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foreword

In honor of its 75th anniversary in 1990, what was then called the National 
University Continuing Education Association published a volume entitled 
Expanding Access to Knowledge: Continuing Higher Education. The book was 
highly innovative in its form. In almost Cubist fashion, Expanding Access 
painted a picture of the origins and evolution of continuing education 
as a modern social phenomenon by collecting seminal documents and 
other cultural artifacts: key addresses, congressional testimony, acts of 
legislation, official reports from regulatory bodies, letters, and critical 
essays. 

In short, Expanding Access was, and still is, an indispensable resource 
for any student of the history of adult and continuing education. As we 
prepared for the University Professional and Continuing Education Asso-
ciation’s centennial year, the question of whether to publish a new book 
necessarily raised another question: How would a new book complement 
rather than repeat the same material? Expanding Access speaks for itself as 
the definitive portrait of the first seventy-five years of continuing educa-
tion, so we decided to create for our centennial a bookend volume dedi-
cated to tracing developments within the past twenty-five years that have 
not only changed the face of continuing education but also, in a very real 
sense, helped to reinvent higher education as we know it. 

This new collection of essays from the leading thinkers in the field, 
Centennial Conversations: Essential Essays in Professional, Continuing, and On-
line Education, maps the ways in which traditional continuing education 
has morphed in the past two decades into new forms of practice in on-
line education, international education, outreach and engagement, and 
marketing and enrollment management. The essays, edited by Daniel 
W. Shannon and Robert Wiltenburg into topical conversations, illustrate 
how the profession served by UPCEA is at once dynamic and transforma-
tional, increasingly professionalized and responsive to the ever-evolving 
needs of our institutions and the public alike. 

Why are the conversations in this volume so essential? While many 
college and university leaders acknowledge the value of serving adult and 
nontraditional students, it’s fair to say that more often than not doing so 
continues to be marginal to institutional mission, a noble afterthought 

 ix
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to the core enterprise of serving first-time, full-time residential students. 
Universities must reinvent themselves in order to meet the challenges 
of the twenty-first century, and UPCEA is ready to help provide the lead-
ership and resources necessary to meet the needs of today’s students. 
Indeed, never before has the mission of UPCEA—advancing adult, pro-
fessional, continuing, and online education—mattered more to our in-
stitutions, to the regions they serve, and to our national competitiveness. 

I hope that the conversations found in this volume inspire you to join 
us as we celebrate a century of expanding access to higher education and 
work together to build tomorrow’s universities. 

Robert J. Hansen, Ph.D.
Chief Executive Officer, UPCEA
Washington, DC  
2015



introduction

This year marks the 100th anniversary of the University Professional and 
Continuing Education Association (UPCEA)—founded in 1915 as the 
National University Extension Association (NUEA). As the essays in this 
volume demonstrate, there has never been a time in which the field has 
been more vital in itself or more important to higher education and to 
society. Many factors have come together to make this a particularly excit-
ing moment. The changing nature of work means that more people need 
more education—and more continuing education over the lifespan—
than ever before. New technologies make it possible to reach people 
across the country and around the world—and challenge us to rethink 
much that we thought we knew about effective teaching and learning. 
And there is an ever-widening national (and international) commitment 
to the inclusion of groups—socioeconomic, racial, immigrant, and oth-
ers—previously excluded from full educational, economic, social, and 
civic participation. A heady time indeed!

In putting together this volume, we have been delighted to receive the 
generous and insightful contributions from many colleagues. We have 
grouped their essays in sections, each of which forms a “conversation” 
on a key topic, and the diverse viewpoints and treatments often make for 
interesting and rewarding juxtapositions. 

The first section, “The Contexts and Aims of Continuing Education,” 
consists of essays that take broad views of the subject, in national and 
institutional contexts, examining the individual and social purposes of 
continuing education. The second section addresses the many aspects—
pedagogical, technical, institutional, managerial, and social—of the trans-
formative effect online learning has had, and is having, on the profes-
sion. The third conversation takes up a pressing contemporary concern, 
pathways to degree completion, in terms of national priorities involved 
and some of the programmatic responses—competency-based education 
prominent among them—that are now being made. The fourth section 
recognizes the great diversity of audiences—military, international, immi-
grant, older adults, donors, and partners, among others—that the con-
temporary continuing education unit seeks to engage. The final section 
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presents three essays on contemporary marketing and metrics—topics of 
perennial, and essential, interest to all continuing educators.

Here is a rich banquet of professional experience and reasoning, giv-
ing a vivid sense of what the profession is thinking and doing at this cen-
tennial moment. Read the book! Join the conversations!

Daniel W. Shannon
University of Chicago

Robert Wiltenburg
Washington University in St. Louis



PART I

The Contexts and Aims of  
Continuing Education

O

Continuing education has, of course, a history longer than that of 
the University Professional and Continuing Education Association. 
Some of the issues and debates concerning its aims and contexts are 
perpetual, others relatively new. Each of the six essays in this opening 
section addresses major concerns of ongoing significance for continuing 
educators.

Daniel W. Shannon leads off with an essay surveying the historic roots 
of continuing education in England and America and three key “arcs of 
activity” (community engagement, international education, and distance 
education) in contemporary practice. James Broomall examines the clas-
sic conundrum: How can continuing education thrive within an institu-
tional framework that values research above teaching? And how can that 
intrinsic tension be made productive for both? Richard J. Novak traces 
one of the key developments of the past quarter century—the growing 
professionalization of the continuing education profession—as the result 
of several forces and agents, the UPCEA conspicuous among them. Ann 
M. Brewer analyzes the long-term challenges—social, economic, intellec-
tual, and institutional—to continuing education (or, in her terms, ”life-
long learning”) and suggests means by which its benefits may be secured 
for the future. Mary L. Walshok sounds the alarm on the danger of exces-
sive privatization of both means and ends in continuing education, won-
dering whether in the eagerness to serve the needs of individual students 
and employers we are in danger of shortchanging the needs of communi-
ties and the public good. Robert Wiltenburg examines the long-standing 
tension between “liberal” and “practical” aims in continuing education 
and suggests that in the future they will need to be more firmly and delib-
erately complementary than ever.
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A Selective Look at the History and  
Practice of Continuing Education

O

Daniel W. Shannon

Foundations 

American colleges and universities, despite distinctive academic 
cultures, universally share a commitment to the education of adults. This 
commitment may be more central to mission in some universities than 
others, but regardless of centrality to mission, we find someplace in the 
academic landscape a part of the institution dedicated to the education 
of adults.

Despite the diversity of higher education institutions and the variabil-
ity of their program activity in continuing education, who we are and the 
values that animate our work today grow essentially from several nine-
teenth-century movements: the British worker education movement, the 
American Chautauqua movement, and finally, the establishment of the 
service ethic as a consequence of the creation of the land grant universi-
ties with the passage of the Morrill Act in 1862.

The modern movement of adult education in the West begins with 
changes that occurred in Britain nearly two hundred years ago. While 
adult education was widespread in England in the late eighteenth and 
early nineteenth centuries—generally in the form of literary, philosoph-
ical, and scientific societies and royal institutes for the middle class and 
autodidacts among the working class—there was no collective or orga-
nized effort to provide adult education for the working class until the 
Industrial Revolution. Predictably, with the rise of industry came atten-
dant new ideas, attitudes, and needs that drove the organization of adult 
education from a largely laissez-faire enterprise to one that engaged gov-
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ernment, universities, and industry in a collective effort to educate the 
working classes.

B. J. Hake, in his effort to find a narrative structure for the history of 
adult education, draws attention to several forms of the movement to 
educate adults in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries in the En-
glish-speaking world. This period of seventy or so years he argues

witnessed a significant expansion of independent working 
class forms of [adult education] provision such as working-
men’s associations, worker’s houses, worker’s book clubs, 
worker’s travel associations . . . and a diverse range of edu-
cational initiatives associated with the Second Communist 
International. On the other hand [and on balance], there 
was a range of educational responses to this challenge by 
conservative and liberal parties. (Hake 2010, 98) 

Hake observes that from this expansion many new forms emerged, 
among them “university extension, university settlements, the arts and 
craft movement, [and] public libraries” (ibid.). 

Roger Fieldhouse, in his History of Modern British Adult Education, fo-
cuses on the several forces at work in this same period that irretrievably 
changed the patterns or forms of adult education. First and fundamen-
tal was the need for a more skilled workforce “exhibiting a wholly differ-
ent range of working practices and skills” (Fieldhouse 1996, 2). While 
employer’s needs changed, so did the motivations of workers who saw 
the acquisition of new skills as increasing employability and mobility. 
In addition there was a societal need and sense of urgency to acquire 
new knowledge about the scientific and technological innovations that 
were driving the industrial machine. These motivations resonate with 
contemporary needs and interests of adult learners. Out of this mutual 
interest in continuing education emerged “efforts to bring employers 
and workers together in continuing education, learning in the work-
place, and putative forms of vocational education and training” (Hake 
2010, 98). 

On the other hand, the radical working class movements, for example, 
the Owenites and Chartists, in their pursuit of social and political change, 
defined “really useful knowledge” not in terms of technical skills but as a 
combination of political knowledge, social science (the principles of so-
cial explanation), and labor economics or political economy (i.e., expla-
nations of economic exploitation and why laborers remained poor in the 
midst of the production of so much wealth). It can be argued that in this 
atmosphere of free inquiry and the pursuit of socially purposive knowl-
edge, the character of this education greatly influenced “the tradition 
and even the form of later voluntary, purposive liberal adult education” 
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(Fieldhouse 1996, 17). One can see in this instance the social and civic 
purposes of adult education.

In the same period, the 1830s onward, the universities of Britain were 
under pressure to become more relevant to contemporary educational 
needs and to extend their limited educational provision to those whose 
circumstances prevented them from being able to attend the universi-
ty—a plea for access that is not unfamiliar to current British and Ameri-
can institutions of higher education. Their response to this pressure for 
engagement was the organization by Cambridge of lecture courses in a 
limited number of centers away from the university, followed by Oxford 
almost a decade later. In the words of one historian, university extension 
had arrived.

In the face of an increasing provision of adult education for vocational 
ends, it has been observed that in this period

universities clearly stated the concept of liberal study. In do-
ing so they did not neglect vocational needs of the students, 
but they insisted that even studies directed to vocational 
ends should be undertaken in a broad humane spirit, and 
that the fundamental values and purposes of a human life 
should be kept steadily in view. (Coles 2010, 9) 

More broadly, with the emergence of university extension came a 
number of different forms intended to “provide educational solutions 
to the social question(s) of the emergent working class, . . . promoting 
reformist solutions to widespread concerns with urban housing, family 
life, working conditions, sanitation and health” (Hake 2010, 98). One 
can see, for example, the antecedents of the midcentury community de-
velopment and community service activities in the modern American ex-
tension movement.

In America, responding to civic and social needs, a dominant form 
of continuing education was the lyceum, an organization providing lec-
tures, discussion, and entertainment. The lyceum system, for example, as 
reported in the American Review of Reviews in 1891, 

was of great service in educating the adult population of 
New England and the North in general to an intelligent 
understanding of the great political and educational issues 
of the antebellum period. Both the abolition and the tem-
perance movements were strongly promoted by lyceums. 
(Adams 1891, 599) 

In lyceums and institutes for teachers and mechanics, and with the 
emergence of the university as a provider of public adult education, the 
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characteristic method of engaging student and instructor was the lecture. 
Lectures were enormously popular. At the University of Chicago,

during the first ten years of the [lecture] department’s exis-
tence the average yearly attendance was 27,296 series ticket 
holders. The total number of single admissions during that 
ten-year period was 1,637,802. From San Diego, Califor-
nia, to Tonawanda, New York, there were never more than 
thirty-four lecturers working during any one year. (Heycke 
1989, 7) 

In this same period, the late nineteenth century, a distinctly American 
educational institution found form in the Chautauqua movement. Start-
ing as a church camp for Sunday school teachers in the middle of the 
nineteenth century, the movement evolved into a nationwide, year-round 
program of lectures and readings, drawing on the strong impulse of the 
public to learn. “The Chautauqua experience was critical in stimulating 
[public] thought and discussion on important political, social, and cul-
tural issues of the day” (Rohfield 1990, 3). It gave life to the notion that 
learning should be lifelong, that education for adults was both a right 
and a duty.

It has been observed more than once that the Chautauqua movement 
was the beginning of the Americanization of university extension, its in-
fluence principally being felt through the migration of its leadership to 
higher education. Most notable among these was William Rainey Harper, 
the founding president of the University of Chicago. Harper and others 
brought to higher education the animating values that “adults can learn; 
education should be extended beyond formal schooling; life is a school; 
agencies should cooperate in promoting lifelong learning; and educa-
tion should bring adults into contact with current thought on scientific 
and social issues” (Stubblefield 1981, 199). 

Harper had been a leader of the movement for fourteen years before 
coming to Chicago, where he imbedded the notion of extension in his 
educational plans, making it one of the three core activities of the uni-
versity. The first class taught was an evening class, and when the univer-
sity opened its doors, it did so with a correspondence study department 
already in place, contributing the unique notion that correspondence 
courses should be organized so as to mirror the courses on campus and 
that credit awarded for courses completed, in a defined number, could 
be used to meet the requirements for the baccalaureate degree. Inciden-
tally, the award of credit for both correspondence and extension courses 
distinguished the University of Chicago, and other institutions that fol-
lowed, as a clear variant from the English system—the first of many diver-
gences from English university extension.
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The Chautauqua movement celebrated enlightenment, self-discovery, 
and liberal learning. By contrast, at the same time, new American univer-
sities were being established incorporating an explicit mission of service, 
focusing on the teaching of agriculture and mechanical arts, “in order to 
promote . . . the practical education of the industrial classes in the several 
pursuits and professions of life” (Stubblefield 1981, 203). 

This service movement was a consequence of the Morrill Act of 1862 
by the Congress of the United States. The Morrill Act established in 
each state that existed at the time universities that would be known 
as land-grant universities. Thus began the more than 150-year service 
tradition of balancing practical education, liberal education, and re-
search. Charles van Hise, the first president of the University of Wiscon-
sin, which was one of the original land-grant universities and remains 
today among the most prominent, characterized the land-grant univer-
sity in his remark that “in a broad sense, the idea of culture, the idea of 
vocation, and the idea of research are held and developed in order that 
the [land-grant] institution may perform service, and thus the idea of 
service may be said to be the ultimate purpose of culture, vocation, and 
research” (Rohfield 1990, 20). It was not until 1914 that an agricultural 
counterpoint to general extension was established with the Smith-Lever 
Act, which created the Cooperative Extension Service with the purpose 
of helping people not enrolled in school to understand and utilize ef-
fective practices in farming, marketing, family living, and community 
development.

These then are three principle roots of modern American extension: 
the worker education movement and the peculiar expression of that 
movement in university extension; the Chautauqua movement, demon-
strating the need and efficacy of liberal education for a broad public; 
and the land-grant university’s contribution to higher education in the 
introduction of the concept of service and extension of the university 
through the application of the intellectual resources of the university 
to problems and issues of its surrounding community through practical 
education. 

We are, today, the beneficiaries of an important and diverse historical 
engagement of adults in learning, as expressed through the missions and 
values of America’s colleges and universities. 

Transitions to a New Century 

From this foundation emerge arcs of activity spanning the twentieth cen-
tury and beyond, further defining the values, missions, and structures 
of university adult education and illustrating its nature and impact on 
America’s colleges and universities and the communities they serve. This 
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context is often described in terms of the “social organization of . . .  
learning in which adults were either organized by others or organized 
themselves for the purposes of disseminating and acquiring knowledge, 
skills, and sensitivities” (Hake 2010, 97). The practical purpose of this 
organized activity was to make knowledge more accessible, while pur-
suing an “idealistic vision [of] strengthening democracy by helping . . .  
citizens and government agencies to be better informed and better able 
to analyze and express ideas in civic discourse” covering relevant social, 
economic, environmental, and cultural issues of its time (University of 
Washington 2012, n.p.). 

Tracing the arc of activities of American college and university con-
tinuing education reveals the presence of a persistent set of attributes or 
values that have given shape and direction to its programmatic activities 
and structure as well as defining the fundamental nature of continuing 
education. Prominent among these are social inclusiveness; a commit-
ment to liberal learning; responsiveness, innovation, agility, flexibility, 
and adaptability regarding the needs of learners and society, especially 
in constantly changing environments; pragmatism; and a commitment to 
assuring the academic value and rigor of its programs. The very nature 
of these values makes it possible, if not an imperative, to engage in subtle 
but continuous reinvention. 

Arcs of Activity 

To appreciate the richness, continuity, and impact of activity associated 
with American continuing education, what follows are descriptions of 
several aspects of our work as separate arcs of activity: civic or commu-
nity engagement, continuing education’s international footprint, and 
distance education and technology. This is not intended as a complete 
inventory of the programs and services provided by continuing education 
organizations but rather to illustrate the nature of our enterprise, focus-
ing attention on several of the more important trends and challenges in 
contemporary continuing education. 

While in reality these several arcs of activity are intertwined—much 
like a weaving, with threads of the warp and woof passing over and un-
der each other, at times disappearing, only to reemerge, creating a new 
image—through a curated approach to tracing the activities and ac-
complishments of aspects of continuing education one gets a sense of 
its growth and changing nature over time. Principally, for generations, 
continuing education has had a positive impact on the university, the 
lives of our students, and the civic, social, and economic communities 
we serve.
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Community Engagement: The Social/Civic Agenda

We come naturally to civic or community engagement in the course of 
our work with the various social, economic, and political communities we 
traditionally serve. The nature of this engagement is usefully described 
by David Watson of the University of London, in his Managing Civic and 
Community Engagement, as 

a collection of practices loosely grouped under a policy 
framework designed to connect . . . a university with its nat-
urally constituent community civic engagement presenting 
a challenge to universities to be of and not just in the com-
munity. Not simply to engage in “knowledge” transfer but 
to establish a dialogue across the boundaries between the 
university and its community, which is open-ended, fluid, 
and experimental. (Watson 2007, 3) 

This relationship of community and university, in addition to assuring an 
economic future, makes a “wider contribution. It makes ours a civilized 
society, develops the spiritual side of lives and promotes active citizen-
ship. Learning enables people to play a full part in their communities” 
(ibid., 6). 

In the past one hundred years UPCEA and its member institutions have 
played an active, if not lead, role in creating structures and programs at 
our colleges and universities that encourage the linking of community 
and citizen needs and interests with those of government and business in 
the pursuit of overarching social, economic, and civic goals. In the Pro-
gressive Era, a time of many political reforms—the establishment of direct 
primaries, the initiative and referendum process, the direct election of 
US senators, and women’s right to vote—the University of Washington 
created the Bureau of Debate and Discussion to support civic education 
directed to the achievement of “a more complete and intelligent under-
standing of public affairs on the part of the average citizen” (University 
of Washington 2012, 3). Support came in the form of printed materials, 
including bibliographies, questions for debates, and outlines for debaters 
as well as program outlines for high schools, women’s clubs, civic better-
ment associations, and other organizations. In the same period, across 
the country, state universities were establishing bureaus of municipal and 
legislative research, harnessing the research capacities of the university to 
support collection, cataloging, and dissemination of data to support policy 
development by community leaders as well as government professionals. 

In the same spirit a half century later, universities, including the Uni-
versity of Washington, marshaled their financial and economic resources 



10 centennial conversations

in support of citizens engaged in the identification and solution of civic 
and social problems confronting the community. The approach of com-
munity development to civic, economic, and social problem-solving 
assumed that education for citizenship, for social good, would best be 
accomplished by engaging the resident/citizen in the identification of 
community problems and, with university assistance, research alternative 
solutions as the foundation for the community decision making—learn-
ing by doing. These efforts at community engagement in many universi-
ties ultimately foundered as institutional budgets fell prey to legislative 
mandates for budget reductions. 

The civic engagement agenda for continuing education, however, has 
persisted and may be seen in the annual meeting of UPCEA. For example 
CONNECT, founded by Extension at the University of California-San Di-
ego in the mid-eighties, has demonstrated the efficacy of engaging indi-
viduals, organizations, and the university in the creation of new industry 
sectors, enterprises, and public policy. Through CONNECT Public Policy 
its membership achieves a voice in local, state, and federal policy making 
that drives the innovation economy. UPCEA itself provides a venue for 
the education of its membership in civic engagement through its Out-
reach, Engagement, and Economic Development Network. While there 
exists a strong commitment to and focus on supporting the economic 
development of our communities through the intellectual resources of 
the university, we should not forget that continuing education is as well 
an effective instrument for the building of a strong civic life and an assur-
ance of a civil society. 

International Footprint 

Many UPCEA institutions have a history with international programs that 
are decades old, with portfolios predominantly taking the form of English 
as a Second Language (ESL), study abroad, and international students in 
campus-based programs. Most of these institutions experienced a decline 
in numbers a decade or more ago, leading in some instances to the clo-
sure of ESL programs. But this setback notwithstanding, international 
programming has experienced a measurable growth in a variety of ini-
tiatives. The original set of activities remain—that is, ESL, study abroad, 
and traditional international students for on-campus courses—but the 
diversity of new initiatives or programs is now broader.

One could argue that this reflects the changing international agendas 
of our mother institutions. And there is much truth in that. In the case 
of the University of Chicago there are now physical centers supporting 
faculty and academic programs in Beijing, Hong Kong, Shanghai, New 
Delhi, Paris, and London. These centers support student and faculty 
research, study abroad, lectures, symposia, and, importantly, joint pro-
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grams with in-country universities, all reflecting the institutional interests 
in a diverse set of international educational and research programs. But 
continuing education programs have played an important role in further-
ing their international goals by aligning with the institutional strategy for 
internationalization. Programmatic opportunities are increasingly avail-
able that demand a flexibility in the architecture of our programs. 

The opportunities and challenges of engaging in international pro-
gramming have been diverse. The structures and policies of most of 
our institutions challenge the ability to meet the expectations of inter-
national partners, grounded as we are in its institutional “quality” DNA. 
This reality has tested, often successfully, the adherence to our values of 
flexibility, innovation, and academic quality. What has emerged, and is 
often shared at UPCEA annual meetings over the past twenty-five years, 
are inventive approaches to partnerships that benefit student, interna-
tional partner, and home institution. Illustrative are Brown’s partnership 
with IE Business School in Madrid, utilizing blended learning to award 
an executive MBA; Chicago’s partnership with CEU San Pablo Madrid’s 
School of Pharmacy to imbed Chicago’s certificate in clinical trials in 
their undergraduate degree in pharmacy; and Boston University’s Met-
ropolitan College collaboration with CEU San Pablo to offer intensive 
business modules in Spain, with the cohort completing their work for a 
Boston University certificate on the BU campus. 

Distance Education and Technology

Teaching students at a distance has, as already noted, been a remit of 
continuing education from the final decade of the nineteenth century in 
the form of correspondence study. With the leadership of the University 
of Chicago, it distinguished itself from the commercial correspondence 
schools by attending to the award of credit and accepting a portion of 
those credits in meeting the requirements of a bachelor of arts. In this 
competitive environment it was a principal task of the Correspondence 
Department “to disassociate itself from the odor of chicanery which sur-
rounded the commercial correspondence schools and to prove to a skep-
tical faculty and to all serious students that the method of study by corre-
spondence was adequate to university subject matter” (Heycke 1989, 56). 
A testament to its efficacy in reaching and engaging the distant learner is 
the persistent presence of correspondence study today in the catalog of 
modes of instructional delivery at many American universities.

In the intervening decades the story of education at a distance has 
been about the adaptation of emerging technologies to the task of con-
necting a student to the distant intellectual resources of the university, 
particularly in support of instruction. Technology not only overcame 
distance, but also, in many instances, addressed the problem of time: 
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telephone-supported audio networks in a mode much like a conference 
call with students at fixed site and time; video-conferencing similarly con-
strained by locale and time; telecourses employing lectures delivered by 
television with correspondence study support; cable television utilizing 
courses developed for open broadcast television; instructional television 
fixed service (ITFS) employing audio and television for interactivity be-
tween the university and students at distant fixed locations; and com-
pressed video utilizing data for high-resolution interactivity audio and 
video through the web with students at fixed sites. 

Even a casual reading of media reporting on higher education to-
day or UPCEA’s annual meeting conference program makes apparent 
the substantial impact technology is having on teaching and learning in 
American colleges and universities. It is equally notable that there is no 
consensus among higher education providers regarding the forms, goals, 
or outcomes of the current nascent efforts at employing technology to 
support teaching and learning.

