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Perspectives on Higher Education 
in the Global Market 
Sir John Daniel, Governor Michael Leavitt, and Governor Roy Romer, 
interviewed by Polley Ann McClure 

At the 1998 Seminars on Academic Computing (5.¥:., an EDUCAUSEAffiliate), Sir 
John Daniel, vice-chancellor, United Kingdom Open University, presented an 
excellent keynote address on knowledge media for global universities, followed 
by a panel discussion with Governors Roy Romer (Colorado) and Michael Leavitt 
(Utah), co-founders of the Western Governors University.1 CAUSE/EFFECT invited 
EDUCAUSE Board Chair Polley Ann McClure to pose some additional questions 

. to all three leaders about higher education in a global marketplace and to Sir John 
Daniel about the United Kingdom's very successful Open University. 

Q
. 

What is your vision for higher education in the 
. 21st century, and what are the main opportuni-1 ties and challenges suggested by this vision? 

ROMER: The 21st century presents unique chal
lenges for higher education. Higher education 
must be prepared to embrace the changes and 
challenges that new technology brings. There 
was a time, not long ago, when public educa
tion was the best means to share common 
knowledge and pass on common values among 
local community members. Today our local 
community is the world community and our 
lives are touched by people from all over the 
world. Most certainly membership in this glo
bal "community" creates opportunities for new 
learning and opens the potential experience to 

· many who would otherwise be limited by time, 
resources, and geography. These changes in our 
concept of community also create new chal
lenges for our education system, and they 
change our notion of who is responsible for the 
education of our citizens. 

DANIEL: Clearly there will be a huge increase in 
volume at the beginning of the next century as 
the largest generation of teenagers ever hits the 
university. (Twenty-five percent of the world 
population is now under fifteen.) If the birth-

rate does start to decline there may never be as 
big a cohort again. But that also means that by 
about 2045 the largest gener:i.tion of older 
people ever will be looking for lifelong learning 
opportunities in retirement. I see higher edu
cation continuing to diversify. Obviously there 
will be more distance education, but some of 
the curricula foci may change. The fashion for 
management and computing courses will likely 
peak and we may see a resurgence of older sub
jects in an interdisciplinary guise. Possibly the 
corporate or for-profit providers will cream 
off the management and computing students, 
so universities will go back to an earlier aca
demic profile. 

LEAVITT: The transition to the Information Age 
presents an unparalleled opportunity in the way 
that we c.an and ultimately will deliver educa
tion. Higher education will soon be a global 
market . In the few years we have between then 
and now, the window is wide open for a na
tion , a group, any collaboration of private or 
public, individual and collective , to design and 
remake the education delivery system that will 
reshape the world . The race is on, and the out
come is going to change not just higher educa
tion, but people around the globe. This is a 
chance not only to export knowledge, bur to 
lift societies. Technology will pave the way for 

'The transition to 
the Information 
Age presents an 
unparalleled 
opportunity in the 
way that we can 
and ultimately will 
deliver education." 

1 A video of this pre~entation 
is available on the EDU 
CAUSE Web site (http :// 
www.educause.edu/sac/sac98/ 
sjd .hrml). For information 
about the Open University, 
see http ://www.open .ac.uk/ 
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more people to become educated than has ever 
been possible before-people who until now 
did not have the access, the time, the money, 
the opportunity . Because of technology, higher 
education will no longer have barriers . This rep
resents a dramatic expansion of opportunity for 
higher education, its role and its mission. 

How will new networked delivery strategies al
ter the way higher education is organized, 
funded, and managed? 

DANIEL: I see more emphasis on learning sys
tems. This will be a real headache for the funders 
at the state/ country level who can't be assured 
that their taxpayers are-getting the benefit of 
their investment. The result will be downwards 
pressure ·on costs as the state uses this as an ex
cuse to cut funding. There is some real work 
ahead for administrators, instead of just having 
to ensure that the classrooms are clean and the 
grass gets cut. 

