An Updated Perspective on the NLII Agenda

William H. Graves, Ph.D.

Co-Chairman, CollegisEduprise, Inc.

Chair, NLII Planning Committee retrospective

This paper is a background piece for the 2002 Annual Meeting of the EDUCAUSE National Learning Infrastructure Initiative, which was launched in the last quarter of 1994 by Educom, now EDUCAUSE.  My purpose is to offer a current perspective on the NLII mission and to do so from my historically active perspective as one of three co-founders of the NLII and as Chair of the NLII Planning Committee since 1994.

“Transformation” was the operative word at the first annual meeting of the NLII in 1995, and “transformation” remains operative and evident in the program of the eighth annual meeting in 2002.  In 1995 the NLII transformational mantra was the holistic trinity of “quality, access, and costs,” and more than a few attendees at the first annual meeting were determined to focus on quality and access while ignoring costs.  The NLII transformational idea, however, was that the Internet revolution in human communication and information and service transactions could support the simultaneous accomplishment of three goals:

· Increase the quality of teaching and learning as measured by learning outcomes.

· Increase access to higher education for those who cannot, or prefer not to, attend classes in the traditional term-based, classroom-based, contact-hour model.

· Contain the costs of instruction and the overall costs of higher education.

It has always been possible at some cost, after all, to increase the quality of learning and to increase access to higher education.  Quality, access, and costs, however, should be understood in NLII terms, not as independent components of an educational offering, but instead as interdependent components of an educational system which today can use online communication and service transaction modalities as a lever to improve the productivity of educational programs in multiple dimensions.  I would update this idea only by replacing the phrase “costs of higher education” with “return on investment in higher education.”  

Return on Investment in Higher Education:  Whose Investment?

Return on investment in higher education, though associated with the price paid for education, is not entirely a price issue and is not necessarily related directly to education providers’ costs.  Return on investment in higher education is most appropriately judged by the investor(s) and may be judged differently by different investors.  In other words, return on investment is a relative concept – relative to the goals of the investor(s), which may be as disparate as minimizing costs per credit hour, achieving the career or social advantage associated with the most prestigious institutions, demonstrating competencies required for Cisco certification, improving job or employer performance, gaining flexible access to educational programs, and so on.  So individuals, legislative bodies, and employers – to name three possible investors – invest in higher education for a variety of reasons, but each is invariably seeking the best possible return on investment relative to the goals driving the investment.  

Higher education leaders need to understand how their investors measure return on investment.  Indeed, an overarching goal of the NLII is to help higher education leaders glimpse the future through the eyes of their investors – traditional college-age students, their families, working adult students, employers contracting for employee education, charitable funding organizations, individual donors, national, state, and local educational policy makers concerned with the allocation of tax revenues, companies that have invested in services and products provided to higher education, and governing boards which represent these investors to their institutions.  

In assessing why investors in higher education invest in different educational goals, sometimes one goal to the exclusion of others and sometimes overlapping goals, higher education leaders may be helped by the following supply-and-demand taxonomy borrowed from economics and adapted to the goals of higher education as viewed by investors.

Different Educational Goals Require Different Fulfillment Strategies

References to traditional colleges and universities evoke a paradoxical reaction in external discussions of the state of higher education.  On the one hand, American higher education is frequently described as having no peer while, on the other hand, is also described as unresponsive both to current educational needs and to the need to contain or reduce inflationary capital and operating expenses passed on to the paying student and/or to governments and endowments.  Governing boards, politicians, and businesses express the need for more business-like leadership and management practices.  They appear to be frustrated that academic programs are frequently more supply-driven than demand-driven.  By “supply-driven,” I refer to the traditional academic model based on faculty governance of the curriculum, tenure, and other inwardly focused institutional practices.  These practices were established, in large part, to provide education as a societal good.  They allow educators to focus on knowledge for knowledge’s sake and on the preparation of a generally educated citizenry to provide social, political, economic, scientific, and cultural leadership for our democracy.  This is good and describes my reasons for being an educator for over thirty years and my belief that education is the keystone of democracy.  But education can also be a private good aimed at employers seeking to improve the performance of their commercial or nonprofit organizations and at individuals hoping to advance their job or career interests, sometimes for purely economic reasons.  Education as a private good is what I primarily mean by “demand-driven” education.  

