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L essons L earned from Electronic Business:
An Educational Mode of Innovation, Conceptual Change, and Collaboration

EXTENDED ABSTRACT

As busness races to embrace the new technology of the Internet, education, too, must
eectronically foster the development of resources by people who live and work in diverse
locations and educationd environments. The god of this paper isto discuss an educationd
philosophy that serves a sundry population seeking educationa excdlence. Lessonslearned from
Electronic Busness and current tools available for accomplishing this task will dso be reviewed.
To meet therigors of the New World Community concept, education, like Electronic Commerce
and Electronic Budness must embrace the virtud environment and provide a holigtic platform

thet will alow its products to be ddivered through enhanced and non-traditional methods.

Keywords -- Non-traditional education, online education, distance learning, €lectronic education,

E-education, EE, VEE, MOO, MUD, conceptud change, collaboration.
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Introduction

The potentid of the Internet to foster collaboration and conceptud change between
people who have never met face-to-face is great. Business understands this. Education must now
embrace the opportunities afforded it by the Internet and ready itsdlf to brace the chalenges.
Many saesin the U.S. are now mandating online and non-traditiond education as a component

of the education a ddivery sysem. The online education has been mandated for severa reasons.
Primary isthat it provides aforum in which students and teachers can pursue an integrated,

interdisciplinary curriculum. It isamedium for the free exchange of idessin anon-physca
Setting, placing emphasis on ahility and achievement. Criticd thinking skills are encouraged and
emphasized in an integrated and practica gpproach to education. As an equa opportunity
inditution it does not discriminate on grounds of ethnicity, creed, gender, age, sexud or political
preference, nationdity, economic gatus, or physca disability. Scholarly research and publishing
is recognized as a necessary adjunct to quality teaching, but places priority on teeching and does
not make research or publication a necessary condition of employment, job retention or

promation.

Conceptual Change

What makes the eectronic education (E-education or EE) different from other more

traditiona modes of education? By existing in avirtud environment without the cogts of

maintaning aphyscd plant, EE can offer ahight qudity educationa experience a the sudent's
3
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convenience, regardless of time or place. The virtud nature of EE makes asynchronous ddivery
avalable 24 hours aday, seven days aweek. Asynchronousis "not synchronous' or not
happening a precisdly the same time. Through asynchronous learning technology, faculty can
upplement classroom teaching with additiond information about the course. Examples are
lecture notes, linksto related Internet Sites, multi-media gpplications of audio and video,
homework problems and solutions, on-line reference materids, on-line quizzes immediae

grading and feedback, aswell as being more available to sudents dectronicaly. Asynchronous

learning offers the sudents an additiond venue to access information at their convenience, to
communicate with each other or the indructor, to exchange information in group discussions,
and to collaborate in problem solving sessions remotely. The ingtructor can monitor and guide
the discussions as needed and gauge students progress aswll, if not better, in asynchronous
learning asin amore traditiond learning environment. Preiminary data suggest thet the use of
interactive computer- mediated communication technology in the dassroom sgnificanty

enhances the learning process by increasing student performance as well as faculty productivity.

Asynchronous indruction does not require the Smultaneous participation of dl sudents
and ingructors. Students do not need to be gathered together in the same location a the same
time. Rather, gudents may choose their own ingructiond time frame and gather learning
materids according to their schedules. Asynchronous indruction is more flexible than
synchronous indruction. Moreover, in the case of tddecommunications such asemall,
asynchronous indruction alows and even may encourage community devel opment. Forms of

asynchronous ddivery indude emall, listservs, audiocassette courses, videotgped courses,
4
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correspondence courses, and World Wide Web-based courses (though WWW will probably offer
synchronous formets in the near future).

The advantages of asynchronous ddivery indude student choice of location and time,
and (in the case of tdlecommunications such as email) interaction opportunitiesfor dl sudents.

A disadvantage to congder with email-based interaction is the congderable written exchange.

Thevison of EE garts with asynchronous learning and anew vison for educetion - one

based on the Internet - and one that integrates both asynchronous and synchronous learmning.
While ingtructors know how to use traditiond tools like a chakboard, overhead projector, to
lecture, teaching online diminates most of the cues good teachers use to monitor their gudent's
progress. Asingtructors cannot see their sudents, in this environment, puzzled looks and even
the smplest interaction filters through aostracted typed text. In such an environment, showing a
student what to do takestime, typing, and very precise language. These do present some
problems in the interaction between indructor and student, but they are overcomein ashort time.
As the technology improves over the next few years this problem will soon be diminated as

audio and visud Internet links are developed and improved.

Regardless of the teaching environment, indructors generdly use alecture goproachin
red life and tend to ddiver dectronic lectures online. Asthisisalittle more difficult to do in this
environment, the first tools created or trangported from other MOQO's (Multi-user, Object

Oriented environment) were the classroom, dide projector, notice board, and of course, the
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lecture. The lecture dlows indructors to pre-load their thoughts, ingructions, and

communications and then ddliver them line by lineto their gudents.

