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Why Go to College 1o Learn?

The Internet May Signal the Last Days of the University

By Eli M. Noam

!%y now, everybody knows about the
tremendous advances in communi-
cations technology that will link the infor-
mation resources of the globe. But while
these technologies are likely to strengthen
research, they will weaken the traditional
major institutions of learning, the universi-
ties. Many of the universities’ traditional
functions will be superseded, their financial
base eroded, their technology replaced,
and their role in intellectual inquiry
reduced.

Scholarly activity, viewed dispassionately,
consists primarily of three elements: to .
create knowledge and assess its validity; to
preserve information; and to pass it on to
others. Accomplishing each of these
functions is based on a set of technologies
and economics. Together with history and
politics, they lead to a set of institutions.
Change the technology and economics,
and eventually the institutions must
change also.

How Information Used To Flow

Information institutions started about five
to eight thousand years ago when special-
ized preservers and producers of informa-
tion emerged in the form of priests. Collec-
tively they were also the primary informa-
tion storage medium of their societies. Since
reliance on individual and group memory
to transmit information across time and
space was inefficient, recording methods
were developed. Writers had to be trained,
creating a need for schools. Writing, in
turn, led to formal information-storage
institutions.

Under the Assyrian king Assurbanipal
(668-627 B.C.), documents at the royal
library in Nineveh were arranged by sub-
ject. Wise men congregated there to use the
information and to add to it. No doubt they
also argued among themselves and were
surrounded by disciples. Thus, knowledge
and inquiry were already being organized
along lines strikingly similar to today’s uni-

versity departments.

This model—centrally stored information,
scholars coming to the information, and a
wide range of information subjects under
one institutional roof—was logical when
information was scarce, reproduction
expensive and restricted, and specialization
low.

How Information Now Flows

This system of higher education
remained remarkably stable for over two
thousand vears. But today’s production and
distribution of information are undermining
the traditional flow of information and, with
it, the university structure, making universi-
ties ready to collapse in slow motion once
alternatives to their function become
possible.

Most branches of science show an expo-
nential growth of about 4 to 8 percent
annually, with a doubling period of ten to
fifteen years. One response of organizations
that must handle the increased volume of
information is to improve processing capa-
bilities. But the main strategy is specializa-
tion. As the body of knowledge grows,
fields of expertise evolve into ever-narrower
slices, and universities can no longer main-
tain coverage of all subject areas. Many spe-
cialized scholars also find fewer similarly
specialized colleagues on their own cam-
pus. Instead, scholarly interaction increas-
ingly takes place among distant specialists
in the professional rather than the physical
realm.

None of this is new. But as the informa-
tion-induced pressures of specialization
have grown, so have the means to make
the invisible college the main affiliation.
Electronic communications are now creating
new electronic scholarly communities. Iron-
ically, it is the university that pays for the
network connectivity that helps its resident
scholars shift the focus of their attention to
the outside or to join virtual communities in
cyberspace.

In this article Eli M. Noam
outlines the ways new
technology threatens the
economic foundations of
universities. He warns that
in the future, alternative
instructional technologies
and credentialing systems
offered by the private
sector will be far less
expensive than campus-
basec! bigher education.
Universities will be in
danger of losing students
to the private sector unless
they capitalize on the
strength of their college
community and the
intellectual guidance they
offer. Trustees will need to
decicle where their school
fits in this scenario and
what measures they can
take to ensure its survival
in the technological era.
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If alternative
instructional
technologies ancl
credentialing
systems can be
devised. there
will be an out-
migration from
classic campuis-
basec higher
education.

Only eight of North America'’s
222 graduate theological
schools enroll as many as a
thousand students and most
are vastly smaller. In a
telepbone interview, In Trust
asked Professor Noam to belp
us locate these schools in the
Dpicture be bas developed in
this issue. Here are the
answers he gave to our
questions.

Storage and Transmission

The second function of the university is
the storage of information. It was once said
that a university was as strong as its library.
But as the production of scholarship rises
exponentially, so does the cost of acquisi-
tion and reference. At the same time, elec-
tronic alternatives have become powerful in
storage. broad-ranging in content, and effi-
cient in retrieval. Therefore, universities are
gradually shifting from investment in the
physical presence of information to the cre-
ation of electronic access. It is a logical
response, but it undermines the fundamen-
tal need for the university as the physical
location for specialized information.

This leaves the third function of the uni-
versity. that of transmission of information,
its teaching role. It is hard to imagine that
the present low-tech lecture system, which
comes with a big price tag, will survive.
Electronic forms of instruction can be pro-
vided at dramatically lower cost.

If alternative instructional technologies and
credentialing systems can be devised, there
will be an out-migration from classic campus-

based higher education. A curriculum, once
created. could be offered electronically not
just to hundreds of students nearby but to
tens of thousands around the world.

