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expanded to address innovation, growth, diver-
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The Deconstruction of Higher Education

ALAN J. HUNT

he internet is changing how educators, students and
administrators interact. Technothusiasts see the internet as
a river of information flowing into the waiting mind of a
student and once ‘overflowed’” with this river the student
becomes educated! These people prophesize that universi-
ties will crumble. Peter Drucker, a noted futurist, predicts a
universal university extinction within 30 years.

Che future, as its wont, remains wncertain but neverthe-
less imminent. At present, we still have options to influence
that future. We can choose to exercise Hose options — we can
be victims or we can be leaders.

Change, not extinction will happen. The techno-vision of
education as information lacks an understanding of educa-
tion as knowledge. Knowledge results when information is
used within a social context and is molded to knowledge
‘about’ and ‘to be’. This social context is one of the critical
elements of higher education and most importantly, the
one that the internet is least able to provide. The social
context of education is strong. A professor is asked a ‘killer
question’; this draws her and the class into a discussion of
some topic beyond the curriculum, but nevertheless engag-
ing and demonstrative of how knowledge is formed. Within
the social context of education students almost steal or find
knowledge as they engage each other and the professor. The
give and take of real people in an academically charged
context is impossible to simulate with asynchronous elec-
tronic education. Despite the best audio-technology in the
world, I have yet to feel the emotional intensity of a live
performance from a CD, and I know I am not the only
one! The information is the same, the artist the same,

the CD even has the benefit of seamless editing, but it

inevitably falls short of the live performance, and its social
context. The mavens of the internet will try to create ‘a
social context’ with varying degrees of success, but over
an extended period, as education changes, it will more
resemble things familiar than things unknown.

DECONSTRUCTION OF ACADEMIA

The internet through the separation of the economics of
information from the economics of things, is a major force
of deconstruction. A deconstructed industry is one where
productive activities become discrete rather then integrated
and the overall profitability from the individual activities is
higher than the profitability from their integrated progeni-
tor. The major tool of deconstruction is a decrease in trans-
action costs, between elements of the value chain. As the
transaction costs of distributing, producing and administer-
ing education fall, an existing educational institution is
subject to increasing deconstruction. Educational decon-
struction is amplified by the uncoupling of the trade-off
between richness and reach. If we ignore this ‘uncoupling’
we become more susceptible to radical deconstruction and
less able to plan a positive deconstruction.

A user defines the ‘richness of information” with its quality
— very useful information has a high level of richness.
Reach is defined as the number of people who share or
exchange information. Class size, total enrollment or the
demographic and geographic dispersion of our student
body are measures of reach. In the traditional educational
economy, access to education faced a trade-off — the
greater the reach of educational information, the less

its richness. This inverse relationship was maintained by
economics, limitations of technology and physical con-
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straints. Internet technology reduces
transaction costs and enables educa-
tional practitioners to provide for-
merly impossible levels of richness to a
large number of consumers.

Cechnothusiasts see the internet as a
river of information flowing into the
waiting mind of a student and once
overflowed’ with this river the student
becomes educated!

The increase in reach is more obvious
than the increase in richness. A review
of the varied activities that learners
can engage in while online argues
strongly for increased richness. A
learner can visit the Federal Reserve
website, obtain Alan Greenspan’s latest
speech and access an array of sup-
porting research materials. They can
find newspaper articles and reviews of
the speech and converse with fellow
learners about it. They can use online
testing, have instant feedback and
marking, obtain case studies and find
expert analysis. All at the click of a
mouse! A potential overlap between
web and distance learning and tradi-
tional learning — two activities most
institutions keep as separate entities
— emerges with the new technology.

As web and distance learning increases
the richness of its offerings and the
rest of the college expands its ability to
reach more students through internet
mediated learning, an area of ambigu-
ity and tension emerges. Traditional
practitioners become distance edu-
cation providers and distance educa-
tion providers reach new levels of
richness in their offerings surpassing
the traditional professor. The distinc-
tion between distant and traditional
education blurs. A naive answer to
this tension would be to direct dis-
tance-teaching units to concentrate
primarily on expanding reach, while
the balance of a college would focus

on using the internet to increase the
richness of its offerings. A bipolar
mutually exclusive solution of this
type would stifle creativity throughout
the college. Rather than trying to
segregate technological innovation we
should strive to integrate it into our
institutions, providing richer material
to more students in more diverse
ways. A result of an integrated
approach would be greater attention
to ‘social context’ as this is what the
traditional professor does best.

