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The Leisure Class

Online instruction gives people the chance to learn just about anything, from the comfort of their own home. Anybody want to be a beekeeper?

By PATRICIA DAVIS

I am on my way to becoming a Greek-speaking ballroom Dancer. A few minutes ago, after logging onto amdance Web site,I stood before my computer screen in my cubicle, pretending to 

gracefully duck under a clothesline to get the feel of the lilting  "rise and fall" of the waltz. Earlier, I introduced myself out loud in Greek, a language I've long wanted to learn. After a pause, a voice

praised me (I think) through the speakers.

These impromptu lessons come courtesy of one of the most wide-ranging education categories on the Web, loosely called leisure or lifelong learning. While big online universities offer the equivalent of college courses, thousands of sites let users log on to noncredit classes – the kind that you might take at a community or senior center. 

As in the real world, informality and convenience are the key to the leisure market. While some of these classes have instructors, assignments and schedules, a good portion of them are simply big libraries of useful facts that you can check at your own pace. What's more, unlike most online universities," many of these sites are free. Some operators lure you in with free lessons, then try to sell you a related product, such as a textbook; other sites are set up by well-informed amateurs who just want to share information.

Companies that try to stay afloat by charging for such classes often get a rude awakening, according to 

Vicky Phillips, chief executive of geteducated.com (www.geteducated.com), of Essex Junction, Vt., which 

helps companies develop Internet products and helps consumers figure out e-learning options. People, she argues, simply don't want to spend a lot of money on these courses. Surveys conducted by her company over the past two years indicate that the average adult will generally pay a maximum of $75 to take a course not related to a career. Many site hosts can't make money off that and end up 

shutting down. The leisure learning market, she says, "has not borne out as one that will scale and produce a good income online."
The result: Of the 250,000 leisure sites geteducated.com found in a survey last fall, more than 90% 

are produced by hobbyists or other amateurs. Ms. Phillips describes these offerings as "very much a grass-roots industry where individuals active in hobby areas have banded together to offer services online." With some small returns possible, she says, leisure education has become a "good e-cottage industry."The people who use the sites are, in some cases, the same ones who use standard Web education: people with special needs -- such as the disabled -- or people in isolated areas. Often, consumers of Internet leisure courses are people whose careers are winding down and have kids moving 

out on their own. 

"Boomers and above is the fastest-growing segment online," says Mary Furlong, founder of 

ThirdAge.com (www.thirdage.com), an online content and community site for people 45 years old and above. ThirdAge.com offers free courses on subjects like 

computing, travel and investing. So what's available out there? 

Here is a sampling of the leisure courses currently available online, in a range of categories -- everything from ballroom dancing to 

beekeeping.
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The Old College Try

Traditional universities are taking to the Net with a wide

range of strategies.

By MICHAEL TOTTY and ANN GRIMES

The way Ann Kirschner sees it, universities are knowledge entrepreneurs, and intellectual capital is what 

they're selling. And what better place to set up shop than on the Internet? Two years ago, Ms. Kirschner, who previously helped the National Football League tackle the Web, hooked up with officials from Columbia University who also were thinking of ways to stake a claim in the Internet gold rush. The result: Columbia last year became the first Ivy League university to start a for-profit arm, Fathom Knowledge Network Inc., designed to create a knowledge community -- and to sell distance-learning 
courses and academic books -- online.

Rather than develop a whole online curriculum itself, Columbia set up Fathom mainly to be a portal for 

courses provided by others -- sort of a Yahoo! for eggheads. Fathom's partner institutions -- which include the Cambridge University Press, the New York Public Library and the University of Chicago -- recognize "they need to get ready to serve the future faculty member or student or reader who is at home today, doing their homework on the Net and hanging out on AOL for fun," says Ms. Kirschner, Fathom's president and chief executive. "That's the audience that is coming soon to a college campus near you."

Columbia's not the only school hoping to make its mark on the Net. Universities all across America are jumping into the online learning game. With for-profit e-learning ventures nipping at their bricks-and-ivy walls, colleges and universities have sought to defend their turf and extend their brand names in cyberspace. To do it, schools have developed distance-learning courses, created innovative 

curriculums for their already-wired students and started for-profit online ventures.

Varied Strategies

Their strategies are as varied as the schools. Some institutions, such as Stanford University and the University of Pennsylvania, have formed partnerships with e-learning companies like UNext.com (www.unext.com) of Deerfield, Ill., or Pensare Inc., based in Los Altos, Calif., to bring their courses and professors online. Others have decided to go it alone, developing and offering their own online courses. 

Some schools, including New York University and Cornell University, have spun off their e-learning programs as for-profit ventures. With the economic slowdown and the venture-capital 

spigot turned off, the question now is a simple one: Can these marriages of conventional education and e-commerce survive? Can these for-profit arms actually turn a profit? And if so, at what price?