Already electronic distance education is
offered by a wide range of educational
agencies. An example is the Agricultural
Satellite Network, AgSat, which enables two
dozen colleges of agriculture to exchange
their course offerings and ~reduce duplica-
tion.” Such efforts at cost reduction are not
welcomed by the beneficiaries of low-tech
teaching, the faculty, who tend to define the
mission and structure of their institutions
and are as resistant to change as any self-
respecting professionals.

Commercial Alternatives

In any event, the ultimate providers of an
electronic curriculum will not be universities
but commercial firms. Textbook publishers
will establish sophisticated electronic cours-
es, using the most effective and prestigious
lecturers. At present, private universities
charge a tition of nearly $30 per lecture
hour per student, not counting most of the
public and philanthropic support they
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receive or the opportunity cost of students’
time. With such prices, alternative providers
will inevitably enter the field.

Today’s students, if they seek prestigious
jobs or entry-restricted professions, usually
have no choice other than to take the univer-
sity route. When the universities' gatekeeper
control over accreditation and the public's
acceptance of alternative credentials weaken,
we may well have in the future a "McGraw-
Hill University™ giving out degrees or certifi-
cates, just as today some companies offer in-
house degree programs.

Commercial providers will primarily offer
mainstream undergraduate and professional
education. At the same time, some of the
invisible colleges of interlinked specialists
will mutate from unmanageable wide-open-
ness into more structured virtual depart-
ments that may offer graduate credentials in
their area of specialization. Thus the role of
the universities will be weakened from that
direction, too. Of course, another reason to
attend a university is to share in a rite of
generational passage into adulthood. This is
important, but such experience could be
replicated in other ways, and often in more
attractive locations and climates.

If universities’ dominance over higher
education falters. their economic foundation
will erode. Most universities will not be able
to compensate for tuition losses by gaining
more public funding. Yet private donations
are likely to decline, if anything, with the
reduction in the universities’ centrality in
research and teaching, and with a more gen-
eral disillusionment about the ability of
higher education to solve society’s problems.

Impact on the University

The problems will not be uniform. On
the teaching side, the greatest negative
impacts will be on mass undergraduate and
professional education and on highly spe-
cialized and advanced fields. Least affected
will be contact-intensive programs such as
selective and tutorial-based liberal arts edu-
cation as well as skill training that requires
hands-on instruction and feedback, and
small but stable fields of graduate study that
are not lucrative for commercial providers.

On the research side of the university,
least affected will be fields that do not
experience rampant growth and specializa-
tion, and where the various researchers
share a strong core. Most affected will be
highly specialized research, where keeping
up-to-the-minute is critical. Research requir-
ing physical proximity of team members
and shared equipment may still be located
on campus, but the research units involved

will connect primarily to other units else-
where in academia, industry, and govern-
ment. The university then exists as a sort of
office park of semiautonomous units, each
a soft-money tub on its own bottom. The
administration of universities is then likely
to be even more decentralized than today.,
and run partly from a distance by telecom-
muting staff and specialized subcontractors.

Future Role of the University

The true question is whether the eco-
nomic foundation of the present system can
be maintained and sustained in the face of
the changed flow of information due to
electronic communications. It is not
research and teaching that will be under
pressure—they will be more important than
ever—but rather their present main instruc-
tional setting, the university system.

True teaching and learning are about
more than information. Education is based
on mentoring, internalization, identification.
role-modeling, guidance, and group activity.
In these processes, physical proximity plays
an important role. Thus, the strength of the
future physical university lies less in pure
information and more in college as a com-
munity: less in wholesale lecture and more
in individual tutorial. In research, the physi-
cal university's strength lies in establishing
on-campus archipelagos of excellence that
benefit from the complementarity of physi-
cal proximity. This requires the active man-
agement of priorities.

In the validation of information, the uni-
versity will become more important than
ever. As the production of information
keeps growing, society requires credible
screeners of information, and has entrusted
some of that function to universities and its
resident experts, not to networks. But to
shield the credibility of this function
requires universities to be vigilant against
creeping self-commercialization and self-
censorship.

The threats to universities will not
emerge overnight. Yet the fundamental
forces at work cannot be ignored. In the
past, people came to the information, and
the information was at the university. In the
future, the information will come to the
people, wherever they are. What then is the
role of the university? Will electronics do to
the university what printing did to the
medieval cathedral, ending its central role
in information transfer? Have we reached
the end of the line of a model that goes
back to Nineveh, more than two thousand
years ago? Can universities self-reform, or
must things get much worse first? [T

In the past. people
came to the
information, and
the information
was ar the
university. In

the future, the
information will
come to the
people, wherever
they are.
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