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Introduction

“Going to College” used to describe it all.  To enter Higher Education meant being transported to a separate place, often a long way from home.  It was a time for growing up and turning your back on elements of your past.  It was a time of transition.

In the past HE traditionally served a narrow section of society; in the “elite” model universities tended to serve the sons, and later the daughters, of the upper and middle classes and, even when they did admit those from the lower classes, it was a means whereby academically able working class children could progress through the class hierarchy.  When I, born and brought up in a mining town in South Wales “went to college” in London, my luggage included my newly acquired dinner suit.

In recent times in many countries, although at varying rates, HE is moving from the elite to, if not a mass model, one that is far less exclusive.   In some countries the young student, studying full-time at the university campus, is now in the minority rather than representing the norm.   A related change has been the shift in focus from the traditional university campus to locally based face-to face education and distance education.

Not that all welcomed such changes.  It was as far back as 1769 that a contributor to the Grub Street Journal warned 

Nineteen out of twenty of the species were designed by nature for trade and industry.  To take them off to read books is the way to do them harm, to make them not wiser and better, but impertinent, troublesome and factious.
But things have changed and increasingly in many places and in many ways now it is “College that comes to you”.

My contention is that, even if it could do so in the past, under modern conditions an “elite” HE system cannot adequately serve the broader community.  Service to the community and growth need to go hand in hand.

My purpose in this paper is to examine the factors that have lead to the growth of HE and to suggest ways in which that growth may best be achieved.  It is not a paper that relies heavily on statistics and numbers (that paper is being worked on) or on objective evidence (little of which I suspect yet exists) but is based on observation and experience.  As such I recognise the danger of unduly concentrating on those countries where I have worked, the UK and the US, and will try to generalise my remarks as much as possible.

Factors that have contributed to the popularisation of HE

Growth in the economy and the increased demand for those with “graduate level” qualifications

In many countries there has been a massive increase in the number of graduates which has been matched by a massive increase in the number of graduates who gain employment.  This is not to say that there are not countries in the world where graduate unemployment is not a problem, but it would probably be fair to say that there are few countries in the world where the possession of a university degree is not an advantage in the labour market.

Increased rate of change in the economy and the consequent need for Life Long Learning.

The stock of learning we acquire at university is not enough to last for life.  It probably never was, but with a less dynamic economy we could get away with reasonably informal professional updating.  However, the rate of change in the economy is now such that this is no longer possible.  Whole industries are created in less than a decade while many skills can become obsolete in the same brief period.   Many employers know that they will only survive if they continually update the skills and competences of their employees while many professional bodies now require mandatory professional development of those who wish to remain in membership.

Thus the rapid changes in the economy have contributed not only to an increase in the volume of HE, but also to a change in the nature of the student body.  So it is we see an increase in the proportion of mature, often part-time, students who may be entering HE for the first time or who may be returners, wanting either to update their skills or to set their careers on new paths.  Many of these students need to study close to home and work.

The demand for social equity

As argued earlier in most economies graduates fare better than non-graduates and thus it is not surprising that more and more parents want their children to benefit from the advantages that accrue from a university education.  Hence, there are pressures to expand higher education from the population as a whole.

Increasing HE brings increasing costs

The fact that there are sound economic reasons for increasing HE does not mean that the case for increased public expenditure in HE is widely accepted.  Even if the economy of a country is reasonably buoyant proponents of increased expenditure on HE face two particular problems

· Increased competition for resources from such areas as primary and secondary education as well as health and other services.

· The argument that the private rate of return from a HE qualification is sufficiently high to require the graduate to pay a contribution towards the cost of his or her university education.

Thus, in few, if any, countries has the increase in HE been matched by a proportionate  increase in the public funding, with the result that there has been a reduction, in some cases a very severe reduction, in the amount of public funding per student

How best to grow HE?

HE has grown and will continue to grow, but how can the growth be achieved?   In particular, can growth be achieved or should growth be achieved (two separate questions) by scaling up the traditional model?

Let us say that prior to a period of growth a system has

100,000 students

10,000 faculty

Assume the system doubles in size, should it now have

200,000 students

20,000 faculty?

In order to answer the question it is perhaps necessary to be a little more specific about the characteristics of the traditional system.  At the risk of being accused of massive oversimplification the following features are suggested as being fairly typical

· A curriculum that is set and designed by faculty (recognising that some countries impose elements of a national curriculum)

· Courses designed and produced by faculty

· Students taught by those who produced the courses.

· Face-to-face teaching on a university campus.

· Full-time students.

In many countries the first phase of growth followed the traditional model, “do much as before but to more students”.  Generally this phase did not last long and was replaced by a far less satisfactory position “pretend to do much as before but to more students but with proportionally fewer faculty”.

In numerical terms

200,000 students

15,000 (or fewer) faculty.

I suggest that many HE institutions, or even whole systems, are still in this unsatisfactory state.