ROMER: Higher education must be flexible in 
order to take advantage of new networked de
livery systems. But hig]:ier education must also 
rethink traditional educ~tional delivery systems, 

including time frames for curricula, on-site ver
sus off-site course/curriculum delivery, and the 
use of interactive technology. The Western 
Governors University is an exciting new edu
cational technology initiative under way in the 
Western region of the U .S. that I believe em
bodies the shape of higher education in the fu
ture. The WGU will expand educ~tional op
portunities to all citizens of the West by using 
advanced technology to cross state and instfru
tional lines. 

The WGU is a bold, break-the-mold ap
proach to learning, based0'6n two key premises. 
First, regional cooperation will enable higher 
education to reach a wide array of students and 
select courses from a wide array of sources. Sec
ond, WGU certificates and degrees will be based 
on competencies demonstrated throtJgh rigor
ous assessment. Where learning takes place will 
no longer be as important as what a student 
actually learns. 

LEAvtn: New networked delivery systems are 
facilitating the emergence of a new academic 
common market, one with common currency 
and code. The currency of higher education at 
present is "credit," the unit of time spent in class 
receiving instruction . It may or may not be ex
changeable with another institution . In the aca
demic common market, the currency will be 
competency, a guarantee to the marketplace that 
the student is competent in the field of his or 
her degree . This new academic common mar
ket will create a system that is based on learn
ing, not teaching. It is·asystem that will be cen
tered around students, not institutions. It will 
be a system that measures quality in term~ of 
output, not by brand name of the producer . 

Value-added market pricing will be a part 
of this common market, and it will invite new 
competitors from the private sector .that will .. . 
drive costs down and quality up. From suppli
ers of courses and curriculum to competition 
within academe, this common market will cre
ate an entire cast of new players and competi
tors. Publishing companies will develop curricu
lum. Corporations will develop their own uni
versities. And the system will be driven into an 
atmosphere that is not mass-production ori
ented, but mass-customization oriented. Every 
student will have the ability to craft this pack
age in a way that fits them. 
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Leavi.tt 

, : Some of our most elite institutions have 
"'=achieved their status by being highly selec-

tive, expensive, and delivering/ace-to-face in
struction. Many feel secure in their current 
niche and don 't want to risk their s-catus by 
changing models. What advice would you give 
to leaders of such institutions? 

DANIEL! It is a fundamental issue, one I don't 
think they can duck. The theme of higher edu
cation in _the next century is that the link be
tween quality and exclusiveness has been bro
ken . I would say that in strictly educational 
term s. Behind dpt, there is a much bigger prob
lem. That is that the emphasis on educational 
quali ty and exclusiveness-and I shouldn't speak 
for the Unit ed Stat es, but cert ainly in other 
countries-h as contribut ed to the very seriou s 
divide we now see in society between the rich 
and the poor , the disadyantaged and the less 
advan taged . Wh at it seems to me the qu ality 
institution s are doing is encoura ging th e middl e 

classes to really try to get out of public systems 
and go for these exclusive places. That's a very 
serious problem, producing elites who no longer 
really have any sense of their duty to society as 
a whole. It's an issue that goes far beyond simple 
matters of education. The fact that it's possible 
to have quality without exclusiveness in educa
tion is helpful in solving the wider problem . It 
requires a compiete mental switch. It's not just 
the presence of these exclusive universities . It's 
not their fault. They 're simply responding to 
trends in society which are worrying through
out the Western world. 

LEAVITT! I would ~dd that it is, as Sir John sug
gests, a social trend . It's being found in almost 
every other industry. If you look at the public 
utility industry, the telecommunications indus
try, healthcare industry, the financial industry
all of them go through a pattern where we start 
to see certain words emerge: unbundling, cherry 
picking, stranded costs. All of these institutions 
have essentially one other thing in common. 
They have been driven primarily by reputation 
and by some kind of monopoly control , and 
now we're starting to see this pattern of change 
in the telecommunications, the utility indus-,. 
try, and so forth. Higher education is going to 
go through it as well. If one were to be blinded 
to it, they would be left behind, ultimately be 
damaged by the n;iarketplace . A very important 
element of good leadership in the 21st century 
will be the ability to make this transition. 