The landscape of distance learning that has emerged in the past twen-
ty-five years is similarly as varied as the technologies employed: lecture 
capture video; audio only podcasts; screencasting; online open course-
ware; asynchronous and synchronous courses, as well as the channels 
used, for example, web-only courses, iTunes, online social networks, and 
TED. This diversity highlights both the challenge of creating a coherent, 
planned approach to the deployment of technology for teaching and 
learning and the risks associated with deciding upon a single approach. 
MIT’s decision to adopt an open courseware approach contrasts with the 
University of Pennsylvania’s decentralized, ‘nimble’ approach to online 
education with courses on iTunes, Knowledge @ Wharton, and the Col-
lege of Liberal and Professional Studies offering, at the moment, four-
teen full-credit online courses during the summer semester. 

These two cases illustrate, as well, divergent approaches to the scale of 
content creation, where MIT is comprehensive in its offerings, making 
every course in its curriculum available online, whether in print or video, 
while the University of Pennsylvania is highly curated, selectively offering 
courses and mediated works.

Imbedded in these institutional approaches to distance education are 
notions of the structure of content that align with traditional ideas of 
the organization of the learning experiences, for example, courses, cer-
tificates, and degrees that stand, if successfully completed, as testaments 
of acquired knowledge. This is a core issue in the current debate re-
garding the structure of competency-based education. How knowledge 
is measured in a digital environment is challenging MIT in its MITx 
program, for example, where authentication and testing are immediate 
challenges, and in the MacArthur Foundation–funded competition for 
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the design and testing of digital badges and badge systems that can be 
used instead of traditional structures to prove a candidate’s experience 
and knowledge.

On the other hand, while much of our attention has been focused on 
the disruptive nature of technology when applied to teaching and learn-
ing, we need to recollect that it has in the past twenty-five years had a 
substantial positive impact on the infrastructure of continuing education. 
Registration and student information systems, enrollment management, 
admissions and student communication, and alumni relations all depend 
upon social media, specialized software, and the web. These technolo-
gy-based capacities enhance our ability to meet the particular needs of 
the adult student who does not fit the usual university profile thus elim-
inating the need for a software workaround to satisfy the needs of the 
continuing education student. The demand for technology on campus, 
on the other hand, is almost universal. So continuing education often 
finds itself competing for resources with other academic technology users 
on campus, whose interests are more aligned with the research mission of 
the university, for example, computation in various disciplines and main-
tenance of data sets in economics, business, social sciences, complex sci-
ence, and engineering. 

The fiscal reality of the competition for technology resources within 
the college or university and the urgency associated with the adoption 
of technology for both instruction and infrastructure has resulted in the 
creation of a new economy of supporting partnerships between colleges 
or universities and private technology vendors. The partnerships usually 
involve shared risk but most often frontload the cost of development, 
leaving the university partner waiting for a substantial period of time for 
the project to realize a net contribution to continuing education’s bot-
tom line. This business model does address the problem of competing 
with on-campus technology users.

Conclusion

These three arcs of programmatic innovation and responsiveness—com-
munity engagement, international relations, and disruptive technology—
illustrate as a field and an association how we are challenged to represent 
the interests of the adult learner and to provide strategic leadership at 
our institutions in the provision of timely and innovative responses to 
their educational needs. The form of our response to opportunity and 
need has varied over time, variously driven by the changing nature and 
needs of the labor market, shifts in the state and federal policy environ-
ment, the needs for social and civic transformation, and alignment with 
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university priorities. Regardless of the source or nature of the demand or 
opportunity for adult learning, however, university continuing education, 
with the support of its professional association, will continue to meet the 
challenge of playing a central role in designing the form and nature of 
professional and continuing education in America.
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Continuing Education and  
the Research University

O

James Broomall

As the University Professional and Continuing Education Association 
(UPCEA) celebrates its 100th anniversary, it is fitting to reflect that the 
association’s birth followed, but mirrored, that of the American research 
university. Although coming nearly thirty years after the establishment of 
the Johns Hopkins University in 1886, UPCEA, then the National Univer-
sity Extension Association (NUEA), comprised twenty-two research uni-
versities; of these, eighteen were state or land-grant institutions while the 
other four were private, highly selective, and urban. From its inception 
UPCEA’s mission and vision as the association to foster extended edu-
cation and public service was thus intertwined with that of the research 
university. This essay will review the relationship between the two and 
suggest an intrinsic tension that has manifested itself in both successes 
and failures over the past one hundred years. Particular attention will be 
paid to 1990–2015. While the term research university now refers to more 
than three hundred higher education institutions in the United States, 
this perspective will be influenced by those one hundred or so that rank 
highest in research funding, national and international rankings, and the 
number of doctoral graduates. These universities—due to size, wealth, 
productivity and influence on public policy and popular attention—set 
the tone for the discussion surrounding the research and continuing ed-
ucation nexus. 

Despite the importance of continuing education in the broader 
stream of higher education and its record of achievement, its role is of-
ten neglected in the professional literature on higher and postsecond-
ary education. For example, in the otherwise encyclopedic compendium 
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American Higher Education Transformed, 1940–2005, Smith and Bender pay 
almost no attention to continuing education. Lifelong learning is treated 
briefly in an essay by former New York University president John Sawhill, 
reprinted from Change magazine. Harping on the historic marginality 
of adult education, Sawhill offers the cautionary warning that without 
adequate service—albeit not defined—to the adult and nontraditional 
student, “lifelong learning could be the scandal of the next decade.” The 
obvious omission of continuing education in the Smith and Bender vol-
ume is especially vexing, since its focus is higher education’s transfor-
mation, with particular attention to post–World War II America. In his 
benchmark work The Emergence of the American University, Laurence Vey-
sey exhaustively examines the internal and external forces that created 
the American research university. While chapters are devoted to utility 
and the synthesis of otherwise disparate missions, continuing education 
is not mentioned. Other thought leaders in higher education, like Henry 
Rosovsky in The University: An Owner’s Manual and Derek Bok in Univer-
sities in the Marketplace, also stand silent on continuing education in the 
research university.

Within the continuing education literature itself, with reference to 
its role in the research university, scholarship over the past thirty or 
more years has centered on organizational structure—centralization 
versus decentralization. That is, should continuing education be an 
autonomous organization analogous to an academic college or should 
it be distributed across the traditional academic structure of colleges, 
schools, and departments? In part this reflects a reality of academic or-
ganization: the continuing expansion and contraction of continuing 
education units on university campuses. While exploring organizational 
dichotomy has added to our understanding of continuing education as 
a structure and function, it has delimited the focus. Rather than viewing 
continuing education as a university mission, it has explored it as an 
organized enterprise. Given the expanded importance of lifelong learn-
ing motivated by the exponential growth of knowledge and technolog-
ical sophistication since UPCEA’s 75th anniversary in 1990, a broader 
view is warranted.

This essay owes an intellectual debt to Nicholas Lemann’s “The Soul 
of the Research University,” a 2014 article in the Chronicle of Higher Educa-
tion. He suggests that “the two most important developments in American 
higher education in the 19th century were, arguably, contradictory.” He 
refers here to the Morrill Act (1862), which led to mass higher education 
in the United States, and just fourteen years later the establishment of 
Johns Hopkins University. Continuing education in the research univer-
sity shares this intellectual paradox. It celebrates Ezra Cornell’s aspiration 
to provide any study or body of knowledge to any person. Conversely, the 
epistemology and method on which the knowledge is based comes from 
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a rigidly monitored process of peer review and selectivity. The inherent 
tension and its promise and peril will frame what follows.

For purposes of clarity and reader friendliness, this essay will be a “play 
in four acts.” First, it will outline the fundamental ingredients and values 
of the research university. Second, continuing education will receive the 
same treatment. Third, the nexus of the research university and continu-
ing education will be considered from one argument-driven perspective. 
Finally, some heuristic hunches or future gazing will be presented as UP-
CEA celebrates its centennial.

The Research University

Although Yale awarded the first PhD in the United States in 1861, the 
research university took form with the founding of Johns Hopkins and 
Clark University as primarily graduate universities in the 1870s and 1880s 
and was enhanced with the founding of the University of Chicago in 1892. 
Rooted in the ideals of the German university, which provided the train-
ing and socialization for many in the professoriate by the 1890s, academic 
freedom was fundamental to the idea and vision of the research university. 
Drawn from the German ideals of Lernfreiheit and Lehrfreiheit—the profes-
sor’s freedom to explore and disseminate the results of research-based 
inquiry free from external and, of acute concern, government interfer-
ence—academic freedom set the process and metrics on which the pro-
fessor’s work would be assessed. If research was the means to identify 
truth, who best to judge the methods used and the results shared than fel-
low members of the same discipline. Epistemological validity depended 
on peer review, and juried publication in specialized journals or at aca-
demic conferences became the gold standard. The rise in number and 
prestige of professional associations and journals governed by academic 
disciplines solidified this precedent. In essence, the professoriate became 
an independent and self-regulating body charged with maintaining intel-
lectual rigor free from external demands or requirements. This profes-
sionalization of the faculty was expedited as these professional societies 
and associations were guided by the norms and standards of academic 
disciplines, not institutional expectations. Larry Cuban (1999) contends 
that “scholars trumped teachers” to make the research university the cen-
terpiece for American higher education.

Social, economic, technological, and demographic trends since 1990 
have served to intensify and institutionalize the place of the research 
university. Three particular factors are noted here. First, the half-life of 
knowledge has become reality in light of an explosion in basic research 
at the university level. While not the only agent charged with the creation 
of knowledge, the research university has enjoyed special privilege in the 
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form of escalating dollars for fundamental research, particularly from the 
federal government. This role as arbiter of defining knowledge in its pure 
form brings with it unique status as a gatekeeper to upward social mobil-
ity for those accessing and benefiting from the knowledge discovered and 
knowledge applied in teaching and learning. Second, globalization and 
the essentiality of intellectual capital have elevated the American research 
university to primary status in a worldwide talent competition. Laborato-
ries, classrooms, and seminar rooms increasingly bring an international 
professoriate and student body to the American research university. In 
turn, research becomes a common knowledge and language that tran-
scends the traditional divisions among nation states. A third trend—tech-
nological innovation—demonstrates the role of basic research. While 
innovation in the last twenty years has been born in garages and garrets 
as well as the university, the flow of dollars and accompanying prestige 
has not exempted the research campus. Technology transfer, intellectual 
property, and knowledge transformation all are hallmarks. Research uni-
versities have become key players in economic development, as is evident 
in signal achievements like the Route 28 corridor in Massachusetts, North 
Carolina’s Research Triangle, and Silicon Valley.

Continuing Education

Values of intellectual integrity, the discovery of knowledge, and a cosmo-
politan worldview set the tone for the research university. Yet, many of 
those founding UPCEA institutions, while driven by research, also shared 
a second and equally vital impulse in American higher education—de-
mocratization. While democratization was certainly fundamental to 
public state and land-grant universities, private universities also were 
obligated to serve the public good. Social trends cited earlier have only 
exacerbated the demands from multiple stakeholders, including govern-
ment, corporations, funding sources, and the media, that the knowledge 
discovered be applied to the needs of a democratic society. Public policy 
encouraged this egalitarian impulse as well.

The dialogue between knowledge as an ideal and knowledge as util-
ity was most evident in the land-grant and public flagship universities. 
For the former, the mission statement of its founding charter in the 
Morrill Act appears straightforward: “to promote the liberal and prac-
tical education of the industrial classes in the several pursuits and pro-
fessions of life.” Both the theoretical and the applied are given equal 
status in these words, but implementation posed a challenge. An early 
solution was the establishment of the Cooperative Extension System in 
1914 through federal legislation. This recognized a reality that between 
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1906 and 1913 twenty-eight universities had already organized a unit for 
extension work.

Early efforts at continuing education fell under the rubric of public 
service—the third element (besides research and teaching) of the three-
legged stool of the university. While cooperative extension developed 
an administrative and programmatic system centered mainly but not 
exclusively on agriculture and family life, university extension became 
the catchall for other attempts to apply knowledge to broader social con-
cerns and audiences, in forms ranging from correspondence and eve-
ning classes to conferences, institutes, lecture series, and symposia. Con-
tinuing education was positioned as a gateway between the university as 
a fount of knowledge and the general public in whose service this knowl-
edge was to be applied. 

Since 1990 the place of continuing education on the research uni-
versity landscape has become a focus of conflict, cooperation, and com-
promise. What once was peripheral to the core mission now is under the 
spotlight from campus administrators, faculty, and constituencies. Why? 
First, the marketplace for knowledge consumption has broadened. As 
mentioned earlier, in the well-documented global economy intellectual 
capital is the driving engine. So, the university competes in an interna-
tional marketplace. Continuing education becomes the means to meet 
this reality while still maintaining the boundary between the campus 
core and the external demand. A second factor, albeit more localized, is 
the exponential growth of adult learners as a market for continuous ed-
ucation. For the research university this takes many forms, from degree 
completion to organizational learning. Expectations for accountability 
and tighter guidelines for professional credentialing are today more 
pronounced than ever. Finally, financial pressures in an era of dwindling 
support for the public research university puts continuing education in 
front as an income generator rather than expense unit.

Continuing education’s emergence as a component of traditional ac-
ademic units is an ever-growing feature of the contemporary research 
university. In the period leading up to 1990 continuing education was 
more likely to be defined as an organization with a specific structure and 
function within the broader academic enterprise. Analysis was limited to 
the centralization-decentralization debate cited above. Today, continuing 
education is a means to disseminate, codify, and apply basic knowledge. 
Professional schools and colleges—whether colleges of business and engi-
neering offering executive and advanced technical education or medical, 
law, and dental schools presenting state-of-the-art content—have joined 
the division (or college) of continuing education at the research uni-
versity. Still, the most common manifestations are in professional fields 
where the line between basic and applied knowledge is thinnest.
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Research and Continuing Education Nexus: Tension and Triumph

At the research university, research as a mission stands with continuing 
education as a means to meet internal resource needs and external ex-
pectations. But increasing concern about the cost of a university educa-
tion and the concomitant student debt, calls for organizational efficiency 
from all branches of government and the public, questions of the value of 
a degree, and the rise of the for-profit university all contribute to creating 
a confused terrain on which research and continuing education meet in 
2015. 

What then for the nexus of research and continuing education in 
the research university? An earlier foray by the Kellogg Commission in 
1992 to examine how the university could better serve the commonweal 
seemed to anticipate this tension, arguing that, while society had prob-
lems, universities had departments. Framed by discipline-based inquiry, 
governed by the norm of academic freedom, and organized into depart-
ments, the research university was not structured to respond in a timely 
and critical way to the external society. Citing as its intentional goal an 
“engaged university,” the commission identified the dichotomy between 
research as an intrinsic value and its utility that was and remains sobering. 
Why then this inherent tension? 

From federal financial largesse for infrastructure and talent to tech-
nology transfer and knowledge partnerships exemplified by the start-up 
company, research touches the life of its home institution. Over the past 
quarter century, the search for prestige as measured in dollars, rankings, 
and reputational status has accelerated the importance of research. As 
continuing educators in the research university context, it is fundamen-
tal to understand the research process and then determine its role in 
meeting our mission. The challenge is that the research professor as an 
individual or the academic department as a collective body begins from a 
different fundamental premise than the continuing educator or continu-
ing education organization. 

Research is a quest for discovery through a prescriptively defined and 
shared process, whether through induction or deduction or, in conven-
tional terms, quantitative or qualitative investigation. It is based on a 
foundation laid in graduate school and built on the epistemology and 
methodology set by each discipline or applied field of study in profes-
sional fields. The guardians and arbiters are fellow members acting in 
an almost guild-like fashion. Defining what is of value and meritorious 
is their exclusive domain. Academic journals, conference presentations, 
and the gatherings of professional associations and societies enjoy a sta-
tus hierarchy and can determine a faculty member’s career trajectory or 
a department’s ranking. Ideas are exchanged within a tightly defined co-
hort and sphere of importance. The worth of the research in a market-
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place outside this fraternity is of little or no importance and in fact may 
be a source of academic disdain. A reward system—whether as essential 
as granting tenure or simply rising in the academic firmament—is predi-
cated on positive peer review, evaluation, and judgment.

What is the role of continuing education in this nexus? If research 
is evaluated and assessed value in a rigidly defined scope of influence, 
continuing education operates by definition in an open marketplace de-
fined by market requirements of demand, price, utility, and consequen-
tiality. The social forces of technological sophistication, globalization, 
and competition have in the past twenty-five years only heightened the 
market for commercialized knowledge; higher education in general has 
become a commodity. In the research university this trend often sheds a 
spotlight on continuing education. With a historical legacy of extending 
campus boundaries to serve stakeholders (often codified in legislative 
mandate for land-grant and state universities) and a financially self-sup-
porting business model, continuing education is seen as the appropriate 
response.

Within the research university there is an implicit tension between 
the norms of research free from evaluation by “amateurs” and the con-
tinuing education mission to serve the general public. Yet, the irony is 
that for continuing education in a research university to distinguish itself 
from curriculum and services offered by myriad other providers, it must 
bring that very research through application to a marketplace. The test 
for continuing education more often than not is whether market demand 
is met through enrollment, financial remuneration, or partnerships that 
will benefit the home institution more broadly. The faculty who create 
the knowledge with the guiding norm of academic freedom are innately 
suspicious and often disdainful of subjecting their work to the market 
decision made by individual customers and organizational and profes-
sional clients to “buy” the knowledge. In the nexus knowledge must be 
transformed to stay both true to its standard and judged as being of value 
in the marketplace of continuing higher education.

Continuing educators are by temperament and vocation a practical lot. 
As a state and land-grant, research extensive university with an outreach 
mission housed in the Division of Professional and Continuing Studies, 
the University of Delaware faces this challenge: How to bring timely and 
consequential research to people and organizations? One successful ex-
ample is a joint venture between the division and the Alfred Lerner Col-
lege of Business and Economics. Through the Organizational Learning 
Solutions office, custom-designed programs in leadership, project and 
technology management, and strategy are presented by research-based 
faculty to corporate, government, and health-care organizations. In turn, 
these organizations provide a setting for those same faculty and their 
graduate students to engage in research. This exchange relationship ben-
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efits both parties and identifies a common ground for the application 
and discovery of knowledge.

Why did this nexus triumph when comparable efforts fell short of the 
mark? The inquiry process in an applied field like management or busi-
ness administration, while guided by peer review, is governed by external 
norms of relevance to professional practice. Tests of consequence in a 
more general market are a norm. The community of recipients enhances 
rather than diminishes the researcher’s freedom.

Toward the Future: 2015 and Beyond

The social, demographic, and technological dynamics mentioned in this 
essay and throughout the volume should only accelerate throughout the 
twenty-first century. With knowledge growing geometrically and techno-
logical obsolescence a recurring threat, continuing education will be-
come an even more prominent player in the research university. Not lim-
ited to its own organizational domain, continuing education cuts across 
colleges, departments, and schools. Joint ventures like Coursera and EdX 
demonstrate the affinity of research universities to cluster together and 
share their academic resources to provide mass open education. Public 
and government thirst for intellectual capital as the means to maintain a 
Western standard of living increases the applied role of research in efforts 
like technology transfer and university-corporate partnerships.

Still, the research university is subject to the same pressures affecting 
education at all levels. Three of particular relevance are cost, accessibility, 
and consequentiality. Cost is driven by the question of who pays. A once 
seemingly endless flow of federal dollars built the research university. 
Whether driven by considerations of national defense, as evident in the 
entrepreneurial university of the Cold War era, or improving health and 
human welfare, government funding reached an apex in the early twen-
ty-first-century stimulus initiative under the Obama administration. That 
monetary well is running dry; yet, at the same time, federal regulation 
and accountability expectations have increased. Continuing education 
offers an alternative mechanism for revenue generation through spon-
sored research and its application under market demands and require-
ments. Those clients, and more significantly those paying, will exacerbate 
the tension between pure and applied research. Continuing education 
will become to an even greater degree an individual rather than public 
good. As early as 1998 Burton Clark foresaw this trend in Creating Entrepre-
neurial Universities: Organizational Pathways of Transformation.

Access to continuing education in the research university raises the 
question of who benefits. Continuing education’s business model is mar-
ket sensitive, and price can limit the access of those individuals and orga-
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nizations that could benefit. Public service as subsidized enterprise will 
become even rarer. Thus, the gap between the educational haves who 
can afford continuing education and the have-nots is most likely to grow 
in the research university. Reputational status and limited access may 
only enhance the prestige of continuing education while serving a more 
limited audience with a higher socioeconomic and professional/occu-
pational profile. For UPCEA the irony could be that an association with 
roots in extending knowledge may come to represent a highly selective 
sector of higher education. 

Finally, how will the consequentiality of research-based continuing ed-
ucation be assessed? Will business and economic demands threaten the 
norms of academic freedom and peer review? The impact of the celebra-
tion of STEM education and a de-emphasis on the humanities and many 
social sciences is already clear. A depressed employment forecast for the 
traditional academic career and the decline in tenure track faculty posi-
tions are daily fodder for the media. In response, continuing education 
and those who provide its leadership have a moral as well as professional 
obligation. Especially in the research university, continuing education 
ought to temper market responsiveness with allegiance to the values that 
inform the enterprise. The theoretical and the practical informed by ba-
sic and applied research inform continuing education. Learning as an 
end in itself and as an instrument for living can enjoy balance in the 
continuing education organization.

Continuing education and research enjoy a symbiotic relationship that 
enriches both. Research is the lifeblood of the programs and services pro-
vided to a marketplace which, while receptive to knowledge, is at the same 
time somewhat suspicious of academic freedom. Yet the creative tension is 
what makes research university–centered continuing education a unique 
and signal feature in the complex landscape of higher education. 

References
Bok, Derek. 2003. Universities in the Marketplace: The Commercialization of Higher 

Education. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.
Clark, Burton R. 1998. Creating Entrepreneurial Universities: Organizational Path-

ways of Transformation. Bingley, UK: Emerald Group.
Cuban, Larry. 1999. How Scholars Trumped Teachers: Change without Reform in 

University Curriculum, Teaching, and Research, 1890–1990. New York: Teach-
ers College Press.

Lemann, Nicholas. 2014. “The Soul of the Research University.” Chronicle 
of Higher Education, April 28. Accessed at http://chronicle.com/article 
/The-Soul-of-the-Research/146155/.

Rosovsky, Henry. 1991. The University: An Owner’s Manual. New York: W. W. 
Norton.



24 centennial conversations

Smith, Wilson, and Thomas Bender, eds. 2008. American Higher Education 
Transformed 1940–2005: Documenting the National Discourse. Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins University Press.

Veysey, Laurence R. 1965. The Emergence of the American University. Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press.



Dimensions of Professionalization  
of the Adult and Continuing  

Education Enterprise

O

Richard J. Novak

Is continuing education a profession? Is there a specific body of knowl-
edge, mastery of which determines professional competency? What 
does one make of attempts to professionalize continuing education? 
These are among the nagging questions that have been noodled by CE 
deans, directors, and vice presidents for years. The current context in 
higher education has intensified the discussion. Apparently, there is no 
shared vision within the academy as to the role of continuing higher 
education. 

Rather, in a variant of Miles’s law, “where you stand depends on where 
you sit,” continuing education is often viewed as a profession by those 
within it and, at worst, as an avocation or, at best, a service by those 
outside. Miles himself concluded that, in effect, this is to be expected, 
as perspective and responsibility change with the change of organiza-
tional positions, often resulting in a change of position on issues (Miles 
1978). From the seat of this former UPCEA president with thirty years’ 
experience as a CE practitioner, adult education researcher, and grad-
uate-level instructor, an honest reading of a century of CE history tells 
a clear story: continuing education is a vibrant profession ideally suited 
to lead higher education into an exciting future of daunting challenges 
and wide opportunity.
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A Cornerstone of Higher Education

The establishment of UPCEA, even in its the earliest incarnation—the 
National University Extension Association (NUEA)—included con-
cern for professional standards, instructional methods, and adminis-
trative practices, for “their mutual advantage and for the development 
and promotion of the best ideals, methods and standards for the in-
terpretation and dissemination of the accumulated knowledge of the 
race to all who desire to share in its benefits” (Knowles 1994, 160). 
This is the legacy that has been carried forward through one hun-
dred years of existence and thousands of professional development 
opportunities provided by the association for continuing education 
professionals. 

