Excerpt from a project for Institute for the Future

The future of corporate learning eight to ten years out

	Scenario 3, "The Invisible Hand Strikes Again"

This scenario, in corporate Europe and U.S. settings, assumes bandwidth will be pervasive with solid e-educational technology and software. Teaching methods will be learner-centered with a generally US-oriented culture. 


	An American university student of business development joins his Virtual Peace Corps team on a visit to the Sudan complete with sights, smells and sounds. On his journey he carries his personal avatar that helps him assimilate and respond to cultural and social nuances.



	
	A French instructional designer chooses Club Med as a place to relax while virtually exploring the latest developments in information architecture through virtual research, conversations, and visits to work-sites, all while poolside.




Scenario 3:  The Invisible Hand Strikes Again

Scenario 3 Overview

Assuming pervasive bandwidth, solid educational technology, learner-centered education and a U.S.-oriented culture, this scenario looks at the U.S. and Western Europe corporate world, where short-lived enterprises will constantly be configuring and reconfiguring in a networked economy. E-education is critical to corporate success, and the race will be on with the goal of hiring, orienting, motivating, and instilling corporate knowledge in workers fastest and most effectively.

Software agents will rule the net, powered by cognitive computing that routinely harvests knowledge from a sea of bits that doubles frequently. In the wired world, society will react to infoglut by relying on intelligent filters to separate the signal from the noise on the open net.

Technology creates a blur that defies the speed of the human mind. Corporations will not produce things unless someone is willing to buy them. Their enlightened self-interest will keep their technology products within human bounds.

Story:  A Young American Businessman in the Virtual Peace Corps

Austin is looking forward to learning how to develop business for GE Ergosystems. He enjoys these engaging, personalized learning experiences, for they push him to his limits, exercise his mind, and give him a feeling of real accomplishment. After all, his “training” is real work, where he learns by doing. In Austin’s case, this week he’s on a team the Virtual Peace Corps assembled to help agriculture producers in the Sudan.

Business development is Austin’s chosen career. Coming out of high school, he faced the three choices of commercial career in 2010. He could go into engineering, which included manufacturing and agriculture/bio-tech as well as high-tech and construction; after all, it was increasingly the same stuff. He could shoot for ideation, which encompassed innovation, research, creative arts, and entertainment, but that called for a broader background and more imagination than Austin felt he was ready for. Or, as he had chosen, Austin could work in interaction, the interface to other humans and to non-human systems. Austin chose interaction because he enjoys working with people and figuring things out on the fly. He figures interactors are the glue that holds everything together these days. 

Austin’s work with the team in Sudan would last all day, so it wasn’t worth using any ecology ration coupons to go to the office; he could do this from home. Plopping into a chair in his home office, Austin puts on his projector-specs and tunes in his development avatar, Tobora. All corporate learners have personal avatars, intelligent software “agents” that shape their owner’s learning experiences and accomplishment portfolios. Tobora had been getting to know Austin and mentoring him for three years, since his junior year in high school. In addition to guiding his professional growth, Tobora brought him information that would interest him, kept track of appointments, and today would be screening instant messages and emails so not to interrupt his work.

Austin fastens neurotransmitter clips to his ears and finds himself walking the dusty streets of Khartoum, virtually mingling with black people in stark white clothing beneath a stunning blue sky. Austin joins  his colleagues and together they cross  the bridge over the Blue Nile to Omdurman, home to the best marketplace in Sudan, a spot untouched by tourists or by time. “Whirling Dervishes” dance the frenzied dhikr to get closer to God. The smell of camel fills Austin’s nostrils. A flute echoes down a narrow alley. The sun beats down. It’s 100o. Flies swarm. 

Monitoring his alpha signals, Tobora notes that Austin’s virtual visit has degaussed his preconceived notions and vestigial mindset about Sudan and its poverty. He’s experienced it first hand. He has achieved what Buddhists call “beginner’s mind.” Tobora projects Austin virtually into a meeting with three peers and three young Sudanese who are working with the Virtual Peace Corps to bring GE Ergosystems technology into the local agricultural environment, one small aspect of the agricultural self-sufficiency initiative GE-E is backing. (Western corporations receive a 50% tax incentive for bringing a better quality of life to emerging economy countries.) 

Austin explains that while 2/3 of all Sudanese farm or raise cattle, only 5% of the land is used for agriculture because it lacks irrigation and infrastructure. Starvation has claimed millions of lives. GE Ergosystems can improve the situation but it will take twenty years and international loans to get there. 

The Sudanese offer Austin a cup of tea. They softly explain that they do not understand. Irrigation is water; let the desert bloom; that is great in the eyes of Allah. But loans? Loans are usury. They could never condone such practices. The government would never agree. 

Austin feels stupid but persists, firm in his belief that, “The only thing worse than learning from experience is not learning from experience.“ One of his colleagues suggests they consult a well-known holy man. Luckily, the holy man agreed to a tele-meeting right away and soon the holy man is telling Austin how other projects received funding by non-usurious Islamic banks that coordinated arrangements with the World Bank. Austin was learning interface skills by applying them. He was learning lessons he would never forget.

Back in the early 2000s, executives realized that few simulations could teach as well as a real experience. Universal high-bandwidth will make geography immaterial. The semantic web surfaces needs for help from all over. Austin is but one participant among a human million in the each-one-teach-one movement.

