	Future of Education with Online Learning

	Online learning provides the framework to reconstruct local, regional, and global learning systems. In a very real sense, globalization in the research and education sector is turning all learning institutions into universities without walls and corporations into learning organizations. So what is the nature of education in an information age, where is it likely to lead, and what are your responsibilities as an online educator? 

Education in an Information Age
The primary benefit of online education is that learning modules can be distributed over a large student audience, resulting in economies of scale for institutions and organizations. In the case of higher education and private companies, larger student enrollment means more tuition revenue. For public schools and training organizations, larger enrollment lowers the cost per student and hence operating expenses. From the student's perspective, the availability of numerous online courses from different institutions means a variety of choices in terms of subject matter, instructors, media alternatives, and pricing, without the geographical constraints of the physical brick-and-mortar system. In short, online education has the potential to reach those who are not currently served by our educational traditions. 

These changes, however, also represent significant questions and concerns about the impact of technology on the social, economic, and political world. Online education does not come without cost. There is considerable debate, for example, about the gap between the technological "haves" and "have-nots." In a world, already stratified, an overall move toward online educational practice may exacerbate existing economic and social barriers. 

Future Directions 
Looking toward the future, author P. Senge argues that, "it appears networked learning needs to be part of a larger strategy to reconceptualize education and to build learning organizations and a knowledge society." Some of the acknowledged functions of the traditional university - creating, preserving, and transmitting knowledge - are already being appropriated by the Internet. It remains to be seen if other primary functions of the university - including teaching students how to learn; providing professional, moral, and developmental socialization; and certifying professional skills and knowledge - will be primarily managed online. What seems certain is that some amalgam between the traditional university and online education will survive, but to what extent and with what forms and functions? The editors of your text, "Handbook of Online Learning", envision a future in which, "the distinctions between campus-based environments and distributed environments, between classroom-based education and Internet-based education, continue to erode and teaching methods are increasingly tailored to the particular subject matter, group of students, and learning objectives." Just as promising, is the potential for online education to globalize learning so those previously excluded gain access to the world's finest databases of both theory and practice. 

The Responsibilities of the Educator
If such a future is possible, what then are the responsibilities of today's educator? Clearly these include technological literacy and both the willingness and ability to rethink pedagogy. Responsibility, however, runs much deeper than this implies. Good education has always been joined with morality. In fact, ethics are involved wherever there is social interaction that involves choice, action, and impact on others. Issues of ethics in online learning, however, go beyond questions of right and wrong. According to Fisher and Wright, "by ignoring the ethical dimensions of online learning, we become more vulnerable to the unintended consequences of our choices that may impact social values, cultural norms, and dominant rule sets of learning." Remember that while we cross time, space, geography and cultural boundaries, the choices and actions of every person involved in online learning are important. 
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