College and university continuing education, by whatever particular 
name we call it today—continuing higher education, continuing stud-
ies, professional studies, university extension—has reached a point of 
maturity and can no longer be dismissed as an avocation. At the same 
time it has become the nexus of various historical developments, societal 
and cultural changes, and workplace requirements that have created a 
perfect storm of sorts, where demand is greater than ever. Many of the 
developments that continuing education has pioneered have become the 
cornerstones of contemporary higher education. For example, most of 
university continuing education historically has been self-supporting and 
revenue generating, operating as an entrepreneurial business unit within 
traditional colleges and universities. Cuts to state budgets, reduction in 
subsidies, a weak economy, and greater attention to pricing have all put 
tremendous pressure on higher education, limiting the growth of tuition, 
for political and practical reasons. As a result, continuing education and 
its ability to generate new and diverse revenue streams has been afforded 
a seat at the table as colleges and universities look to address issues of 
access and affordability, as well as relevance.

Except for some tenured faculty whose lives have remained largely 
unaffected, most aware employees in higher education now realize that 
higher education is big business and is impacted by all that entails (Se-
lingo 2013). Some may embrace that notion, others abhor it; but the 
truth is that, as the saying goes, the horse is out of the barn. There is no 
going back; the question is how to deal with this reality. Selingo states 
that the higher education industry is “beset by hubris, opposition to 
change, and resistance to accountability” (ibid., x). He calls for signif-
icant changes to higher education, which, from the perspective of this 
continuing education professional, sounds like a call for the adoption 
of many of the core values long embraced by traditional continuing 
education. 
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Continuing Education Core Values and Competencies

The good news for continuing higher education is that some of the tradi-
tional core values and competencies of continuing education—strategic 
marketing, full cost accounting attributing for all revenue and expenses, 
analysis of return on investment, thorough program evaluation, retain-
ing only the highest rated instructors, new program development based 
on market demand, investment of margin into future program develop-
ment—are becoming part of the traditional higher education fabric and 
indeed part of the solution to many of the problems that higher educa-
tion faces. Nontraditional adult students, once on the margins, are now 
in the mainstream and are no longer being labeled as nontraditional. 
Finally, online learning, once the marginal domain of CE units, has be-
come part of the core, and no institution can expect to remain compet-
itive without online offerings. Granted, there are many more challenges 
within higher education to address, but this is a healthy start. 

At the same time, the challenging news for continuing higher edu-
cation is that what was once marginal activity is now moving into the 
mainstream, from the edges to the center. Online learning, for exam-
ple, has had a dramatic impact on many institutions as it has moved into 
the mainstream. While providing access to students and revenue to the 
institution, it has required new technologies and new strategies for in-
structional design and delivery of student services, to say nothing of the 
increased regulation from state and federal agencies and from regional 
accrediting bodies. To put it bluntly, expectations are higher than ever 
for continuing education to perform, to produce and, in many cases, 
to lead their institutions through rapid changes and into an uncertain 
future. At our one-hundred-year mark, that leadership challenge has 
never been more complex—nor more ideally suited to the insights CE 
leaders offer. 

A brief and high-level summary of continuing education today under-
scores the wide variety of professional skills, competencies, knowledge 
networks, and even some personal attributes that are required for the 
CE leader and the CE unit to be successful. No longer is it sufficient to 
think of a single market segment, a single product line, and a simpli-
fied approach to marketing. All aspects of this enterprise have become 
multivariate and are constantly changing. Today, for example, the call is 
for data-driven decision making to maximize resources and determine 
appropriate return on investment (ROI). Everything is expected to be 
measured, not just marketing dollars. Data analysis is a key component 
of any CE leader’s workday, and staff expertise in data analytics is highly 
desired by any CE department looking to succeed and distinguish itself in 
a crowded and competitive marketplace.
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Complex Organizations Pursuing Core Missions

From a structural or organizational perspective, the complexities of to-
day’s continuing education units can be staggering. For some CE units, 
agricultural extension and cooperative extension have been merged with 
continuing education. Other CE operations have achieved degree-grant-
ing status, especially for adult students. Many more CE units work with 
existing traditional academic units to offer the degree to adult students 
while the CE unit provides exceptional customer service and student sup-
port. And to no one’s surprise, distance education and online learning 
emerged primarily and almost exclusively out of continuing education 
units. This is simply another chapter in the history of continuing educa-
tion’s leadership. Students of the history of adult and continuing educa-
tion recall that CE advocates began defying distance barriers by develop-
ing correspondence programs more than one hundred years ago, and 
today’s wonderfully complex distance learning programs and structures 
are an organic development of that innovation (Knowles 1994).

Still other CE departments have become experts in global education, 
creating partnerships and programs around the world, sometimes serv-
ing as the focal point for the entire institution’s global initiatives. Many 
CE units have become experts at partnering with third parties, both 
commercial and nonprofit, for all types of content and services, negoti-
ating contracts, structuring revenue-sharing arrangements, even creating 
shared intellectual property. 

By way of example, my own Division of Continuing Studies (DoCS) 
at Rutgers University illustrates the complex nature of today’s continu-
ing education portfolio. DoCS consists of fifteen unique business units, 
credit and noncredit, on campus, off-campus, and online. We operate 
year-round, through the standard terms of fall and spring, winter and 
summer, but also in special terms for noncredit programs and on-demand 
learning online. We cover the lifespan with programs for audiences from 
pre-K through senior adult. In addition, we manage a small hotel and 
conference center and a fully digital, high-definition broadcast television 
production studio. This is a far cry from simple university extension and 
the early days of the Chautauqua movement. The vast majority of our op-
eration is entirely self-supporting and expected to generate a margin that 
can then be used for reinvestment and to support traditional academic 
operations that do not cover their own costs. 

This complex world of continuing education has required greater 
sophistication and new skills from both CE leaders and staff. New mod-
els have been developed, and continuing education has been able to 
leverage its inherent strength in partnering to forge new pathways that 
benefit students. New technologies and new resources have enabled 
continuing education to operate even more nimbly and with greater 
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precision, basing decisions on data. The expectation for CE leadership 
is twofold: academic credibility and understanding and business acu-
men. Strong negotiation skills are definitely a plus. Dealing with space 
management, negotiating contracts, and developing and interpreting 
profit and loss statements are all part of the daily routine for university 
CE leaders today. A review of posted CE leadership positions reveals the 
demand for such expertise. Moreover, as the university CE model has 
become larger and more diverse, the discussion is not a debate between 
profits versus social good but rather about how we incorporate both 
dimensions in an ethical way. Indeed, there are many decisions related 
to ethical practice for both adult education instructors and program 
planners (Imel 1991).

While many have entered the field of adult and continuing education 
without formal preparation, either accidentally or through a personal 
commitment, or even as a result of a positive experience as a student, 
during the past seven decades graduate programs and associations in the 
field have played major roles in providing for the preparation of practi-
tioners and scholars (Knox and Fleming 2010). Associations preceded 
adult education graduate programs in providing educational opportuni-
ties for the field and, in continuing higher education, have continually 
matured their level of service and knowledge. 

UPCEA’s Continuous Education and Evolution

By way of example, UPCEA, in all of its historical iterations over the past 
one hundred years, has played a major role in the continuing profes-
sional development of continuing higher education leaders and practi-
tioners. Throughout its history, programmatic offerings and services have 
been developed and refined to further the field of practice, to enhance 
the skills of practitioners, and to engage leadership in discussions and 
planning for future directions. 

Probably the most significant of the programmatic offerings, in terms 
of numbers, is the annual conference, which draws six to eight hundred 
CE leaders and practitioners, dozens of industry representatives, and 
world-renowned speakers. The annual conference is complemented by 
regional conferences that draw a hundred or more participants from a 
specific region and specialize in showcasing local talent. For many years, 
UPCEA offered an executive assembly geared to institutional represen-
tatives to the association for an intensive deep dive on a timely topic. A 
dean and directors program continues to be popular as a separate pro-
gram, connected to the annual conference. One of the most popular 
programs after the annual conference is the annual marketing seminar, 
drawing hundreds of participants, where the critical topic of program 
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marketing in all its dimensions, from market research to digital and so-
cial media marketing, is addressed. 

More recently, UPCEA partnered with the American Council on Ed-
ucation (ACE) to offer the Summit for Online Leadership and Strategy. 
The summit convenes key campus leaders and online learning practi-
tioners to help define and develop institutional strategy for online learn-
ing. Through the years, other program models have been attempted; 
some have lasted, others not. For several years UPCEA offered a one-week 
intensive leadership program in the summer. In addition to program of-
ferings, books, newsletters, online resources, and, most recently, social 
media have all been used to further the profession. These efforts have 
become ever more complex as the continuing higher education field it-
self has diversified. 

Developing a Shared Vision 

Bierema (2011) notes that the diversity of the field also presents chal-
lenges for developing a shared vision for the field. Yet, despite the ac-
knowledged difficulties, she calls for dedication to continued profession-
alization as a way to develop a shared discourse and language about our 
practice, teaching, and research; delineate standards of practice; improve 
practice and create a process to ensure high quality; and rally, preserve, 
and bolster the status of the field of adult education.

One example of this diversity of the field, even within university con-
tinuing education, is represented by the analysis done by Cram and Mor-
rison around social justice. They observe that there is a vigorous debate 
among university continuing educators in the literature between those 
who wish to respond to market demands and those who advocate a return 
to the social justice roots of the profession. As an alternative, they pro-
pose to think of social justice as a dialogic process rather than a product. 
Such an approach, they argue, will enable university continuing educa-
tion to “remain at the cutting edge of educational innovation and service 
to society” (Cram and Morrison 2005, 45). 

While these ongoing debates within university continuing education 
are certainly interesting, especially for students of history or philosophy, 
and sometimes make for engaging spectator sport, more interesting and 
impactful are the collaborations between university continuing educa-
tion and external partners. 

On the one hand, the university CE community has partnered with 
more traditional segments of higher education to the benefit of adult 
students. In 2000, a major institutional collaboration took place between 
UPCEA (UCEA at the time) and the Council of Graduate Schools to pub-
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lish the book Postbaccalaureate Futures: New Markets, Resources, Credentials. 
Kay Kohl, executive director of UCEA at the time, and Jules LaPidus, 
president of CGS, were coeditors, and the book was published by the 
American Council on Education. Even at the time, this landmark publica-
tion was recognized as a significant development in the history of higher 
education. In the context of this essay, it is emblematic of the profession-
alization and importance of the continuing education enterprise. It also 
represents a key collaboration that acknowledges how much the adult 
student market has become mainstream within higher education and the 
value that CE expertise brings to the fore.

On the other hand, CE professionals have also increasingly turned to 
external resources for market intelligence and market research, look-
ing to base programmatic decisions on data and market demand rather 
than whim or fancy. University continuing and professional education 
practitioners have been able to use sophisticated tools and services to 
assist with decision making and planning. Several large education re-
search companies have been used by university continuing and profes-
sional education, and many smaller companies and individual consul-
tants also provide university CPE with market intelligence and custom 
research studies. 

Founded twenty years ago, Eduventures, based in Boston, conducts 
data analysis, research, and advising for higher education. They specif-
ically serve university CPE through their Online and Continuing Edu-
cation Knowledge Community. They help identify programs to invest 
in and grow, areas to avoid, and how to align programs with employer 
interests.

Another leader in this space is the Education Advisory Board, based 
in Washington, DC. Starting in 1983 with a single membership program 
for hospital CEOs, the EAB now provides services in fourteen areas serv-
ing health care and higher education. For university CPE, they provide 
a Continuing and Online Education Forum. Like Eduventures, EAB fol-
lows a membership model and conducts original research, benchmark-
ing, and member inquiries.

Hanover Research conducts market research, institutional analysis, 
and grant proposal development. To assist higher education, they ad-
dress enrollment management, new campus feasibility, tuition manage-
ment, marketing effectiveness, and brand performance.

There are also research services available through professional asso-
ciations. UPCEA founded the Center for Research and Consulting in re-
sponse to members’ expressed need for benchmarking and actionable 
market research. Like other external services, the UPCEA CRC conducts 
custom research and consulting, national benchmarking studies, and in-
dividual consulting projects for UPCEA CRC members. 
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Reflection and Action

There are many other indicators of the growing professionalization of 
the field of adult and continuing education, including significant publi-
cations from the field itself. 

The many editions of the Handbook of Adult and Continuing Education 
stand as “a revealing manifestation of and contributor to a long-running 
professionalization movement in the field of adult and continuing educa-
tion” (Wilson and Hayes 2000, 6). However, Wilson and Hayes readily ac-
knowledge the limitations of their own efforts as editors of the Handbook, 
including the fact that their edition was written by academics and not 
practitioners. They note that academics miss the messiness of practice, 
including the political, subjective, historical, and contextual perspectives 
and expertise the practitioners bring to the field (ibid., 669). Life in the 
trenches and on the front lines is very different than the view from the 
ivory tower. 

The leading and more thoughtful practitioners in adult and continu-
ing education have not been idly standing by while traditional academics 
analyze their work and issue pronouncements for improvement. More 
than thirty years ago, Schon discussed the crisis in the professions made 
present by the inclination to conduct society’s business through trained 
professionals (Schon 1983). The history of the development of the field 
of adult and continuing education underscores how continuing educa-
tion has aspired to that same status. Schon’s “reflection in action” model 
has raised the level of discourse among CE professionals as practitioners. 
Today continuing education’s professionals not only battle on the front 
lines; they also take time to examine the view from the ivory tower, listen 
to other expert voices, reflect on their own practice, and find ways to 
improve praxis. 

These same thoughtful academic practitioners have shared their in-
sights, conducted and reported on empirical research, and suggested 
strategies for moving the field forward, largely through two professional 
journals, Continuing Higher Education Review and the Journal of Continuing 
Higher Education, each aligned with a professional association for continu-
ing higher education. The history of these journals has been reported 
elsewhere. Suffice it to say that these two journals have sustained publi-
cation over a long period of time and have attracted a large following. 
The tenure of these two major journals and the growing sophistication of 
each is further evidence of the growing professionalization of adult and 
continuing education, nearing par with developments in other profes-
sions that Schon discussed. 

There have been other efforts, including the groundbreaking online 
refereed journal, New Horizons in Adult Education, published out of Syra-
cuse University beginning in 1987, moved to Nova Southeastern Univer-



the contexts and aims of continuing education 33

sity in 1992, and picked up by John Wiley and Sons and renamed New 
Horizons in Adult Education and Human Resource Development. Moreover, a 
study conducted by Syracuse University students in 2003 produced a list 
of more than forty adult educational journals and organizations (Shablak, 
Charters, Newvine, Johnson, and Sims 2003).

A Proud Tradition of Opening Doors

There are also key milestones in the history of adult and continuing edu-
cation that are worth keeping in mind as they precede, align with, or pro-
voke the professionalization of continuing higher education. They are 
mentioned here as guideposts, not as an exhaustive history. In the United 
States, in 1862, the Morrill Act created land-grant universities by provid-
ing land for the university in exchange for a commitment to extend the 
knowledge base of the university (Merriam and Cunningham 1989, 31).

Malcolm Knowles, in his succinct and approachable History of Adult 
and Continuing Education, points to Cambridge University in 1873 as the 
first university-based adult education. Here the term used to describe this 
initiative was extramural studies to highlight the distinction between this 
effort and campus-based degree programs for traditional students. As this 
development was transported to the United States, the term changed to 
extension, as in university extension. 

By 1914 the university extension mission was furthered by the passage 
of the Smith-Lever Act and the development of the Cooperative Exten-
sion System, focused initially on agricultural matters. Growth was swift, 
and by many accounts the impact was significant. Of interest to UPCEA 
was the formation of the National University Extension Association in 
March 1915. Not long after these developments, the field itself began to 
experience the push for greater professionalization. 

The beginnings of a movement toward professionalization 
of the field can be traced to the 1930s, with the greatest 
growth developing at the end of World War II as part of 
an overall stabilization of U.S. culture. In the second half 
of the twentieth century, a focus developed on defining a 
specialized knowledge base and areas of expertise for the 
field, on credentialing, on research and the production of 
theory, and on creating a recognizable and formalized “dis-
cipline.” (Knox and Fleming 2010, 125)

The timing of this movement toward professionalization coincided 
with the growth of the professional association. However, since its incep-
tion, the professionalization of the field of adult and continuing edu-
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cation has not been universally accepted. In fact, several authors note 
that there is a dialectical tension created by the professionalization of the 
field. As Bierema noted, “professionalization helps move the field from a 
marginal status to one of social influence. On the other hand, the field’s 
absorption into professionalization may create a narrowly conceived field 
of practice that excludes and marginalizes diverse voices and approaches 
to adult education” (Bierema 2010, 137) In other words, the main issues 
surrounding the professionalization debate are whether professionaliza-
tion truly improves practice or whether it constricts who can practice and 
how we define “good” practice (Merriam and Brockett 2007).

A Wide Vocabulary for Continuing Education

The term continuing education probably derived from the Center for Con-
tinuation Study, the first residential facility for adults, established in 1936 
at the University of Minnesota (Knowles 1994). Knowles notes that the 
term spread rapidly after the Kellogg Foundation provided many grants 
around the country for the construction of continuing education centers, 
beginning with Michigan State in 1951. 

Coterminous with the growth of university adult and continuing edu-
cation, there were significant developments of adult education in other 
contexts. Business and industry began actively engaging in continuing 
education for its workers in the 1920s, and after falling off during the 
Depression, it picked up in earnest during and after World War II. Part 
of this growth and development included greater differentiation and so-
phistication of the employee education enterprise, including closer co-
operation with formal higher education. Government agencies, health 
and welfare agencies, labor unions, libraries, religious organizations, mu-
seums, and public schools developed programs, outreach, and expertise 
that supported the growth of formal adult education (Knowles 1994). 
Even foundations played a role, most notably when, in 1926, the Carn-
egie Corporation facilitated the establishment of the American Associa-
tion for Adult Education (Merriam and Cunningham 1989). 

The 1920s also saw the creation of the Department of Adult Education 
in the National Education Association. These developments and others 
have contributed to the growth of the field in sheer numbers but also in 
the sophistication and diversity of offerings and have led to continued 
professionalization of those engaged with adult and continuing educa-
tion. These changes have fueled the controversy over whether the field 
should strive toward greater professionalization and whether the profes-
sional associations should develop and administer certification programs 
(Merriam and Cunningham 1989).

As the field has progressed, diversified, and become more complex, 
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the nature of the work has changed with it. Adult education has con-
tinued to be a work-related phenomenon. Much of adult education in 
the 1920s and 1930s was focused around liberal adult education and self-
help, rather than training. By 1969, however, approximately 50 percent 
of adult education programming was work related, and by 1984 that had 
grown to 80 percent (Merriam and Cunningham 1989). The dominance 
of work-related curricula has continued with some minor counterinsur-
gency efforts, represented by the Osher Lifelong Learning Institutes es-
tablished at various colleges and universities around the country, funded 
initially by the Bernard Osher Foundation. Dedicated to the liberal edu-
cation of older adults, the OLLIs, as they are affectionately called, have 
developed a strong, loyal, and growing audience and stand as a reminder 
of the enriching, lifelong impact of continuing education. 

University-based work-related continuing education has been ampli-
fied and supported by private sector investment, alone and in coopera-
tion with university efforts. Training, one manifestation of adult and con-
tinuing education, is viewed as critically important in a competitive world 
economy. More and more professions have established mandatory con-
tinuing professional education as a requirement for maintaining licen-
sure and certification. Less formally, the need to retrain the labor force 
is a constant refrain in popular and professional literature. Historically, 
adult education has responded to that need (Merriam and Cunningham 
1989). The relevance of continuing higher education and the dominance 
of work-related activity persists today, as most recently exemplified in 
President Obama’s workforce initiative Skills for America’s Future. 

Coming Full Circle to Look Ahead

In short, we have come full circle, moving from margin to mainstream, 
and the requirements for professionalization and accountability have 
never been greater. Perhaps this is a scenario where the maxim is true: be 
careful what you wish for. Have we become the victims of our own success 
and, as a result, now have made our work that much harder?

And what of the future, now that we have achieved a seat at the table, 
an air of respectability, as our primary audience, adult students, have now 
become the majority age segment across higher education? What does 
the future look like? I think the future is bright and our prospects are 
good, provided we continue to carry on in the best of the tradition of 
adult and continuing education. We must set the standard and lead by 
example by investing in our staff to ensure they master both continuing 
education’s core competencies and value continuing education’s proud 
traditions of open access and social justice. At the very least, it seems that 
we are well served to continue our own professional development, our 
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efforts to advance the work of the field, and our contributions to the pro-
fessionalism of our work. 

To the membership gathered for his presidential address, former 
UPCEA president Roger Whitaker outlined his program initiatives and 
asked, “What shall we cause?”—as individuals in our institutions and to-
gether as an association. A decade later, in the context of our centennial 
celebration, it is fitting to ask about our future: “What shall we cause 
indeed?”
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Innovation for a Future of  
Lifelong Learning 

Safeguarding the Next Generation

O

Ann M. Brewer

Lifelong learning (LLL) is a social good whose public value needs to 
be developed further for the future benefit of nations, states, cities, and 
institutions. To that end, LLL matters to each successive generation of 
individual learners regardless of educational attainment, employment 
experience, and professional affiliations.

If lifelong learners (and that is all of us) were marketable commodi-
ties, then each successive generation would have to demonstrate consid-
erable advantage in terms of their employability and the value of their 
contribution to society over the preceding cohort to warrant further in-
vestment in their learning. As the innovation of continuous learning has 
grown, LLL has been converted to a commodity and been increasingly 
subjected to the vagaries of the marketplace. Consequently, LLL insti-
tutions not only compete with each other for learners and revenue but 
also with all places where learning occurs (e.g., universities, museums, art 
galleries, bookshop events) as well as learning innovations (e.g., all forms 
of social media). This has led to many LLL institutions (independent and 
those affiliated with universities) losing patronage, revenue, and eventu-
ally closing down.

However, the sustainability of LLL is less about institutional brand 
(e.g., the well-regarded research-intensive universities) as it has been 
in the past and much more about ease of access, flexibility, process and 
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price of learning so that emerging generations of learners can manage 
their life’s transitions to address their learning needs. Most adults are 
motivated toward learning when they are intrinsically interested in the 
subject rather than when it is imposed upon them (Knowles 1984). This 
is even more so today given the new social media at everyone’s fingertips. 
Learners cocreate and produce their own knowledge using, for exam-
ple, blogs, YouTube, and other collaborative online tools, creating a par-
ticipative culture which enhances knowledge and information input as 
well as creating opportunities for its synthesis. All of these, together with 
enhanced creativity outputs, go hand in hand and potentially move us 
toward a “we” economy (Schor 1998). 

The aim of this paper is to examine:

•  potential challenges for LLL and their implications,

•  how to strengthen and widen “engagement” beyond institutions,

•  potential “intellectual entrepreneurship” of LLL, and

•  the case for and conditions necessary to safeguard LLL  
 through social equality, sustainability, and ethical leadership.

Challenges to LLL

Challenge of Higher Education Structure and Processes

Lifelong learning is challenged first by the vicissitudes of higher educa-
tion, training, new technology, and the dynamics of the labor market. 
Globally, the revenue model for higher education has shifted. It can no 
longer meet the demand for continued learning nor provide access for 
an expanding diversity of learners across the generations. Governments 
and sponsors demand quality and yet this is immeasurable. Learning in-
novation requires continuous investment in information and communi-
cations technology (ICT) to provide flexible learning and open up new 
pathways to the diversity of learners that are upon us. All this contributes 
to a greater complexity to traverse for LLL providers.

Within universities, working collaboratively with faculties is a challenge 
often due to a lack of shared and focused points of view about learning, 
who for, and how to do so. While faculties share a physical and geographi-
cal location and an overarching commitment to learning, they are bound 
by cultural differences arising from diverse disciplines, often preventing 
greater innovation and unbounded learning between them. At best this 
impedes any potential interdisciplinary and coordinated curriculum—so 
often what lifelong learners crave.

Educators charged specifically with leading lifelong, continuing, and pro-
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fessional studies in universities often operate in a haze of poorly articulated 
expectations as well as pressured budgets and vexed accountabilities, con-
tributing to the variety of conflicting and frequently paradoxical demands, 
reacting rather than being an equal voice within their own university.