Failure to move resolutely forward
into electronically integrated educa-
tion leaves us susceptible to radical
deconstruction. Factors making an
organization susceptible to decon-
struction include an intellectually
skilled workforce, information inten-
sive processes, high fixed costs and
uneven profitability from value chain
components. By any reasonable assess-
ment, higher education gains an A+
on the susceptibility rating scale.

Radical deconstruction creates a
downward spiral of enrollment and
revenue. The first areas to be drawn
into electronic delivery would be
those where learning is least depen-
dent on the social context of instruc-
tion — namely studies in accounting,
mathematics, business and economics.
MBA programs present a rich ground
for student prospecting and appear to
be the area of greatest competition
between electronic and traditional
educators. As students are lured away
from a traditional institution, its reve-
nues decline, but its costs remain fixed
— a financial legacy of bricks, mortar
and tenure — the result of which

is a financial crisis! The deteriorating
financial situation affects the ability
of the institution to complete its man-
date. This reduction in service further
results in more student defections

and further deterioration of services,
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a vicious circle that ends with the
demise of an organization. There are
few barricades against this onslaught
— the social context of education is
one and accreditation is another.

A planned deconstruction can be used
to manage change while retaining
much of the social context of edu-
cation. A future of multiple educa-
tional modes is possible. Seminars can
still be given in the traditional class-
room as well as online — online and
offline can co-exist and complement
each other. All learning styles could be
accommodated. Outwardly, this world
resembles the world we inhabit today.
At the termination of her studies,

the student’s accumulated knowledge
would be recognized with an accred-
ited degree. The market place would
continue to evaluate degrees. Yet, in a
critical sense this world would be dif-
ferent from the one we know. In one
possible future, education is accom-
plished by three distinct bodies, which
although having a high level of com-
munication and coordination, are sep-
arate entities and are self-organizing.

Degree Granting Bodies (DGBs)
could exist. These institutions would
work with students to plan their learn-
ing, verify that the learning occurred,
and validate that learning by the
granting of a degree. These DGBs
would be composed of advisors who
work with students and evaluators

to ensure that genuine learning, as
planned, transpires. The modes of
planned learning can be mixed or
homogenous, and electronic or tra-
ditional. Federal funding could sus-
tain this portion of the educational
matrix. Facilities (strictly the bricks
and mortar portion of education)
could become entities in and of them-
selves. Some of these buildings already
exist — libraries, high schools that are

Continued on page 10.
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empty at night and for several months
a year, community centers with meet-
ing rooms and such. Conceivably,
counties and states could undertake
and operate purpose-built educational
centers with laboratory facilities, as
both educational and economic devel-
opment tools. Counties and states
could fund these bricks and mortar
facilities. Faculty would be associated
with facilities and DGBs and provide
offerings at facilities, work online as
independent contractors, or as part

of a traditional or electronic institute.
Students would mix and match their
academic program and pay tuition
accordingly.

Mentors and professors could come
full circle back to the 1700’s where
they are paid directly by their stu-
dents. Students would weigh the value
of the credit against the cost of the
instructor! Professors could choose to
return to the guild system. Union
organizations may provide standards
of guild admission and cover insur-
ance and other benefit programs
through dues and commissions.

The future, as its wont, remains
uncertain but nevertheless imminent.
At present, we still have options to
influence that future. We can choose
to exercise those options — we can be
victims or we can be leaders.

An annotated bibliography is available on request by
emailing editor@InterEd.com.

The author wishes to acknowledge the help of his
colleagues, particularly Dr. C Hunt-Holzer and Dr.
Alan Mandell.

Alan J. Hunt, Ph.D., is

Assistant Professor at

Empire State College - SUNY,

Saratoga Springs, New York.

He can be reached af alan.hunt@esc.edu.
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