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Competing for Space
on the Education Shelf

n their book, Competing for the Future, Gary

Hamil and C.K. Prahalad describe situations

in which private firms restructured their orga-
nizations, reengineered their business processes, and
introduced total quality management. While ab-
sorbed in making these changes, they were so in-
wardly focused that they failed to realize that some-
one else was redesigning the entire industry such
that the rules of the game were changed. Those
who competed effectively under the old rules found
themselves poorly positioned to compete under the
new rules.

Recognizing that we compete in the “business” of
higher education and wishing not to be blindsided by
an unexpected change in the rules of the game, we
posed a question. Is higher education being redesigned
in ways that will make it difficult for traditional insti-
tutions to compete for students and resources? We
think the answer to thar question is yes.

The information technology approaches currently
referred to as asynchronous learning, distance edu-
cation, or distributed education have the potential
to alter radically the higher education paradigm.
The world-wide infrastructure of wires, satellites,
microwave stations, switches, and other hardware
and software that make up the World Wide Web is
expanding rapidly. This is opening the door to a
new world of education.

Regardless of their location, students with a com-
puter and good connections to the Web will be able
to view, read, and/or hear multimedia lectures, dem-
onstrations, and other presentations, and interact with
instructors and fellow students in real time (syn-
chronous) or at their convenience (asynchronous).
Asynchronous mode will be by far the most com-
mon means of learning and will provide grear flex-
ibility to those seeking educational opportunities.

Increasingly, students will not have to take up

residence at a college or university in order to study,
complete curricula, and obtain widely respected cer-
tificates and degrees. This represents a considerable
potential cost savings. As the technology improves,
allowing more effective and convenient electronic
interaction among individuals, the advantages of
spending time in the physical presence of teachers
and fellow students will decrease. Fewer students
will elect to do so.

Instead, students will attend “virtual” universi-
ties, the programs of which will be composites of
offerings from many institutions and firms. Those
programs will be delivered in electronic form on
the Web. Of course, we do not know thar this
scenario will come to pass, but we think it could.
For that reason alone, it is worthwhile to speculate
on a new and different higher education paradigm
and its potential consequences.

A new paradigm

To get in the distributed-education game fast, teach-
ers will divide their course offerings, extension/out-
reach programs, in-service training programs, ex-
ecutive development workshops, and other educa-
tional offerings into several smaller sections or sub-
topics. As these ofterings are developed in electronic
formar they will be made available on the Web as
complete, stand-alone, credit-bearing educational
units, which we will refer to as modules.

[t is our prediction of extensive modularization
of courses and other educational offerings that dif-
ferentiates our vision of the future from that of
most people describing the “virtual university.”
Modules, not courses, will be the units of educa-
tion. Teachers won’t wait until entire courses and
curricula have been converted to electronic form to
make modules available on the Web. That would
take too much time and up-front investment.

by Don Holt
and Cheryl
Bielema
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A module will be a bite of subject matter that
both the developer and the user can chew. It will
cover a narrow, clearly definable topic, and have
limited, clearly identified objectives. It will be the
equivalent of one topic or unit in a course outline
or other offering. From the user’s (student’s) per-
spective, the module will be something that can be
assimilated in from three to fifteen hours of work.
This includes time for electronic lectures, demon-
strations, directed reading, assignments, problem
sets, experiments, Web searching, self-directed
study, tests, electronic discussion, and team effort
with instructors and/or fellow students.

Many of the modules will serve as components
for several kinds of offerings, not just typical courses.
In fact, multiple use of modules will make the edu-
cational process more efficient and will be a major
force driving the higher education paradigm shift.
The constantly improving technology of distributed
education will enable educators to deliver voice, data,
graphics, and video as needed to create and enhance
modules. Producing, delivering, and using high-qual-
ity modules will become easier and less costly.