Challenge of Labor Market Dynamics

In terms of labor market supply and demand, nations are concerned 
about innovation, viewed in light of their investment in human capital, 
research and development, education, and training as well as policies to 
forecast and manage a “brain migration”—the loss of citizens to other 
nations without their skills being replaced, exposing some nations more 
than others to economic risks. Knowledge loss includes:

•  underutilization of accumulated knowledge and skills of  
 experienced early to midcareer residents;

•  underemployment of accrued knowledge and skills of older  
 workers, who exit or are forced out of employment (brain  
 atrophy);

• not keeping-pace with midcareer renewal (that is, the  
 potential upgrading of midcareer workers, who may never  
 fulfill their later career potential);

•  lack of skill development keeping pace with technological  
 innovation and know-how; and 

•  under-fueling aspirations of youth, especially those without  
 wide access to further or higher education. Aspirations can  
 be distinguished from expectations, reflecting differences  
 between what the young hope to achieve and what they  
 expect to achieve.

Research in the United States a decade ago, cited by Florida (2005, 
109), maintains that “brain circulation” is a more accurate description of 
the worldwide movement of skilled professionals. Florida questions the 
extent to which brain circulation works in a nation’s favor particularly 
when the inflow of creative minds appears to be decreasing together with 
declining university enrollments in science and technology and when 
shortfalls are not being made up from a nation’s internal population. 
Increasingly limited research funding is invested mainly in medical and 
engineering and cognate disciplines, with declining funding for both the 
basic sciences, on which medical and engineering disciplines rely, and 
the humanities and social sciences, which assist in the translation of all 
disciplinary research into practice. These challenges make the case for 
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having LLL institutes and divisions deeply embedded in research uni-
versities in ways that can assist the pipeline effect of research, providing 
they can assist in the incubation and application of knowledge as well as 
translate it into skill development.

This makes the case for the importance of safeguarding the next gen-
eration of lifelong learners to defend, uphold, preserve, protect, and sus-
tain them for not only their future survival and well-being but also for 
that of their nation’s talent pool. This is not a short-fix budgetary mea-
sure by governments, sponsors, and universities; rather it is a long-term 
investment strategy. Safeguarding each generation of lifelong learners 
is not for the fainthearted due to its long lead time for return on invest-
ment: ten to fifteen years and an additional ten to twenty years to witness 
the outcomes beyond this.

Challenge of Twenty-First-Century Learning

The rise of a “participative culture” (Tapscott and Williams 2008) has 
led to a sense of entitlement, fueling a demand for learning and skill 
development to be addressed. Educational leaders and current university 
presidents and deans feel increasingly accountable for this and have long 
navigated the competing values of government, boards, employers, and 
professional associations attempting to address the different voices and 
demands. This is tricky given the multiplicity of worldviews and opinions 
(Putnam 2007), especially when the purpose and functions of LLL are 
not always clear to those working within or being served by them.

Notwithstanding this, the problem is exacerbated by the uniformity of 
LLL institutes, which are roughly comparable to each other within their 
own countries and states, given the types of programs taught, range of 
disciplines offered, learning contact hours, qualifications and outcomes, 
and even fees. Many LLL institutes’ missions focus on incremental im-
provements rather than how to realize a longer-term vision of the sus-
tainability of a generation of lifelong learners of various age/experience 
cohorts and their changing needs. 

Challenges of Creating a Learning Vision

Lifelong learning is challenged by a highly technical and rapidly changing 
environment that requires teachers, curriculum, and andragogies to be 
adaptive and proficient. Emerging technology and government policies 
monopolize attention, often at the expense of other important aspects of 
learning and student engagement. A vision for learning is required and 
contains several components, commencing with the learners themselves.

Standing with learners and working from the inside out is the most im-
portant and central aspect of LLL, that is, understanding and acting on 
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the facilitators and impediments to learning. Unempathic interventions 
have an adverse effect on a learner’s capacity to engage and result in un-
timely or an intense release of unfamiliar feelings; an overly intellectual 
or remote stance of learning distances facilitators from learners, leaving 
them disempowered, hassled, and interrupted in determining their own 
learning. And there may be a lag time to realize this disappointment.

Safeguarding LLL is about aiming to create a sustainable LLL genera-
tion long into its lifespan by investigating how discipline knowledge can 
be used to engage learners. Many disciplines are seen as irrelevant today, 
sometimes erroneously, and the challenge for LLL leaders is to engage 
researchers, business, teachers, and others in identifying how conven-
tional knowledge can be applied to current issues and debate, as well as 
popularizing research to inform the general public (Howell 2010, 273). 
Further it requires publishing research outside of the usual channels. 
Low and Merry (2010, 203) canvas different forms of engagement such 
as “sharing and support; teaching and public education; social critique; 
collaboration; advocacy and activism.”

Envisioning sustainability also entails changing incentives for staff pro-
motion and tenure to include extension and community engagement 
activities; using alumni; and making significant changes in the creation, 
discovery, and organization of knowledge, as well as curricular and pro-
grammatic shifts facilitated by better understanding diverse learning 
approaches, patterns, and multiple learning practices. However what is 
blocking this is a mismatch of assessment, incentives, and rewards for staff 
and students, both seeking to balance workload with personal demands.

Assisting in building collaborations with diverse staff and students is 
critical. More and more students are studying double degrees, for exam-
ple, combining science with liberal arts, music with medicine, and law 
with business. However, many staff are not incentivized to cross their own 
disciplinary boundaries to work together in a way that would solve prob-
lems for the learning demands of individuals, groups, and organizations 
looking for solutions to complex problems. There needs to be a greater 
incentive for universities to encourage faculty members, administrators, 
and students to focus on developing collaborative relationships with each 
other and with their communities.

A learning vision requires an andragogical strategy that underpins it 
so as to

•  transfer good knowledge and experience including   
 a hands-on approach, reflection and critical thinking,  
 understanding teamwork, and an ability to work with others; 

•  pose relevant questions about work and influence others to  
 make improvements, rather than resort to the micromanage  
 ment of people (Hamel 2009); 
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•  know the strengths and weaknesses of staff and how to  
 manage and develop them to best effect using democratic  
 engagement (Black, Groombridge, and Jones 2011); 

•  celebrate success and ensure something is learned from  
 failures; 

•  apply theoretical learning;

•  understand work details, while being aware of external  
 influencing factors, including those outside the institution’s  
 direct control (Zaccaro and Klimoski 2002; Mintzberg 2009); 

•  restore degraded policies, procedures, and systems where  
 knowledge can be incomplete, so that learning facilitators  
 understand student histories and the wider context in order  
 to prioritize learning interventions (Maris and Béchet 2010);  
 and 

•  reflect on learning and teaching and foster development of  
 critical thinking skills.

An Integrative Framework for the Future

A willingness to encourage learning, improvement, and receptiveness 
to discovering alternative solutions is critical for LLL as the needs of a 
generation of learners and the external demands change. A dialogue 
of constructive criticism and informed challenge within a participative 
community of learning will encourage understanding and improvement 
(Tourish 2007). To explore the case further, three concepts: social equal-
ity, sustainability, and ethical leadership will provide an integrative analyt-
ical framework for LLL. 

Social Equality

According to the Platonic idea, educators oversee learning and develop 
responsibilities and rights through participating in ethical learning com-
munities with their students. There are implications for LLL leaders, 
given a frequent imbalance between program and curriculum versus the 
tools of learning. If learners cannot access the tools of learning, they are 
disempowered, especially for self-reflection and assimilation of learning. 
Stakeholders such as employers, professional associations, and govern-
ments also see learning as standardized, compartmentalized, and verti-
cal, bringing with it an inherent hierarchical form that also undermines 
the power resources of learners and denies them access to the tools of 
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learning beyond the ones they are already using. One way to consider 
this conundrum is through the concept of curriculum itself, which comes 
from the Latin word currere, meaning “to run,” suggesting action and in-
novation by those who participate in it rather than a given package that 
learners passively accept; a demotivating and frequently foreign experi-
ence for the upcoming generations of learners today (Grumet and Pinar 
1976; Pinar et al. 1995). 

Sustainability and Voice

Lifelong learning requires integrity in every aspect, including its delivery 
of learning in the widest sense and is more pronounced and challenging 
the larger the catchment of learners. The sustainability test ensures the 
interests of individual learners and groups are protected and conserved. 
The sustainability test is threefold:

•  being with and for students is essential. Acting for rather  
 than with students, the less the leaders can safeguard their  
 own interests and outcomes; 

•  requiring symmetric participation, properly monitored or, to  
 use Plato’s term, guarded; and 

•  ethically attuned and responsive to the broader humanistic  
 and moral dimensions of LLL practice which could be  
 codified by principles and values.

Sustainability adds to the complexity of leading LLL, balancing fairly the 
needs and interests of students with special needs groups and others who 
seek to represent them. The quest for safeguarding is at the heart of LLL 
today. 

Ethical LLL Leadership

Safeguarding the future of LLL requires a standard-bearer, that is:

•  a conspicuous frontrunner within the institution and others  
 who stand among learners, not as curriculum experts but  
rather as coaches or mentors, accessing the tools of learning  
with them;

•  a champion, an originator, an exemplar, and at other times  
 an advocate; and/or

•  a curator who demonstrates forbearance, not only caring for  
 but also caring with, and relishing a relationship involving  
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mutual exchange, including preserving something for the  
next generation.

Ethical bearer-ship goes hand in hand with leading and learning so as 
to maximize learners’ potential (Maslow 1954). Learning is instrumental 
in raising moral consciousness and translating creative ideas into innova-
tion through demonstrating that a humane community is possible only 
where learners have equal access to and bear together the responsibilities 
and rights that establish it. If some enjoy privileged access over others, 
this cannot be sustained as some will be safeguarded and others not. This 
is also accomplished by acknowledging that all members of a LLL com-
munity are responsible for this not just the appointed leaders. 

The Future

LLL Status

Lifelong learning is a privileged learning domain (not just physical 
space) from which evolves a set of principles about learning, standards, 
and values on which its future can continue to flourish and help address a 
nation’s needs. LLL has many roles, responsibilities, and functions, most 
of which arose with the origin of Western adult education over a century 
ago; others are more recent. 

LLL institutions and processes stand as both learning banks of and for 
society and are at the interface between our cultural past, the present 
as well as the future, with most acting as an unconscious agent across all 
these domains. For continuous innovation to occur, LLL institutes will 
need to become the agents of learning by way of experimentation and 
invention, harnessing and applying creativity as well as learning space 
through social interaction emulating the flexibility and diversity of social 
media. 

Action is central to LLL, for example, skill exchanges through men-
toring—conventional (expert to novice), reciprocal (peer to peer), and 
reverse (young to wise)—as well as coaching. Matching learner to process 
and partnering with appropriate facilitators is key as is a communications 
network among the learners themselves. Illich summed this up with his 
notion of conviviality, stating that it involves “autonomous and creative 
intercourse among persons, and the intercourse of persons with their 
environment” (1973, 24).

LLL Learning Spaces

Information and social media have affected the cultural uniqueness of 
LLL as well as learners’ access to it in terms of affordability and capability 
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to use it. This has led to a skewed perception and impeded learning for 
some as well as altering the power balance over knowledge and informa-
tion. As previously stated people now not only receive information from 
a wide variety of sources but also instigate and participate in the creation 
of the information flow and its analysis. They are no longer reliant on 
fixed places or methods of learning. Increasingly, people are becoming 
more engaged in developing information and communicating through 
YouTube, text, databases, webinars, live streaming, and Skype. Informa-
tion conveys people centripetally toward different parts of the world and 
different cultures. The effect of these interactive communication devices 
converts people into ready users and creators of information and knowl-
edge, creating new learning spaces with their own personal access to the 
tools, depleting the need for institutional learning if it adds little more 
than accreditation.

Safeguarding LLL 

Safeguarding creates and maintains the conditions under which LLL will 
survive and fulfil social, economic, and other requirements expected of 
each successive generation. For this to occur, creativity in every sense of 
this concept has to transpire. Creativity is an ephemeral, challenging state 
because to reap the value it has to be about translating and implement-
ing the by-products of creativity. LLL institutions are in a good position 
to achieve this, to integrate learning creativity, behavior, and application 
(based on Bourdieu 1990). 

Safeguarding LLL has to lead to:

1.  Establishing innovation as a skill by

 •  creating a well-defined set of innovation competencies  
  and embedding them into a competency model that  
  includes ethics and leadership;

 •  establishing contexts for creative learning;

 •  employing peer mentors and coaches who work with  
  learners to guide their innovation efforts and facilitate  
  their success; and

 •  requiring innovation as a learning outcome and attribute  
  success at source.

2.  Incubating innovation by

 •  conducting idea generation workshops in partnership  
  with external enterprises;
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  •  deploying innovation methods within planning and  
  strategy initiatives; and

  •  querying established learning outcomes. 

3.  Leading innovation by

 •  developing an idea management and tracking capability;

 •  conducting “clearinghouse” workshops to exploit   
  innovation;

 •  employing proven innovators; and

 •  linking innovation to other key processes including  
  financial, commercial, and technical.

4.  Creating opportunities for innovation learning by

 •  hiring internal innovation “subversives” who work around  
  the system to champion new ideas and drive them  
  through to execution;

 •  sending learners to new cultural contexts to explore and  
  experience different situations: business, education,  
  research, government;

 •  being open to ideas from outside sources to make  
  nonobvious connections to internal projects;

 •  experimenting with new concepts; and

 •  collaborating with like-minded enterprises in diverse  
  industries to source new ideas and trends. 

5.  Devising innovation as portfolio learning by learners  
 developing a portfolio to demonstrate what they’ve learned  
 based on evidence such as: 

  •  achievement of performance milestones,

   •  learning gaps and plans, 

  •  objectives and resources used to meet them, and

   •  other data related to the field of practice (based on Rees  
  2011) 

There are many uses for learning portfolios, including self-reflection, self- 
assessment, and critique. Here the learner, novice, professional, or those 
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transitioning to new careers can assess their progress over time, look at 
and monitor the achievement of objectives, and track other data and 
learning outcomes. They may be used in an educational manner, pro-
viding material for conversations with peers and mentors, allowing for 
discussion about learning, educational plans, or for monitoring purposes 
such as formative assessment, quality assurance, or recertification. 

Never has there been a time of greater opportunity and challenge than 
now for LLL. Whatever the reason, the motivated engagement of learn-
ers is at the heart of LLL’s advancement and a nation’s competitiveness 
globally. North America, the United Kingdom, and Australasia have expe-
rienced enormous advantage and diversity of continuing education in the 
offerings of programs, services, and delivery. LLL is no longer the simple 
process of finding a course, enrolling, and completing it. Information and 
communication technological change has altered the landscape forever. 
Information is now derived from different and unfathomable sources, 
less filtered and becoming more disembodied from its source. Learners 
are no longer passive; they participate in the creation of the information 
flow and its analysis, no longer reliant on places of learning to gain new 
knowledge and skills. Innovation emerges when hierarchal learning barri-
ers are ignored or relinquished. Only then can risks be taken and import-
ant decisions gain acceptance. This requires strong leadership, enabling 
an innovation culture, which means changing the DNA of LLL. 

The structure of LLL, the cultural heritage of which was fundamentally 
premised on volunteerism, has had to become unashamedly commercial-
ized. Amid this, the challenge is to address LLL’s aspirations while not 
abandoning its historical and cultural roots. The founding generation 
of LLL had a sense of social justice, democratic participation, and open 
access, all as relevant for the current and future generations to keep faith 
with this heritage. What the founding generation built and what the cur-
rent and future generations are developing together not only meet im-
portant social needs but also create economic value for individuals as well 
as for institutions in which people work or volunteer and the community 
at large. Everyone benefits. Thus there is great scope for further research 
in all elements to realize a significant return on investing further into the 
next generation of lifelong learners.
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Everything Old Should Be New Again

O

Mary L. Walshok

Introduction

I chose the title for this essay after considerable thought. My concern 
was where the field of continuing education/lifelong learning began and 
where it is today at this, the centennial anniversary of the University Pro-
fessional and Continuing Education Association. Our roots are in a set of 
traditions which I frankly fear have been abandoned in recent years be-
cause of the extraordinary financial imperatives and market shifts affect-
ing the world of continuing education. In abandoning these traditions 
we are also, I will assert in this essay, in danger of being more a part of 
the problems facing American society today than a part of the solution to 
those problems. 

It is important to remind ourselves that our field of educational prac-
tice emerged from a set of social dynamics a hundred years ago that are 
not that dissimilar from many of the social dynamics today even though 
we live in a world of globalization and advanced technology. Those im-
peratives included the commitment to providing agricultural, industrial, 
business, health, and teaching professionals access to education and 
training essential to effective practice lifelong. They included technical 
assistance and support to business and enterprises in local communities 
in order to contribute to the general economic well-being of communi-
ties. Those imperatives grew out of a society that was continuously ab-
sorbing new immigrants and integrating new citizens into the civic life 
of their communities. They grew out of a westward migration that led 
to the need and the desire to create educational and cultural resources 
in developing communities both small and large across America. Those 
imperatives were also driven by a fundamental understanding that in a 
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democratic society built on free enterprise it was essential that all citizens 
have access to the tools and knowledge they needed to successfully nav-
igate the economy as well as contribute in meaningful ways to civil soci-
ety. The Wisconsin idea, the early achievements of campuses such as the 
University of California at Berkeley in dispatching university professors 
to enhance the skills of high-school English teachers across the state, the 
ways in which industries as diverse as aeronautics in Oklahoma, mining in 
Montana, and wine in the Napa Valley of California were enhanced by the 
connections between practitioners in those industries and the education 
and research resources of the campuses in their regions cannot be over-
stated. Continuing education and lifelong learning for many also repre-
sented a second chance, an opportunity for adults to return to school for 
credentialing or to acquire new workplace skills for employment. In this 
it has also been a force for economic growth and a vibrant civil society. 
These are the traditions from which we have come. My question in this 
essay is: Are these the values and purposes we still honor, or have we in-
stead become captive of specific technologies and narrower educational 
purposes which may have unintentional negative consequences for the 
society we serve?

What Is the Twenty-First-Century Value of Continuing Education?

At the heart of the question of what is the value and the purpose of 
continuing education in the twenty-first century is an issue that has con-
cerned me throughout my professional life as a sociologist. That is the 
extent to which private problems and private good can be balanced with 
public issues and the public good. The role of higher education in the 
post–Civil War era, thanks to the Morrill Act of 1862 and the Hatch Act, 
were animated by a clear sense of public benefits, of economic and social 
returns to local communities and the nation as a whole. This was realized 
through research, teaching, and technical assistance enabled by the ex-
pansion of land-grant universities across America. This comprehensive 
view of the value of universities to society is arguably the distinguishing 
characteristic of American universities. In most other nations, it is un-
usual to find a higher education establishment that defines its role as 
deeply and broadly as the architects of America’s great public research 
universities did at the turn of the previous century and throughout most 
of the twentieth century. 

Significant research on the role of universities in regional economies 
in recent years has underscored the extent to which the public benefits 
of universities continue to accrue to regional economies in the nation as 
a whole. A collection of essays recently published by Stanford University 
Press, edited by Martin Kenney at the University of California, Davis, and 
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David Mowery at the University of California, Berkeley, reveal from both 
historical and empirical documentation the critical contributions made 
by campuses of the University of California to the wine industry in Napa 
Valley, the semiconductor industry in the Silicon Valley, the medical de-
vice industry across Southern California, and the biotech revolution in 
both Silicon Valley and San Diego as well as the growth of possibly the 
largest wireless cluster in North America in San Diego.1 The synergies 
and complementarities that exist between the curriculum, the research 
agenda, and the forms of public outreach and lifelong talent develop-
ment that characterized each of these campuses has been critical to the 
growth and continued prosperity of unique clusters of economic activity 
across the state of California.

In my own book, Knowledge without Boundaries, published more than 
twenty years ago, I pointed out many of the critical array of contributions 
made by various campuses: the University of Wisconsin, Milwaukee, rep-
resenting the home of the World Affairs Council in that city; the Univer-
sity of California, San Diego, as the home for the important CONNECT 
organization, which over a thirty-year period has helped incubate more 
than 1,500 companies across a variety of technology sectors, transforming 
San Diego’s regional economy into one of the most dynamic innovation 
regions in the Americas; and the role of the University of Tennessee’s Pub-
lic Policy Institute in helping clarify vexing issues faced by the state legis-
lature and informing decision making at the county and state level with 
data generated by university faculty, shared through forums that educate 
and network policy makers.2 These examples were each animated by the 
values that underlie the land-grant university tradition and the values not 
only of agricultural extension but of urban extension schools and schools 
of continuing education across America. All have clearly been centers 
of adult education through courses, conferences, workshops, part-time 
degree programs, and certificate programs. However, most throughout 
the latter part of the twentieth century also provided program content, 
formats, and connections to communities that address public and social 
goods as well as individual achievements and credentialing.

However, with the growth of the Internet—and with that the expansion 
of online learning as a technique, a methodology of delivering valuable 
education and training to diverse cohorts of young adults and working 
professionals—the field of continuing education has increasingly been 
absorbed by issues that connect more directly to private benefits than to 
the sorts of public and social benefits that have traditionally animated our 
work. There has always been within our field an interest in what we used to 
call distance learning—providing education and training in flexible for-
mats, leveraging communication technologies that would assure access to 
education, credentialing, and lifelong learning to people who could not 
easily participate because of social or geographic barriers to traditional 
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classroom learning. In the early days of UPCEA, there was a large group 
of professionals in the field who ran correspondence studies programs, 
and eventually many of them used television broadcast to remote settings, 
as ways of delivering education and training. This was one of many foci 
within our professional association at that time; continuing and profes-
sional education associations and publications, while addressing distance 
learning and the special pedagogical and administrative challenges in 
education at a distance, were equally engaged in adult continuing and 
professional education through flexible degree programs, certificate 
programs, innovative partnerships with industry, learning needs assess-
ments, and customized programming. Additionally, we had a major focus 
on conferences and institutes through which advanced knowledge and 
forms of practice were discussed or introduced to key stakeholders in the 
economy, regionally and often nationally. Ours was a very mixed portfolio 
of content and delivery mechanisms, and as an association we encour-
aged and stimulated a broad range of conversations about the uses and 
value of knowledge in society and the economy and the role of lifelong 
learning and education as a catalyst and an energizer within our universi-
ties for those sorts of services and benefits to the community. 

Such discussions have virtually ceased as we move into the twenty-first 
century, and the association, as well as the field, increasingly has been 
dominated by the promise and value of new technologies, in particular 
online learning as a method of delivering content to individual students 
seeking professional continuing education, degrees, and other forms of 
credentialing. The focus increasingly is on activities and technologies 
which can provide enormous personal benefits, but we are paying a price 
for this frenzied attention to online and distance learning. We have lost 
touch with the profoundly important social and economic challenges the 
communities in which our universities reside are facing and with which 
we as a nation are grappling. We are becoming increasingly irrelevant to 
the important conversations between the academy and the larger society 
about the value of knowledge and the diversity of knowledge needs our 
home universities are being called upon to meet. And in many cases our 
campuses are complicit in this drift from social and public value to exclu-
sively private benefits, because they too are seeking increased numbers 
of students and growth in revenues while simultaneously attempting to 
control costs and achieve efficiencies.

Now that I am a wise old woman in the field I find myself extremely 
worried that my fellow practitioners are drifting into a primarily mar-
ket-focused, delivery-focused view of what continuing education and life-
long learning represent. I worry about who on our various campuses will 
be the keepers of the flame of the continuing value of public service and 
the importance of intermediary institutions and offices that can connect 
new knowledge to practitioners and society as a whole. My concern stems 
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from the content of recent national professional meetings as well as the 
nature of the formal and informal conversations today among deans and 
practitioners. Increasingly they are focused on techniques and strategies 
for delivering technology-enabled learning to larger numbers of students 
rather than meaningful discourse on the community and public service 
value of what we do.

This growing emphasis on the private benefits of continuing educa-
tion/lifelong learning is especially manifest in the daily e-mails from as-
sociations such as UPCEA, which focus on online education techniques, 
enrollment strategies, marketing strategies, etc. A stream of webinars, con-
ferences, and reports on online learning dominate the discourse among 
the associations of continuing higher education today. The content of 
the national meetings is also more and more about these issues as well. It 
is clear that there is a large appetite for this kind of information, based on 
membership numbers and the general response to these various events 
and programs. My concern, as we look at our one-hundred-year history, is 
not so much that the innovative and effective ways in which practitioners 
in our world are adopting and using new technologies to reach important 
constituencies with education and learning is a bad thing. It is a good 
thing. My concern is the nearly exclusive focus on these technologies and 
methodologies and the drift away from serious discussions about the con-
tent and competencies practitioners and citizens need in order to adapt 
to the seismic changes affecting all of our lives as a result of globalization 
and rapid advances in technologies, all of which are continuously chang-
ing the content of work and everyday life. 

