent) are taking courses by internet, and half of the students who took an online course believed they learned less from the online course than they would have from the classroom experience. That is, however, good news for you: It means that the market is barely penetrated, and current providers may not be doing an adequate job of selling the online educational experience. Sure, it is hard to beat the socialization of in-person classes for college students who spend a portion of class time checking each other out. And, it’s unlikely that online education will have the administrators of major halls of learning shutting their doors. But, if you could channel one of the five courses on each student’s schedule into an online course to better fit in with his or her busy social calendar and off-campus job, you could make a fortune.

The key is to infiltrate the college learning experience, rather than trying to replace it. As high tech as the younger generation may be, there is still only a small percentage of students who will opt for the full online college experience over “being there.”

Of course, to work in conjunction with a college or university, you need to demonstrate that you will be providing an online experience that meets the same high standards as traditional courses. This includes a presentation of your course outline, structure, curriculum, how you plan to deliver the courses, and who will serve as instructors. It also includes the key areas of how students will be motivated and how testing will be handled to assure integrity. Often, when working with a college or university, the online course culminates with testing in a traditional classroom setting, whether that is on campus or off. More on preparing courses will be discussed in Chapter 7.




The Other College “Kids” 

Not everyone finishes college in their early 20s. There are a lot of back-to-schoolers working at companies while looking to complete their undergraduate and graduate degrees. If you choose to target the back-to-college demographic, you will be addressing a more worldly audience, one that has less time on its hands and needs the  convenience and flexibility that you can offer. Therefore, you need to make “ease of scheduling” a priority, which typically means leaning toward asynchronous learning.
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Stat Fact

According to the National Center for Educations Statistics, the fastest-growing group attending higher education institutions are working, part-time students older than 25, termed learning adults or adult learners.



The most common reasons for not completing college typically include the fixed hours of institutional learning, prohibitive attendance requirements, lack of child care or other family support, and unfocused course information. Solving these problems creates a huge potential opportunity.

Conspicuously absent from that list is financial problems. Now, money is always a problem to some degree, but there are untold millions of dollars offered by companies for underwriting education that are going unused. NCES surveys indicate that 95 percent of U.S. employees with education benefits tied to their employment don’t take advantage of this opportunity. Part of the reason is that students usually have to pay tuition up front and are only reimbursed by their companies.

But the principal problem for these students is time. Interestingly, of the 5 percent of workers who do take advantage of company educational benefits, says NCES, more than 85 percent now pursue their education at least partly online.

While NCES studies show that college-age students are taking ever longer to get their degrees, working students are all about getting it done. Who wouldn’t be when working days and going to school nights and on weekends?

Don’t forget those serving their country, a huge and highly motivated group. Saint Leo University (www.saintleo.edu) in Saint Leo, Florida, claims to be the largest provider of complete online degree programs for the U.S. Army, with more than 38,000 enrolled in 14 regional centers on military bases and at community colleges—and that’s just one branch of service. American Military University (www.amu.edu) is an education provider for military personnel online. More than 15,000 students from 30 countries, mostly holding positions in various branches of the United States military, take its online courses.




Follow the Money 

Colleges and universities are a massive market for online education. MDR says that colleges continue to increase their spending on hardware, software, and a wide range of technology-related services, and that spending now runs over $5 billion annually.

“Course management systems, which provide a common user interface for professors to construct and deliver courses, are commonplace on college campuses, where wireless networks have also become very common in recent years. Content and teaching time aren’t the only things entrepreneurs can offer colleges. Someone needs to provide, and keep providing, those course management systems (CMS), which make it easy for instructors to construct and deliver online courses.
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Bright Idea

Don’t miss the opportunity that a fast-growing Hispanic community offers to specialize in Spanishlanguage online educational opportunities.



Some of the most popular CMSs come from Blackboard (www.blackboard.com) and eCollege (www.ecollege.com). They offer the infrastructure required to deliver courses with all the necessary features (such as bulletin boards) in a well-integrated user interface. They also can simplify integration into the institution’s own systems for online registration, grade reporting, and other administration tasks. CMSs, which are also used extensively in corporate and even in K–12 education, can be bought with existing courses.

This aspect of online education, designing and building the learning infrastructure, is a business opportunity for those with a technical background and the vision to create a fast, effective, and user-friendly means of learning. While the courses and front-end (what the consumer sees) educational offerings need to be unique from one learning institution to another, the methods of communication, or the back-end infrastructure, can be the same. It’s not unlike several very distinctive restaurants serving entirely different styles of cuisine, but all using the same leading brand of kitchen appliances. You’re providing the appliances, or applications in this case.

To your advantage, your market is not limited to the creation and development of new online learning establishments, but spills over into the area of upgrading and improving upon the systems out there that have already been implemented. Therefore, if you can create a faster, more efficient, user-friendly means of delivering course content to students, you can then market your product to learning institutions that are not up-to-speed or have room for improvement. There is a lot of money to be made in the technical area of online education. You just need to know that there is stiff competition from the developers of such back-end technology.

For those with a production background, there is also the producing end of online courses. When the internet first took off in the late 1990s, many would-be and even some successful television producers and directors jumped over to the internet. Of course, many were designing entertainment-based web sites, most of which were not well-received, but there were others designing online courses. Producing and marketing packaged courses or custom-designed courses for online  learning is another business angle. Global Education Network (GEN.com) spent hours and many dollars to have its inhouse producers and course developers work with professors at various colleges to develop high-tech courses. And, they worked with these producers and highly dedicated computer techies to make sure the back-end structure supported the courses. Unfortunatly GEN.com subsequently disappeared because it forgot one little thing—marketing. But that’s a whole other story. The point is, that you can make money with a business designing/producing online courses.


Doing a Bisk Business


What’s the biggest name on the virtual campus? Yale? Harvard? Phoenix? How about Bisk Education (www.bisk.com)? Nope, the Tampa, Florida, company hasn’t appeared in any New Year’s Day bowl games. But because of the consortium of online universities it has built (www.universityalliance.com), this e-venture can claim to be one of the nation’s largest providers of accredited online college degree programs. Among the universities participating in Bisk’s University Alliance are St. Leo, Regis, Tulane, and Florida Tech. Bisk works extensively with Fortune 500 companies, which are more than willing to underwrite the continuing education of their employees. Students have been recruited from American Airlines, Boeing, Dell, FedEx, Home Depot, Hewlett-Packard, NASA, and Sony Music Entertainment.

Founded in 1971 by Nathan Bisk, the online educational technology includes streaming video and audio lectures, which you can view as many times as you like, as well as virtual office hours in chat rooms where students can discuss lectures with their instructors. Web pages are used for displaying a syllabus, weekly assignments, and grades. Student interaction is fostered with chat rooms, message boards, and e-mail.



As CMSs expand their functionality, they start to turn into learning management systems (LMSs), which are sometimes described as complete “ecosystems” for online education. These systems integrate CMS with other software tools for solving all the learning needs of an enterprise (educational or other). Again, a college may want help in acquiring, setting up, and running an LMS or upgrading (or replacing) its current LMS.

Some institutions are moving a limited number of classes to a distance learning format as pilot programs, while others are going full-speed ahead with degree programs, many at the graduate level, that can be delivered to students at remote locations.

Obviously, electronic colleges like Jones University and University of Phoenix Online are in this latter camp. They are pushing distance learning to the limit. They also may reach out beyond knowledge workers. Jones, for example, has an outreach program to provide advanced placement to homeschooled teens. As always, there are no walls in entrepreneurship.