RoMER: I would say that higher education can
not rest on the laurels of past reputation. Higher 
education has responsibilities to the public out
side the institution-to prepare students for in
formed citizenship, to help address local needs 
through research and academic debate, and to 
ensure that faculty and institutional agendas 
address the needs of the public. Higher educa
tion cannot exist in a vacuum and still retain 
the public confidence to which it has grown 
accustomed. 

There will always be a place for the tradi
tional on-campus educational experience, and 
while so much is right about our higher educa
tion system, there is always room for improve
ment and innovation . As you know, in the last 
decade, the nation's public and higher educa
tion systems have all come und er close public 
scrutiny . Parents, educ ator s, and community 



leaders have all begun to question whether stu
dents are being prepared to enter an increas
ingly complex world and workforce. We must 
push higher education to raise its sights as we 
should always seek to raise the quality of our 
most important investments. 

It has been said that education in the agricul
- .. tural era was the responsibility of the church; 

in the industrial era, it was the responsibility 
of government; and in the information age, this 
role will fall to the corporate sector. Do you agree 
with this prediction? 

DANIEL: No, I absolutely don't. I think some 
will. But I believe that the reason that the cor
porate sector is able to move into so much 
higher education is that in a way higher educa
tion has lost its way from its core mission. The 
core mission of higher education is to train criti
cal thinkers, to inculcate a sort of attitude of 
systematic skepticism so that people take part 
as active citizens challenging what's going on. 
The corporate sector as a corporate sector will 
never be very interesred in that, although some 
individual corporate leaders give heroic support 
to that core mission . I think we will see a slim
ming of universities to their core function. The 
corporate sector can probably do a lo.t of what . 
universities do in training standard skills, or
thodox knowledge as well, and more cheaply 
than universities can, so why shouldn't they? It 
would be very unfortunate for governments to 
back out of all this. What I find so encourag
ing in the Western Governors University that 
the governors here have been prime leaders in, 
is that here we have a public policy push simi
lar to that which led Jefferson to create the Uni
versity ofVirginia. It's very important that gov
ernments hang in there and represent the pub-
lic agenda. · · ' '· .. 

LEAVITT: My view is that corporate leaders don't 
want to be accepting this as their responsibility 
short of a couple who see it as a market oppor
tunity. I had a conversation with a very large 
technology company CEO who told me, "If I 
miss one product cycle in this environment, I'm 
dead as a corporation . My concern is that the 
existing system of higher education isn't re
sponding quickly enough to provide the needs 
I have in an eighteen-month product cycle. By 

the time I move to the next product cycle, they're 
just starting to teach the kinds of disciplines I 
needed in the former product cycle." So corpo
rations are doing this out of a sense of survival , 
not because they feel like they can do it bette;, 
or they want to do it . They'd like to stick with 
their core mission. They'd like the higher edu
cation system to respond. • 

ROMER: I believe that in the future t,he educa
tion of our citizens will become increasingly a 
public/private partnership. As our economy 
changes, so do the demands made on employ
ees. Today's students need to know more and 
possess high<:r skills if they hope to compete 
for decent, high-wage jobs in the future. Busi
ness has a huge stake in helping transition edu
cation from a system whose objective was to 
pass on a discrete set of common facts, to one 
that equips students to think and reason. How 
well we educate, train, and develop the poten
tial of our people will do more to determine 
our future than anything else, and it requires 
participation from businesses and their leaders. 

Do you think that the American university .sys
tem is prepared for an Open University model 
of higher education and, if not, what do you 
think we need to do in order to be prepared? 