Is continuing education becoming a field of toolmakers and innova-
tive mechanics, or does it represent a community of ideas, a cadre of 
knowledge workers who are keeping a pace with substantive changes in 
the content of work and the trends shaping communities? With emerging 
technologies that are affecting everything from how we produce goods 
to how we educate young children, deliver healthcare, and engage in 
discourse about public issues, it is easy to become technocrats. Our in-
creasing lack of attention to the substantive issues affecting the everyday 
lives of adult learners across America is what concerns me. We’ve lost our 
balance. 

Rebalancing the Continuing Education Portfolio

What are the risks of being unbalanced? More than twenty years ago, in 
Knowledge without Boundaries, I made the case that knowledge, not data or 
raw information, is what reshapes the world and the daily content of all 
of our lives. When we speak of knowledge, we are referring to more than 
simply data, facts, and information. Knowledge involves analytical, inter-
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pretive, and synthesizing skills. Knowledge takes information from dispa-
rate places and organizes it in a manner that honors the context from 
which it comes and the purposes for which it will be used. Such knowl-
edge can potentially be delivered to people in lecture formats, face-to-
face conversations, and roundtable discussions, with online learning tools, 
and through reading, interactive assessments, testing, and rankings. But 
all of these are simply methods for delivering and engaging knowledge. 
They are not about the knowledge per se that can change practice: the ar-
eas of knowledge that require integration, the diverse ways in which such 
knowledge can be validated and effectively integrated into practice. The 
pressing issue at this moment in time across America is the extent to which 
companies, social organizations, and political issues can be elucidated and 
understood through access to this new knowledge and to communities 
of conversation. Shared values are essential to renewing the prosperity 
of local communities and to engaging the challenges represented by glo-
balization, worldwide immigration, and environmental hazards. Much is 
needed to stimulate and empower individuals to be effective members of 
local school boards, state legislatures, and the United States Congress. The 
fact that continuing education is disengaged from most of these larger 
conversations about social change and the role of knowledge, and in par-
ticular the role of the university in the development and dissemination of 
knowledge critical to these challenges, disturbs me as a septuagenarian 
who has worked in this field for more than forty years. 

My motivation four decades ago to leave traditional academic work 
and to engage in the lifelong learning arena was animated by these sorts 
of values. However, I find myself without a community of discourse at the 
end of my career. At the beginning many of my colleagues were activists, 
engaged intellectuals working in the netherworld of making knowledge 
accessible and useful to large and diverse publics. Today, rather than 
focusing on knowledge, we are focusing on courses, credentialing, and 
certifications for individuals. These are important, but they are not what 
differentiates us from a growing number of for-profit and not-for-profit 
entities seeking to serve customers in markets with knowledge needs. In 
the decades ahead, my hope is that this field of practice will rediscover 
its unique role in harvesting and integrating knowledge from multiple 
places and funneling it into important spheres of education and training 
so that the added value of who we are and what we represent is as educa-
tors rather than as toolmakers. 

What Needs to Happen for That to Occur?

In order for universities, in particular university-based continuing edu-
cation and lifelong learning enterprises, to reclaim their legitimate seat 
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at the academic table, there needs to be a renewed focus on three fun-
damental areas of human activity to which knowledge is increasingly  
essential: 

1. Talent and workforce development

2. Local and regional economic development

3. Civic affairs.

The conversations that need to occur and the initiatives evolving from 
those conversations cover a wide gamut of substantive arenas, only a few 
of which I will cite in this essay in order to make the case.

With regard to the substance of the talent development in which we 
engage, the continuing knowledge needs in our communities run the 
gamut from K-12 education to learning in retirement. In other contexts 
I have discussed the importance of more clearly articulating the dimen-
sions of our talent development mission.3 Clearly, helping develop the 
pipeline of qualified young adults for college programs and/or appren-
ticeships and related workforce development programs is on the minds 
of leaders across America. Expanding the numbers of students attending 
four-year universities is also important, but even more important is accel-
erating their time to graduation and assuring that these college grads are 
ready to put their knowledge to work in practice settings. On both these 
fronts university continuing education programs have a great deal to con-
tribute because of the outreach capabilities they have and their links to 
employers and industries from whom practical knowledge requirements 
can be harvested in a manner that articulates with traditional academic 
programs, and in helping recent graduates bridge to employment. This is 
one of the many reasons certificate programs offered through university 
continuing education and extension programs have become so valuable. 
Certificate programs for young adults entering the job market, mid-ca-
reer adults making job transitions, and individuals moving into more 
complicated positions, as well as supporting mature adults as they transi-
tion into retirement and/or volunteer roles, are all critical realities with 
which we should be engaged.

 Across this spectrum the substance of our programs include every-
thing from updating professionals, such as neurosurgeons, bridge 
builders, and teachers of American history in classrooms, to cross-train-
ing professionals, such as history teachers who are now being asked to 
teach math or electrical engineers who are moving into marketing and 
management, and retooling professionals because of the ways in which 
advances in technology have changed the fundamental content of prac-
tice, such as laparoscopic surgery or CAD-CAM. All represent education 
and training for which communities across the United States need some 
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form of further education and certification. These represent the sorts of 
realms we should be discussing and about which we should be sharing 
best practices. Also, in a globalizing, technology-based economy there 
are new and emerging fields of professional practice for which local in-
dustries require people not currently certified. One thinks of arenas such 
as clinical research in the pharmaceutical industry, the explosion of clin-
ical trials management around the world, and the many dimensions of 
alternative energy, including, in my region, green algae manufacturing 
practices. And of course there are executive education and leadership 
programs that require the engagement with assets of the university as well 
as access to the most up-to-date ideas in the world of professional prac-
tice, for example, again in my context, executive programs for scientists 
and engineers, executive education for museum administrators, focused 
managing and leading sustainable not-for-profits and arts and cultural 
organizations in light of changing demographics and increasing fiscal 
challenges.

On the economic development front, there is clearly a role for our 
capabilities. However, we cannot deploy them without participating in 
conversations among ourselves and in our communities about what is 
needed. Increasingly across America, global competencies as well as 
scientific and technological literacy are essential to the practice of eco-
nomic development, to the work of city councils, in county government 
growth and sustainability, so that individuals can make informed deci-
sions vis-à-vis public policies and strategic investments related to eco-
nomic development in a twenty-first-century context. In addition, there 
is significant value in demonstrating to influential groups, professionals, 
and the lay public many of the valuable social and individual benefits of 
basic research, for example, a high-level series of lectures on research 
developments in cancer and the implications of such things as genom-
ics, proteomics, and computational biology for drug discovery, successful 
therapies, and lives saved drew hundreds. Today, the building blocks of 
most economies are anchored in research and development, and in par-
ticular, innovation and entrepreneurship. As university continuing edu-
cation and lifelong learning centers on our campuses we have a respon-
sibility to address these issues as part of our portfolio through innovative 
forms of community engagement and outreach.

Small business development, technology commercialization, and the 
dynamics of regional business cycles are additionally important substan-
tive issues we can address with education and, in some instances, pro-
vide technical assistance. Ninety percent of all new jobs in this country 
are created by small and high-growth businesses, and ninety percent of 
those businesses are being driven by either breakthroughs or incremen-
tal changes in technology platforms and organizational practices. This 
means that there is an important role for education in this sector, and 
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one which we can appropriately address. Business and regional economic 
development professionals should not be the only focus of these sorts of 
conversations and educational initiatives. However, as the age of suburban 
living and large shopping malls wanes there are emerging trends in ur-
ban planning, inner city redevelopment, design, and community renewal 
that are knowledge- and data-based. We can provide important informa-
tion and tools for people grappling with these sorts of issues, whether it 
is government, not-for-profits, or for-profit organizations. There are also 
daring and exciting new financing models for building enterprises, assur-
ing the transportation and communication infrastructure a community 
needs, or launching a health center that serves returning veterans. All 
of these kinds of initiatives at the community level cry out for access to 
knowledge and tools to improve practice and maximize opportunity. Why 
are such issues no longer a part of our central conversations?

The final arena in which we need conversations and programs has to 
do with civic affairs. More than ever in our democracy there is a need for 
platforms as well as information that can facilitate civil discourse around 
major issues shaping regional futures: the shrinking of the middle class, 
global patterns of immigration, the increasing impacts of environmental 
change and natural disasters such as floods, hurricanes, and droughts, 
and the implications of global conflicts such as that between Israel and 
Palestine for local communities. All of these topics involve significant 
components of knowledge and expertise and benefit from forums and 
conversations that help citizens not only understand the facts but explore 
the implications for their local communities and personal lives. Lecture 
series focused on World Affairs Councils, public policy, and international 
affairs can add enormous value to public understanding of complex is-
sues. Structured and even certification programs that enhance compe-
tencies of people to run for office or become an effective volunteer, ei-
ther in their own communities or in rural communities in places such as 
Africa, represent additional substantive educational needs and opportu-
nities we could and should be addressing. 

The Future of Continuing Education

In sum, the need for knowledge lifelong abounds in our communities. 
We have a history of being linked to those needs and of creating the 
mechanisms through which many of those needs are served. The cre-
ation of innovative education, training, and learning communities is 
more important today than in our past for many reasons. Nonetheless, as 
a field, we have become preoccupied with the technology of the moment 
and less and less connected to these issues, to these communities, and to 
the important intellectual and substantive issues that should shape cur-
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riculum and methodologies for teaching and learning. Have we become 
servants of private interests rather than the public good? I hope not.

As I reflect on one hundred years of continuing education and lifelong 
learning, I find myself wanting to say to my colleagues that it is time to sit 
back and reflect on the priorities we are pursuing at this particular mo-
ment in time and ask if they are adequate to the wide range of knowledge 
needs we could potentially serve. Others may not agree, but from where I 
sit as a lifelong professional in this field, a professor of sociology, and an 
individual who continues to do research in communities across America, 
I perceive enormous knowledge needs that are going unmet by the cam-
puses of which we are a part. A large number of those knowledge needs 
could appropriately be addressed by schools, colleges, and programs of 
continuing education and lifelong learning. My hope is that we will reen-
gage with these traditional issues and challenges in a twenty-first-century 
way. If we do not, we may, like the typewriter, face extinction.
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Liberal and Practical Education in  
the Twenty-First Century

O

Robert Wiltenburg

As some will recognize, the title of this essay alludes to one of the found-
ing documents for continuing education in the United States, the Morrill 
Act of 1862 and its famous general statement of purpose, the aim of the 
act being “to promote the liberal and practical education of the industrial 
classes in the several pursuits and professions of life.” A broad charter 
indeed for the future profession of continuing education! And one that, 
in the more than a century and a half since its articulation, has seen many 
variations played on both “liberal” and “practical.” Recently, some uni-
versities have even begun renaming their continuing education units as 
centers of “liberal and professional” studies—a somewhat more upscale 
and contemporary version of “liberal and practical.” 

What the relation of liberal to practical is or should be has never 
been quite clear. Are they opposites? Certainly many seem to think so, 
especially today when some parents, students, and politicians consider 
time spent on liberal subjects (often confused with the humanities) to 
be wasted, at the expense of practical knowledge that would contribute, 
so the argument goes, more directly and effectively to workforce develop-
ment and readiness and to national competitiveness. Or are they comple-
ments, and if so, of what kind? One historic view is that they are indeed 
complementary, based on social class: liberal study for the few, the elite, 
the governors, the professions; practical study for the everyman and ev-
erywoman whose prime concern is to make a decent living for themselves 
and their family. But the Morrill Act language stubbornly couples the two 
together, intending both kinds of knowledge for the industrial classes 
and for all the pursuits and professions one can imagine. In what follows 
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I will argue that the Morrill language got it right the first time, and that, 
going forward, the wisdom of coupling these forms of knowledge will be 
even more important than ever, both to individuals and to society, and 
finally, that it should be the aim—and obligation—of continuing educa-
tors to advocate for the synergies their interaction produces.

As always, when discussing liberal education, one must begin with what 
it is not. First, it is not a particular set of subjects—despite the origin of 
the term in the medieval artes liberalis, which comprehended grammar, 
rhetoric, and dialectic plus arithmetic, geometry, astronomy, and music. 
Nor is it owned by humanities departments—rather, it can draw freely 
upon virtually all subject areas. Second, it is not a particular list of books 
or set of experiences. Reading the Great Books or the Harvard Classics 
or whatever may contribute to liberal learning but doesn’t necessarily do 
so. Any liberal instrument may be used in illiberal ways: as the poet John 
Milton observed, one may even be “a heretic in the truth” if one has not 
tested and probed and come to one’s own authentic understanding of a 
truth claimed by others. Third, whatever politically minded critics may 
think, liberal education is not intended to turn people into political lib-
erals—indeed, it sometimes has the opposite effect. And fourth, although 
it was historically the province of an elite, in a democratic society it aims 
not for the creation of a particular class but to enable and to elevate a 
community of full cultural and civic participation for all.

So if liberal learning is not defined by subject, politics, or class, what is 
it? What can be positively affirmed? Many have tried their hands at this, 
usually in the form of a list of some kind. One influential recent example 
is an article by the historian William Cronon, entitled “Only Connect: 
The Goals of a Liberal Education” (1998). Cronon’s list of the qualities of 
a liberally educated mind include the abilities to listen and hear; to read 
and understand; to talk with anyone; to write clearly, persuasively, and 
movingly; to solve a wide variety of problems; to respect rigor as a way of 
seeking truth; and to practice humility, tolerance, and self-criticism—and 
above all, taking his motto from the novelist E. M. Forster, to connect 
disparate areas of experience into the richest whole possible. This is a 
memorable contemporary restatement of the aims of liberal study, but it 
doesn’t quite replace an older statement, nearly contemporary with the 
Morrill Act, by the Victorian educator William Cory, of Eton College:

You go to a great school, not for knowledge so much as 
for arts and habits; for the habit of attention, for the art of 
expression, for the art of assuming at a moment’s notice 
a new intellectual posture, for the art of entering quickly 
into another person’s thoughts, for the habit of submitting 
to censure and refutation, for the art of indicating assent 
or dissent in graduated terms, for the habit of regarding 
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minute points of accuracy, for the habit of working out what 
is possible in a given time, for taste, for discrimination, for 
mental courage and mental soberness. Above all, you go to 
a great school for self-knowledge. (Cory 1861, 7) 

Better still, consider the first continuing educator, who was also the 
first practitioner of liberal learning, Socrates. As depicted in Plato’s dia-
logues, his typical technique, still the best educational practice and the 
foundation of all liberal learning, was the bait and switch or, more pre-
cisely, the bait and add. When young men come to him, in the Gorgias for 
example, hoping to learn the techniques of an irresistible skill in argu-
ment, one so strong that they can gain their way in any political dispute 
or confrontation, he teases them into thinking about justice and a just 
society—the ends for which all power, and especially the power of persua-
sive argument, should be exercised. 

And we continuing educators very much continue and adapt this tra-
dition: we bait our students with institutional prestige but surprise them 
with amiability and unpretentiousness; we often bait them with modest 
prices but then surprise them with the need for a greater intellectual 
effort than they’ve made before; we bait them with certificates and de-
grees but hope to spark lifelong intellectual curiosities and passions; we 
bait them with the promise of better jobs and incomes but send them 
away with the skills and sympathies needed by better citizens of a better 
community. 

Continuing educators have always been people of mixed motives—in-
deed, if we didn’t have mixed motives, would we have any at all?—and 
the challenge is to keep the mix as rich and productive as possible, which 
means, in most cases, adding liberal elements to our often practically 
oriented programs. One example: several years ago my unit devised a 
new certificate in financial services to serve a strong local banking and 
investment sector. We did the due diligence: assessed the need, hired as 
program director a recent PhD in economics from our university who 
worked at the Federal Reserve Bank, surveyed similar programs else-
where, and consulted with local practitioners. Once we had a draft of the 
program, we invited—to breakfast before the markets opened!—a distin-
guished group of industry representatives. They liked what they saw, with 
one exception: we had forgotten professional ethics! As they pointed out, 
anyone in the industry soon masters the financial techniques, but what is 
never fully mastered is the daily ethical struggle to balance your personal 
interests, your firm’s interests, and your client’s interests—which may well 
conflict. The practical elements of this profession had been obvious, and 
we had provided for them; but we had forgotten the liberal elements that 
our adult students most needed if they were to live a fully successful life: 
doing well but also, within their sphere, doing good.
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And so it is in all the many pursuits and professions of the twenty-first 
century. There are no longer any durably square holes for which to pro-
duce square pegs. If we are merely practical, we are likely not going to be 
really practical enough for an economy in which more jobs every day re-
quire and reward flexibility and critical thinking. In the knowledge econ-
omy and learning society we frequently invoke, both jobs and careers are 
more often fluid than fixed. Although my own title has not changed, my 
job as dean is not the same as it was five or ten years ago, and on a given 
day, my administrative assistant may make a decision regarding, say, an 
inquiry or a visitor that is more important than any I will make that day. 
The old distinction between routine and creative work is also outmoded: 
thanks to word processing, we’re all typists now—and all decision makers 
as well.

Indeed, decision and choice in everything we do is the ground note 
of life in all developed countries and, increasingly, around the world. 
Where and how we live, what occupations and ambitions we pursue, what 
personal style and cultural affinities we embrace, what religious belief we 
practice, if any, what version of family we create or not: all of these and 
many other choices are ours to make. And beyond the personal, what 
kinds of societies embodying what sorts of values and aspirations shall we 
strive for? These are all practical questions. But to make such choices in 
the best way we need as many liberal and liberating experiences as possi-
ble for the arts and habits and self-knowledge that they provide.

Shakespeare was perhaps the first to fully imagine a world, whether 
tragic or comic, in which one’s choices mattered more than one’s cir-
cumstances. This was once, and not so long ago, an existential experience 
and self-conception available only—outside one of his plays—to the oc-
casional king or queen, hero or heroine. But over several centuries the 
invention and widespread dissemination of ever more powerful technol-
ogies—agricultural, political, medical, educational, informational, and 
many others—has substantially brought that imagined world into being 
and made it available, at least in principle, to us all. The resulting long-
term social and moral revolution in the democratization of choice was 
news four hundred years ago, is news today, and will be news for many 
years to come. Its benefits are of course still very unevenly distributed 
both in the developed world and across the globe, and too many people 
still live in the iron grip of circumstances that prevent their full flourish-
ing in a life based on choices and choices well made. But the long arc of 
this development is both unmistakable and irresistible.

We continuing educators are potentially among the most powerful 
agents of this revolution. Not the only ones of course: the inventors of 
the Internet have, for example, played a crucial role in recent years! But 
as the growing edge of higher education we have a special role to play 
and one of which we should be conscious and proud and deliberate. Not 
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that spreading a four-centuries-old worldwide democratic revolution in 
morals and manners is in any of our job descriptions—indeed, most pro-
vosts and presidents would be shocked at the opportunity costs involved 
in even entertaining such a thought. But we have both the opportunity 
and the obligation, I think, to prepare our students for full participation 
in it just as we wish for their full participation in the job market and in 
civic life. 

One consequence should be our regularly advocating for the most 
generous understanding of what sort of education continuing education 
students—now the most numerous of all students—need, an education 
both liberal and practical that prepares them to make well the many de-
cisions in their own lives and those of their families and of the many 
communities—local, national, and international—in which we and they 
share. Our students too should be satisfied with nothing less than the 
best.

So yes, let’s help produce a workforce that can adapt to the many chal-
lenges that advancing technologies and changes in the nature of work 
will bring. And let’s help produce the engaged, critically minded citizens 
who will be needed to control and correct even the best of governments. 
And finally, let’s prepare our students for the dignity and the deep chal-
lenge of making, and then living in, a world largely of their own choos-
ing. For that great enterprise, they’ll need all the knowledge, both liberal 
and practical, that they can get!
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PART II

Online Education

O

The growth in the reach and significance of online learning has not been 
the only story in professional and continuing education in the past twen-
ty-five years, but many would argue that it has been the most important, 
and important in several ways. Initially seen as an exciting, if occasion-
ally frustrating, new delivery system that might replace correspondence 
courses, it soon became clear that the development and refinement of 
online learning would lead to profound changes in technology, teach-
ing and learning, programming, marketing, recruitment and advising, 
management, partnership—indeed, in virtually all areas of continuing 
education. 

The eight essays in this section speak to many aspects of this revolu-
tion. John F. Ebersole has been closely involved with key innovations at 
leading institutions and traces how online learning has come to dominate 
our attention at the same time as the rise of the nontraditional learner as 
the focus for innovation and driver of change. Rick L. Shearer’s account 
of the movement of online to the mainstream of continuing education 
focuses particularly on the technical changes that made it all possible. Jay 
A. Halfond tells the story of how working in partnership with third-party 
for-profit companies has often been a crucial (and tricky!) stage in en-
abling university continuing education units to mount online programs. 
Ray Schroeder and Vicki Cook provide an incisive summary of where we 
currently stand concerning types and best practices in online education. 
Karen Sibley discusses the ways in which even private institutions focused 
on liberal arts education and traditional residential students are now 
being drawn into online experiments and commitments. Craig Wilson 
addresses an important new management challenge: establishing and 
maintaining effective leadership at a distance. Gary W. Matkin engages 
in some informed, visionary speculation on where both higher educa-
tion and continuing education are headed in the online age and outlines 
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some of the implications for teachers, learners, and institutions. Jonathan 
Baldwin reminds us that any remaining skepticism about online learning 
will be overcome less by describing new technology than by getting ex-
cited about what we want to achieve in our teaching and in our students’ 
learning.



Reflections on an Evolution

O

John F. Ebersole

As leaders of professional, continuing, and online education, we are of-
ten consumed by concern for the future. We continually look for oppor-
tunities, as well as threats and challenges, that might endanger us or our 
enterprises. But only by taking time to look back do we get a sense of 
movement and see the impact of our efforts. That is what I hope to do 
here. By reflecting on the quarter century that has passed since I came 
to continuing education and the University Professional and Continuing 
Education Association, I hope to illustrate how far we have come as a 
sector of higher education.

In looking at my own path, I certainly see how online learning has 
come to dominate our attention, in both the credit and noncredit arenas. 
However, I have also come to see the rise of the post-traditional learner 
as the focus for innovation and as a driver of change. While I hope there 
is value in sharing my observations, more important is noting the value 
the greater academy has come to attach to the long-present expertise of 
those in continuing and professional education in helping to assure the 
future of higher education. 

The Kennedy Years

Like many in our field, I did something else first. In quick succession, I 
retired from the Coast Guard and went to work for John F. Kennedy Uni-
versity, America’s first institution (established in 1964) focused solely on 
the needs of the adult learner.

At JFKU, I served initially as an associate dean and faculty member 
within the School of Management and later as the school’s dean. This 
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introduction to higher education was followed by a string of positions in 
continuing and professional education, as well as international and on-
line learning. The common denominator in this, my second career, has 
always been the adult student, or, as we would later come to refer to them, 
the post-traditional learner. 

An early “aha” moment came with the understanding of the impor-
tance time plays in decisions about whether to go back to school and, if 
so, where. Program delivery models, marketing, and recruitment all must 
consider this factor if offerings are to attract students. This lesson came 
early in my continuing education career.

Birth of a For-Profit

Attention to time and convenience have become key factors in an institu-
tion’s ability to compete in the post-traditional market. This is largely due 
to one man, John Sperling. During the early 1980s, Sperling used his po-
sition as a member of the faculty at San Jose State to launch the Institute 
for Professional Development (IPD). The University of San Francisco 
and Saint Mary’s of California were IPD’s first clients. Under Sperling’s 
direction, these Bay Area schools launched evening degree programs to 
compete with those of JFKU and Golden Gate University. Higher educa-
tion would never be the same as a result.

Disputes over program control between Sperling and his client 
schools’ regional accreditor, the Western Association of Schools and Col-
leges (WASC), would ultimately force IPD out of California. In Arizona, 
with a different regional accreditor—the Higher Learning Commission 
(HLC)—he won recognition for his own adult-serving, for-profit institu-
tion: the University of Phoenix.