5


Tuning Up  Knowledge Workers and IT Professionals



Training corporate workers and providing courseware or a teaching platform to corporate training programs is a huge market. Businesses have obvious training needs, they can afford to pay substantially, and they typically buy in volume. A license for hundreds of seats for just one course isn’t unusual, according to the people behind LearnKey  of Orem, Utah, whose reseller franchisees carry its broad menu of courseware to corporations around the world and in some cases offer support and training. Competition is fierce in this market. It requires a high degree of polish, solid financing, strong sales and marketing skills, and the ability to deal with long sales cycles. In this chapter, we talk about corporate training.




Thinking Corporate 

Corporate opportunities vary. You can train workers on general business skills, management techniques, applications, and processes that are unique to their industry or their company, and/or in general use of computers and computer software. There is also a very large and very well-established market for specialized training for IT professionals, which we also cover in this chapter.

John Dalton, a senior analyst at Forrester Research, interviewed 40 training managers and chief knowledge officers at Global 2500 companies. “Of those 40, 39 already had online training initiatives up and running,” Dalton reports. “They’re completely jazzed about it, primarily because it saves them money.” One reason you can be jazzed about business training is that the delivery mechanisms can be quite sophisticated in corporations. Most companies have robust desktop equipment, high-speed internet connections, and IT pros on staff to handle tech support—which you should also provide.

Given traffic congestion, the cost of providing office space and other amenities, and the performance-orientation of knowledge worker jobs, many enlightened companies are happy to allow their workers to work from home, that is, telecommute. The right home environment is often one of the best places to get real work done. In fact, many companies provide the computing equipment and broadband DSL or cable-modem connections for their off-site employees. “The level of investment in America’s remote work force is expected to increase steadily over the coming years,” says Kneko Burney, an InStat director. This is in response to the need to maintain current workers rather than spending more money to find and train new ones.


[image: 021]

Beware!

You’ll market to senior staff, but you won’t have the account long if students don’t report back their enthusiastic approval, and management doesn’t see improvement in their skills. Make sure to get student feedback, monitor their results, and check in with the client to make sure that you are meeting its needs. After all, you want to teach what your client wants its employees to learn.



As an online education entrepreneur you need to be ready to serve the telecommuting segment of the work force, which means having some alternatives for those people who are not  yet up to speed with the latest technology, such as streaming media and various kinds of audio conferencing and videoconferencing. Keep in mind that your audience will vary from dial-up modems to the latest in wireless communications, so respond accordingly and have tech help trained to deal with a wide range of possible scenarios.




Looking Out for the Bottom Line 

One of the biggest trends in U.S. business during the past two decades is outsourcing services. Despite sloughing off millions of employees, the Fortune 1000 still need to handle the same workloads. This provided a jump-start for many newly unemployed entrepreneurs, whose firms began doing basically the same tasks for their former employers, on an outsourcing basis.

Over the past ten years, outsourcing became the answer for many large corporations that were looking to trim payroll while still getting the work done. Outsourcing, while not always a popular solution with the American work force, does make economic sense. In most cases, whatever a full-time employee earns, his employer has to pay another 40 percent or so of that salary in health benefits, insurance, retirement, and other expenses. That doesn’t include general and administrative costs such as office space, desks, computers, heat, light, and supplies, all of which can be substantial. Outsourcing allows businesses to essentially hire “as needed” personnel in various businesses. For example, a fully-staffed graphics department may be underutilized, but still receive full-time salaries and benefits. A corporation today can outsource its graphics material, as necessary, to a graphics design house to save money. It also allows for specialized work from professionals with expertise in the necessary area, while also saving the company money.

In the same vein, companies are eager to outsource employee training. While necessary, it is typically viewed as a cost center and an area that external firms can handle very effectively. Why does this matter to you? Just like the graphics company, you can be the business to which companies turn, only in this case, it is for education and training.




What Knowledge Workers Need to Know 

What do knowledge workers need to know? The short answer is “everything.” Training opportunities run the gamut from building better spreadsheets to meeting regulatory guidelines to management skills. Companies increasingly want help designing and implementing courses that are unique to their firms, whether it has to do with their specific products or their specific processes.

Naturally, courses in the whole panoply of computer skills are central to knowledge workers. A familiarity with popular applications such as Microsoft Word and PowerPoint is basically a prerequisite today for filling any job with opportunities for advancement. Of course, your business needs to stay up on the latest in technological advancement—or even be one step ahead.

There is also a growing concern about, and subsequent need for, customer relations training, as the American consumer has begun to rise up and say loudly, “We’re not going to take it anymore.” Shoddy service, poorly made products, unreliable tech support, and overall rudeness has consumers fuming.
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Smart Tip

Think about professional niches for corporate workers. For instance, RedVector.com focuses on the building and design trades with courses geared toward architects, builders, and contractors. Offering more than 1,000 online courses, it works closely with businesses and universities to ensure that all courses are approved or registered with state boards and professional organizations.



Time management, productivity, communication skills, and project management are among the areas where corporate training is now big business. Therefore, if you can provide the online educational tools for corporations to outsource, then you can fill a niche in the market. Of course, you will need to have instructors and courses that cover these areas inside and out—and are up-to-date.


Teach the Web on the Web 
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Dollar Stretcher

With small groups, try using one of the free instant messaging services to conduct ad hoc classroom discussion sessions online.



What better than the electronic media to teach workers how to use the electronic media? Virtually overnight, workplaces have been transformed into electronic information warehouses, and the internet and messaging have become unavoidable aspects of every knowledge worker’s daily grind. A growing number of people are interested in learning how to do things that once might have been considered restricted to professionals, such as web page design and web site optimization. They may need specific information about systems such as CRM (customer resource management) and ERP (electronic resource procurement) that are now reached through the web. Many of the big-name vendors that are providing the infrastructure for these activities are also dipping their big toes into  online education—including Cisco, Hewlett-Packard, IBM, Oracle, PeopleSoft, SAP, Siebel Systems, and Sun Microsystems. James Lundy, a vice president and research director at Gartner, an IT consulting firm, points to the entry of such big fish as a signal that online learning has become mainstream.
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Beware!

While much of the subject matter might appear standard, companies contracting for employee training aren’t likely to be satisfied with canned courses. They’ll usually have individual requirements that necessitate at least some customization of popular topics.



Today, in an age where business travel has become more time-consuming and expensive, both employees and corporate managers would prefer to find alternatives to paying for air travel to conferences, seminars, and training sessions in other parts of the country. Online education is a solution, particularly to small and medium-sized companies that lack the budget to send employees off-site. However, you can’t conduct effective training seminars to employees based in 35 different locations from the comfort of your office without learning how to do so. And so, a course on how to utilize the internet for employee training is born.


Custom Coursework 

In addition to broad-based computer, business, and management courses, a growing number of your potential customers will want courses unique to them. These often go beyond the usual knowledge worker productivity applications. Many have to do with special proprietary software or equipment that the company uses, or are taskrelated. Some topics will be unique to a company, or companies may ask that it be delivered in a unique way that speaks to the company’s mission.

Over the years, MiraCosta College, in Oceanside, California, has developed a core of 50 or so classes on popular topics such as English as a Second Language and the standard supervisory skills. When these don’t suffice, a MiraCosta representative meets with the company and assesses its needs, makes a proposal, then adjusts it to the company’s wishes. “We aren’t here to present some predigested course,” says Levy. “We’re here to find out what a business needs and adapt our coursework to that need. Sometimes, that means adapting off-the-shelf coursework. But over the years, for example, we’ve developed a customer service course that we do differently than others.”

By having custom-made courses utilizing a template (so as not to have to re-create the wheel every time), you can work closely with your clients and build an ongoing relationship that can last for years.