The nation is experiencing increasing enrollments in both education as a societal good and education as a private good.  And these two forms of education correlate closely and respectively to the traditional, “college-age” student seeking a residential general educational experience and the “non-traditional” student seeking practical, career enhancing education.  Enrollments in education as a private good, however, are increasing proportionately relative to education as a societal good.  External policy maker’s understand this and have internalized it in the form of frustration with the tendency of many colleges and universities to rely almost solely on supply-driven policies and practices, which may be appropriate for education as a societal good but are frequently inappropriate for developing and delivering education as a private good.  Higher education leaders should employ governance policies and development and delivery strategies that are differentiated by the particular educational goals they are trying to achieve.  

Policy makers’ reactions to decades of price increases outstripping the Consumer-Price Index are legion and are driven, in part, by the relentless, technology-enabled drive towards increased competition and productivity in all other sectors of the economy.  Both commercial and other nonprofit organizations have been forced to partner, merge, and acquire in order to remain competitive, sometimes resulting in a complete reversal of the supply and demand equation.  Physicians and hospitals, for example, no longer control the provision and pricing of medical services.  In a matter of a few short years, political and consumer dissatisfaction with spiraling health-care prices shifted control toward the consumer and the HMO – representing government and employers, the “big-dog” investors in health care seeking to manage the scope of their investments in medical services.  Medical services, imperfect as they are, are now more demand-driven than supply-driven.  

Education as a societal good has long been supply-driven and arguably should remain so, but there is no reason for education as a private good to be supply-driven rather than demand-driven.  The differences in these educational goals beg for different fulfillment strategies.  I am not arguing that any particular institution should pursue one goal over the other.  That is an institutional decision up to a point.  Public institutions, for example, have publicly mandated goals, and these goals often embrace both education as a societal good and education as a private good.  In contrast, private institutions are freer than public institutions to favor one of these educational focal points over the other.  

My main point is that higher education needs leaders who can help their internal constituencies understand the difference between education as a societal good and education as a private good, the forces that are bringing that distinction to the fore, and the need to pursue strategies that depend on the nature of the goals the strategies are intended to achieve.  Most institutions should not be managed on a one-size-fits-all governance and financial model, but that is often the current practice.  In any case, the dominant governance and management model in traditional higher education is supply-driven, and that makes it difficult to meet the return-on-investment expectations of policy makers, working adults, employers contracting for employee education, and other investors in higher education who place high value on education as a private good.  

The governance and management model in traditional higher education is supply driven, in part, because Ph.D.-holding faculty members were professionally educated in research universities.  They accordingly bring to their employing institutions an experience indicating that the “best” institutions – the schools granting them their Ph.D. degrees – aspire to or have prestige in a national/international context.  The result, according to a recent study, is that too many institutions, independent of their missions, compete for prestige as measured by research grants and publications and the academic profile of the incoming freshman class – and/or the national rankings of athletic teams in the revenue-generating sports.
  But prestige, while “sticky” once earned, is not easy to earn.  After all, only ten institutions appear on any top-ten list!  Most institutions would be following a less risky strategy by competing less for prestige and more for reputation as measured by customer satisfaction – investor satisfaction.  Reputation, in this sense of customer satisfaction, is more immediately earned and denied than prestige.  It is a demand-driven concept.  And even those institutions that choose to pursue prestige may have to increase their attention to customer satisfaction – thus to some blend of demand-driven and supply-driven governance models – as the Internet increases the expectation for integrated, comprehensive, personalizable, online self-service.  But few are doing so, and that is why the NLII transformation is today in greater evidence at reputation-driven institutions than at prestige-driven institutions.

Comprehensive, Integrated, Personalizable, Online Self-Service

Both Internet-savvy younger students and working adult students are demanding integrated, comprehensive, personalizable online self-service.  That last phrase, especially the word “self-service,” may agitate many educators, but it embodies the ideas inherent in the concept of the campus portal, sometimes called the “enterprise” portal.  It is the idea of a one-stop, Web-based service environment that integrates a range of academic and administrative services and transactions while allowing the student to customize both the interface and the information available from the administrative system, the course management system, and other internal and external systems – including information unique and private to the individual student.  