So it may be that the best answer is to do things differently.

New ways

Even if it were economically possible (which it is clearly not) it would not be socially or academically desirable to expand the HE by merely scaling up the traditional system.  New ways are being found.

I suggest that the most important characteristics of the new systems that are emerging include the following

Taking College to the Students

Distributed learning can involve face-to-face contact or education at a distance (I work hard to avoid the use of the term “virtual education”).

There are ways of taking the learning to the student that still employ the traditional face-to- face classroom approach.  Many universities have set up campuses in foreign countries, where they teach very much the same courses and in very much the same way as they do at home.  Other approaches involve the creation of partnerships whereby, for example, the university makes arrangements with a local college that enable students to take the take the early stages of a degree programme at the local college and then transfer to the home campus to complete their qualification.  In the UK this sort of arrangement is often referred to as franchising.  The model has now been developed so that the whole of the programme might be taught at the local college.  These sorts of arrangements can be international or domestic; in the latter instance the partnerships are usually regionally based.

The degree of supervision exercised by the university over its partner institution varies, but the design of the programme and the assessment of the students remains the responsibility of the university.

We can see here an unbundling of the traditional academic process in that the different people have different responsibilities for curriculum and programme design and student assessment.  I will return to this subject later in the paper.

Another form of distributed face-to-face provision is the use of out stations that typically are simply teaching spaces without direct access to libraries and all the other campus trimmings.  Out station students are usually part-time students.  One of the major users of out stations is the University of Phoenix, the fastest growing university in the USA, which rents space at locations that are convenient for students.

But perhaps the most obvious examples of institutions that take college to the students are the distance learning institutions, some of which are so large that they count their students in fractions of a million.

Distance education in the form of the old correspondence courses has been around for a long time but the large distance learning providers, while now very firmly established, are of more recent origin.  I will return to the subject of distance learning universities later in this paper and will at this stage content myself with one observation.  When I first became involved with distance learning, some nine years ago when I joined the staff of the British Open University, distance learning universities stood quite some way apart from their more conventional counterparts but over the last decade there has been considerable convergence between the two types of institutions.  It is now possible for a distance learning institution to be part of the mainstream, while many previously wholly face-to-face institutions are now quite heavily engaged in the provision of distance education courses.

The vast majority of distance education students are mature part-time students.

The desegregation of the academic function
As one of its employees I hope that I can still be permitted to observe that the British Open University (OU) has been a great success.  As a staff member I would quickly add that the main reason for our success has been the endeavours of our students.

The OU was a radical institution, especially one to arise from out of the conventional sea of UK universities.  Amongst its more radical features are, or more properly were, the following

· Open access to its undergraduate programme

· Serving students at a distance, with the need for physical attendance being restricted to the absolute minimum

· Sensible use of existing and emerging technologies.

While these are all very important developments, to me the most radical feature of the OU’s style of operation was the separation in function between those who designed the course and produced the course materials and those who “present” the course, that is those who provide direct academic support to students.

This separation of function has allowed the OU to operate at scale.  The OU can invest millions of pounds in a single course (an OU course can be the equivalent of half a full-time year of study) because the course may be taken by many thousands of students.

But operating at scale means that it would be impossible for the faculty who designed the course and produced the course materials to provide direct support to all the students.

The OU has made a virtue out of the separation of function between production and presentation that many institutions, particularly 30 years ago when the OU was founded, would have regarded as a weakness.  In the OU model those who produce the courses are generally full-time staff while those who are in direct contact with students, whom we call Associate Lecturers, are part-time staff although about a third of the 8,000 or so associates are full-time members of staff at other universities.  Perhaps I should point out at this stage that the OU, as a matter of deliberate policy, is a “Research University” whose faculty have a contractual obligation to engage in research.

One obvious advantage of the OU system is that the course materials are usually very good, being produced by a team of faculty working in partnership with editors, instructional designers and television producers.  The separation of function means that particular attention has to be paid to the way that students are supported and assessed.  Links between the separate groups of academics have to be maintained, but the unbundling of the academic function provides opportunities to enhance quality.

Communications between students and faculty are generally in written form that may be transmitted physically and electronically.  In the OU contacts between students and faculty are monitored on a systematic basis, in ways that associate faculty find quite acceptable, which enables there to be some assurance of reasonably consistent standards of student support in a university that is operating at scale in over 50 countries.  But the monitoring works both ways as the associate lecturers are in a very good position to draw attention to any defects in the course materials that have survived the university’s rigorous approval procedures.

Appropriate use of new and quite old technologies

There is at present a great blossoming of distance education, particularly in the United States, based on the computer; e-based learning, virtual learning web-based learning or what happens to be to-day’s trendy title.  But it is a grave mistake to forget that there was successful distance learning before Bill Gates.  For example for most of the OU’s life, although it always had access to one of the UK’s terrestrial television channels, the predominant media was print and the most widely used method of communication was the mail.