"If you have a good product and figure out how to market it and deliver it, then you should be significantly 

competitive in the marketplace," says Michael Goldstein, head of the educational-institutions practice at Dow Lohnes & Albertson, a law firm in Washington, D.C. "That will be difficult to do, and there are no clear models yet in the marketplace."Consider Fathom.com (www.fathom.com). Launched last 

year with a $20 million investment from Columbia, Fathom offers a mixture of free information -- articles, 

reference works and links to other sites -- and access to for-fee online courses, all aimed at the "lifelong learner." (Fathom takes a 

cut of the fee as its payment.) On the handsomely designed site, a surfer can search among about 600 online courses offered by a variety of schools, including the University of Washington and 

Michigan State University. Surfers can also follow "knowledge trails" -- a series of related links on such topics as arts and architecture, business and finance or science and engineering, among others. A hike along the Genetic Explorations trail finds a previously published medical-review article on genetically modified mice, a proprietary interview with London School of Economics sociologist Christopher Badcock on genetic conflict, and an encyclopediahas links to a developmental-psychology class offered online 

by the University of Washington and to recommended books that can be purchased from the site.

Fathom has about 75,000 registered users, says Michael Crow, Columbia's executive vice provost who oversees the school's digital activities, including Fathom. But the number of students actually paying for online courses is only in the hundreds. Revenue is minimal. Despite Columbia's backing, only a handful of courses, mainly continuing-education classes, are available from the university through the site. So Columbia officials in January decided to retool their efforts.

A handful of Fathom staffers have been laid off, and another 15 or so have been shifted to the university, where they will work on developing e-learning "courseware," which will be used to bolster 

the offerings on the site. But some of the planned e-seminars will be developed only for Columbia students on the university's own internal Web site, and won't be available on Fathom.

Mr. Crow says the changes don't represent a withdrawal of commitment from Fathom. The school has set a goal of reaching at least 200,000 registered Fathom users within 18 months and about 20,000 students registered in Fathom courses. The school hopes to sign up more providers that will offer a lot more courses. "We have a few hundred courses," Mr. Crow says. "We need a few 

thousand. We're a long way from where we want to be, but we know where we want to go."

The notion that a prestigious university like Columbia has opened its virtual door to a knowledge lover in 

Aberdeen, S.D., has its appeal, but not everyone is convinced there's money in it. Vicky Phillips, chief executive of geteducated.com, a consulting firm based in Essex Junction, Vt., likens Fathom to an "e-learning Titanic" that mistakenly is trying to sell Columbia's elite image to the masses. 

The problem, she says, is that the market of lifelong learners is "tiny, it's even smaller than the number of book readers in this country. It's a PBS kind of population, and 

that's why PBS is a nonprofit.”
Columbia's Mr. Crow counters that "lifelong-learning markets are huge. Whether that market is transportable to the Internet is unknown." Certainly, not many other schools are following in 

Fathom's footsteps in offering all sorts of information outside of the courses. 

More than half of the 4,064 two- and four-year colleges and universities in the U.S. now offer some 

form of online instruction, according to a recent report by International Data Corp. Most of those, however, simply put a few courses online. For instance, the library-science school at the University of Arizona has a handful of undergraduate and graduate courses that students can take entirely 

online. The courses, however, are primarily for students already enrolled in the physical school. At only a fraction of schools is it possible to actually earn a degree online, and those are mostly degree-completion 

programs – the last two years of a degree program -- or degrees, such as business and health care, for which there is a strong market demand. The same is true for graduate degrees: Ms. Phillips, the consultant, estimates there are over 1,000distance-learning programs. 
NYUOnline is taking a different path to profits than Fathom. The e-learning spinoff of New York University is targeting the much more lucrative corporate-education and training market using the NYU brand. Using the school's faculty, the company has a contract with a large financial-services company, which it won't divulge, and has pilot projects with three or four other companies, including Carnival Cruise Lines. In the year that it has been operating, it has provided about 55 courses and currently has about 500 students at the  financial-services firm and the pilot projects. The biggest collection of courses is in information and Internet technology, including classes in "Web-server development"  and "managing the digital firm." It also offers courses in finance, as well as e-banking, e-law and media. NYUOnline (www.nyu.edu) isn't accredited, so it can't offer its own degree programs. In addition to its corporate-training programs, NYUOnline also develops online courseware for NYU's traditional degree-granting programs, which can then be used as a distance-learning complement to its usual classroom courses. For instance, it is puttingtogether an online class on portfolio management for NYU's Stern School of Business, and intends to provide similar services for the university's continuing-studies, nursing and dentistry programs. 

As for revenue, NYUOnline is "ahead of our business plan," says Gordon Macomber, the company's president and chief executive, although he won't provide specifics. The venture is also looking toward an eventual initial public offering, although again Mr. Macomber doesn't set a timetable. "It's very 

important that NYUOnline get this right," he says.