In essence, the lecture epitomizes the paradigm shift required to restructure traditiond
education into a Virtua Educationd Environment (VEE). The difference between the two can be

compared to the evolution of automobiles from the horsdess carriage to the modern car.

Advantages of Workingin a VEE

Much like the horsdess carriage, the lecture gpproach to ddivering ingruction in aVEE
tries to adapt awell-known gpproach to a new technology with varying results. The lectureis
very effective when ingructors pause to alow adiaog to develop and incorporate other teaching
toolsinto it. The ahility to access powerful tools such as the World Wide Web and Gopher
browsers, amulations, tutorids, and most sgnificantly, the VEE itsdf areavery compeling
teaching device. The online browsers make gigabytes of informeation available to sudents, while
tutorials and smulations can provide 24 hour aday accessto detalled, information presentation,

practice and feedback.

The VEE itsdf serves as amost important resource to sudents. It can be changed to

respond to the requirements and desires of the learning community, by cregting new spacesto

meatch the curriculum and activities. Students can dso add rooms and cregte objects toiilludtrate

their conogptua underganding or to asss othersin gaining such ingght.
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For example, aMBA student may create a demongtration and prepare a hypertext
document relaing their ideas to management theory. This becomes a portfolio of work for
assessment. Traditiona evauation, if desrable, including multiple choice, fill in the blank, and

meatching exercises can be built with rdaive ease.

Disadvantages of Workingin aVEE

Like most human cregtions, VEE's have their drawbacks. The current technology limits
interpersond interactions to text done. Even worse, participation in the VEE depends on typing
ability and knowledge of the English language. The command structure confuses even veteran
MOOQers, and the text output from playersin the same location mixes together into a continuous
sream of indecipherable babbling. Learning to survive in this demanding environment may take
time, and not suit the tagtes or learning syles of some people. The greatest limitation isthe lack
of good researchinto the niceties provided by interactive learning environments. Hopefully, in
the near future, mogt of the disadvantages will vanish as the technology improves where dl that

will be missing isthe lack of face-to-face person-to-person interaction

Amalgamating Education

The concept of aLab Schooal attached to aUniversity isnot anew one. Many Colleges

and Univerdtieshad Lab "Busnesses' atached to make the experience of abusiness sting, by
7
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business sudents, convenient for short term observation prior to them going into thefidd. In

more recent times, with the escalating cost to maintain faculties, Colleges and Universties can

no longer aford the luxuries of having aLab "Business' dose a hand. This however, isnot the
case with VOU. The fundamentd philosophies are to provide services to the learners and cregte a

unigue learning environment through cooperation.

The Challenge

Thereiscurrently little knowledge available of adult learning, micro worlds, disance
education and indructiord sysems asthey rdlae to online education. Thus, usualy adaptation
of what is known to cregte the best Iearning environment possible, given our resourcesisthe

norm in non-traditiond learning.

The best part of building a new technology involves testing the limits of the medium. The
technology horizon is heading toward agraphic user interface (GUI) that will illustrate VEE
usng brilliant pictures, icons, symbols and mation video with sound. The VEE will blend
seamlessly with the World Wide Web, Gopher, E-mail, and video conferencing. Studentswill be
abletotak to thar indructors, seether fellow students, and create their own version of redity
using the grgphic interface. While this may seem unredidic and fa-fetched, software tools such

as Placeware by former PARC Xerox technology guru, Pavel Curtis, isdready avalableand in
much use. For EE to sucoeed, it must continualy test the limits of the online medium, while

ddivering informetion-age technology and high qudity ingruction to the student clients.
8
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Other EE's currently use the MOO environment as a source of ddivery. Also cregted by
Curtis, this environment alows interaction between faculty and sudents. Research has
edablished that MOO environments have unique socid characterigtics that would feadilitate a
pedagogicd forma. MOO's are virtud online environments designed for live interaction and
collaboration. MOO stands for Multi-user domain (which meansthat many userscanlog on

smultaneoudy), Object- Oriented (which refers to the type of program the MOO core uses).

MOQ's can be used for synchronous communication through a more efficient interface
than mogt cheats provide. MOQO's are much more than an online "place’ to converse with others.
Since MOQO's are object-basad, users can create rooms and objects that become permanent
dements of the new learning environment. This means that indructors are adle to build online
virtua classrooms, textbooks, dide projectors, and even robots that can be used for ddivery of

course meterid. Students, too, can creete objects for exciting online learning projects.

A MUD (Multi User Domain) isvery smilar to aMOO. A MUD environment is
programmable usng alanguage cdled LPC. Learning on the MUD can be as private or as public
as necessitated by the indructor, sudent, or class. Additiondly, aMUD environment enables
MUD-mall for persond messages and bulletin boards for public discussons MUD dso dlows

the ability to cregte interactive event smulaions
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Thejoint effort of EE by both educators and studentsis afascinating model of
conceptud change and collaboration. By using the lessons learned from Electronic Business,
current tools available for accomplishing this task, and the potentid of digital communications,
what was once a"What if..." scenario is now, for educators who are reedy to take a proactive
gance with regard to getting a seamless education community online and a sundry population

seeking educationd excdllence, avirtud redity.
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