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introduction

As the workplace becomes increasingly virtual 
in nature, schools are under pressure to provide 
their students with new types of experiences and 
skills. Online communication technologies are 
vital tools in support of knowledge management 
functions within organizations. These tools can 
be very expensive for businesses and are often 
too expensive for schools to acquire. Schools 

can, however, take an alternative approach to 
the preparation of their students that will make 
preparation for the virtual workplace possible, 
while at the same time creating new opportunities 
for employers. Employers will gain workers that 
are ready to take their place in virtual workplaces 
and have an opportunity to consider more efficient 
and effective tools to support the virtual activities 
of their organizations.

AbstrAct

This chapter explores the potential of an educational commons to help schools better prepare students 
for the virtual workplace. Together with the formation of stronger linkages between schools and the 
business world, making greater use of resources such as open source software in both school and busi-
ness would greatly reduce costs and enable students to be better prepared to participate in the virtual 
workplace. With the virtual workplace’s emphasis on online communication technologies as a primary 
tool for completing day-to-day tasks, schools must acquire the hardware and software as well as explore 
ways of incorporating these tools into the student learning. To reduce the expense of doing so and to 
ensure that the environments in which students learn reflect that of the workplace, both organizations 
should consider using more accessible software and working more closely together. Conceptualizing the 
ideal learning environment as an educational commons, this chapter will explore open source resources 
and their potential contribution to education and some of the opportunities as well as the challenges 
that will be encountered as open source resources are introduced to education and business.
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Preparing for the Virtual Workplace in the Educational Commons

In order to prepare students for the virtual 
workplace, public schools and other educational 
institutions need to become more familiar with 
some of the opportunities that are emerging as 
a result of open source projects. Leveraging the 
potential of the Internet as a collaborative medium, 
open source development projects are producing 
software and other resources that have the poten-
tial to meet many needs of schools. As educators 
become aware of open source resources, they will 
immediately recognize the advantages of low-cost 
alternatives to many commercial products that 
schools currently use and find expensive. They will 
also notice that open source resources lack some 
of the usage restrictions that characterize commer-
cial resources. The low cost and flexibility of open 
source products makes them very attractive, but no 
less important is the way in which these resources 
align with some core educational values. In this 
chapter, I illustrate this alignment by exploring 
the promise that open source resources hold in 
supporting the ideal of an educational commons. 
Specifically, I will discuss (1) the concept of an 
educational commons, (2) open source resources 
and their potential contribution to education, and 
(3) some of the opportunities and challenges that 
will be encountered as open source resources are 
introduced to education.

the educAtionAl coMMons

The online, collaborative environments associated 
with virtual workplaces are too often perceived 
as being out of reach for schools. They are looked 
upon as expensive add-ons that relate marginally 
to the curriculum being taught. For employers, the 
expense of the online environments is considered 
a necessary cost of doing business. A challenge for 
employers is finding sources of workers who are 
prepared to work in these environments. In order 
to ensure a supply of these workers, schools must 
realize that a new skill set needs to be developed 
as students are being educated. Employers also 

need to understand the importance of supporting 
schools in their work to prepare workers for the 
virtual workplace. One serious problem that needs 
to be addressed is the dependence of employers 
on expensive technologies that schools cannot 
afford. One way to do this is to consider the 
concept of the educational commons as a means 
of providing rich resources for education and the 
virtual workplace.

Most of us have at least a passing familiar-
ity with the concept of a commons. According 
David Bollier (2003), the term refers to “a wide 
array of creations of nature and society that we 
inherit freely, share and hold in trust for future 
generations.” Well-known examples of commons 
that exist or have existed include grazing land, 
the Internet, fresh water supplies, and roadways. 
Lawrence Lessig (2001) pushes the concept of 
a commons further in his book, The Future of 
Ideas, as he describes the role of an innovative 
commons in society:

They create the opportunity for individuals 
to draw upon resources without connections, 
permission, or access granted by others. They 
are environments that commit themselves to 
being open. Individuals and corporations draw 
upon the value created by this openness. They 
transform that value into other value, which they 
then consume privately (p. 85).

The fact that society has always used the value 
of that which we hold in common to build greater 
value allows us to see an important reason why 
maintaining common resources is good for all. 
Even private enterprises benefit from that fact that 
we hold some resources in common. To appreci-
ate this point, all we need to do is consider the 
value of roadways to individual and commercial 
activities. Recognizing the importance of com-
mon resources is neither anti-private nor anti-
commercial. Providing some common resources 
and seeking a reasonable balance between that 
which is privately owned and that which is held 
in common benefits society.
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