With his HLC accreditation, Sperling returned to California and sur-
rounded San Francisco Bay with satellite, or regional, classroom sites. In 
keeping with his belief that convenience trumped brand, such facilities 
were situated near suburban office complexes and mass transit stations. 
In contrast, the School of Business at the University of California, Berke-
ley, closed its MBA program in San Francisco during this same period be-
cause of faculty objections to commuting into the city in rush hour traffic.

Seeing Phoenix’s success with extended sites, JFKU followed suit. By 
the time I left in 1989, the School of Management had evening programs 
in Oakland, Walnut Creek, Pittsburgh (CA), San Ramon, and Vallejo. Un-
like Phoenix, these were all in borrowed spaces, ranging from hospitals 
to church basements (not recommended). We even had a site at the Cal-
ifornia Maritime Academy. All locations were intended to reduce student 
(not faculty) drive time.

In addition to observing the rise of the University of Phoenix, I had 
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a front row seat in another revolution that was also driven by the adult 
students’ concerns around time—the move to electronic delivery of in-
struction.

The “Electronic” University

In late 1985, JFKU president Don MacIntyre and one of his neighbors, se-
rial entrepreneur Ron Gordon, met to discuss Gordon’s need for an MBA 
program that could be offered nationwide—via computer. As one of the 
early officers of Atari, Inc., Gordon had not only gained personal wealth 
but also the idea of delivering instruction electronically. With a group of 
investors, he created TeleLearning Systems and its delivery arm, the Elec-
tronic University Network (EUN). By the time he met MacIntyre, Gordon 
had commitments from forty Fortune 500 companies to pay tuition for 
employees who completed an MBA via EUN. While several colleges and 
universities, including nearby Stanford, were willing to experiment with 
individual courses, none were prepared to take on a full degree.

An entrepreneur at heart, MacIntyre agreed to provide the needed 
MBA, subject to accreditor approval. By now the dean of the School of 
Management, it fell to me to appear before WASC, the same accrediting 
body that had caused Sperling to leave California, and make the case for 
JFKU’s entry into the world of online learning. Despite justified skepti-
cism, a pilot program was approved with the expectation that JFKU would 
file quarterly reports on progress and lessons learned.

Dubbed “Access to Learning,” the institution embraced what many, 
including me, thought was a crazy idea. “Who would want to study in 
isolation, interacting with a piece of machinery, to complete what looked 
like an electronic correspondence course?” 

As the first ever online MBA went live with marketing and enrollments, 
a long list of lessons learned was developed for the WASC reports. At the 
top of the list was the fact that many prospective students didn’t have 
computers nor the modems necessary for connectivity in a pre-Internet 
world. In response, the university quickly identified a low-cost source for 
the needed equipment. However, the Korean manufacturer insisted that 
all shipments had to be made to a single location—the university. Re-
shipment then fell to the school staff, along with texts and other course 
materials (at one point the school’s offices looked more like a warehouse 
than office space).

Shortly after the first course packages went out, word came back that 
employers weren’t reimbursing students for the computers and modems. 
Tuition and fees were their limit. As a result, new enrollments plummeted 
and withdrawals skyrocketed. In addition, those who remained enrolled 
found themselves going months between courses as TeleLearning’s pro-
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grammers struggled to create modules, using inflexible templates for les-
son construction.

By the summer of 1987, it was clear that neither TeleLearning nor the 
university had the resources to continue. Shortly thereafter, TeleLearn-
ing and the EUN brand were sold. For its part, JFKU attempted to teach 
our students who had persisted, but took no additional enrollments. Pres-
ident MacIntyre opted to leave JFKU soon after the decision was made 
to end the Access to Learning program. Having served as provost at the 
University of San Francisco during its experiment with IPD, he and John 
Sperling were well known to each other. Thus, there was little surprise 
that he was asked to be the first chancellor of University of Phoenix’s 
international division. The Access to Learning software, courses, and 
programming staff went with him to become the nucleus for Phoenix’s 
eventual online presence.

UC Berkeley Extension

I moved to UC Berkeley Extension, one of the nation’s oldest and largest 
providers of continuing education, in 1991. Unlike Kennedy, UC Berke-
ley Extension offered no degrees, only courses (credit and noncredit) 
and certificates. In a typical year, it presented hundreds of offerings—in 
business, various branches of engineering, environmental science, educa-
tion, and the liberal arts—at multiple locations. Annual enrollments grew 
to over 60,000 during my years there.

At Berkeley, I had the good fortune to work for, and be mentored by, 
Associate Dean Gary Matkin, who had been a protégé of Milton Stern, 
one of continuing education’s legendary leaders of the 1970s and ’80s. (It 
is thanks to Gary that I joined UPCEA.) Together with Dean Mary Metz, 
we continued the effort to move access closer to students, opening sites 
in San Ramon, Fremont, Redwood City, and Oakland, as well as two large 
facilities in San Francisco proper. 

Initially serving as chair of Continuing Education in Business and 
Management, I eventually became an assistant dean and director of UC 
Berkeley Extension’s strategic initiatives. I was also tasked with cochairing 
executive education for the Haas School of Business (Berkeley’s chan-
cellor had mandated, much to the chagrin of the Haas faculty, that all 
forms of continuing professional education would be administered by Ex-
tension). This provided the opportunity to work closely with traditional 
faculty and gain insight into factors that impeded innovation, as well as 
those that aid acceptance. This became the subject of later research.

The two most significant innovations embraced by Extension during 
my years there were Berkeley Worldwide and UC Online. In the case of 
the former, Extension leveraged its existing English Language Program 
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(ELP), one of the nation’s largest at the time, to include follow-on cre-
dential programs and internships. As a result, the university was able 
to offer an attractive package of learning to students from around the 
world—language proficiency, a professional credential, and actual work 
experience associated with the subject area of the credential (another 
year spent in the United States, for practical training, came with comple-
tion of the Berkeley program as well).

Going Global

Having studied the British credentialing system, and noting the popular-
ity of their diploma in the former Crown Colonies, Berkeley Worldwide 
developed a series of diploma programs. Each of these required a semes-
ter of full-time study followed by an academic internship of an additional 
four months. Two aspects of these programs are noteworthy—the idea of 
issuing such a credential was supported by the campus faculty (which was 
not the case at University of California, Los Angeles) and it proved hugely 
popular. Students who would never have been admitted as matriculating 
degree seekers now had an avenue to a Berkeley credential. Demand for 
entry into these offerings (by way of ELP) became so great that Exten-
sion was forced to purchase the former Armstrong College in downtown 
Berkeley to accommodate growth.

Working with the International Trade Office for the state of Califor-
nia and the US Foreign Commercial Service of the Department of Com-
merce, Extensions across the entire University of California system came 
together and developed common marketing materials and joint recruit-
ment operations, which, after a three-year evaluation, were estimated to 
have brought more than one quarter of a billion dollars annually into the 
California economy, independent of revenue realized from international 
degree-seeking students.

The First UC Online 

My indoctrination into the world of online learning continued at Berke-
ley Extension when it received grants from the Sloan Foundation to go 
online as part of what was initially called the Asynchronous Learning Net-
work (later changed to Sloan-C, and now known as the Online Learning 
Consortium).

The UC system’s Correspondence Course Center was housed at Berke-
ley under Extension’s oversight. Offering dozens of rigorous, highly re-
garded courses, this center was a perpetual source of deficits. By moving 
its courses over to an online format it was hoped that their popularity 
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would increase. More important, in the eyes of some, this move online 
would take place outside of any individual campus. This was critical at a 
time when online education was seen in a light similar to that of for-profit 
education today.

Ultimately, Extension received some $2.6 million from Sloan. With 
this funding, the Correspondence Course Center’s inventory was trans-
formed into a series of online offerings, delivered by AOL. Starting with 
high-demand business courses, but without the expertise of instructional 
designers, Extension proceeded to transform paper-based correspon-
dence courses into electronic correspondence courses, with the all too 
familiar read-quiz-read-quiz format. The result, not surprisingly, was that 
completion rates didn’t change. Online study in its original format dif-
fered little from study in the nineteenth century except for the manner 
by which the text arrived. 

The importance of marketing, attention to delivery sites and student 
convenience, the strength of brand, and campus resistance were all 
points of learning that I would take to my next stop—Colorado State 
University (CSU).

Colorado State University

Attracted by the opportunity to become an associate provost at a land-
grant university, I moved to Fort Collins in 1997. Colorado State Univer-
sity’s reputation for innovation and the assurance that continuing educa-
tion was one of the president’s top three strategic priorities were enticing. 
The late ’90s was a time when much innovation in higher education was 
taking place in and around Denver. Glenn Jones, founder of Jones Inter-
cable, was one of the first to make access to education available through 
television. His Mind Expansion University originated in Denver with 
MBA courses provided by CSU and later by the University of Colorado at 
Colorado Springs. The Colorado State MBA was the first online degree to 
enjoy accreditation from the Association to Advance Collegiate Schools 
of Business. Glenn would go on to found the for-profit Jones Interna-
tional University.

Other examples of innovation at work around the Mile High City were 
REAL Education (later eCollege) with its pioneering learning manage-
ment system and services to help colleges and universities move online, 
and National Technological University, which used satellites (the kind 
in the sky) to deliver graduate engineering degrees using videotaped 
courses from brand-name institutions. Western Governors University was 
born here, operating from a former air force base when I arrived in 1997. 
The fact that satellite broadcasts covered the entire country from Denver, 
and that it provided easy access to the country’s emerging fiber optic net-
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work (placed alongside the various railroad rights of way that crossed in 
Denver), were among the reasons for such a concentration of education 
providers in one place.

Dealing with Change

In 1997, CSU saw the rise of online learning but was very comfortable 
with its legacy technologies—two-way interactive, cable, satellite, and pre-
recorded video, plus instructors driving to the university’s Denver Center 
for evening and weekend courses. The beauty of these methods was that 
they did not require special preparation. The same yellowing notes used 
in classroom lectures could serve as the basis for a distance class. Moving 
online, on the other hand, required greater effort. 

A small cadre of faculty from various schools and colleges were willing 
to try the online experience but were offered little central support. There 
were no graphic artists, programmers, or instructional designers for them 
to turn to. In the area of incentives, continuing education was authorized 
to pay $1,000 for each course produced. To say that the virtual inventory 
was disparate would be something of an understatement. It ranged from 
obviously homemade to acceptable, but with no consistency as to look or 
format. In most cases, the end product was little more than a variation 
of a video lecture, now streamed over the Internet, but accompanied by 
a PowerPoint presentation. While an improvement over the University 
of California’s text-only approach, the early CSU courses were no more 
interactive.

One of the most interesting findings from research on distance stu-
dents at the time was that fully one-third withdrew before the third course, 
most often after the first. Of those who remained, nearly all would com-
plete, and with high GPAs (distance students typically had higher average 
GPAs than those in the classroom). Motivation, self-discipline, and a lack 
of alternatives were seen as the contributing factors.

Another eye-opening finding was that the highest concentration of 
MBA students was in Fort Collins. Apparently, distance wasn’t their con-
cern. It was time. John Sperling’s emphasis on convenience for working 
students was again validated, as locals used online access to shift time 
from specified on-campus class periods to ones of their choosing.

UPCEA

While at CSU I became active with UPCEA. Despite the fact that Colo-
rado State had little involvement in international education, the asso-
ciation allowed me to meet with like-minded colleagues from around 
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the country, sponsored workshops on going international, and printed 
my monograph on building international programs (The Global Option: 
Building and Sustaining International Partnerships, 1997). From these early 
efforts, the Global Associates special interest group was formed by the 
association.

In addition to promoting international education as part of UPCEA’s 
mission, I became a member of the association’s board. Additionally, 
thanks to encouragement from past UPCEA president Cal Stockman, 
then at Grand Valley State, I deepened my involvement and was fortu-
nate to be elected vice president. At that point in UPCEA’s history, hold-
ing the office put me on a track that would rotate from vice president 
to president-elect, president, and immediate past president. These posts 
provided a unique opportunity to meet members and observe continuing 
education programs across the nation.

Boston University

In 2000, I accepted an offer to become the dean of Metropolitan College 
(MET) at Boston University. In addition to the university’s adult degree 
programs, MET was also responsible for Summer Session, a corporate 
education program with multiple sites in and around Boston and a resi-
dential training facility in the White Mountains of New Hampshire. It also 
operated centers in Israel and Belgium to support graduate diploma and 
degree programs. Unusual in continuing education, MET had a full-time 
faculty.

Online, Again

With support from the provost, MET was charged with building an online 
program for the university from scratch. With the energy and creativity of 
Jay Halfond (associate dean and later dean of MET) and Susan Kryczka 
(hired from Northeastern) this happened quickly.

Colorado State, I later learned, had been the very first customer of 
Embanet, the Canadian software company that eventually created the 
Online Program Management (OPM) business. Thus, it was not a sur-
prise when Jeffrey Feldberg, Embanet’s founder, came to BU with the 
idea of assisting us in our efforts to go online, and with no BU money. 
Instead, we would share revenue over an agreed period of time to repay 
Embanet’s upfront investment and provide a healthy return on invest-
ment. From this for-profit/nonprofit partnership came an online pro-
gram that today accounts for nearly 50 percent of Boston University’s 
graduate enrollment.
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The online experience I had gained at three institutions, positive and 
negative, allowed for a running start at BU. Many of the necessary ingre-
dients for a strong online presence were present—support from senior 
leadership, an experienced internal team, and an external partner from 
whom we could learn while developing internal capacity. Most important, 
however, were the lessons learned on how to involve and obtain buy-in 
from campus faculty, across the university, not just at MET.

With guidance from the provost, Metropolitan College and its vari-
ous nondegree programs were reorganized. Jay Halfond became dean of 
MET, and he and the dean of the School of Hospitality reported to me as 
the new associate provost. Online learning became a part of the nonde-
gree program portfolio as a service unit, providing support to all of the 
university’s schools and colleges. Revenues earned from online offerings 
were credited back to the academic department overseeing the offerings, 
not to the online unit, as were the student enrollments and credit hours 
taught. Faculty received “overload” compensation for creating and teach-
ing the courses. Ownership was jointly held by the faculty developer and 
the university. Faculty were free to use their intellectual property as they 
wished, except in direct competition with BU offerings, should they later 
move to another institution.

In addition to online education, BU provided an opportunity to de-
velop a range of professional education offerings—including paralegal 
studies, fund-raising, financial planning, professional investigation, and 
the always popular project management. Unfortunately, it also needed 
to downsize and close programs. While technology programs, credit and 
noncredit, did poorly during the downturn of 2002–2003, other subject 
areas, such as business and criminal justice, did well. The lesson learned 
was that a diverse portfolio of offerings is important in times of uncer-
tainty. What sells today may not tomorrow, and today’s weak subject areas 
may be tomorrow’s saviors. 

The arrival of new leadership at BU and an opportunity for me to lead 
an institution occurred nearly simultaneously in 2005. I readily accepted 
the offer to assume the presidency of Excelsior in July of that year. A com-
plication was that I had also been offered a fellowship at Harvard’s Ken-
nedy School for that fall. Thanks to the support of my new board, I was 
able to accept the fellowship, study the issue of resistance to innovation 
in higher education, and transition into my new post.

Excelsior

Over the eight years that followed, I have been successful in applying 
some of the lessons of the past to today’s environment. Not only has Ex-
celsior entered the online world, it now offers more than 500 courses, in 
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addition to noncredit programs administered by its Center for Profes-
sional Development (CPD) which are recognized for GI Bill entitlement 
by the VA. A source of institutional pride, Excelsior’s academic courses 
now see a 96 percent completion rate, and CPD offerings are experienc-
ing a high volume of repeat customers. Some of the elements necessary 
for student retention (and returns) are being recognized and now in-
cluded in instructional design, to good effect.

Serving the Military

Upon arrival at Excelsior, I came to know an institution that I wish had 
existed in the 1960s—that is, military and adult friendly, willing to ac-
cept lots of credit in transfer, as well as multiple pathways to a degree. 
As a refugee from a Missouri farm, I entered the Coast Guard straight 
from high school (in 1962). By the latter part of that decade, I had ac-
quired a family and was no longer content with enlisted pay. However, the 
route to becoming an officer required either an undergraduate degree 
or substantial prior service, which could be reduced with academic work. 
My attempts at college began through correspondence courses from the 
US Armed Forces Institute, or USAFI, as it was more commonly known. 
USAFI was administered by the University of Wisconsin, under contract 
from Department of Defense. It was the only way then that someone 
could go to school while serving in a remote location such as Annette 
Island, Alaska. 

Thanks to USAFI, and other institutions, I accumulated more than 
180 semester credits from nine institutions. These came from correspon-
dence courses, classroom instruction (at both two- and four-year insti-
tutions), attendance at the US Naval War College and military training 
evaluated by the American Council on Education. Yet no credential ever 
resulted from this work. I ultimately qualified for Officer Candidate 
School by fulfilling the nonacademic service requirements.

Founded in 1971, Regents College, as Excelsior was then known, es-
tablished a model for adult degree completion that an increasing num-
ber of institutions embrace today. Regents, Thomas Edison (NJ), Charter 
Oak (CT), Granite State (NH), Empire State (NY), Governors State (IL), 
along with the University of Maryland University College and, more re-
cently, Western Governors University have all come to national attention 
as “college completion” institutions, focused on the adult learner. These, 
along with others, serve the military (active and veteran) by aggregating 
credits, evaluating their source and relevance, and matching them to de-
gree requirements. From this comes a completion plan that shows where 
there are gaps and how to fill them.

With cost and time to credential as concerns, these institutions of-
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fer options that may include more course work (classroom and/or on-
line) or test taking, using the college-level subject exams of the College 
Board (CLEP), Educational Testing Service (DSST), and/or Excelsior 
(UEXCEL). With free online courses from Open Education Resources 
and “practice exams” from Excelsior, degree completers can prepare for 
these assessments at their own pace. Satisfactory completion of one of 
these exams typically satisfies a course requirement, at little cost ($150 
on average).

With access to the Internet, learning is taking place in the air (one of 
the Stealth pilots involved in the bombing of Iraq in 2003 was quoted as 
saying that he used the long transit from his home base in Missouri to 
Baghdad and back to complete an online course assignment), at sea (in-
cluding aboard submarines, thanks to CD ROM technology), and on land 
everywhere. One of Excelsior’s recent graduates, an active duty Special 
Forces command sergeant, completed his final course work online while 
on a mission in Africa. Combat, isolated locations, and sea duty are no 
longer barriers to the continued learning of our service men and women, 
thanks to a growing body of online programs. This at a time when military 
leaders, from former chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Admiral Mike 
Mullen (Excelsior’s 2013 commencement speaker) to the commandant 
of the Joint Special Operations University’s Enlisted Academy SGM Steve 
Horsley (with whom Excelsior has recently entered into an articulation 
agreement), have said that a well-educated military is one of our coun-
try’s strategic priorities. With the continuing, online, and adult education 
communities as partners, this objective can be realized.

Lessons Learned

As an adult/continuing education administrator and faculty member at 
five institutions (two public, three private), I have had the good fortune 
to observe up close the rise of online and for-profit education, the huge 
international demand for access to Western style learning, and the diffi-
culty of introducing innovation when all stakeholders are not at the table. 

From the consumer perspective, I have learned to pay attention to the 
needs of the learner—time, convenience, and unique support services 
must all be considered in serving the post-traditional student. From the 
viewpoint of a program manager, I have developed a deep appreciation 
for the importance of good marketing and for the application of sound 
business practices. I have also learned that it is important to have a diver-
sified portfolio of offerings. 

Here are the three top lessons I have learned and why we, as con-
tinuing education professionals, are well equipped to carry these lessons 
forward.
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Technology has to be sophisticated and consumer demand has to be 
strong. With the number of traditional-aged students in decline, and the 
realization that learning really is a lifelong need, how we use technology 
is critical, especially if we are to maintain a competitive workforce in a 
rapidly changing world. As technology is increasingly used to reach new 
student niches, it is continuing education that is being asked to adminis-
ter the creation and operation of this online learning program. At many 
institutions, adult degree completion also falls to continuing education, 
as does international outreach.

Courses need to be engaging and interactive. Over the past thirty years 
the field of adult education has moved from the periphery of higher ed-
ucation to center stage. Controversial visionaries like John Sperling, Don 
MacIntyre, and Glenn Jones have helped pave the road for this move-
ment. They saw the need to serve returning adults, and to serve them 
well, long before established universities did. The University of Phoenix 
grew to its current size not because of high-quality instruction but be-
cause of a combination of smart marketing and attention to convenience. 
Both are worth emulating, along with high-quality instruction.

 Without faculty buy-in and support, programs will not fly. The older, 
working, post-traditional student has ascended to become the focus of 
national policy and institutional programming. With this ascent has come 
greater respect for the role of the adult continuing and professional ed-
ucator. No longer is continuing education seen as a dead end. Many for-
mer continuing education deans have risen to become president or chan-
cellor of institutions and systems. Innovation, the inclusion of faculty in 
program development, and the ability to produce a financial surplus have 
long been highly valued concerns of continuing education. Our success, 
over several decades, is now recognized.

As the traditional student population continues to shrink, and as the 
connection between education and a competitive workforce becomes 
clearer, UPCEA’s member institutions will see demand for their market-
ing expertise. Having the world’s finest programs is of little benefit if no 
one knows of them.

The professionals of UPCEA will increasingly find themselves called 
upon to help their member institutions in an assuredly difficult future. 
Clayton Christensen’s “disruptive innovation” is being driven by oppor-
tunities to better serve the post-traditional learners that now make up 
the bulk of higher education’s enrollments. Online learning, MOOCs, 
adaptive learning, prior learning assessment, recognition of nontradi-
tional learning, and competency-based education all benefit the older, 
more experienced twenty-five- to eighty-five-year-old student. These are 
our customers.



From the Margins to the Mainstream
The Shift in Distance Education over  

the Past Thirty Years 

O

Rick L. Shearer

For most of its existence as a practice and as a field of study, distance ed-
ucation has remained at the margins of institutions in the United States 
and as such has had the ability to adapt, innovate, and find new ways to 
meet the learning and educational needs of the adult student. Although 
there have been many forms of delivery that allowed students to study 
from a distance, including correspondence courses, educational radio, 
educational TV, and other forms like audio graphics, it was not until pi-
oneers like Charles Wedemeyer, Desmond Keegan, and others set the 
foundation for distance education that it became a recognized field of 
study and an entity within institutions. 

In 1971 Wedemeyer highlighted the following in his work on indepen-
dent study, which outlined the foundation for distance education. Here 
he defined independent study as

various forms of teaching-learning arrangements in which 
teachers and learners carry out their essential tasks and re-
sponsibilities apart from one another, communicating in a 
variety of ways, for the purposes of freeing internal learners 
from inappropriate class pacings or patterns, or providing 
external learners opportunity to continue learning in their 
own environments, and developing in all learners the capac-
ity to carry on self-directed learning, the ultimate maturity 
required of the educated person. (cited in Diehl 2013, 39)
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Keegan, in the first edition of his Foundations of Distance Education 
(1996), set forth an operational definition of distance education where 
he defined the field as having five key attributes. They were: 

•  quasi-permanent separation of a teacher and a learner  
 throughout the length of the teaching process;

•  quasi-permanent separation of a learner from a learning  
 group throughout the length of the learning process;

•  participation in a bureaucratized form of educational  
 provision;

•  utilization of mechanical or electronic means of   
 communication to carry the content of the course; and

•  provision of means for two-way communication so that  
 the learner can benefit from or initiate dialogue. (1996,  
 vol. 1, 111)

Michael Grahame Moore, in his work from 1971 to 1996, conceived 
of and continued to refine the theory of transactional distance, which 
stands today as the main underlying theory of the field of distance ed-
ucation (see Moore 1993; Moore and Kearsley 1996). This distance is 
psychological and can lead to misunderstanding. He also saw distance 
education as a system where transactional distance was the resultant of 
the interaction of three key variables: dialogue, structure, and learner 
autonomy. 

These key figures in the field and others formed the bases of the dis-
tance education discipline and field and gave a voice to what many in con-
tinuing education units had been doing in support of the adult learner 
at a distance. Further, Wedemeyer, in his book Learning at the Back Door: 
Reflections on Non-Traditional Learning in the Lifespan, described indepen-
dent study and distance education as “a single great new development 
in education” (1981, 60). He foreshadowed how the field would have a 
major impact on higher education.