Even in the best institutions, some programs and
courses are of very high quality and others are of
lower quality. Some parts of each course are better
than other parts. Under the current paradigm, a
student commits to an institution. After that, the
student can only select offerings from that institu-
tion. Ordinarily, the smallest unit a student can
select is a course. They have to take the good with
the bad. In the future, students will be able to
compare and select from among an enormous num-
ber of educational modules available on the Web.
They will not be constrained to use modules from
only one supplier.

This change will allow students and other users
to be much more discriminating in their selection
of educational offerings. The market for such of-
ferings will become remarkably more efficient; that
is, it will more rapidly converge on the quality-cost
combinations favored by most consumers of edu-
cational offerings.

Emergence of global markets and
superuniversities
A global market for educational modules will
emerge, as the number, diversity, and quality of
available modules increase. Users {conventional stu-
dents and others) will be able to mix and match
modules from more than one institution, drawing
on all the institutions of the world that put their
offerings on the Web. Driven by demand and com-
petition, institutions will work out ways to give
credit for individual modules and for groups of
modules constituting curricula.

Selecting educational modules will be like se-

lecting food items in a modern grocery store, where
the customer faces a bewildering array of diverse
products and values. Like grocery items, modules
will compete for space on the education “shelf.”
This major change will be enabled and fostered by
development of commonly agreed upon outlines that
list and describe the topics that must be mastered in
order to receive credit, certification, or other evi-
dence of having successfully completed curricula, in-
service training programs, executive development
workshops, or other programs of learning that re-
quire exposure to more than one module.

Existing or new organizations will take responsi-
bility for coordinating development of programs of
study and curricula, which will consist of lists of
topics for which modules are available. They will
maintain catalogues of modules, establish quality
standards, produce multi-institutional transcripts for
users, collect payments from users, distribute rev-
enues to suppliers, and provide other administra-
tive support for distributed education.

One of the first such institutions will be A*DEC
(heep://wwwi/adec/edu/), a distance education con-
sortium of institutions offering food and agricul-
ture curricula. Powerful alliances of leading univer-
sities will emerge. This will, in effect, create
superuniversities that are able to marshall the best
resources of participating institutions to deliver out-
standing distributed education.

Universities will cooperate in writing course and
curricula specifications. These same universities and
other organizations and firms will compete to pro-
vide the required modules. Modules on the same
topic produced at different institutions will com-
pete head to head. Students will be able to draw on
the best educational resources of the world to put
together programs of study tailored to their specific
needs and means.

If this scenario comes to pass, the system of
higher education will have been substantially rede-
signed, by default if not intentionally. The rules of
the game will be much different then they are now.
Institutions and firms will confront each other in
unprecedented levels of global competition. State
lines and in-state tuition bargains will no longer
provide protection from wider competition. No in-
stitutional or individual supplier of modules will
be able to avoid the competition. The competition
will drive the cost of education down, opening the
door of the education universe to many more people
throughout the world.

The shakeout

Rapid expansion of the world education market
and the residual desire of parents and students for
the socialization provided by resident education will
prevent a precipitous shakeout. Nevertheless, many
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conventional educational institutions will not be
able to generate enough revenue to continue to
exist. Depending on their individual circumstances,
institutions may employ various mechanisms of price
competition, including credit arrangements and vol-
ume discounts, to maintain a customer base and/or
spread fixed costs, among other possible benefits.
Advertising of educational institutions and offerings
in major media will be much more common.

We will see the proliferation of public and pri-
vate educational institutions that do not have resi-
dent faculty, bur instead contract with nonvesident
individuals or teams, some organized as private
firms, to create and maintain one or a few modules
in narrowly defined subject matter areas. These “vir-
rual” institutions will provide facilities for those
situations in which it will be essential to ger stu-
dents and teachers together for face-to-face and
hands-on experiences. As the technology of distrib-
uted education improves, such facilities and pro-
grams will become less and less necessary.
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It will be impractical to impose entrance require-
ments or mandatory course prerequisites under the
new paradigm. The adequacy of a student’s back-
ground will be manifested in the amount of time
required for the student to demonstrate mastery of
a module through oral, written, or practical tests.
It will probably become common practice to im-
pose additional charges or shut off service to people
who exceed certain maximum time limits in com-
pleting modules.