The market for education as a private good, which includes working adults and employers, places a premium on the flexibility of anyplace-anytime online instruction – as evidenced by the success of the Tennessee Board of Regents Online Degree Programs, the Kentucky Virtual University, the University of Baltimore’s WebMBA, Johns Hopkins Part-Time Engineering Program, CalStateTEACH, the University of North Carolina’s NC TEACH and NC RISE, the Washington State Community and Technical Colleges’ Washington Online, the University of Maryland at College Park’s online professional programs, the University of Maryland University College, The SUNY Learning Network, and, especially, the University of Phoenix Online.  These programs not only deliver anyplace-anytime instruction via the Web, but they also incorporate student-centric online administrative services, knowing that students who prefer or require the flexibility of online instruction will balk at the inflexibility of place-based student administrative services.  Even today’s younger student who chooses a residential experience for its role in personal maturation and acculturation wants as much online self-service as possible.  For these students, after all, the Internet is not a new medium to be questioned or otherwise singled out as external to their natural communication environments.  They are no more conscience of the Internet than their parents are of electricity, which is most noticeable in its absence.  So institutions which are staking their reputations on customer (investor) satisfaction – a key ingredient in any measure of return on investment – are using the ideal of integrated, comprehensive, personalizable self-service as a customer satisfaction goal, whether in the context of the traditional residential learning experience or the online learning experience now favored by so many working adults and employers.  All students like this trend toward flexibility.

Self-Service, Human Mediation, and Transformation

The concept of self-service may appear to portend the elimination of the instructor, which would be at odds with my beliefs about the future and with the NLII’s interest in transforming instruction to focus more on learning and less on teaching.
  Self-service is not the demise of human mediation.  Instead, it is a challenge to transform the form and substance of human mediation – in this case, instructor mediation, librarian mediation, advisor mediation, and so on.  Keep in mind that the printing press increased the capacity for self-service learning.  It reduced the need for transcription, both by the creators and keepers of knowledge and the apprentice learners of that same knowledge.  But institutions did not build only libraries and send their students to libraries to get smart.  They built classrooms and hired a faculty because most students require more than self-study access to knowledge to learn.  They require the kind of instructor mediation and collaborative learning associated, for example, with the seminar – as opposed to the lecture.  So although the Internet increases access to knowledge resources and further lubricates self-study, it does not eliminate the need for instructor mediation.  Again, it simply challenges us to transform the form and substance of instructor mediation.

Today’s course management systems reduce the scope of the instructor’s course management efforts.  They allow instructors to increase self-service substantively for students by providing appropriately authenticated and authorized online access to the syllabus, class schedule, assignments, course notes, external online content resources, learning assessments, grade book, and so on.  And integrating the administrative system with the course management system further reduces course management tasks by automating the enrollment process, the drop-add process, grade reporting, and other data exchange processes.  This means that once instructors have mastered the technology tools, they can concentrate more on student learning than on knowledge delivery and course management.  Email and listservs have been used for some time to encourage discourse and collaborative learning.  But these tools are more difficult to manage than the course management system’s anyplace-anytime Web-threaded discussions, which frequently become the center of gravity for instruction pedagogically constructed around the flexibility of asynchronous discourse and interactive dialogue among students and among students and their instructors.  Instruction and learning become more continuous and spontaneous and less episodic, whether these tools are employed to supplement the classroom or to lay the foundation for a mostly online anyplace-anytime “virtual” classroom.  Of course, these are not the only expressions of the classroom concept, but they are the extreme points on a blended continuum of instructional delivery possibilities – from three weekly contact hours constrained by place and time to online contact unconstrained by either place or time.  And some institutions and their faculties are overcoming the constraints of terms and cohorts by extending flexibility to include rolling enrollments, self-paced opportunities to learn and certify the results through competency-based assessments, and so on.  Even in the context of the traditional academic term and the residential experience, there is strong evidence that instruction can be redesigned to improve learning outcomes while reducing instructional costs.  These efforts, many of which have been funded by the Pew Grant Program in Course Redesign, often involve the use of rich and engaging learningware for self-study, a redesign of the instructor’s role, and, often, a reduction in contact hours.
  Such efforts are increasing flexibility, learning outcomes, and overall return on investment – both from an investor perspective and an internal management perspective.

The Role of Leadership

“The role of leadership is not to manage expenditures, but rather to create new wealth.”