However, distance education continued to be viewed as a part of con-
tinuing education or extension, and as being on the fringe of university 
operations until online learning through the web began in the late 1990s. 
So what changed? What caught the conscience of the nation and moved 
distance education from the margins to the mainstream? This essay will 
explore technological and pedagogical changes over the past thirty years 
to highlight key shifts that have led to this awakening. Further, the essay 
will look at key changes in the educational landscape that have acted as 
catalysts to propel online and distance education into the mainstream 
and to the forefront of education. 
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1985–1995

This period was one of the most exciting for distance educators and in-
structional designers. A host of technologies were in play, and pedagog-
ically we saw some major changes. In the mid 1980s, we were still using 
several older forms of distance education delivery systems, including ed-
ucational television, satellite one-way video, two-way audio systems, audio-
graphics (combination of shared computer screens with an audio phone 
bridge), computer-based education (CBE) systems like PLATO, and, of 
course, print correspondence. For the most part these were either mass 
delivery systems, from one to many, or very individualized experiences, 
such as CBE. With the exception of audiographics, dialogue between the 
learner and the instructor was limited and interactions with other stu-
dents was virtually nonexistent. During this time these delivery systems 
were what some may consider a resource-based model, which allowed 
us great economies of scale in delivery, but with large investments in the 
development of the courses (Inglis 2013). 

Also, pedagogically we were still very solidly in the cognitive/behavior-
ist era (Anderson and Dron 2011). Most of our courses were in the lower 
divisions, we were looking at the transmission of knowledge/facts, and 
due to the limited dialogue our goal was not necessarily the construction 
of knowledge. In those cases where institutions set up learning centers 
for their students, similar to the Open University in the United Kingdom, 
then there was the possibility of a heightened amount of dialogue leading 
to higher levels of attainment. 

As we approached 1990, we started to see some very interesting de-
velopments in technology that allowed us to improve pedagogically: the 
emergence of online bulletin boards, systems like FirstClass (a communi-
cations platform for group collaboration), and two-way interactive video. 
These systems allowed for experimentation in our designs and delivery 
formats and allowed us to move to a classroom-based model where we 
could provide more learner-instructor interaction, but also student-stu-
dent interaction (Anderson and Dron 2011). Key at this time were two-
way interactive video systems, and we saw widespread adoption of these 
systems across higher education by both continuing education and exten-
sion units, but also by the mainstream portion of the institutions. We also 
saw the first desktop video teleconferencing systems emerge from AT&T 
and others. 

Also during this period correspondence education was still very pop-
ular, and institutions like the University of Nebraska and the Pennsyl-
vania State University had well-established distance education programs 
that served several thousand students nationally and special populations 
like those individuals who were incarcerated. While popular with adult 
learners who did not have many alternatives to obtaining an education, 
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correspondence remained on the margins and was looked down upon 
due to low completion rates and lack of interactivity. Students in this 
cognitive/behaviorist mode of delivery had to be motivated and highly 
self-directed and autonomous learners to complete these programs. Here 
self-directed, as discussed by Anderson (2013), was related to self-moni-
toring (cognitive and metacognitive processes), motivation, and control 
of one’s learning, which is slightly different from how Moore (1984) 
looked at autonomy related to the theory of transactional distance, where 
it centered on the ability of an individual to be successful with limited di-
alogue and where the learner determined goals, evaluation, and learning 
procedures and resources. 

1995–2005

Around 1995 we witnessed a major shift in technology that would forever 
change the landscape of distance education and education overall. About 
this time the first web browsers that incorporated graphics, like Mosaic’s 
Netscape (introduced in mid-1994), appeared and opened up a wealth of 
opportunities for new ways to present information and for engagement 
with others (Digital Research Initiative, n.d.). This also led to the first 
learning management systems like WebCT, which brought the familiar 
classroom experience online. While the early online courses were pri-
marily text, as we were still tied to 56k modems for most of our users at a 
distance, we could start to integrate graphics and animated images into 
our course designs to help visualize the content for students. Further, this 
allowed us to shift from a cognitive/behaviorist approach to a social/con-
structivist pedagogical approach. Students could now easily participate in 
group work, we could look at problem-based learning approaches, and 
students could, we hoped, have rich dialogues with the instructor and 
each other. 

During these early years of online instruction, the courses were a blend 
of correspondence, in terms of narrative written as guided didactic con-
versation, and the traditional classroom experience (Holmberg 1983). 
This was a result of two key factors: (1) as mentioned above, we were still 
tied to an end user who usually had a 56k modem for connection speed; 
and (2) institutions had to work very hard to get buy-in from faculty to ex-
periment with this new form of educational delivery. Thus, instructional 
designers strove to have the courses replicate the in-class experience (i.e., 
typical fifteen-week course, a new topic every week, quizzes, similar as-
signments, etc.). This is not to say that this form of distance education 
course and delivery was not successful, just that it was limited in terms of 
how we thought about the new possibilities of the online world. 

As we approached the new millennium and on toward 2005 a major 
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shift occurred again, this time related to the functionality of the web. Web 
1.0, a push type of approach to information, graduated to Web 2.0, a col-
laborative approach to information. Here we can think of the emergence 
of Facebook (introduced on February 4, 2004), YouTube (introduced on 
February 14, 2004), and other platforms that today seem commonplace. 
In the Web 2.0 world experts in the field were no longer solely responsible 
for producing and distributing knowledge; now anyone could contribute. 
While this brought up debates about authoritative voice and students be-
ing able to discern valid information from invalid, it allowed us to start 
thinking about how students could collaborate to create knowledge as a 
socially constructed event. 

The Web 2.0 tools and abilities seemed to have caught the attention 
of faculty in a way that previous technologies had not. Web 2.0 tools were 
emerging everywhere by the end of this ten-year period, along with fea-
ture phones, the precursors to smartphones (the iPhone was introduced 
in 2007 [McCarty 2011]). Students were showing up on our campuses with 
these new devices and using these tools, which both excited and probably 
terrified faculty at the same time. While distance education and online in-
struction remained on the fringe, they were now on the verge of their own 
major shift and now in the crosshairs of the government and institutions. 

2005–2015

While the first half of this period did not see any radically new ap-
proaches, we did witness an avalanche of Web 2.0 tools that continued to 
expand the ways students could interact with each other both in and out-
side of class. However, the second half exploded with the idea of connec-
tivism, which was originally introduced by George Siemens and Stephen 
Downes in 2005 (Kop and Hill 2008). The latter half of this time is a pe-
riod in which we also saw the introduction and phenomenally quick rise 
of massive open online courses (MOOCs) through the efforts of Sebas-
tian Thrun at Udacity and Daphne Koller and Andrew Ng at Coursera.  
Further, occurring at the same time was a dramatic increase in the num-
ber of students taking online courses. According to a Babson Survey Re-
search Group study we witnessed a 93 percent increase between 2005 
and 2010, with numbers growing from 3,180,050 to 6,142,280 (Allen and 
Seaman 2011). This increase in students taking online courses, along 
with the change in the number of personal devices on campuses, started 
to move the distance education conversation from the margins into the 
mainstream. 

By 2010 we were also starting to see an awakening by state and federal 
governments and students to the exponential growth in college tuition 
over the past decade. Higher education was beginning to be out of reach 
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for many, and the debt that students and families were emerging from 
college with was seen as crippling. In 2012, for the first time, higher ed-
ucation debt in the country topped $1 trillion, this at a time when the 
impact of the collapse of the housing bubble had states tightening their 
fiscal belts to balance budgets, which led to reduced funding for higher 
education. In addition, the federal government was focused on a new 
form of financial aid fraud perpetrated around online and distance ed-
ucation. Another factor that was not much recognized during this time 
period, but whose impact was being felt in many states, was the decline 
in the number of students graduating from high school (a reduction in 
students moving through the system). 

These factors, combined with reductions in research funding by the 
federal government in many sectors, had universities starting to take a 
hard look at their existing structures and operations. The combination 
of all these factors focused a different light on distance education and 
online learning. It seems as if overnight online learning and distance ed-
ucation were catapulted onto center stage at many institutions and were 
now mainstream focuses. They were seen as not just new net revenue pro-
ducing entities but as a way to grow and/or maintain enrollment levels. 

There are obviously pros and cons to moving into a mainstream focus. 
Some could argue that doing so limits innovation, a hallmark of con-
tinuing education and distance education units on the margins. How-
ever, a dramatic move like this also stimulates discussion around strategic 
plans for how online and distance education truly fit within the overall 
landscape of a higher education institution. Thus, through the recent 
mainstream focus we have witnessed many more institutions adopting 
a form of online learning or distance education for their students and 
the populations of their states. This has led to vastly increased competi-
tion for students and a further focus by the Department of Education on 
online learning (state authorization policies, financial aid disbursement 
practices, more attention by accreditors, etc.). This regulatory attention, 
competition, focus on tuition, and dramatic shift from traditional to 
nontraditional students has also changed the tenor of conversations at 
universities regarding completion rates and the idea of success within a 
shorter period of time. 

2015 Onward

So what will our world look like in the next ten years? Will distance educa-
tion exist, will it just be part of the fabric of mainstream higher education, 
and what impact will this have on adult learners, innovation, and higher 
education brick-and-mortar infrastructure?

Distance education and specifically online learning have now fun-
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damentally changed the landscape of higher education as Wedemeyer 
(1981) had predicted. They have opened the door to new possible real-
ities in our near future, which higher education institutions will need to 
deal with strategically. Already we are hearing stories from some institu-
tions of more than 50 percent of traditional resident instruction students 
attending remotely during the summer. We are witnessing a resurgence 
of interest around master-based and competency-based approaches to 
learning, along with an increased interest in prior learning assessment 
(PLA) as means to address the cost of higher education. We also have a 
critical conversation emerging around credentials, and what our world 
might look like if we move to microcredentials (badges). Fundamentally 
we are at a point where we, as academics, administrators, government, 
and industry, must answer the question, What do we want a higher edu-
cation credential to represent? One would like to think that an education 
is more than just a collection of credits around discrete topics. Further, it 
should be more than just preparing someone for a particular job. 

If we move aggressively into online formats for our traditional resident 
instruction students and work to do more with PLA, transfer articulation 
agreements, and competency approaches, what is the balance we must 
maintain between lower division and upper division courses to maintain 
institutions financially as we think of them today? Or are we moving past 
some point of no return? Pedagogically we will also be challenged to in-
tegrate the ideas of connectivism into our social/constructivist models 
and determine authoritative voice and how to capture and promote the 
construction of knowledge. New course models will need to appear that 
take us beyond the replication of the traditional classroom experience 
and truly take advantage of the technology at our fingertips. 

Distance education, online learning, and the new Internet of Things 
have opened the door to a new world. It is up to us, the continuing edu-
cation, distance education, and extension professionals who have worked 
in these areas for years at the fringe, to help our institutions think about 
the new world and how best to adapt as the fringe is now mainstream. 
Then it will be up to us to once again imagine what lies ahead as we once 
more innovate on the fringe of new possibilities. 
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When You Reach a Fork in the Road
Critical Moments in Distance Education

O

Jay A. Halfond

As Fate Would Have It

Were I looking out on a clear night sky that fall of 2001 I might have seen 
the stars align. After the bursting of the dot-com bubble and the fall of 
World Trade Towers, we could not have anticipated the profound effect 
these mega-events would have on enrollments at Boston University’s Met-
ropolitan College. Or the critical juncture we were about to reach. New 
to my deanship, I was invited to participate in a conference call with a 
fledgling company called Embanet, spun off from the University of To-
ronto’s executive MBA program (hence its name) and from a somewhat 
more established distance learning firm called Compass.1 With less than 
ten employees, this start-up pitched a new and compelling model for on-
line education and suggested we take our tiny criminal justice master’s 
program online.

Their approach addressed several immediate dilemmas. I was anxious 
to enter the online market (foolishly believing we were late in doing so), 
but faced the quandary of how to manage the risk of launching any ef-
fort. Boston University also confronted a challenge unique to its criminal 
justice program. Thanks to the Quinn Bill, Massachusetts police officers 
automatically received pay raises when they received degrees. This gen-
erated a slew of “cop shops”—degree programs of dubious academic 
integrity that exploited this demand. It was far from clear how Boston 
University could possibly compete in this congested arena of local aca-
demic suppliers. As I listened to the proposed revenue sharing model, my 
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thoughts drifted to the solution—one that was uncommon in part-time, 
continuing education at the time: leapfrog over the now saturated Boston 
market and go national. 

We benefited from naïveté—and from the benign neglect of university 
leaders in an era before online education was at the forefront of their 
consciousness. We could not fully fathom the plunge we were taking or 
how potentially transformative this could be. Academe can be especially 
unforgiving. Had we failed, it is unlikely that further online initiatives 
could have been undertaken. Had we forecasted the explosive growth 
about to occur, we might have been paralyzed by its sheer magnitude. 
The online criminal justice master’s program was an immediate success 
and lulled us into thinking it could now proceed smoothly. The MCJ 
degree catapulted us into distance learning (and Embanet as well) and 
provided resources to bolster our faculty talent and our confidence to in-
troduce another dozen online degree programs over the next five years. 
With a paucity of competition, each new program was immediately able 
to dominate its market. 

As local on-campus enrollments plummeted, especially in computer 
science, we more than offset declines each year with even greater growth 
in adult learners across the nation. From the start we proudly proclaimed 
that we had more online students from California than Massachusetts. 
We experienced net enrollment growth annually—with a student profile 
that served BU well and provided even greater financial margins. Con-
tinuing education deans at other institutions could not grasp why we fo-
cused on those beyond our catchment area. Because Boston is a small, 
academically dense environment, rather than offer online options to our 
existing student base, Metropolitan College chose to be as cosmopoli-
tan as it was metropolitan. Fellow deans at BU began to work with us to 
launch their online degree programs as well.2 We took “distance” literally 
and sought students who could not otherwise commute to BU. By doing 
so, we could isolate the growth that easily justified the faculty and staff 
positions needed to support these new students. We had stumbled onto 
the virtuous cycle to propel our college forward. 

I was soon able to announce with pride that the majority of our stu-
dents were in programs that had not even existed a few years earlier. But 
I was also keenly aware of the counterfactual reality that, had we not in-
novated when we did, we could easily have become a ghost town. Such 
a decline would have been ugly and messy. Instead, through serendipity 
as much as strategy, Metropolitan College’s enrollment and stature grew. 
MET’s veteran faculty courageously embraced the challenge of teaching 
online, and newly recruited faculty were immediately enlisted to engage 
students asynchronously. 

From an early point, we confronted a nagging concern about our 
deepening dependency on one for-profit company. We gradually in-



online education 89

sourced key functions and diversified our partnerships.3 We renegotiated 
each program contract to bring instructional design in-house (in our 
view, an important academic function and one we could do as well and 
more economically). On the other hand, we decided that recruiting stu-
dents nationally was not a skill we were internally equipped to develop. 
We also stipulated in the contracts our right to negotiate for students di-
rectly through businesses, BU alumni, and foreign academic institutions. 
Boston University began to partner with other fledgling online service 
providers in order not to be beholden to any one company. These moves 
improved our financial returns and raised our comfort level with corpo-
rate partnerships. 

Our programs grew throughout the decade, generating about $40 mil-
lion of annual revenue (most as contribution margin) and about 40 per-
cent of MET’s enrollments, 8 percent of BU’s total student head count, 
and the majority of those part-time students seeking master’s degrees at 
Boston University. 

These were the days before distance learning had achieved respect-
ability. I still found myself confronting campus naysayers daily. The final 
phrase in each conversation with my provost was always his admonition 
not to become the University of Phoenix. The registrar resisted much-
needed systems changes because she thought online courses would be 
a short-lived fad. I bought many beers for arts and sciences faculty col-
leagues who needed to be persuaded that online learning wasn’t the work 
of the devil. I would do the math to demonstrate how much more oppor-
tunity online students had to communicate asynchronously than those 
in-class students seeking a few minutes of precious airtime. 

It was all worth the fight. This fundamentally changed our profession 
as continuing educators and our place on our campuses. Having a school 
like Metropolitan College on campus helps generate a deep dialogue 
about pedagogy. Continuing education deans need to be able to speak 
the language of academe and of the business world—and represent the 
values of their university with the fire in the belly to pursue initiatives far 
beyond conventional academic imagination. 

As I think back to that fateful 2001 phone conversation, I realize now 
that this was the beginning of a conspiracy of internal and external entre-
preneurs. Although we redefined and reduced the role of for-profit part-
ners, I pay homage to the instrumental role they played. That might be 
my major lesson learned: we probably could not have succeeded without 
the intervention of a few start-up companies. While these online service 
providers even now support only a small share of America’s academic 
institutions and a miniscule portion of US academic degree programs 
(even those online), their impact has been pivotal. To appease those in 
academe, they set the bar high for this emerging movement. They were 
the catalysts that brought a new modality of instruction to otherwise re-
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calcitrant institutions. They helped earn respect as much as financial re-
ward for distance learning.

When the definitive history of online distance learning is written, a 
critical factor in that success will be from those outside the academy, in it 
for the money as much as the mission—who taught us to innovate in ways 
we were, frankly, incapable of doing ourselves. 

A New Model Emerges

What allows third-party companies like Embanet and Deltak to convince 
universities like mine to enter the distance learning market? 

They provide the impetus to act, in particular, the upfront market research 
and capital needed to launch a new distance learning program. It can 
take a year or more to court universities, negotiate revenue-sharing con-
tracts, add staff, develop the first few online courses, and recruit the first 
group of students—and then several more years just to recoup that in-
vestment. Few companies have the patience, capital, and respect for aca-
demic values to play this role.

They aggressively seek a high volume of mature, admissible students on a na-
tional scale. Academic quality may be the university’s imperative, but high 
volume is the key nonnegotiable in this business model. If this partner-
ship falls short of its potential, the company’s financial forecasts and com-
mitments suffer. With only a small portfolio of institutions and programs, 
this shortfall can be fatal. 

These service providers engage and support full-time faculty (who become 
the main authors of the online courses) and, by doing so, help soothe 
the skeptics and technophobes. Significant upfront investment oc-
curs not only in recruiting students but in working deferentially with 
faculty. 

Remarkably, for-profit companies helped create a now common national cur-
ricular foundation for delivering online programs. Through an ever-rotating 
carousel of online courses, offered consecutively in half-semester terms, 
students can start their studies at six points during the academic year, 
taking one course at a time. (Prerequisites and electives were discouraged 
as complicating this simple and smooth course cycle.) This lockstep car-
ousel helps retain students by keeping them on track—and makes course 
design and delivery predictable. 

By developing and offering the lowest number of courses possible, with 
the highest allowable volume, and then sectioning these large courses 
into small clusters of about a dozen students, overseen by instructional fa-
cilitators, this model became immensely scalable and efficient. The mas-
ter’s curriculum can be prescribed and concise, with a small set of courses 
developed with high production values. MET was able to modestly grow 
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the size of its full-time faculty and leverage them over ever-increasing stu-
dent enrollments. The part-time master’s degree emerged as the sweet 
spot for this escalation of quality distance learning, which anticipated the 
national trend 

From the first point of inquiry the online student experience was in-
tended to replicate and even elevate that of the typical part-time evening 
student. Fully online students paid on-campus tuition (perhaps even a 
premium) and received comparable access to advisors, instructors, and 
services. In contrast to pre-Internet distance learning, where remote stu-
dents were marginalized viewers of the physical classroom, this model set 
the gold standard for allowing busy, accomplished students to feel like 
equal citizens in a new mode of learning. We in turn learned a great deal 
about how to market, recruit, respond to, analyze, and serve students, 
online and otherwise, by watching the efforts of our corporate partners. 
Online students soon had far greater connection to Boston University 
than typically isolated part-time evening students. 

I soon appreciated that we were now seeing a very different species of 
student. I would point out to faculty that although they encountered more 
students online, I met face-to-face with many more than they ever could. 
I invited current distance learning students to alumni events in cities I vis-
ited and grilled them on their backgrounds, motivations, and impressions 
of the particular program in which they were enrolled. Distance learners 
were far more likely to attend graduation events and seek out their faculty 
and fellow students in person. We also conducted biennial student surveys 
on who they were and what they thought of their program. 

These students, we learned, were older, more accomplished and dis-
cerning, and led far more complicated lives than those we typically saw 
on campus. They equated rigor with value. Their educational journey was 
as important as the outcome: these students valued the intrinsic learning 
experience even more than the extrinsic, transactional aspect of gaining 
another credential. Although they had access to schools in their own re-
gion, they wanted education on their terms. Distance learning programs 
gave them that control—within a nationwide cohort of similar online stu-
dents. This was revolutionary for part-time learners, who were previously 
dependent on limited local opportunities to be with others from their re-
gion. They could now join a geographically dispersed and diverse virtual 
student community. 

I also began to see a new self-consciousness and excitement develop 
among the faculty about the art and science of teaching, which rejuve-
nated those who had been conducting the same courses the same way 
year after year. Though intentionally only a small part of MET, online 
distance learning now permeated everything we did and had become. 

Through one singular, somewhat innocent foray into distance edu-
cation, a model emerged that allowed us to recruit students nationally, 
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deliver high-quality online courses, and reap the financial rewards that 
helped to underwrite the growth of a college. This changed the profile of 
part-time students and the education they experienced. This also helped 
elevate the role of continuing education deans and of those faculty who 
participated, who were now appreciated as pedagogical innovators by 
their peers throughout the university. This ecosystem beautifully blended 
the business and academic facets of a new model for part-time higher 
education. And it was created, remarkably, by for-profit firms working in 
close collaboration with deans and their faculty—initially in an otherwise 
skeptical era. 

’Til Teach-Out Do Us Part

On a day-to-day basis, though, these partnerships have been far from the 
turnkey relationships we were promised. In our innocence, we thought 
this would just happen through the gentle management of our partners, 
who would tell us what they needed on a prescribed schedule. In fact, we 
soon became painfully aware that these relationships were complex and 
labor intensive, often volatile and frustrating, fundamentally challenging, 
and constantly in need of nurturing. 

Universities are built to last centuries, while growing companies are 
built to be sold every few years. As each service provider grew, ownership 
changed, and we would have to adapt to a new regime. The intricacies of 
building rapport between organizations constantly demanded protocols, 
oversight committees, weekly conference calls, summits, and sometimes 
even delicate lobbying and mediation. We had to hire staff just to work 
with their staff. 

Over time, these service providers developed their own critical mass 
of in-house professionals who could share their expertise and pursuit of 
innovative tools and techniques. However, this concentration of staff be-
came a double-edged sword: while promoting continuous improvement, 
these companies also became more complex and bureaucratic, and part-
ners were forced to learn more names, navigate more mazes, and become 
more assertive in getting attention and resources. 

We were always in search of the right metaphor or label to character-
ize our ties to outside service providers. They are something less than 
true partnerships but more than conventional vendor relationships. The 
university and the corporation have different vested interests—and it 
is imperative that the university exert the upper hand in defining the 
message, standards, and attributes of its academic programs. Academic 
leaders must be willing to assume a significant, persistent watchdog role 
when they outsource critical and visible mainstream components of their 
public presence. Unlike other vendor agreements, universities are ceding 
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more than just narrow, marginal activities of campus life. Every marketing 
piece, every conversation with a prospective student, every interaction 
with current learners, and every facet of the academic experience reflects 
on the reputation of the school. An online degree program makes a bold 
statement in the academic marketplace. The stakes are high and require 
constant vigilance.

Quickly, many of our online degree programs were copied by others. 
With enrollments on the rise, we could be less involved in the operations 
of our partners. But when numbers began to ebb in a more-competitive 
marketplace, this became a wake-up call that BU had to be more engaged 
in marketing strategy. One frustration was that these service providers 
never moved much beyond North America. I hoped that our virtual com-
munity of adult learners would extend globally as well. Most of MET’s tu-
ition dollars come from employer tuition reimbursement, and until cor-
porate tuition benefits become more universal, adult higher education 
will not be nearly as prevalent abroad. But the maturation of the market 
shattered the mystique of the online service providers and forced many 
of us to challenge their marketing savvy. They in turn pointed the finger 
back at us to further differentiate our programs through new courses, 
concentrations, and tracks. Through this tension and these growing 
pains both organizations were forced to look critically at themselves. 