The competition for students will be very stiff
and the cost of providing modules to an occasional
deadbeat will be quite low. Thus, few suppliers of
modules will disqualify potential customers who
are less than fully prepared or motivated but never-
theless want to use modules and can afford to pay
for them. Good modules will challenge students,
however, and will be in demand by students for
the same reasons that students seek admission to
outstanding institutions now.

People who undertake courses, curricula, or other
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offerings and find themselves lacking in background
will use other modules to gain necessary back-
ground. Each module will reference appropriate
background modules, documents, and such, most
of which will be accessible by point and click. For
example, a module on beef animal nutrition may
reference more general ruminant nutrition and bio-
chemistry modules.

Because the educational unic in the new para-
digm will be the module rather than the course,
essential background subject matter can be identi-
fied with a great deal more precision than in the
current paradigm. Cross-references will create de-
mand for high-quality, widely applicable modules
providing basic background for many narrowly fo-
cused, specialized modules. The market for modules
will be especially competitive and especially reward-
ing for those whose modules are most widely refer-
enced. Module developers

standing faculty will be more important than ever.
There is no assurance thar people who are good at
research, teaching, and outreach in the conventional
mode will be good in the asynchronous mode, but
that’s the way to bet. To capture large, diverse au-
diences, modules will need to be supported twenty-
four hours per day, seven days per week, 365 days
per year. This will engender punishing schedules
for module suppliers. Wise teachers and adminis-
trators will organize operations so that ceachers and
their assistants get enough rest, find time for re-
newal, and avoid burnout.

Even with good teachers, it will be essential for
institutions that want to compete in the global mod-
ule market to provide excellent support services and
in-service training to teachers who are developing,
refining, and maintaining modules. The teaching
talents of successful module developers will need to
be enhanced by well-managed

will compete to have their

and efficient teams of com-

modules referenced by ocher
module developers.

There will be a shift to-
ward privatization of edu-
cation, but federal and state
governments will still invest
taxpayer money in public
institutions that are success-
ful in producing and mar-
keting modules. Research
universities will have com-

puter, communication, and
education specialists, plus art-
ists, photographers, and
videographers. Specialized
hardware/software systems and
support will be required for
high-quality, cost-effective
module development, deliv-
ery, and maintenance. Insti-
tutions that move expedi-

tiously to resolve key ad-

parative advantage in
graduate education and
perhaps also in under-
graduate education. Up-
to-date modules and
strong module support
will be a valuable by-

ministrative issues will
gain competitive ad-
vantage in the glo-
bal market for
educational
modules. Most
users will want

product of research
programs.

With good manage-
ment, public investment in module development
will pay off in increased institutional revenues, stron-
ger and more relevant institutions, and a berter-
educated citizenry. To the extent that states and
nations can manage publicly supported module pro-
ducers to capture proprietary benefits for their tax-
payers, the system will be more adequately funded.
Royalties will provide scrong incentive for individu-
als to design, deliver, and develop modules that
users like and can afford.

Survival tactics for institutions

There are measures that both institutions and indi-
vidual teachers can take to compete successfully for
space on the education shelf. The strategy of de-
ploying institutional funds to attract and retain out-

or need cerrifi-
cation at some
level, ranging
from certificates
for completing
single modules,
short workshops, and/or executive development
programs to full professional certification/registra-
tion, which may require mastery of many mod-
ules organized in clearly identified curricula.

Of course, many module users will work toward
associate degrees, baccalaureate degrees, graduate
degrees, and other levels of certification. Important
questions include, Who maintains the transcripts
of a student urilizing modules from several institu-
tions? What organization or institution certifies
that a student has completed a program consisting
of modules offered by more than one institution?
Who generates the certificates and diplomas? In-



stitutions need to answer these questions Now.