… Walter Wriston (as Chairman of CitiBank)

While struggling valiantly to mange information technology (IT) expenditures, higher education leaders are simultaneously being pressured to spend more on competitive IT necessities.  They are being pressured to upgrade the administrative system, license and support a course management system, and create an “enterprise portal” to provide the aforementioned integrated, comprehensive, personalizable self-service.  Such necessary expenses, if bolted onto traditional service models, constitute additional expenses.  That is why it is so important to transform the form and substance of human mediation – as discussed earlier.  So the institutional challenge in creating Wriston’s new educational “wealth” is to increase societal and private educational benefits through technology-enabled increases in academic productivity.  In other words, IT can be more than an expenditure, provided that leaders embrace IT as the means to increase not only the quality and flexibility of academic and administrative services and their attendant levels of “customer” satisfaction, but also some other measure(s) of productivity that will align with external stakeholders’ (investors) return-on-investment expectations, which often connect to the price they pay for education or in support of education.  Leadership is often required first to bring faculty interests and institutional interests into alignment around the different supply-driven and demand-drive goals inherent in most institutions’ missions.  The intensity of today’s “faculty-versus-administration” discussion suggests that much work remains.  The NLII and other organizations and companies that specialize in NLII-aware practices and services can help speed progress on all fronts.  

Partnering as a Strategy

The NLII was launched in 1994 with an immediate Request for Partners.  That deviation from the familiar meaning of “RFP” implied that the NLII’s transformational goals were at that time beyond the reach of many individual institutions.  That is still true today, and inter-institutional partnerships and partnerships with the for-profit sector – often referred to as “outsourcing” – have increased in importance and acceptance as an NLII-endorsed strategy.
, 
  Indeed, the Internet makes it easier to communicate and share resources and, therefore, to manage partnerships designed to share expertise and digital resources.  

Even if an institution can support and accomplish transformation internally, partnering is often a preferred strategy because it uses external resources and expertise as leverage for scarce internal resources – including time and attention.  For example, transformation often requires additional IT resources, IT expertise in new areas of technology, new 24x7 levels of IT service and quality assurance, and academic change management experience.  These additional resources place serious demands on capital budgets, support staffing, and continued staffing for other ongoing needs.  Partnering accordingly has become a cost-effective and results-focused strategy for achieving a mission-related return on investment in the technologies of the Internet revolution – in “Internet time.”  

Partnering and outsourcing, whether viewed as conceptually different or the same, share a common foundation.  Each party to the agreement is making an investment in order to benefit from the investments made by the other party (or parties).  In other words, each party projects a self-benefit to having access to the leverage provided by the other party’s (or parties’) investments in infrastructure, services, and expertise.  For example, our company, CollegisEduprise, has an extensive investment in digital infrastructure and expertise – services provided by expert academic and IT professionals. 
  When Colleges Eduprise and another company decide to become business partners, both companies project that each will benefit from the investments of the other – whether money directly changes hands or not.  Similarly, when a client college or university contracts with CollegisEduprise for services, both parties project that each will benefit from the investments of the other.  The client, for example, is investing in CollegisEduprise to gain access to services that have the leverage of the shared investments made by other clients and by CollegisEduprise itself.  For its part, CollegisEduprise has made a start-up, core investment in its business and is willing to risk additional investment in the belief that it can acquire enough clients to justify these investments.  One point is that this is not about the nonprofit or for-profit status of the organizations involved.  It is about leverage.  Some examples from the CollegisEduprise client base will illustrate the idea.  In all of these examples, leadership and partnerships are proving to be a successful combination.

The University of Baltimore has reversed a downward trend in enrollments and also avoided the capital cost of a new classroom building by introducing the first entirely online, AACSB-accredited MBA degree – UB’s WebMBA.  Enrollments have steadily increased.  The WebMBA is “profitable” in the sense that it more than recovers its costs, including its development costs.  And the WebMBA has been cited as an exemplary online program by the U.S. News and World Report.  

The University of North Carolina at Wilmington is accommodating a state-mandated increase in enrollments by giving residential students the option of completing some high-enrollment core courses entirely online.  In the process, UNCW has also largely avoided the need for new capital expenditures that would traditionally accompany a major increase in residential enrollments.  