ROMER: Let me answer the question this way. 
While I do believe that the American public is 
ready for an Open University model of higher 
education, I am less sure whether the Ameri
can university system is ready. Much of this goes 
back to my previous responses. As I mentioned, 
it is clear that alternate forms of learning are 
becoming increasingly necessary in the United 
States due to student constraints such as time 
and distance. However, at the same time, 
today's students are required to know more 
than ever before. For this reason, I argue that 
we need an Open Univ·ersity system in the 
United States. 

We must push our institutions of higher 
education to deliver instruction to students on 
campuses, on home computers, in libraries or 
at work, using technology to provide more edu
cational opportunities among and across states. 

DANIEL: If by an Open University-type model 
you mean an American Open University, I do 
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chink there are some issues having to do with 
the state jurisdiction and the whole pattern of 
education. If you mean the sort of core manner 

· in which it functions, I think there 's still a bit 
of an issue. To my perception, the American 
system is still very focused on the teacher and 
the classroom. However, having said that, with 
3,500 higher education institutions, it seems 
there's such variety in the system, that someone 
will make the break. The problem is that the 
new technology really requires you to operate 
at scale. That's the big challenge which, again, 
projects like the Western Governors University 
are trying to meet by pooling the resources of a 
large number of institutions in a way that 
combines the best of the federal with the best 
of the local. 

LEAVITT: I think it's important to recognize what 
the efforts that have currently been undertaken 
are, and what they are not. What they are not is 
a replacement for the existing system. What they 
are is a new element in the delivery of -the new 
system of higher education in this country , in 
the 21st century version of what we have today . 
Any institution that is not able co incorporate 
some element of this into their current offer
ings will find themselves at a competitive dis
advantage . This is not something that: c.an be 
see~ as an· ·exclusive model or replacement; it 
has to be incorporated into the existing system. 

. Many of our faculty have expressed concern 
.. about the "dehumanization" of education they 
believe will result from the Ufe of technology in 
teaching. Do you share those fears? · 

ROMER: No. In fact, in certain instances I be
lieve technology makes it easier for some stu
dents to speak up than if they were in a "tradi
tional" classroom . For example, my son Paul, 
an econ'omics professor at Stanford, teaches 
some of his classes online. He tells me he spends 
more time counseling his students through e
mail than he does in actual office hours. Shy 
students are more likely to ask questions and 
engage in "conversation" through a .medium 

'such as the Internet. I believe we should use 
technology to supplement, not supplant, face
to-face interaction of faculty and students. Per
haps the more pressing c~ncern is how higher 
education can manage the heavy load that comes 

with students being able to access teachers any
time, anyplace via technology. 

DANIEL: I think it's complete rubbish. They don't 
mean dehumanizing, they mean fewer oppor
tunities for megalomania and a little less con
venience for themselves. There's lots of evidence 
to show that for students a good open .learning 
system is actually much more human and much 
more personal than attempting to scale up the 
old model, which is not human and personal 
at all. 

LEAVITT: For those who have actually taken a 
good technology-delivered course and have 
observed it first-hand, it's dear that that state
ment is not true . I have asked all our board of 
regents and the trustees of the university to take 
a good technology-delivered class to see for 
themselves. Everyone chat I've talked to, with 
rare exceptions, who've taken a good technol
ogy-delivered course, tells me that the interac
tion is not less, but more, and that the amount 
of interaction they have is enhanced by the fact 
that they use these technologies. People think 
of technology as just the delivery of the course 
on TV that goes one way. This is two-way. Ir 
requires a substantial amount of individualiza

. tion. It 's not a short-cut. Ir's a very demanding 
way to deliver education. It h.as dramatic ad
vantages that represent quality that traditional 
means cannot give . 

Another concern of some faculty focuses on the 
socialization process that characterizes the tra
ditional residential university experience. How 
do you see this development taking place in a 
totally distance-learning setting? 