Training the Information Professional 

There is always a great opportunity in providing courses to IT professionals such as programmers, network administrators, and web page designers. This training could be in asynchronous self-study courses over the Net or synchronous classes delivered via videoconferencing technologies and augmented by forums, scheduled chat rooms, and other communication methods. Obviously, you can assume a high level of computer competence among this audience. Ditto for motivation, especially since the IT employment market has become increasingly competitive with career paths clearly based on certification.


Taking the Long View 

“The single biggest obstacle that community and technical colleges face is the ability to train faculty on the software the industry is currently using,” says Bruce Brooks, director of Community Affairs for Microsoft. “Typically, there is an 18- to 24-month lag time between the time new technology is introduced in the marketplace and its adoption into academia.” That’s a market window likely to get wider. The technology wheel keeps turning and retraining never ends. New programming languages, new protocols, new standards, and new customer support systems are being created all the time. In a sense, the next generation of IT professionals are today’s IT workers who haven’t yet learned the skills they’ll need to exploit technologies not yet born.

According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, computer-related jobs will continue to experience phenomenal growth through 2010.

Remember to keep a broad view of IT needs—most notably, corporations also need training for their technical support people. Gene Kansas, from Help Desk 2000, the certification arm of IT services firm Support Technologies (www.teamstc.com), notes that “the more that people use technology, the more problems that are going to crop up. And the more problems, the more support that’s needed. As technology increases, so will the demand for educated, certified people to handle it.”
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Smart Tip

What jobs will be in demand in your corner of the online education market? The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (www.bls.gov/opub/ooq/ooqhome.htm) details growth in 270 different IT occupations through 2010.



A job in the call center is a definite “foot in the door,” adds Melissa Doble, recruiter from recruitment agency TMP Worldwide, and this “can grow into an even more technical position.” Therefore, the entrepreneur whose  online education business trains the “tech support” voice at the end of the line for the multitude of high tech products, including not only computers but also security and home multimedia systems, is likely to have great success.

Home service integration is a growing market and courses that train such integrators and keep them up-to-date on the latest advances can prove very profitable. Just like IT training, mutlimedia integration and networking require ongoing training as the technology continues to evolve.


Playing It Safe 

Another IT macro trend that will be with us for a long time is the need for improved security against attacks at all levels. Skilled programmers and other high-tech workers—network administrators, help desk people, and other support staff—are constantly trying to stay one step ahead of those who are hacking, phishing, and creating new methods of procuring protected data. As such threats keep growing, demand for information security personnel seems assured. Learning risk assessment, infrastructure security, and how to handle a system attack are all ongoing areas of focus for numerous IT professionals.

One of the fastest-growing certifications in IT is Certified Information Systems Security Professional (CISSP), the “gold standard” in cyber security credentials. It is offered by the International Information Systems Security Certification Consortium (ISC). The CISSP examination consists of 250 multiple choice questions, covering topics such as Access Control Systems, Cryptography, and Security Management Practices. In addition to coursework and exams, the CISSP credential requires four years experience in information security (or three years plus a bachelor’s degree) and successful completion of the CISSP exam.
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Beware!

Software vendors could turn out to be your business partners upon whom you may depend for coursework, certification standards, or referrals. But maintain your objectivity with savvy high-tech students or some of the shrapnel from bad software installations could fly your way.




Did We Mention Certifications? 

Whatever an IT pro knows, he or she must prove it with a piece of paper to get a job or move up in the job arena. Career advancement requires the right course history. So be ready to provide certificates of completion that students can use as resume builders. Those may or may not differ from the certifications product vendors provide as the result of exam completion, depending on your business relationship with those vendors and whether you just do training or you do testing as well.

There are literally thousands of course topics, many offered by or in conjunction with product manufacturers. Others are offered by professional associations, computer resellers, or other distribution organizations, news outlets, colleges, and other traditional learning institutions. And many, of course, are presented by online education companies.
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Smart Tip

Corporate trainers report that a higher share of students in e-based courses pass certification exams than those in instructor-led classes. Self-paced learning seems to improve retention rates.



Most certificates are offered in cooperation with product providers like Cisco, which has its own networking academy, or Microsoft, which employs two independent testing companies for its certifications. These companies have established a very deep infrastructure of coursework, certification standards, and district staff to support networks of teaching partners who themselves must undergo rigorous and expensive training, be tested and certified, and demonstrate certain financial and professional qualifications.
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Bright Idea

To get anywhere, IT professionals need both a college degree and a string of certifications in no particular order. Some students hop back and forth between college and training courses—often while already on the job. Why not be a one-stop shop that offers both types of education online to busy IT workers? If that’s too big a task, then serve as a middleman for college courses, helping to land the student in the best online university for his or her needs while providing the IT coursework yourself. This way, you’re not taking on the role of teaching both college and IT courses, but you are making some profit from both sides.



For example, Oracle sponsors its own Oracle University and also has recognized hundreds of training organizations around the world and authorized them to deliver coursework developed through Oracle University. Similarly, Microsoft operates no less than six programs through which different kinds of training partners can become certified to offer Microsoft training and certifications.

These software makers have to ensure that the support network that they are creating delivers the best and most consistent information possible and the highest level of customer service consistent with profit. As part of a network, you’ll be expected to adhere to a minimum set of standards recognized by the manufacturer as representing mastery in different products.

To earn or renew your Microsoft Certified Trainer (MCT) certification, someone in your organization must hold at least one current Microsoft certification, attend a Microsoft MCT course at a Microsoft training center, demonstrate instructional skills, and have broad technical knowledge. Then Microsoft requires you to  renew your status online and pay a couple hundred dollar annual fee every October. Depending on the program, you must deliver a certain number of courses during a one-year period to be allowed to renew your MCT status. Microsoft audits a certain percentage of trainers every year to make sure they are doing the job. In return, Microsoft grants you the necessary license; access to content, information, and marketing materials; and use of Microsoft brand identifications. Then, Microsoft refers students to you. Depending on your business, that could be 90 percent of your whole marketing program.
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Smart Tip

What’s the IT certification competition like? Find out quickly at Find Computer Schools (www.findcomputer-schools.com), an IT web portal with a powerful database of IT certification training resources searchable by training type, topic, certification type, state, zip code, and numerous other parameters.



Certification always involves testing. The product vendor typically creates the tests. However, Microsoft solicits input from certain high-level training organizations. Also, if the topic is relatively new or you are unusually successful, you may be able to consult with vendors and influence the training criteria. You can also create your own tests! Among the 400 certifications offered by online test center giant Brainbench are generalized topics of its own creation that go way outside IT topics—for example, there are $50 tests on Advertising Industry Knowledge or Pharmaceutical Industry Knowledge.


Dauntless DANTES


Like all government agencies, the Department of Defense runs various programs to help underwrite the cost of independent training for armed forces personnel. Security is an obvious priority for all branches of the military nowadays. One such program is specifically designed to certify security professionals and goes by the acronym DANTES (Defense Activity for Non-Traditional Education Support). The mission of DANTES is to support the off-duty, voluntary education programs of the Department of Defense and to conduct special projects and development activities in support of education-related functions of the Department.

The program reimburses members of the Army Reserve, Army National Guard, and the Air Force Reserve for information security training courses. It acquaints them with private-sector security training practices. The U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs has similar reimbursements for other members of the military.



Brainbench has acquired such credibility that, after just four years in the industry, it can afford to offer certification exams independent of the direction of product vendors. At Brainbench, a MCSE exam is, instead, a Windows Administrator exam.

“Our tests are built purely from the application point of view without vendor biases,” says Brainbench co-founder Mike Littman. “We’re at a more granular level, where we’re really focusing on real-world issues, as opposed to focusing too much on the products themselves.”

Don’t overlook professional development and managerial courses for IT pros. If they hope for advancement, they face the same personnel, scheduling, project management, and other managerial requirements that any MBA student faces.

