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Abstr act

I nter net distance education isanalyzed asa natural consequence of finde
siecleindustrial transfor mations. Fromthisper spective, previousdistance-
and technol ogically-based educational innovations ar e discussed, not as
having failed, but as not matching prevailing economic and social
conditions. It is argued that in the evolution from a manufacturing
economy, in which standard educational practices are based, to an
information economy, in which greater autonomy, collaboration,
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flexibility, and a project orientation to work are the norm, educational
practices will either follow the lead of industrial organizations or risk
irrelevance. Implications for adapting educational practices to new
economic realities and developing new research streams are presented,
especially in terms of matching instructional technology to educational
outcomes, virtual collaboration, and media naturalness effects.

| ntroduction

Computer-mediated education grew from near nonexistenceto near ubiquity
inthefinal decadeof thetwentieth century. Although appearingtocomefrom
nowhere(or maybefrom outer space) alongwiththelnternet, this“revolution”
indistanceeducationhappened gradually, following changesinindustrial and
organizational practices. Thelnternet did not cause changesin education, but
rather enabled educatorsto meet new demandsfor instructional practicesand
outcomesand adapt to arapidly changing economic and social environment
that was beginning to outpace academia. The most salient changes that
occurred in the last decade were in computer hardware, networks, and
software. Thesetool sarecomponentsof amuchlarger technol ogy, however,
that of formal education. Kipnis(1997, p. 208) defined technology as* theuse
of systematic proceduresto produceintended effects.” Asatechnology, formal
education has had several intended effects, and it is the changes in these
intended effectsthat have spurred transf ormati onsintheuse of instructional
components such ascomputers, books, classrooms, school buildings, cur-
ricula,andaudiovisual aids.

Inthischapter, wediscusscomputer-mediated education asanatural conse-
guenceof findesiécleindustrial transformations. Asthe needsof industry
evolved, intended effectsof education al so changed toreflect anew economic
reality. Today, just as100yearsago, educational institutionsand practicesare
model ed on prevailing industrial examplesof work and organization. Thisis
especialy thecaseintheUnited Stateswherean overridingintended effect of
formal education isto prepare studentsto fill roles within the prevailing
economic system. Against this backdrop, it is only those components of
educationthat reflect and reinforcethe prevailingindustrial systemthat are
incorporatedinto thetechnology known asformal education. Componentsof
educati on such asteaching machinesand distancel earning existed throughout
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