Successful institutions will establish “brand” rec-
ognition and loyalty. To accomplish this they will
implement effective quality-control measures. They
will establish guidelines and protocols for develop-
ing, delivering, and updating modules that give the
institution’s products a similar, attractive, conve-
nient, and distinguishing “look and feel” without
restricting the creativity and flexibility of teachers.
Maintaining continuity and consistency among
modules will be very important to sustaining cus-
tomer loyalty.

Competitive institutions will maintain modules
in well-organized, high-capacity data bases over-
seen by professional data base managers or will con-
tract for this service. They will provide demo ver-
sions so potential users can evaluate and compare
modules. Intelligent interfaces on these repositories
will enable users to access modules on-line or down-
load them, selecting the approach that is most cost-
effective, given each user’s unique situation. Cus-
tomer service, including the capacity to answer
phones, faxes, and e-mail from users twenty-four
hours per day every day, will be essential, at least in
some situations.

Survival tactics for teachers
Teachers in conventional institutions should make
purposeful moves now to establish leadership in
the global market for educational modules. They
need to choose their subject matter niche and be-
gin to develop and perfect the related modules.
They should start with the ones they can do best,
not necessarily the first items in their course out-
line. They need to make those modules available to
potential students and to other educators as soon
as possible, even in their prototype form, in order
to beat others to the market and gain experience.
They need to form alliances. Focus will be impor-
tant. It will not be possible for one teacher to de-
velop, maintain, and adequately support very many
modules. Rather, teachers should set a goal of do-
ing a few well and let somebody else do the others.
Module developers will use common business
strategies to capture market share. Widely used
modules for beginners in basic subject matter will
become commodities and will compete on the ba-
sis of cost of production and delivery. To escape
this dog-eat-dog competition, teachers will try to
differentiare their products, tailoring them as much
as possible to each individual user. They will seek
defendable niches. Competition will drive the sys-
tem toward quality and innovation.
Interinstitutional alliances will be the most ef-
fective strategy in the global education marker. An
alliance of outstanding teachers in a given field can
gain cooperative advantage by producing an out-
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standing curriculum with wide appeal. Diversifica-
tion may not be an effective strategy, especially if ic
requires hiring new teachers, because offerings will
already be very diverse. VA Council on Economic
EducationSuccessful teachers will take cheir students
(module users) in as partners in the educational
enterprise. They will find innovative ways to in-
volve students in the process of refining modules
and curricula. They will use students to help im-
prove all aspects of their offerings and reward them
for important contributions to thar improvement.

We believe that research faculty have a distinet
advantage in the global competition if they use mod-
ules to bring students close to—in fact, to integrate
students into—their research programs. This ap-
proach will be especially useful and beneficial as
the line berween formal education and in-service
training becomes less distinct. Research universities
will survive the paradigm shift better than
nonresearch institutions, because they will enjoy
economies of scale and scope. Also, they will still
be able to justify a considerable on-site physical
plant for laboratory and field research.

The brave new world

In the new educational paradigm, the lines divid-
ing work and study and those separating in-service
training and general education will blur. When lo-
cation is not a factor in education, people will move
into their jobs earlier, often just out of high school
(or before), and will get their education on the job.

One of the less desirable aspects of the brave
new world is that teachers, if they wish to provide
an asynchronous but responsive interactive educa-
tional environment, may have to spend a lot of
time at their computers on nights and weekends
responding to questions and comments by students.
That is when many of their students will be work-
ing on educational modules.

Education will be a life-long endeavor, increas-
ingly integrated with work. Enlightened employers
will pay employees for time spent being educated.
Those employers will work closely with universities
and other insticutions. Collectively, they will pro-
vide a mix of job-specific and general education
modules designed to produce creative workers who
know their specialty and where it fits in the tech-
nological, business, economic, social, and political
environment. [@
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