This audience is already highly educated and quite open to suitable asynchronous learning. According to surveys by Certification magazine, about 65 percent of IT professionals looking for certification have earned a college degree, and 18 percent have a graduate or professional degree. The 35 percent who are not college graduates have taken classes at technical colleges and institutes.


Resume Builders

Here are just a few examples of the numerous certificates offered by online education businesses in conjunction with the major hardware and software manufacturers.

Cisco



Cisco Certified Network Associate (CCNA). Installs, configures, and operates routed LAN and WAN, as well as switched LAN networks. A brief example of what might be included in such a curriculum is:
• Building a simple Ethernet network

• Expanding the network

• Connecting networks

• Constructing network addresses

• Connecting remote networks

• Operating and configuring Cisco IOS switches and IOS routers

• Managing a network environment

• Administering network devices

• Routing Cisco networks

• Managing IP traffic on Cisco networks

• Expanding a Cisco network to a WAN 


• Interconnecting Cisco networking devices

• Cisco networking technologies






Cisco Certified Network Professional (CCNP). Certification in installing, configuring, operating, and troubleshooting complex Cisco networks


Cisco Certified Network Design Professional (CCDP). A certificate in designing complex Cisco networks



Microsoft



Microsoft Certified Professional (MCP). Allows you to utilize your skills in a particular Microsoft product.


Microsoft Certified Desktop Support Technician (MCDST). For troubleshooting Microsoft Windows on desktops.


Microsoft Certified Application Developer (MCAD). For developing and maintaining applications and components


Microsoft Certified Professional Developer (MCPD). For those looking to serve as experts in Windows development, web application development, or enterprise applications development.



Novell



Certified Novell Administrator (CNA). The first step toward the CNE, this certificate is for IT professionals working on the administration of Novell networking systems and providing support to users.


Certified Novell Engineer (CNE). Advanced Novell Certificate


Novell Certified Linux Engineer (CLE). For mastery of advanced SUSE Linux Enterprise Server administration.



Oracle offers an OCA, OCP, and certificates for its Siebel Products, and Sun Microsystems has Java certifications. In short, all of the software manufacturers provide some type of product specific certificates. Places like the Computing Technology Industry Association (CompTIA) also offer a variety of more broad-based, vendor-neutral, general certificates in convergence and troubleshooting for integrated systems and security.

 



These are among the many online IT certificates that you can provide in conjunction with the vast software environment. Keep in mind, however, that there is a lot of competition, so you need to stay on top of the ever-changing technology needs of business—possibly focusing on one specific industry.
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Lifelong Online Learning



Most of the learning you do in your life has nothing to do with a degree or a certification. It has to do with interests. Online education is carving out an ever-larger role in this personal learning—whether it’s a CD-ROM that polishes French conversational skills or an interactive quiz on a parenting education site.

Personal learning is the broadest of the online learning markets, but the hardest to define. Many promising and prominent ventures have flopped, for example, the edutainment software companies that melted away during the past decade. Fathom, the internet academic consortium, quietly folded its tent in 2003. And then there was the Global Education Network, which was backed by a major financial institution, but mistakenly hired a very young MTV generation CEO and soon disappeared.

It is, therefore, essential to get a grasp of the broader potential demographic market, which is 15 to 66 and beyond. Not everyone is immersed in the latest technology nor is everyone looking for “sound byte bits of learning.” For example, the attention span of someone interested in English lit. or political science is typically greater than the average reality TV or MTV aficionado. The learning curve on how to reach the broader market is still being built.

Over time, online education is likely to become more deeply embedded in our culture, just as computers, cell phones, and other information and communication appliances have become part of life in the 21st century for all age groups. Diligent entrepreneurs like you will make this happen. In this chapter, we sketch some more of the online learning opportunities, starting with the various demands of customers in different age groups. Some aspects of this market, such as the potential interest among seniors, may surprise you.




Kids Are Born to It 

They say if you want to learn something, learn it while you’re young. Technology has proven that adage to be true. Just ask a 9-year-old to program your cell phone. He or she will do it in minutes. The new technology is second nature to our children. They were born into TV households; many had a remote control in their hands by the time they could walk. Now, they are growing up with computers.
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Smart Tip

Think niches—and sometimes even niches within niches. Take financial skills, for example: Different versions of the Investing for Success online interactive workshops have been developed by the Investment Company Institute. One was developed with the Coalition of Black Investors Investment Education Fund. A bilingual one was created with the Hispanic College Fund.



Today’s kids are not just familiar with computers; a large majority have their own computers, cell phones, and iPods from the age of 8. Laptop computers are largely found among high school and college students, many of whom use them to upload online educational materials or do research for school from a variety of locations because wireless capabilities  have expanded rapidly. It’s also entirely possible today to fuse learning into the cell phone via text messages—although most students are not yet very receptive, considering their cell phones for personal matters and not for school. Even iPods have learning potential. For example, some kids have uploaded their Bar Mitzvah lessons in between rock and pop selections. As new communication applications emerge, the clever entrepreneur will think ahead and be ready to embrace new forms of electronic learning without sacrificing content or integrity.

So what are the opportunities for online education in the kids’ market? While it may seem that kids are born with Nintendo controllers in their hands, they actually have a long learning curve for mastering computers. Typically this is done with a little adult guidance and a lot of trial and error. Simple online learning “courses” and help systems can lend a hand.

There are literally thousands of web sites for children and teens, from early childhood learning up through high school. Sites such as FunBrain.com, Discovery.com, ScienceMaster.com, Americaslibrary.gov, Powertolearn.com, and Scholastic.com are designed to teach kids while trying to make the process fun and graphically exciting. Plenty of other sites, such as kidssites.com, serve as portals, or review sites, linking to the many online educational possibilities available. Additionally, for nearly a decade now, children have also benefited from well-crafted educational programs on CD-ROM, such as The Learning Company’s Carmen Sandiego, Reader Rabbit, and Zoombinis series. Note that creating such packages, marketing them, and finding distribution for them is extremely expensive. Many web sites offer similar but abbreviated content, typically free material that supports other products. In both cases, your entry point may be to provide contract services to those creating the content.


Teens Drive the Market


They may not be interested in what you—or their parents—want to promote, but teens are very definitely tuned in to the internet and technology in general. In fact, when it comes to any technology purchase for the family, teens rule. “Parents may control the checkbook, but teens wield the most influence in technology purchasing decisions in American households because they have the most interest,” explains research firm InsightExpress. Teens cast the deciding vote a majority of the time in the purchase of everything from MP3 players and internet access to cell phones, digital cameras, and even laptops and notebook computers.



CD-ROMs for learning languages also have proved reasonably popular (and effective). To effectively start a children’s educational web site, you need to1. understand the specific educational needs of each, or any one, grade level,

2. have input from teachers and learning specialists,

3. create a dynamic presentation on your web site (without overdoing the bells and whistles), and

4. make learning fun.



Because there is so much free content available, you will need to support such a site through advertising, educational grants, sponsorship, and/or selling products (which can be anything from books to DVDs and CDs to calculators).

Most significantly, look for places where you can fill a void and present material in a new manner that stimulates learning activity. Do plenty of market research and know your young demographic audience. This means everything from interviewing teachers and learning specialists to surfing a couple hundred web sites for kids and determining what you do and do not like—while looking for voids to fill. Remember, you need not recreate the wheel, you simply need to find a new way of effectively selling and marketing it.




Adult Fare 

We discussed college-age adults in Chapter 4. As people move on to full-time work and/or raising a family, their educational needs and desires may change dramatically. But their quest for learning continues, and it’s not all about work and credentials either.