Story:  Marie-Claire Enters her Learning Space at Club Med

Marie-Claire is an instructional designer who lives in the 7th arrondissement and works in the e-Business unit of Hachette. This week she is relaxing at the new Club Med Corse, but this morning she has decided to brush up on her skills in Information Architecture. Hachette is branching into real-time support of buyers of technical books, and understanding information architecture may qualify her to move into a higher-paying position with the company

A charming lifeguard leads Marie-Claire to a soaking tub overlooking the sea. Before slipping into the warm water, she gazes into an identiport that recognizes the iris of her eye. A holographic image of a doorway into Hachette floats in front of her. (All major corporations provide custom-tailored education portals; they vie for the best ratings as an incentive in recruiting.) She gently says that she wants to grow as an information architect. (Voice commands are the standard means of navigating infospace.) The door opens to her personal growth path. (All corporate learning is tailored—mass customized—to the individual learner; the increased learning efficiency more than makes up for the cost.)

Marie-Claire is interested in more than simply acquiring the skills of information architecture. She wants to become an information architect. In addition to skills, this requires know-how, the professional argot, the right attitude, who and when to call for help, and knowledge of changes going on in the field. She needs to develop the interests of information architects and to disregard the things that don’t interest them. She must master the competencies and achieve the confidence to tell acquaintances, “I am an information architect” without feeling that she is a dilettante or poseur. 

Much to the chagrin of the Académie Française, in 2004, many major corporations standardized on English as the language of global business. Soon thereafter, they formed consortia that funded the development of common e-Business learning objects. 

Marie-Claire’s learning experiences today would be multilingual, with examples from Hachette in French and the basics of information architecture in English. (If she had wanted to, she could have asked the machine to translate everything into French on the fly, but no matter how good the software, machine translation still grates on the ear.)

Everything goes smoothly for half an hour, until  Marie-Claire walks  into a virtual filing room and can't figure out how to combine the resources around her into a webpage wire-frame. She calls for help, and an experienced information architect appears  to help her over the hurdle. 

After another hour of problem solving, Marie-Claire has had enough. She drops by the virtual lounge to swap stories with the trio of other information architects who are hanging out there, and they all talk about the challenges they’d faced during the day. “C’est tout,” she said, and the floating image disappears. 

Marie-Claire goes to the pool for a swim in real water.

How This Future Came About

In the early 2000s, the acceleration of the development of learning technology continued past its shaky beginnings as executives began to see the immense return on knowledge (ROK) associated with investing in human capital. Wise corporations began keeping two sets of books, one for financial reporting to satisfy financial regulators and the other for tracking the appreciation of intangibles. Heavily capitalized old-style corporations poured billions into building learning infrastructure to take advantage of their proprietary intellectual property and give them a foundation for growth in the knowledge economy.

The advent of the intelligent web in 2002 vaporized the Learning Management Systems (LMS) market, paving the way for the virtual world of learning to converge into the real world of business. Increasingly, learning and business became one. Knowledge management and traditional learning and reference material merged into a single repository of content in each organization. 

By 2004, content was beginning to become truly interoperable—“plug and play” under any standard user interface. The worldwide adoption of metatag and business process standards, which had begun with the specifications set by the U.S. Defense Department’s SCORM project and the allegiance of Europe’s Ariadne and Dublin Core groups, became universal when written into world trade agreements and promulgated by the United Nations. The single commercial standard became the global learning standard as well. 

By 2005, a few international zaibatsu (Japanese for mega-conglomerate) provided most of the communications and database infrastructure delivering learning experiences. In contrast, content developers were more akin to the movie industry, with brilliant independent films produced by small auteurs, boutiques owning a particular genre, and vast studios churning out productions for mass audiences. While technology-assisted translation churned out passable localized versions, local artists could always produce learning experiences better synchronized to the pace and resonant with the culture of the homeland’s audience. 

Initial fears that America would bathe the world in a mediocre culture of trash television, violence, and drivel proved unfounded. What transferred across borders was the American spirit of individualism and innovation, not McDonald’s and Taco Bell. Stodgy traditionalism couldn’t keep up with the pace of change, but people everywhere clung to local custom as a source of strength. (Twenty countries cut themselves off from what they took for sacrilege and disrespect being spread by the net. Unfortunately, blocking the Internet also blocked participation in the world economy. The non-participants imploded into isolated, impoverished societies.)

By 2010, as efficiencies build surpluses around the world, individuals and corporations enjoy the luxury of looking further ahead. People have come to realize the long-term consequences of today’s actions. Eco-disasters, starvation and poverty, and conspicuous consumption are choices, not inevitabilities. With wealth to spare, enlightened corporations put human values above economic value, and this choice will give them a renewed lease on life. 

Policy Issues Raised by Scenario 3

(
Is privacy at odds with personalized learning? If an avatar (software) knows what someone needs to learn, it knows what that person doesn’t know. Software is vulnerable to hackers; software can’t keep secrets.

(
Will accreditation be as important as attitude and ability in the corporate world? 

(
Standards for technology are prerequisite to this scenario. Without standards, educational technology is dead in the water. Will institutions globally have the commitment and clout to enforce their adoption?

(
Will commercialization become an issue as corporate technology trickles down into the educational system? Whittle’s dream for the Edison Project, for-profit public education, could work well for basic skills and career preparation. The availability of cost-effective, tailored delivery will foster the development of private schools and home schooling. 

(
Assessment is a vital component of corporate learning. Assessing ability to do the job drives selection and advancement. 

Jay Cross
early 2001
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