DANIEL: It seems futile to try co provide chat by 
distance education. I'd be the last to remove 
that . But I understand that already in the U.S . 
that group of full-time, living-on-campus stu
dents is only a sixdi of those registered in higher 
education. So it's a minority. It's wonderful that 
they continue to be served. The problem is that 
we define the whole system in terms of the needs 
of that minority. Being once president of a cam
pus university , I think one has to really make 
sure that those social advantages which are 
claimed are really delivered. So often there are 
a lot of assumptions that because students and 



faculty mill around on the same campus, all 
these good things are happening. They're not. 
The whole story is to be explicit about what 
you want to achieve and explicit about how you 
are going to achieve it. 

ROMER: First of all, I do not advocate for a shift 
to a completely distance-learning-based higher 
education environment. I watched each of my 
seven children go off to college. Their under
graduate education was an important develop
ment milestone and one which I would not 
change. Distance learning should not be viewed 
as a replacement for higher education but rather 
as a technological extension of the marketplace. 
This new learning system will involve not only 
our traditional public post-secondary institu
tions, but also private colleges and universities, 
companies that provide training, and the many 
private businesses that are developing courses 
and curriculum . 

LEAVITI: A couple of years ago I took my oldest 
son to college. We went to the dorm and put 
his suitcase under the bed. I made his bed for 
what might be the only time it happened dur
ing the semester. We walked up and down the 
hall wondering how anyone studies with all this 
music . I want all my children to have that ex
perience. I want them to have the personal in
teraction with a real curmudgeon professor who 
will push them further and harder than they 
have ever been pushed before. I also want my 
children to be exposed to the technologies of 
the future, to learn to interact. I would argue 
that this is not a replacement for that limited 
group of traditional students. We will always 
have campuses. But it needs to be part of their 
education as well. Part of quality will be learn
ing to deal with the technologies of the future, 
and the delivery of this kind of education will 
be one way to do it. 

What do you say to those critics who claim that Q . many of the programs delivered by technology, 
especially those delivered to adult populations, 
are more ''training" than "education"? 

DANIEL: Pure nonsense! Indeed, the more hands
on skills required, the harder it is to teach a sub
ject at a distance, although it can be done, as the 
0 U has shown in science and technology. Stu-

"I do not advocate for a shift to a 

completely distance-learning-based higher 

education environment." 

dents who take distance and campus courses si
multaneously ( 40 percent of students at the two 
Canadian open universities . ar.e sirf\l,Iltariepusly . . 
enrolled at other campus universities) say the dis
tance courses are of higher quality and more de
manding. I would riposte that classroom-deliv
ered courses are often spoonfeeding, whereas 
technology-based learning stretches the intellec
tual muscles. (Our students say they like CD
ROM because it forces them to answer the self
assessment questions before moving on, whereas 
you can skip them in class or in the textbook.) 

LEAv1n: When people raise chis commonly 
· asked question, I simply point out chat the de

bate will be resolved in the 21st century. Any 
education that doesn't provide both education 
and training will be a hollow victory. One will 
be required to retool over and over again, rap
idly and repeatedly. Education is a must to en
able that . However, without specific skills, one 
is limited. Our objective is to provide both. 

ROMER: I believe that distance learning is a con
cept whose time has come. And while design-

Romer 
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ing electronic workforce certification and de
gree programs is probably easier than design
ing "academic" programs, it is no less valuable. 
At WGU, we have rolled out instruction be
ginning with a competency-based Associate of 
Arts degree, a competency-based Electronics 
Manufacturing certification, and a limited ca
pability for brokering courses . We intend to 

eventually offer a full range of both workforce 
certification and academic degree programs. 

Polley Ann McClure {mcclure@virginia.edu) is vice 
president and chief information officer at the University 
of Virginia. She currently chairs the EDUCAUSE Board 
of Directors. [iii 
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