One example is learning about software. You’d be surprised at how many people are regularly frustrated with everyday software programs and how few really get the most from these tools. Many are interested in learning more for personal as well as business use. This market stays fresh because these applications change often and are so complicated and feature-rich. It really takes a lot to learn how to take full advantage of them, and courses getting the most out of the latest software can be big business. The same holds true for other aspects of technology, such as a course on getting the most out of your digital camera.

There’s also a wide sweep of noncredit, instructor-led continuing education courses offered by community colleges and other traditional education providers, as well as a growing number of online entrepreneurs like you. You can learn about Renaissance painting, the history of Iraq, the proper way to write a movie script, or any of hundreds of other subjects. There is a nationwide pool of potential customers—if you can find compelling ways to create and market these offerings. Some  may be suitable, naturally, for self-study courses offered on CD-ROM or the Net. (Your best strategy may be to create the instructor-led course, and then if interest seems high enough, repackage the material in product form.)
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Bright Idea

If you’re not sure where to find course ideas for adult learners, check out the evening course listing at nearby colleges or browse established brick-and-mortar learning center brochures from places like the Learning Annex in cities such as New York, Los Angeles, Chicago, Boston, and Toronto. You should also check out the talk shows to see what guests are talking about. Often authors and experts are soon-to-be teachers in such adult learning environments. Keep your eyes and ears open at all times to the needs, wants, and interests of the 29- to 69-year-old demographic audiences.



There aren’t three or four continuing education markets; there are three or four thousand, depending on how you target and serve specific audiences. Some are less obvious—such as the senior, which we’ll look at next.




Seniors Go PC 

Baby boomers are getting long in the tooth. The leading edge of the generation is reaching retirement age, swelling the numbers of what already was a fast-growing population of older Americans. People are living longer as a result of better medical practices, new drugs, and healthier lifestyles. The 2000 U.S. Census found that about 12 percent of the U.S. population (35 million people) were aged 65 or older, a number that is expected to double to 70 million by the year 2030.

Increasingly, however, this population is still on the job. A recent survey of workers aged 45 and older by the American Association of Retired Persons (AARP) showed that 80 percent expect to work past 65. Whether they retire, seniors can tap computers to open up a new world of information and communications. Computers can manage finances, expand their minds, and help them stay productive and active after retirement, an important component in living a longer, healthier, happier life.

It’s true that this is easily the least computer-literate group in our society. Because this generation did not grow up with computers or use them early on in their careers, many have become more comfortable using other means of accessing and/or storing information. The idea of learning the computer is met by resistance by a large segment of this population. However, once the door is opened, thousands of seniors have found the computer to be a marvelous way of learning, maintaining current interests, and keeping abreast of the latest news. Places like SeniorNet.com and AARP’s web site are ideal starting points for learning more about using the computers and finding online learning opportunities.

“It’s very typical for seniors to declare that they are just not good with computers,” report Devin Williams and Sarah Chapman, who formed Spry Learning Co. in Portland, Oregon, to bring computer literacy and online learning to retirees. Spry has devised dozens of classes on everything from computer basics to managing stock portfolios that have brought thousands of seniors into the computer age.
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Stat Fact

Once properly introduced, 69 percent of wired seniors are on the internet every day, compared with 56 percent of other wired Americans, according to the Pew Internet & American Life Project survey.



Williams and Chapman note that seniors have wide variations in interests and capabilities. They have found distinct differences in the manual dexterity, vision, attention span, and mental acuity of younger seniors compared with those over 70 or so. These different physical skills and learning styles require different teaching styles. But it’s worth the effort.

Chapman and Williams report that they found very little PC use among the 46,000 senior communities that are Spry’s targeted niche. The two co-founders spent a year working in senior communities before launching Spry, doing onsite research and designing their products, which ultimately turned out to be a body of coursework and teaching methods delivered in different ways. Some courses are taught over the Net, but most are taught by the recreational and nursing staff in senior communities.


Health Benefit


Computers can do seniors a world of good. A study by scientists at the Rush Alzheimer’s Disease Center of Chicago’s Rush-Presbyterian-St. Luke’s Medical Center found that more frequent participation in mentally stimulating activities is associated with a reduced risk of Alzheimer’s disease (AD). The study found that, depending on the amount of increase in cognitive activities, seniors can reduce the risk of developing AD by 33 to 47 percent.



“Once seniors have overcome their fear of computers, they become very enthusiastic users,” report Chapman and Williams. Searching health-related web sites for detailed information is very popular. E-mail helps with socialization because seniors aren’t as isolated from distant family and friends. Additionally, chat rooms promote dialogue. Computers can also offer recreation and entertainment, particularly for   seniors who aren’t very mobile. The machines also promote independence; people are able to carry out business activities such as shopping or personal banking from home.
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Smart Tip

The socialization aspects of education are particularly important to seniors. For many, it’s not just education; it’s recreation. Both personal contact and fun loom large in senior choices for



Using a computer can be a physical challenge, yet it also can enhance fine motor skills and hand-eye coordination for individuals who struggle in those areas. Alternatively, accessories such as a touch pad, trackball, or voice-control system can make a computer easier to use.

Learning new skills gives seniors a sense of accomplishment that spurs them on. The mental and physical activity of computing has been shown to sharpen the mental acuity of seniors and promote good health overall. “But you have to take it slow and take nothing for granted,” says Williams. You have to create coursework or lesson plans that are incredibly literal and take things step-by-step.




Continuing Education Reborn 

The community outreach program of MiraCosta College in San Diego County is a good example of the varied approaches educational institutions are taking to personal online education. It also highlights the possibilities for entrepreneurial involvement as circumstances and student needs dictate. MiraCosta offers local community members a variety of computer and computer-assisted courses in the traditional classroom setting at its campuses. Most of these are conducted in partnership with local entrepreneurs.
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Stat Fact

The majority of colleges (close to 90 percent) report that they operate a distance learning program, with nearly half of these schools offering accredited degrees over the internet, according to market research.



No topic is inappropriate for online education. Some can be distinctly avante garde. For example, MiraCosta has offered a class titled “Trade Worldwide in Nine Weeks.” The course in building your own import/export business is delivered during two-hour synchronous lecture and discussion segments. All software and materials are downloaded on the Net. The instructor is a local e-learning entrepreneur working under the aegis of the college. He gains credibility from the association as well as benefiting from marketing through the college catalog and the ads MiraCosta runs in local newspapers. He shares revenues from the classes with the college. MiraCosta’s business development director, Leon Levy, calls his  school’s approach pretty typical of similar institutions around the country—that is, using a blend of online learning and traditional education modes as the situation demands.


Meeting an Existing Need


A very unique and highly unprecedented online education story comes from the formation and accreditation of Western Governors University. At a meeting of the Western Governors Association in Park City, Utah, the subject of education was raised. It was not the reason the meeting was convened, nor was it a scheduled discussion. However, once a discussion of higher education arose, the governors of several states all voiced a similar concern about spiraling costs, lack of skilled graduates entering the workforce in their states, and new technologies not being introduced fast enough to their states’ systems of higher education, many of which were unresponsive to the new technology or unwilling to change.

This shared concern of 19 governors prompted the idea for Western Governors University. Each governor contributed $100,000 from his state. From that point forward, the university would be private and not-for-profit, offering online competency-based programs only in areas with a need for skilled graduates.

In time an interregional accrediting committee was created and WGU gained accreditation. Today, Western Governors University is regionally accredited by the Northwest Commission on Colleges and Universities, one of the major accrediting commissions recognized by the U.S. Department of Education and the Council for Higher Education Accreditation. Programs and degrees are offered for teaching, business, health, and information technology.
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Course Planning  and Offerings



This is an opportune time to discuss some of the general needs of an online education business. No matter how your technological infrastructure is built, the computer techies as well as the lifelong learners need a clear picture of what you are offering and how it is presented. Therefore, you  need to map out your presentation on your web site and how you present your online courses.