The computer has of course changed things.  It has done much to overcome the disadvantages of the distance learner.  While I would not seek to pretend that computer mediated communication is generally as good as the sort of communication that can be achieved through physical presence, it does nonetheless provide excellent means whereby students can communicate with each other as well as with their tutors.

The Internet is of course an increasingly useful route to sources of information.  In particular, the rapid growth in electronic libraries means that quite soon the distance student with access to the Internet will have as good an access to libraries than all bar the most fortunate campus based student.

But not just for distance students

So far I have discussed the new forms or features of HE in the context of distance learning but, as I pointed out earlier, the barriers between campus based and distance learning are becoming blurred.  The campus based student or the out station student might have access to the Internet or to course materials that have been produced other than the institution at which they are physically studying.

I believe that growth and the consequent spread of HE into the community can be achieved through the use of methodologies that have been successfully developed primarily in the context of the distance education.  New flexible forms of provision are being developed involving a mix of face-face-face and distance, or open learning. 

A successful mass HE system cannot be based on the individual professor teaching, in the privacy of the classroom, his or her course to his or her students.

Benefits and Costs

There are many advantages to be gained from the social and geographical spread of higher education.

· costs are constrained

· the opportunities for the geographically immobile are improved

· HE can serve more directly the needs of a wider community and make significant social and economic contributions to its locality.

While I am personally strongly committed to the popularisation and spread of Higher Education, I still sometimes wonder whether there are costs associated with the abandonment of the elite model.  An important consequence of the elite model is that, when it operates effectively, it brings together the “brightest and the best” – both of students and of faculty.

An interesting debate may be had as to whether, so far as students are concerned, there is, on balance, an advantage to be gained from a concentration of talent.  There are obviously advantages, including the mental stimulation derived from studying alongside other academically able students, while there are also considerable disadvantages, especially the danger of isolating the next generation’s leaders from the needs and attitudes of ordinary people.

In practice, of course, as HE expands the elite institutions survive within the larger system, but they will tend to recruit from a narrow section of society.  In some countries, such as the UK, the government is pressing the elite institutions to recruit more students from less privileged backgrounds, but is the right way forward in that it will encourage the creation of a two-tier system?  It may be that, as the initial stages of HE become more locally based, the separation of the very academically able from the rest of us will happen at postgraduate rather than at undergraduate level.

It is unlikely that the growth of HE student numbers will be matched by an increase in the number of the most able academics.  Further, there is a need to concentrate academic talent in order to ensure that the academic departments are viable in terms of depth and range.  The use of open and distance learning and the debundling of the academic function, to which I have referred earlier in the paper, does allow means by which the faculty can in some ways be kept together even if the students are dispersed.  

Questions that would then need an answer are

· how best to ensure the links between those institutions that will have strong academic departments and the rest

· whether the strong academic departments should be concentrated in relatively few institutions or to some degree dispersed.

Student Choice and Geographical Dispersion

In the traditional mode the student is offered a range of programmes from which to select.  Although the programme might involve a selection of options the structure and main content of the programme is predetermined.  This tradition is being challenged but, with few exceptions, most universities remain “producer led”.  But I would argue that this is changing.  One reason is the increasing importance to HE of Life Long Learning (LLL).  LLL students do not sign up for a whole programme but generally need to engage with a relatively small corpus of knowledge at any one time.  The future needs of that student will often not be known in advance and, in particular, the student may not know whether they will acquire a sufficiently coherent body of knowledge that would justify the award of a HE qualification.

Thus for such students there is a need for a system of credit accumulation that would enable them to acquire evidence of sufficient assessed learning to justify an award.

I have already referred to the virtues of achieving economies of scale in the context of a distance learning institution but of course economies of scale are also important for a face-to- face institution.  This is far easier to achieve in a large campus university than it is in a geographically dispersed system where the regional college may not have enough students to justify the provision of a wide range of courses in the traditional type.

Here I would argue that it is particularly important to ensure that students are not restricted in their choice to a limited number of programmes.  There seems no reason why the regional college should not mount some courses in the traditional mode, but at the same time use distance learning or open learning routes that would enable students to select a programme that is suitable for them.  In this way even a reasonably small college may benefit from the economies of scale that in the past have been seen to be the preserve of the larger institutions.

Conclusion

Expansion cannot be achieved, nor should it be achieved, by scaling up the traditional system.  An HE system that serves the community must be part of that community and, though a number of different means, take education to the student.

This is of course not to say that there will not continue be elite aspects to the system, but it is be hoped that the positive aspects of elitism will prevail over the negative side.  Equally there will continue to be, for the rest of this century and beyond, university campuses where the majority of students will be young and will be studying full-time (at least if we ignore the hours they spend on the other side of the counter at McDonalds).  But at some point in the next 50 or so years most governments and policy makers will come around to the view that such students constitute only one, albeit an important one, of the groups which HE serves.

Richard Lewis

