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When you go shopping to buy furniture for a room in your
house, you don’t randomly bring home individual chairs and

tables you happen to like. It’s more likely that you start by consid-
ering the big picture: your other furniture, the size and shape of the
room, what’ll be happening in that room, and your budget.

Online learning is no different. It’s important to begin by under-
standing the overall concepts so the specific pieces will make more
sense later. In this chapter, we’ll answer the following big-picture
questions:

• What is online learning?

• Where has online learning come from and where is it
going?

• When does using technology for learning make sense?

• How can I tell whether my organization is ready?

• What is good online learning?

• What skills do I need?

• How do I stay sane?
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2 MAKING SENSE OF ONLINE LEARNING

What Is Online Learning?

First, let’s define online learning. Online learning involves the use
of network technologies (such as the Internet and business net-
works) for delivering, supporting, and assessing formal and informal
instruction.

Where and how does this happen? Via online resources and
materials, electronic libraries, learning materials and courses, real-
time and non-real-time discussions, chats, e-mail, conferencing, and
knowledge sharing applications. It’s important to note that online
learning does not have to happen exclusively online. The use of
technology for learning is often an adjunct to classroom and other
face-to-face learning opportunities. In fact, the perception that
online learning should be ALL online causes some short-sighted
thinking and is one of the biggest myths about this field.

Some of the main reasons to use online learning include

• Improved access and flexibility. People can log in at any
computer terminal, at home or at work, at any time of
day or night, to complete a lesson or refer to learning
materials.

• Faster delivery and cost savings. For organizations that
need to convey targeted information that quickly
becomes outdated (for example, the newest version of a
product), online modules are almost always faster and
cheaper than flying trainers across the country and
requiring learners to sit in a classroom for a set number
of hours.

• Improved control and standardization. In today’s interna-
tional business climate, many organizations have loca-
tions across the globe. Differences in individual
trainers’ knowledge and skills may mean learners in
New Delhi are getting a different quality of training
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than those in New York. Online learning presents a
common, consistent message to large groups of learners
regardless of location.

• Enhanced communication and collaboration. Certain soft-
ware tools allow learners to communicate with each
other, collaborate on projects, and share documents
without the need for travel.

Whether or not you’re keen on using technology for learning,
the fact is that it’s here to stay. Technology has become an essential
way to handle the education, training, and retraining needs of an
expanding knowledge society. According to a recent report on job
skills, 50 percent of all employee skills become outdated in three to
five years. In addition, experts say the percentage of jobs that fit into
the category of “knowledge workers” is rapidly increasing (Moe &
Blodgett, 2000). Even jobs that were traditionally thought to
require fewer skills, such as retail sales, now commonly require com-
puter skills and the ability to keep pace with product changes. Many
blue-collar workers regularly use computers and databases in their
work. We simply don’t have the capacity to support today’s educa-
tional needs by using traditional methods alone.

Where Has Online Learning Come from 
and Where Is It Going?

The idea of using computers to help people learn has been around
since the advent of computers, but it wasn’t until the first Web
browser was marketed in 1994 that true “online” learning—in
other words, learning done through a network such as the Internet
or an intranet—started to take its current shape. Corporations,
government entities, nonprofits, and universities began to realize
the advantages of training large numbers of geographically dis-
persed people via the Internet, and vendors emerged to provide
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