Valencia Community College is using technology as a keystone in its focus on learning – and not at additional costs.  Valencia has been recognized by Time Magazine for its persistent effort to focus on student learning outcomes and the processes that enable and support a “learning college.”  Faculty priorities and institutional priorities are aligned, and IT expenditures are being linked to demonstrable student learning outcomes and student satisfaction.

Fairleigh Dickinson University has used technology to reconnect to its roots as a university focused on preparing students to succeed in a “globalized” economy and culture.  The Internet is the means to connect FDU students and instructors with their counterparts around the globe to study pressing issues from a global perspective.  And FDU was the first university to require every residential undergraduate student to complete one online course per year as the foundation for the globalization of the curriculum.  By partnering for resources and expertise, FDU has rolled out its initiative much more rapidly and cost-effectively than would have been otherwise possible.

The Kentucky Virtual University and the Tennessee Board of Regents Online Degree Programs were created to increase college-going rates and the percentage of adults holding a baccalaureate degree in their respective states.  Policy makers in both states believe that statewide economic development depends on improving these rates by making higher education more flexible (accessible) and promoting learner-centered access.  Both of these are institutional “metacampus” programs, illustrating partnerships among multiple campuses and companies. 
  Both programs have proven cost-effective and successful to date.  KVU is approaching approximately 10,000 annual enrollments after its successful roll out in the fall of 1999.  The Tennessee program was created without additional funding from the state and garnered approximately 2,000 enrollments in its roll out in the fall of 2001 and is capping enrollments at 3,500 for the Spring of 2002.  Both programs partner for instructors, accredited degree programs, and a range of services related to planning, infrastructure, 24x7 technical help-desk support, curriculum and faculty development, and marketing.  Most important, both are cost-effectively achieving the goals envisioned by their respective states.

Conclusion

The challenge to faculty, institutional, and policy leaders is to understand why, when, and how to transform traditional governance, financial, and service delivery models to take advantage of the potential of the Internet.  The NLII was established over seven years ago to help develop that understanding by giving special attention, in today’s terms, to Internet-aware

· instructional models designed to improve learning outcomes across the spectrum of instructional delivery models,

· academic and administrative service transaction and delivery models designed to increase flexibility in the overall educational process and, thus, also to permit greater access to higher education, and

· policies and financial and governance models designed to increase educational productivity, affordable access to education, and return on investment in higher education as measured by each institution in terms confirmed and monitored by its governing board on behalf of the institution’s “investors.”  

The NLII has been at work since 1994 with the support of EDUCAUSE and a self-selected group of primarily IT-focused contributing member organizations.  The NLII provides a structure for learning from effective practices, collaborating with other institutions and companies, and transforming the form and substance of higher education to increase the societal and private benefits it can offer to a knowledge-based democracy and economy.  Progress has been substantial.  One way to summarize progress is to play on the word “learn,” which is the one word that captures the essence of the traditional college and university mission with its dual focus on faculty learning in the form of scholarship and research and student learning as the focus of instruction.  Higher education has for years been learned centric with its inward focus on the institution, the instructor, the contact-hour, the three-hour course, the semester, the two- and four-year degree, and so on.  This construct has served well, but higher education is making substantive progress in transitioning from a learned-centric focus to a learner-centric focus, meaning that many institutions are taking seriously students’ preferences or requirements for integrated, comprehensive, personalizable, online self-service and thereby increasing flexibility in the overall educational process.  But flexibility does not necessarily equate with quality, and so the transition is also engaging a learning-centric agenda which values learning outcomes over teaching inputs.  The latter, of course, is the faculty agenda and, again, part of the need to rethink the form and substance of human mediation.  A few institutions and their leaders are even further ahead in the transition and, in the paraphrased words of Walter Wriston, are “creating new wealth, rather than simply managing IT expenditures.”  They are focusing IT resources on measurable strategic goals and demonstrating new levels of academic productivity and return on investment in the process.  

In an article several years ago, I noted that higher education is in the throes of “random acts of progress.”  There remains some truth to that observation, but it does not do justice to the growing number of success stories.  With the support of EDUCAUSE and the NLII contributing members, the NLII and its active participants will continue to refine and advance the opportunity to move beyond random acts of progress – important but incomplete solutions to the puzzle of transformation – toward systematic progress.  
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