Your Course Catalog or List of Participating Schools 

Whether you are presenting original course content or serving as a middleman and linking to courses from Devry, Kaplan, Walden, and other leading online institutions, your course directory needs to be well-organized and carefully written to provide a succinct summary of what the course offers. Offerings can be categorized in a number of ways with easy search options—by program of interest, degree, accreditation, certificate, type of course (i.e., seminar), and so on. For example, Degrees.com lets you search for a course at one of several schools by level of degree, subject category, or even most popular courses.

The key is to make it as simple as possible to find a course or program by outlining the requirements, credits received per course, and accreditation available for completing the program. As in e-commerce, you want landing pages for customers to learn more about the course, the program, and/or the college or university. As you design pages for other universitys’ programs, you want to maintain consistency, while still including all the necessary data. You can also design sites for partnerships with other businesses that match well with your demographics. For example, eLearners.com has a site page for its partnership with Sallie Mae. Primarily known for real estate loans, Sallie Mae also provides an answers.com web site designed to help deal with financial issues for students with loans. This ties in nicely with the eLearners market.

If you are providing original content, then you will set up your own landing pages, where students learn more about a course or program of study before making a commitment. The landing page is often overlooked by new entrepreneurs, but a staple of more experienced e-retailers, such as Amazon, where you’ll click on a book for a detailed page about the book. The idea is to avoid leapfrogging the consumer from a blurb about a course to a registration form or “shopping cart.” People need a moment to make an informed decision before simply buying. You also want to include some information here on your instructor.

Your actual online catalog should be comprehensive but not overwhelming to the eye. If you are offering degrees or certification, you’ll need a link from your home page and from your course catalog to some basic information on what each degree indicates and what is required to complete a degree program. If, for example, you explain what a Master’s degree is, you should then follow it with a description of the various types of Master’s degrees, such as MA, MS, etc. and what is required for each.


Walk Yourself Through


Before you start designing your online learning web site, take a mental tour of what you need and list it. Then, perhaps, view some of your competitors and see how they have mapped it all out. Some sites jump immediately to a page asking the user to fill out information. While this works for Phoenix Online University, which is well established, it may not be the best approach for a new business. Remember, you are selling, so you will need to put your products upfront—subjects, schools, or programs offered—a link to your course listings, an “about us” page, a link to information about registration, perhaps a FAQ page, maybe a link to an online educational advisor, and perhaps to articles and content about online learning. In short, you need to think about all the things you would want to see if you were about to take an online course or go for your degree online.






Hot Topics and Unique Courses 

Team Building, Early Childhood Development, Web Design, Graphic Design, Yoga, Aromatherapy, Memoir Writing, and on it goes. The list of possible topics and courses is endless. Your mission when formulating courses to create and/or courses to market is to find the areas of the greatest interest. This means doing plenty of homework well before school even begins. Consider the articles you read and the topics on news magazine television programs. Sexual harassment, guarding against identity theft, parenting drug- and alcohol-free teenagers, creating an efficient home office environment, and Middle East tension and conflicts are just a few among many topics that are drawing significant attention. Can you offer courses that offer solutions, discussion, or even a debate on what is in the news? Many current events tie into history. You can present a new approach to teaching history by linking its significance to current events. Think about what courses will educate people and/or provide them with information that they can use at work or personally.

Reviewing the courses offered by the many leading online education providers gives you, like other good entrepreneurs, an opportunity to seek a competitive edge. Find something that is not being offered and offer it. Of course, this is not that easy with the vast course selections available. Therefore, you may need to find new ways to present familiar subject matter or find experts in the field who can offer a unique perspective on a familiar topic.
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Dollar Stretcher

Package similar courses together. For students who are not following a course of study for a specific degree, you can entice them to take a second course, for less money perhaps, by linking similar subjects.



Additionally, if you can add interesting peripheral materials, your courses can stand out from the competition. For example, perhaps your course on McCarthyism includes a video of Arthur Miller’s play The Crucible, to be viewed and discussed in conjunction with the period it was written, the early 1950s, and how the witch hunts (from the 17th century) were as relevant to the 1950s as they are today.




The Online Teaching Modality 

Unlike traditional classroom learning, which is teacher focused, online courses are typically student focused and driven by the efforts of the students to respond to the curriculum. This can be effective if the curriculum is designed for independent research and study, and the students are prepared. The role of the instructor is less communicator and more learning guide, selecting appropriate content, asking thought-provoking questions, and opening up a forum for discussion. The instructor is then able to facilitate and monitor the work of the students through deadlines for projects as well as tests, discussion groups, chat rooms, and e-mails. Because online learning is still new to many instructors, you may need to provide training in how to motivate students through the internet and how to present course matter that is informative and translates well over the medium.

A criticism of online education is that it leaves too much in the hands of the student to comprehend the information and this can jeopardize the quality of the education because the student is only responsible for what he or she puts into and takes away from the course. It is also harder to hold a student responsible via the internet.
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Smart Tip

Traditional classrooms are social: students talk to one another, share ideas, and exchange information. Your online classes also should be social. Provide your students with access to online forums, chat rooms, and message boards to give them an opportunity to meet one another.



Arguments in favor of online education stress that the student in a traditional class setting may only be walking away with that which  he or she learns from instructor’s take on a subject. By opening up the field to a much wider range of resources, the student can interpret a wider range of viewpoints on a given topic. Online education also helps to level the playing field by providing a more nondiscriminatory student-teacher environment. Of course, responsibility in any learning situation still falls on the shoulders of the student to do his or her own work.

This new teaching modality requires instructors to prepare a course as both a teacher and an online designer. While he or she should not be in the position of handling the technical aspects of posting the data, it is the role of a good instructor to determine how to mix the tools of online communication most effectively to create a well-balanced learning experience. This includes the instructor’s expertise along with the various other perspectives. The best online instructors have mastered and taken advantage of the potential for blending their own expertise with the many resources available to their students.




Staying in Synch—or Not 

Synchronous courses can offer more familiar kinds of instructor-student interactions, which offer great appeal. But they also bring many other issues. You can sell a canned course to as many students as you want, but you can’t have an interactive, real-time online seminar with 1,000 students participating at the same time without a huge investment in back-end infrastructure. For the experience to be truly taking place in real time, the instructor must be broadcasting by video and the students must be equipped to receive it, which requires a broadband connection, a decent PC, and sometimes special software. There must be a set time and place, which limits the flexibility in time schedules. Also, course size must be somewhat limited if there is an opportunity for feedback. However, in the right environment, this type of learning can bring a real-life class environment together with students spread out over the country or the world.

Students and teachers often prefer asynchronous online learning because of the freedom it brings by allowing everyone to work at their own convenience. Compared to driving across town or going on a week-long training mission, being available for a few hours a week doesn’t seem like asking much. But if it’s 2 P.M. Wednesday and your boss just asked you to take care of an emergency, will you really tell him “Sorry, it’s time for my class?” On the other hand, the problem for many people is too much flexibility in how and when they get the work done. This prompts students to procrastinate and then cram the work in at the deadline, managing to meet the requirements while actually learning very little. Therefore, it is important to motivate your students and to set fairly strict deadlines.




Mixing the Best Blend 

Whatever subjects and curriculum you choose, you will still need to deliver coursework that improves upon seminars presented by traditional providers. People need incentives for adopting new ways of doing things—the lack-of-travel incentive notwithstanding.

One way to add value is to blend synchronous and asynchronous coursework with class time. Students can study presentations and take tests online (which can be easily updated or otherwise customized), augmenting classroom work. That’s how the business education programs work at MiraCosta Community College (www.miracosta.edu) in Oceanside, California. Leon Levy, director of business development, reports enthusiastic acceptance among local firms.


Making It Sing


To succeed, online education initiatives must more than just deliver educational materials. They must become a more strategic component of the overall business environment. The modern customer, online student, is seeking more than just a simplistic text-based course. To be successful, make sure you’ve covered these three bases:1. Add interactivity. Plain text-based training material may be useful, but it’s limited. No one likes to read at length on a computer. Students won’t retain as much; they’ll get bored. Corporate students, as well as many home users today, are well-equipped, so add interactive elements such as simulation, collaboration, appropriate graphics, and online testing. If you don’t add value above the “old ways,” you’re reducing your competitiveness and limiting your profit potential.

2. Blend learning styles and keep it personal. You’ll want to highlight personal interaction with bulletin boards, e-mail, scheduled web chats, and possibly videoconferencing. Use the tools of technology to encourage student interaction.

3. Stay current. Yes, there are evergreen courses that will last forever, but you need to stay on top of what the market demands. New software means updating your course listings. New ways of conducting business transactions? New popular cultural trends? Whatever you are selling, make sure you remain current—even if it means new presentations of tried and true subject matter.





Workers can take classes on campus or learn asynchronously at their own pace through the college’s web site, but MiraCosta’s Business Development program also brings classes to the workplace. In addition to the usual computer basics and software training courses, classes are offered to improve workplace skills—English as a Second Language, Workplace Math, and Business Communications. The classes blend computer use and classroom experience as appropriate. Called “blended learning,” or the “hybrid method” (a popular term these days), the mix of classroom and online coursework allow students to connect with instructors and other students, while not having to deal with regular travel time to complete the coursework, which can be finished online.

While such hybrid learning essentially eliminates the long-distance aspect of taking courses far from home, it does provide instructors with a way of mixing seminars with other forms of interactive, often visual, learning mediums that can be found online. A wealth of interesting content can be at the fingertips of the students on the internet that is not available in a standard classroom setting.

The method is still fairly new, but reports have been very positive in the early going, with instructors reporting very good rates of success. By actually having some face-to-face interaction, students are typically more self-motivated because there is a greater sense of accountability than is typically found in a strictly online course. Additionally, the active role by the student in her own learning gives her greater involvement (or ownership) in the course material than would be true sitting in a lecture hall taking notes. For the best results, testing can once again bring the students together in a traditional setting to insure the integrity of the student performance.

Both the University of Phoenix and Devry University offer the combined classroom /online hybrid learning programs. “In our Ph.D. program, the learners are required to attend a true residential session once a period,” says Stephen Shank of Capella University (www.capellauniversity.edu) in Minneapolis. “We actually rent a college campus to do that. In addition, those same learners attend two seminars a year, which are held in hotel conference spaces around the country.” Everything else is online. Spohn Training (www.spohntraining.com) in Austin, Texas, also exemplifies the blended approach, combining both classroom and online learning effectively in interactive synchronous classes.

Corporations very often find that a combination of classroom work and online instruction can provide the most effective approach to employee training. Online education can be very effective in this market when blended with traditional classes.




The World of Online Instructors 

What’s a course without an instructor? While computer-based learning does exist, there is still a bias toward instructor-based courses in most fields. Online education  has brought with it the need for online instructors from a wide variety of backgrounds and disciplines. As online education grows, more and more professionals are moving into teaching positions, enjoying the ability to teach from a homebase or from their own office without having a daily commute to a campus. Many professionals are moonlighting. Because one of the criticisms of online education is that anybody can bill themselves as a teacher and throw a course online, you need to provide background information about your instructors. Of course, before doing so, you need to make sure that whomever you interview for an online teaching position is who he says he is. Background checks are as essential as they are when hiring employees in any business. This is true of teachers you meet in person as well as instructors teaching one of your courses from another continent. Credibility, or lack thereof, can make or break you.

Online teachers typically have both credentials (masters degrees or at least high-level certificates in their fields) and several years of experience in the field. The other qualifications include a comfort level with online communications tools, sufficient time available to formulate a lesson plan, and strong communication skills—writing is key because the written word is the primary means of communication on the internet.

The online education instructor’s role changes, especially in asynchronous courses, but he is still a central figure. The instructor must update course content, run online forums, answer questions from students promptly via e-mail or chats, grade papers, and assume other typical teaching duties. In addition, he must stay well versed in what is offered as reference materials on (and off) the internet. After all, an instructor expects his students to utilize the medium to the fullest and seek answers to complex or controversial questions; he needs to know where those students look for the answers.




Finding Instructors 

You must pay instructors on an ongoing basis. You may also have to provide them with computer hardware, software, and other resources. And—the most difficult part—you have to find them and keep them.

The traditional academic model uses instructors with Ph.D.s. It’s not unusual for someone to spend years earning a Bachelor’s degree, then a Master’s degree, and a Ph.D., and then accept a teaching position, never leaving academia. More business-oriented learning organizations, like the University of Phoenix Online, tend to take their instructors from the real world. Their theory is that it’s better to learn about business administration from somebody who has run a company than from somebody who has an MBA but has never left the ivory tower.

Today, you’ll find instructors by looking for people who have had an impact in their fields and know how to clearly communicate what they have accomplished to others. There are many people who have done well in their fields but are unable to  clearly communicate or articulate their success. Conversely, there are those who talk up a good game and have plenty to say, but have not had the experience and success from which others can really benefit. You want instructors with experience and expertise in their field and some communication skills.
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Bright Idea

Along with student enrollment and payment guidelines, write out guidelines for instructors. Just because employees, instructors in this case, are not working on site does not mean that set rules of conduct, procedures, and guidelines do not apply. Instructors need to take this business seriously and understand that failure to maintain their course schedule or acting in any inappropriate manner will not be tolerated.



In time, with good marketing and a positive reputation, instructors may be seeking you out. When CourseBridge began, founder Linda Casselman had just received her Teacher/Trainer of Adults certificate and was looking for work, so she started out teaching online elsewhere. “I quickly became dissatisfied with the way that business was operating and so decided to start my own. Since my partner is a programmeranalyst, he built the site and set everything up so it cost very little, except time, to get started,” explains Linda. However, once CourseBridge launched and marketed, they encouraged instructors to find them. “We don’t go looking for instructors; they find us,” says Linda, who has an online application form at the web site that potential instructors can use to apply to teach at CourseBridge.

“If their course is something suitable for us, I check out their experience with the topic, as well as their teaching experience, and then request their course. After reviewing it and checking that it is indeed a properly designed course, I know if they are qualified to offer it through us or not,” explains Linda, of the CourseBridge way of finding instructors. “CourseBridge was primarily created as a place where I could offer my own courses,” notes Linda of her entrepreneurial start in the business. “We were interested in offering writing-related courses as that’s what sells best. I do, however, consider other courses if I feel they fit in,” she adds.

You can also have instructors pitch you courses. However, let it be known the type of courses and the teaching modality you are looking for. Have some general information on your web site for new instructors about whether you are offering asynchronous, synchronous, mixed online, or traditional courses, and what responsibilities teachers have (in general) to your business and to the students. Set up a framework by which potential instructors can propose their offerings. Then determine if they meet your needs academically, technologically, and from an overall marketing perspective. Does the course speak to your target audience?

From a practical perspective, you might also try advertising for instructors on any number of job boards such as Monster (www.monster.com), looking for individuals  with teaching backgrounds. Also keep an eye out for “job wanted” classifieds in online learning newsletters such as the Virtual University Gazette (www.geteducated.com). Generally, you’ll want to build a stable of highly reliable freelancers, reducing your administrative and tax payment hassles, and your HR expenses. As you start making contacts, your instructors may know of others they can refer to help you build your instructor base.




Training and Setting Parameters 

Most online universities offer training for their teachers in how to utilize their specific structure to teach online. As an entrepreneur, it is very important that your teachers understand both the technology and the methodology of your learning institution. Remember, the reputation and credibility of your business is on the line every time an instructor embarks on a new course. Therefore, you need to establish policies and parameters prior to bringing in instructors. Parameters are particularly important regarding e-mail, IM, and chat communications, where a casual atmosphere can occasionally ellicit unprofessional comments or tangential conversations. Experience and credentials are not enough when hiring instructors. You need professionals who can handle the course materials as well as student-instructor interactions appropriately.

Additionally, organizational and scheduling skills are even more important for an online instructor than for a professor in a traditional setting. For example, in a traditional university each instructor sets up her office hours. Then if she is not in her office or the door is closed and locked, students simply cannot meet with that instructor. Online, however, student meetings and communication can take place around the clock. The virtual office has no door. Therefore, parameters need to be set up very carefully. Instructors will reply in 12 hours, 24 hours, between 2 P.M. and 4 P.M. every day, or whatever works for your school and your instructors.

The concept of student participation also changes dramatically in the online setting, where a student cannot simply raise her hand. Discussion boards and chat rooms are one answer to that problem, but motivating students to get involved and take advantage of such opportunities is another issue entirely. Therefore, it is typically recommended that instructors make some type of participation mandatory for passing a course. Perhaps a student needs to participate in three of seven available chat room hours per week, thus maintaining the benefit of a flexible online schedule while also forging some connection with the student in a real time environment.

Of course, there are students that thrive on participation and excel in areas that invite a variety of opinions, discussion, and even debate. It is here where the instructor needs to present additional challenges and set up ways and means by which these students can participate in a more meaningful manner, perhaps by forging a new, more  indepth, discussion group. Of course, there are students that are shy in any classroom setting, and you’ll find these students participate more infrequently in online chats and on discussion boards. The instructor also needs to find ways in which to engage these students through some means of written communication.


Plusses and Minuses of Online Teaching

Plusses


• Flex schedule. Allows instructors greater flexibility in time and location of job activities; this also makes it easier for working professionals to teach courses.

• Pull from numerous sources. Forget a few textbooks, the internet makes it possible to disseminate a greater range of materials than a traditional class, through multimedia platforms and a variety of new tools of online communication.

• Interactive learning. Provides for greater interactivity for your students; can become more vested in the course by such hands-on activities.



Minuses


• Lots of technology. A dedicated instructor must stay on top of the technology learning curve, which requires a good aptitude for computer tech materials, including graphics and multimedia software.

• Computer problems. Where there are computers, there are glitches. This may or may not be in your control, depending on whose computer is failing to send/receive the message. Troubleshooting is not the responsibility of the instructor. However, she is often caught in the middle of the problem and needs to be apprised of some helpful means of solving computer problems. Unfortunately the quality of the course will suffer if the technology cannot support the efforts of the instructor and the design of the course. Iron this out ahead of time.

• Camaraderie. Say what you will about a teachers’ cafeteria, there is a sense of camaraderie found among teachers working together at any level that is lost in the isolation of online education. An exchange of teaching ideas, possible solutions to common problems, and other useful tidbits of information are exchanged when teachers work in close proximity. This does not mean that an instructor cannot communicate and, possibly, even meet with other online instructors. In fact, the dedicated instructor should make an effort to meet others in the field. This, however, takes additional effort in the online teaching community, and some instructors do not avail themselves of the opportunity to reach out and communicate with their peers.








Maintain Control 

Running an online education business can be a akin to the juggler trying to keep several balls in the air at any given time. There’s the business end, the technical side, and academic end, all of which need your constant attention. Even for the middleperson, selling courses offered by other teaching enterprises, there is still a need to oversee what is being taught, by whom, and from what institution. Don’t shoot the messenger doesn’t apply if you are the messenger offering substandard courses on your web site, even if they are at other schools.

It is up to you as an entrepreneur to continuously review course curriculum, the background and credibility of instructors, and the design of each course. Among the common problems you will run into are instructors who crave bells and whistles and instructors who are jacks of all trades, or so they say. The first group will want to utilize all of the high-tech possibilities to create an online extravaganza. It is up to you to remind this instructor of budget constraints and reel him in. In the second group are the instructors who have come onboard to teach a class or two or three. However, very often at the behest of the entrepreneur, the experienced accountant, seasoned writer, or long-time investment advisor ends up teaching five or six courses, often on topics where she has no particular expertise. It’s very easy to call on the same expert every time you are looking to add another course on a topic. Likewise, it’s very easy to say yes if the instructor asks to teach additional courses. Keep in mind, however, that the workload should not overwhelm the instructor. She will fall behind or burn out if too much is asked, and the courses will suffer. For that reason, many schools limit the number of courses an instructor can teach.




Protect Your Property 

You may accumulate a great deal of intellectual property within your online learning company. Intellectual property is different from physical property or the medium over which it is delivered. You can’t pick it up and feel it, but you can still own it. And it can’t be reused without permission of the owner. This book, for example, is a piece of intellectual property. It is more than just the paper it is printed on. The real meat of what you bought is the information contained on these pages. Entrepreneur Media owns this information, and you can’t reprint it without our permission.

By the same token, if you are offering original material, you must protect yourself against other people taking it. This applies whether you password-protect the information or not. Even if you place it openly on the web for anybody to see, it’s still  yours. When the internet first started, it was largely an academic exercise and was not used for commerce. Users got the mistaken idea that whatever appeared on the internet was free for the taking. As a tool of academia, the internet does indeed make a wonderful venue for the free exchange of ideas. But that is only one purpose. It is also a tool of commerce, and everything is not free.


Creating Educators


For training seniors in computer basics, Spry Learning in Portland, Oregon, uses the staff at their residential communities and trains them. Spry also develops its own content. At first, it employed gerontologists and instructional designers to develop courses. However, now that it has a template, Spry can use creative and detail-oriented clerical staff to develop courses.



There may be times when you want someone else to use your material, and you won’t want to charge them anything for it. For example, if someone writes a paper about online education and uses a sample clip from one of your classes as an example—and speaks highly of it—you’ll probably want to allow that. However, course content is owned by someone—either you or the instructor—depending on how you word your contracts with instructors and how you create, or obtain, courses. If, for example, an instructor, who has been teaching for years at a brick-and-mortar university comes to you with a course and asks if he or she may teach it through your learning business, that instructor may own the rights to that course. You can, therefore, accept or reject the course. However, if you accept it, unless he or she signs over all rights to you, once that instructor retires or stops teaching the course for any reason, you cannot simply take the course and have someone else teach it without permission from the instructor who owns the intellectual rights. Of course, this does not mean you cannot have a course on the subject matter because no one can claim that they own the rights to teach the Civil War or integrated algebra.
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Bright Idea

Every month, go to a search engine such as Google to search the web for your intellectual property appearing on other web sites without your authorization. If you find cases, you can issue a cease and desist letter; the offending party must either meet your financial terms or stop using your material. Often a simple e-mail message will suffice.



Make sure you know who owns the rights to the courses you are offering. You can always  require instructors to sign a contract that says, you own all rights to the course. However, some instructors won’t want to work with you. Of course, if you are teaching courses for a leading software vendor, they will likely insist upon owning the rights so that other schools can also teach users about their products.





8

Solid Foundations for Virtual Firms


In this chapter, we cover some of the basics that will serve as the foundation for your new business, including your mission statement, business name, and all-important business plan. You’ll also have a few other considerations, including how to structure your company, what accreditations  you may need, and how to find a good attorney and accountant to help you with the start-up process.
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