Occasionally I would hear the metaphor that these academic/business 
distance learning alliances were “marriages.” They are, at best, open mar-
riages. With so few companies in this business, these firms found that 
their ambitious financial model required nonexclusivity to pursue many 
schools with potentially overlapping programs. Their ability to rationalize 
program differences was matched by our paranoia that we were losing 
students to other universities supported by the same company. Despite 
the claims of internal firewalls, faculty simply could not believe that two 
similar degree programs could be marketed ethically by the same for-
profit. 

Some naively assumed these corporate partnerships would be easy to 
reevaluate and even exit, but the reality is that there would be a long 
teach-out tail to any nonrenewed contract. It takes several years to see 
those in the pipeline through to graduation. The financial risks of en-
rollment decline during any transition could be devastating. As a result, 
these online program alliances have an innate inertia—which, in retro-
spect, made these potentially long-term, perpetual decisions even more 
consequential. 

Another facet of entrenchment was the need for ongoing faculty com-
mitment to distance learning. Early on, online teaching fatigue began to 
set in. We had grossly underestimated the time required to build quality 
online courses and revise them before each iteration. We realized that 
scalability was somewhat of a myth: there were diminishing returns the 
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larger courses became. Students did not respond as favorably in course 
evaluations when class size was too high and the head of the course too re-
mote. But building in enrollment caps meant offering even more courses. 
To alleviate faculty strain, we invested far more in instructional support. 
Our innocence had foisted us onto a path we had barely understood.

In the first era of nationwide, fully online distance learning, compa-
nies like Embanet, Compass, Deltak, and 2Tor (now 2U) were almost 
undetectable catalysts in enabling college deans to take the leap into 
e-learning. Their “white label” concealed their identity from the public, 
but not their impact on campus. In this pre-strategic period, deans could 
not anticipate the roller coaster ride they had launched. 

The End of the Beginning

For-profits have found several vacuums to fill within the academic land-
scape. In the first decade of the twenty-first century, for-profits were most 
visible and controversial in the dramatic surge of proprietary universities. 
These for-profit schools rose from a negligible presence to having more 
than 10 percent of the market share of the nation’s students in less than 
ten years. They were fueled by the power and reach of the Internet, a 
willingness to exploit federal aid for those who succumbed to predatory 
recruiting tactics, and the neglect of traditional nonprofit universities to 
accommodate the rising student demand for accessible higher education. 

When massive open online courses (MOOCs) burst upon the scene, 
the perception of online education flipped dramatically in the often 
superficial perceptions of the popular press, university boards of trust-
ees, and even senior university leadership. Prognosticators now claimed 
they could foretell a future in which online technology would resolve all 
that ails higher education. Online education went from its former rogue 
status to being fashionably mainstream, from subterranean to strategic. 
Ivies-come-lately now dabbled in noncredit online courses and partner-
ships with even newer third-party start-ups, and overshadowed decades of 
unsung heroes who had built substantial online learning opportunities 
for their students, especially at community colleges and comprehensive 
public institutions, without the resources and visibility now common. 

Ironically, the now-mature market for true distance learning degree 
programs—always a small subset of total online course enrollments—
has flattened out in recent years and become more competitive and less 
hospitable to newcomers. A glut of similar online degrees has emerged, 
with participation from universities much higher in national rankings. 
The differentiation of programs, the prestige of the institution, and the 
quality of the online experience itself have become critical to success in 
distance learning. 
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University leaders have been hearing the message from their boards 
and peers that they need to stake a position in this brave new world, which 
for many of us did not seem terribly new and required far less bravery. 
The for-profit online service providers began shifting their conversations 
from deans to provosts and presidents, from their focus on individual 
degree programs to enterprise-wide roles. 

The university has a long history of engagement with for-profit pub-
lishers whose clients were individual faculty. Now as the industry evolves 
and combines curated content (such as textbooks) with professional ser-
vices (such as those offered by Deltak and Embanet), its relationship has 
shifted from faculty members adopting texts to senior university leaders 
launching distance learning programs, and the focus has shifted from in-
dividual courses to major cross-institutional efforts. Ideally, deans of pro-
fessional and continuing education will continue to insinuate themselves 
into these alliances on their campuses as they propel their institutions 
forward. 

We are now in a phase of more self-conscious, cautious evolution than 
the revolution touted frequently in the rhetoric. Universities are scram-
bling to formulate some internal structure that will facilitate the integra-
tion of digital technology. Those with a longer history in online educa-
tion tend to have stand-alone, all-purpose units dedicated to producing 
and delivering instruction through the web. Those with less experience 
are tapping existing units to share their resources or well-regarded faculty 
to head this virtual effort before putting an infrastructure in place. 

The range of functions and facets of online management span advo-
cacy on campus, entrepreneurial initiative, oversight of student services, 
faculty support, and the technologies needed to deliver quality instruc-
tion. Deans of professional and continuing education, some of whom 
might have had opportunities like mine at Boston University to share 
their efforts across colleges, are now in an even stronger position to play 
a more strategic and visible role within their universities. 

This is a critical inflection moment in the professional position and 
stature of continuing education deans. Will they respond successfully to 
the leadership vacuum created by online education? Or will they revert 
back to their previous, more comfortable marginality on campus? As an 
explicit professional role for online management emerges on America’s 
campuses, continuing educators can either rise further or fall in stature. 
The UPCEA is itself at a similar inflection point—and can capture a key 
place nationally as a leading professional association in online education. 

In retrospect, I have come to appreciate the instrumental role third 
parties play in provoking change. The first decade of this century drove 
many of us out of our complacency and into a more dynamic and less 
familiar realm. While for-profits and nonprofits might have some inher-
ently incompatible features, these are neither universal nor unmanage-
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able. With different goals and structures, they can share in projects like 
distance learning and make the otherwise impossible occur. 

Are outside for-profits necessary in academe? I would suggest the an-
swer, at least from my vantage point and experience, might very likely be 
yes. Universities rarely have the will or wherewithal to be innovative with-
out some infusion of outside assistance. Increasingly, start-up companies 
address specific internal and external needs of the academic commu-
nity—from international student recruiting to the integration of digital 
technology. There are at least one hundred start-ups and consultancies, as 
well as major players, just in the Boston area dedicated to finding niches 
in student recruiting, fund-raising and alumni relations, and educational 
technology and services to address critical challenges we all face—with 
creativity, agility, and risk capital not often found in academe. The ques-
tion for the future will not be whether or not to work with for-profits, but 
when to do so and how best to manage those relationships. 

That memorable 2001 conference call with one such start-up set Met-
ropolitan College on an exciting path, changed my professional fate, and 
allowed what had been the university’s night school to blossom into its 
entrepreneurial hub. 

Notes
1. This fateful discussion was convened by then Boston University associate 

provost John Ebersole, who served as UPCEA’s president in 2002–2003 and 
now presides over Excelsior College. Along with Metropolitan College, I 
also acquired those units that previously reported directly to John when 
he departed in 2006, including the Office of Distance Education, which 
supports all of BU’s online certificate and degree programs. 

2. Metropolitan College is one of sixteen degree-granting entities at Boston 
University and functions as a multidisciplinary university within a univer-
sity. MET possesses its own degrees and full- and part-time faculty but also 
collaborates with BU’s other schools and colleges. 

3. Embanet went through four ownership changes in our first decade work-
ing together—including a merger with Compass (once its rival) and a 
recent acquisition by Pearson Education. Boston University also worked 
briefly with Datamark and more recently with Deltak (also acquired by a 
major publisher, John Wiley and Sons), along with several other compa-
nies, particularly MindMax, which supports MET’s online noncredit cer-
tificate programs. 



Online Continuing and  
Professional Education

Current Varieties and Best Practices

O

Ray Schroeder and Vickie Cook

How Did We Get Here

Several elite public and private universities, including the Pennsylvania 
State University, the University of Chicago, and the University of Wis-
consin, introduced distance education in the form of correspondence 
courses, or “home study,” in the United States in 1892 (Chaloux and 
Miller 2014). This innovation was followed, over the next one hundred 
and twenty years, by an evolving array of mediated modes for the delivery 
of continuing education content. Each delivery system exploited a new 
technology or imaginatively adapted an existing technology. The lineage 
of distance education systems, or technologies, includes newspapers, 
radio, audio and video recordings, instructional television fixed service 
(ITFS), statewide audio networks, compressed video systems, cable tele-
vision, satellite delivery, and computer technology. The ultimate utility 
of each mode reflects an assessment of cost effectiveness, adaptability 
to course content, ease of interactivity, propinquity of students to each 
other and to the instructor, and learning effectiveness. 

In the immediate past we have observed a heightened engagement 
with distance education at institutions of higher education, a conse-
quence of the ubiquity of and incredible capacities associated with com-
puter technology, with the associated promise of improved learning. And, 
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importantly, the revenue potential imagined from the perceived cost ef-
fectiveness of media-supported instruction. In each of the periods of me-
diated course or program development spanning the last century and a 
quarter, continuing and professional education at America’s colleges and 
universities has been a key player, if not the leader, in the application of 
technology to educational provision.

Penn State and the University of Wisconsin, along with the University 
of Illinois, helped lead the way in using the Internet to deliver profes-
sional and continuing education to distant learners. With the support of 
the Alfred P. Sloan Foundation, initiatives were seeded across the coun-
try through the Anytime, Anyplace Learning Program (McGuire 2013). 
Many of these early initiatives had a focus on professional degree and cer-
tificate programs offered through the use of fully online delivery systems. 

Where We Are Today

Economic pressures on institutions and students are driving higher ed-
ucation to become more responsive to effective and cost-efficient use of 
technologies in teaching and learning (Viacave, Fitzgerald, and Smith 
2014). Online continuing and professional education in today’s com-
petitive environment in higher education requires the strength of part-
nership and collaboration among key constituents. It is vital that these 
partnerships between course developers and instructors share a strong 
understanding of the audience for whom the professional development 
is being designed. Creating quality online continuing and professional 
learning experiences takes time to plan and execute the creation of 
strong learning objects.

Professional development is available on a variety of different plat-
forms. Those seeking professional development in a wide variety of fields 
need only do a quick Google search to find courses offered in an array of 
formats and instructional styles. 

The Blended Classroom

By way of example, one such instructional style is the blended classroom. 
This classroom provides a combination of online and face-to-face instruc-
tion. The teacher who uses this form of instruction most effectively allows 
the content and the learning needs of the student to dictate which sec-
tions of the course work occur online and which components are pro-
vided face to face. The learning needs of the student may be met through 
flexible access to lectures and content that can be reviewed outside the 
classroom. Precious class time may be devoted to learning activities and 
practice problems to assist students with synthesizing and applying their 



online education 99

learning. This approach is important for those time-pressed students who 
are working professionals and are capable of doing much of the read-
ing and preparation for the class prior to the first class meeting. Adults 
enrolled in continuing and professional education typically hold a foun-
dational knowledge of the content and, as such, are prepared for class 
discussions, simulation projects, or hands-on training to occur during the 
face-to-face component of the blended classroom.

The Flipped Classroom 

The flipped classroom is a popular version of the blended classroom. 
In this instructional model, students listen to lectures, watch videos, 
and read content materials prior to coming to classroom meetings. By 
participating in the more passive activities of learning outside the class-
room, students are allowed additional time for engagement and more 
active learning while in the physical classroom. The actual classroom 
time may be used to do assessment activities, labs, videos, audio lectures, 
and hands-on learning activities that indicate the student’s competency 
or mastery of the content area. This model is especially good for learn-
ers who take a mature approach and personal responsibility for learn-
ing content. Blended learning or a flipped classroom approach exhibits 
more pros than cons for educators. The advantage of this approach is 
that the use of online learning allows students to engage content from an 
individualized approach. Then classroom time is spent in a community 
of learners that deepens the learning experience. The drawbacks of this 
approach are usually identified as being related to the lack of technol-
ogy in a student’s home setting. Low bandwidth or inadequate access to 
computing devices can create a situation where a learner may quickly fall 
behind the class (Hertz 2012).

Asynchronous, Synchronous, or Mode-Neutral Learning 

Considerations and approaches to asynchronous and synchronous 
models have long been debated. If we look back, we discover that cor-
respondence courses were completely asynchronous, that is, the in-
structor and student did not engage in real-time interaction. For ex-
ample, in correspondence courses students may wait a week or more 
for responses to questions or assessments from the instructor. Online 
courses using asynchronous models are characterized by much shorter 
delays, measured in minutes and hours rather than days and weeks. 
Many of those who are enrolled in continuing and professional edu-
cation appreciate this approach and enjoy the asynchronous models 
of online learning today. Those instructors who utilize Twitter feeds 
and other social media to extend learning outside of a physical class-
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room setting are engaging students through asynchronous connectiv-
ity (Rhode 2012).

However, there may also be a significant instructional rationale behind 
including a synchronous component to a continuing education course. 
When webcasting, online chat, and Skype are used for electronic office 
hours, live-discussion sessions can add value and spontaneity to interac-
tive online learning. Synchronous models can be quite effective in as-
sisting students with confusing or complicated assignments or skills that 
need an immediate answer. If skill set mastery is dependent upon imme-
diate feedback, then a synchronous component may be the best option 
for the distance learner. Additionally, synchronous models may be used 
to build a sense of community within a course of study. 

A new approach in continuing and professional education allows the 
instructor to be located at a distance to teach to co-located students. This 
type of grouping may take place formally or informally. Courses are held 
in a variety of locations through various distance technologies. One such 
example is the Minerva Project (www.minervaproject.com). The Minerva 
Project provides students with residency in major cities, where they live 
and learn together. Each term, the students move to another city to learn 
in a new environment while taking their next term of online classes (Ri-
vard 2013). 

Additionally, there are mode-neutral classes. Mode-neutral classes al-
low the learner to be in control of the space in which they learn. Mode- 
neutral classes combine face-to-face, online, and blended classrooms in 
such a way that the student can decide which mode of delivery works 
best for them at any time during the semester. This student-centered ap-
proach allows for the optimization of faculty time, while giving the stu-
dent control over how they will engage with content, faculty, and fellow 
learners (Smith, Reed, and Jones 2008). For example, students may begin 
a class face to face and, at any point in the term, choose to move to the 
online or blended delivery section of the course.

Prior Learning and Competency-Based Learning

Many universities have offered prior learning credit for decades. More 
recently, these prior learning programs are offered in an online mode 
to students at a distance. Professional and continuing education stu-
dents commonly have competencies developed through work, military, 
and volunteer experience. This often involves a faculty assessment of a 
portfolio of activities that previously took place. Universities offer a lim-
ited amount of academic credit for the demonstration of competencies  
acquired. 

Western Governors University was chartered in 1996 to begin offer-
ing a competency-based learning approach to awarding credit for degree 
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completion. This collaboration among nineteen governors of western 
states was one of the first competency-based, large-scale initiatives (West-
ern Governor’s University 2014). This approach has come to be included 
in an increasing number of online programs. The US Department of 
Education announced in 2013 that it would approve the offering of fi-
nancial assistance to students in competency-based programs—notably 
the large and growing program at Southern New Hampshire University 
(Fain 2013). The benefits of competency-based education are that it can 
decrease the time in which a student completes a degree and decrease 
the cost of the degree. The challenges include motivating students to stay 
on task to complete each set of competency-related assessments.

Teaching Consideration

At its core, as Larry Ragan stated, “good teaching is good teaching” (Ra-
gan 1999, par. 4). Ragan provided context for this statement in his arti-
cle regarding teaching at a distance. Some instructors excel in a face-to-
face environment, while others are superstars in an online environment. 
Good teaching strategies are necessary to provide the roadmap to success 
for participants in the continuing and professional education arena. Par-
ticipants learn best through varied media. One may learn best through 
listening; others do better watching video or reading graphs or tables. 
Some need kinesthetic involvement, which must be built into the online 
class through activities that will encourage hands-on learning to occur. 
Some learners need social engagement outside of the online course, 
which requires assessments to include interviews or observations of 
groups related to the field. 

Connecting course work to a level of thinking skills is important. Using 
Bloom’s taxonomy (Bloom 1969) or a newer derivative such as the “On-
line Tools and Taxonomy Resource” (University of Central Florida Center 
for Distributed Learning 2014), consideration must be given to providing 
foundational thinking, allowing for review and reflection of the mate-
rial, and substantive evaluation or analysis of the content to be reflected 
through assessment or project work. Extending learning by providing for 
a professional community to develop after the class officially ends is one 
way to add value to the continuing and professional education needs for 
working adults. This can be done through blogs, professional learning 
communities, and collaboration with a variety of web tools. These learn-
ing opportunities eventually may be built into personal learning networks 
that can be used for professional development throughout a career.

Teaching online requires a team, not just an individual. While face-to-
face teaching may be a singular effort, online teaching includes a mul-
titude of technical, pedagogical, environmental, and associated consid-
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erations that requires a team of experts. The team determines who the 
learner is and what characteristics are needed to ensure the material ad-
dresses immediate and relevant needs for the learner seeking continuing 
and professional education. Some fields are more likely to use specific 
types of technologies than others. Providing a level of comfort or stability 
in course offerings is important when assessing the needs of the learners. 
Identification of specific teaching strategies are needed to best engage 
the learner with the content material. 

Those who follow best practices in online teaching and learning do not 
simply add documents that they have used in face-to-face presentations 
to an online classroom. The team of experts analyzes and recommends 
the best way to present concepts to help students fully understand the 
theory and application related to their content area. This can be done 
with a variety of tools, including video, audio, PowerPoint presentations, 
music, lectures, podcasts, calendars, work schedules, handwritten com-
ments, web pages, quizzes, tests, and a variety of web-based tools. Quality 
assurance is an active and ongoing process in online learning.

Course Quality

There are several tools that the team of experts can use to determine 
overall course quality in online learning. Quality Matters (www.qual-
itymatters.org) is a recognized leader in providing a peer-reviewed ap-
proach to assessing the content and design of online learning courses. 
Quality Matters takes a continuous improvement approach by engaging 
instructors in the review of online courses, providing professional devel-
opment to assure consistency in the review process, and maintaining a 
recognized standard of quality in the field of online learning. 

In order to connect effectively with the continuing and professional 
education participant, it is necessary that the instructional design team 
understand what connections must be made as they design and assess the 
effectiveness of the continuing and professional education course. This 
connectivity to the participants is key for the design team to consider 
during the development and teaching of the course. Working profession-
als who want to learn new skills expect high-quality courses and strong 
networking opportunities. Garrison, Anderson, and Archer (2000) 
viewed online learning as a process. Their work on creating a “commu-
nity of inquiry” within the online course provides a strong framework for 
building teaching and learning.

Continuing and professional education courses that use the commu-
nity of inquiry approach deliberately seek to engage the participants with 
content, the participants with each other, and the participants with the 
instructor. As this community of learning is built, the learner becomes 
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skilled in the content area through a social-constructivist approach to 
learning. The learner connects with the content, the other students, and 
the instructor to build skill level and expertise.

By merit of having classes delivered in a digital, online format, this 
kind of learning offers a rich array of data that cannot be collected in 
the face-to-face environment. Students in the online classroom can be 
monitored every minute and by every action taken. The detailed data of 
how much, how long, how well, how many times, and so on, is available 
for analysis, interpretation, and action. This data can be used to improve 
the class as well as provide effective interventions for struggling students. 
It is this data-centric approach upon which the future of online learning 
will be built. 

The Future of Online Continuing Higher Education

Corporate engagement in education has flourished in some ways and 
declined in others. At its peak two years ago, the for-profit universities 
were flourishing, funded by high tuition paid by federal financial aid. 
But more recently federal and state regulators have joined accrediting 
bodies in holding for-profit universities accountable for the relatively 
low success rates of their students and graduates. At the time of this writ-
ing, for-profit universities are sustaining substantial losses in profitabil-
ity, and some are even moving to become private nonprofit universities 
(Fain 2014). 

In the complex context of higher education in 2015, there are some 
interesting experiments that may point to the future of professional and 
continuing studies in higher education. In the past few years, massive 
online classes have emerged to reach hundreds of thousands of students 
at a time. Universities have begun “giving away” their product in massive 
open online classes (MOOCs). Many of these are produced within the 
schools of professional and continuing studies. Now more than a thou-
sand MOOCs have been produced by some of the largest and most suc-
cessful universities in the United States. They have reached huge audi-
ences of students, mostly located outside of the country. The completion 
rates have been low, but the public relations impact has been high. A 
more recent development is the advent of learning hubs to support stu-
dents taking MOOCs. The US State Department has built hubs around 
the world to sustain distant students on other continents, and Coursera 
has begun an initiative to install learning hubs in libraries and other sites 
around the country. In effect, these hubs turn MOOCs into blended 
learning experiences with both online and face-to-face support compo-
nents. Through the MOOC experience, universities continue to conduct 
learning research that has resulted in the development of tools and tech-
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niques that will impact our field broadly in the future. As MOOCs evolve, 
we will see even more efficient models of teaching emerge. 

Notably, we look to the experiment by Georgia Tech, Udacity, and 
AT&T to offer an online masters in computer science using MOOC de-
signs (www.omscs.gatech.edu). This initiative, begun in early 2014, offers 
the degree, which carries a price tag of $42,000, for less than $7,000, a 
reduction made possible by economies of scale and subsidies from indus-
try. As this program rolls out, the goal is to serve up to 10,000 students 
in a limited-entry program that will be self-sustaining over time. If the 
massive open online approaches of Coursera, EdX, Udacity, and others 
succeed, we will surely see this model replicated for other online gradu-
ate degrees—often offered through schools of professional studies—at 
other universities.

Udacity continues to press the envelope in professional studies. The 
most recent effort, being closely followed, is the self-paced “nanode-
gree” (www.udacity.com/nanodegrees). Once again in collaboration 
with AT&T, Udacity is rolling out a series of professional development 
courses. Using a unique pricing model of $200/month for as long as it 
takes the student to complete the sequence (anywhere from three to 
twelve months), the nanodegree promises that the student will have the 
skills and knowledge for an entry-level position in the industry. Selecting 
areas of high demand for and low supply of qualified prospects, this ap-
proach to professional development is industry driven. If it succeeds, we 
will surely see university professional and continuing studies programs 
adopting the model of self-paced, adaptive learning offered on a pay-as-
you-use basis.

It is clear that consumers are seeking value in higher education in 
terms of jobs and careers. Traditional universities have lost their monop-
oly on education; competition has arrived in the form of MOOCs and 
corporate-led learning. Yet, in the midst of these challenges for higher 
education, there exists within our universities the bright prospect for 
change and a shift in focus. These changes are already in place in the de-
partments, schools, and colleges of professional and continuing studies. 
They are at the core of our commitment to serving the adult learner with 
quality, relevant, just-in-time learning. 

The University Professional and Continuing Education Association is 
leading the effort to ensure quality and flexibility in online professional 
education. As this centennial report is released, UPCEA is developing 
Hallmarks of Excellence, drawing upon our collective expertise and 
vision to prepare a roadmap for the design and implementation of ex-
cellence in schools, colleges and departments of continuing and profes-
sional education. Dr. Jay Halfond, senior fellow for the Center for Online 
Leadership and Strategy, is coordinating the efforts of leaders across the 
field to further develop standards for excellence in the field of online 
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learning. This blueprint will guide us into the next century of leadership 
in our field.

The values that have led our efforts are the same that are driving 
change across all of higher education. Those of us in professional and 
continuing studies are prepared to lead our institutions through the dis-
ruption that awaits us. 

References
Bloom, B. S. 1969. Taxonomy of Educational Objectives: The Classification of Edu-

cational Goals. Handbook I: Cognitive Domain. New York: McKay.
Chaloux, B., and G. Miller. 2014. “E-Learning and the Transformation of 

Higher Education.” Leading the E-learning Transformation of Higher Education 
(pp. 258). Sterling, VA: Stylus.

Fain, P. 2013. “Beyond the Credit Hour.” Inside Higher Ed. Accessed at http:// 
www.insidehighered.com/news/2013/03/19feds-give-nudge-competency- 
based-education - sthash.g6LMqIgw.dpbs.

Fain, P. 2014. “Dropping Profit.” Inside Higher Ed. Accessed at http://www 
.insidehighered.com/news/2014/07/17/few-profits-have-become-non 
profits-despite-regulatory-environment.

Garrison, D. R., T. Anderson, and W. Archer. 2000. “Critical Inquiry in a Text-
Based Enviornment: Computer Conferencing in Higher Education.” The 
Internet and Higher Education, 2, nos. 2–3: 87–105. 

Hertz, M. B. 2012. “The Flipped Classroom: Pro and Con.” Accessed at http:// 
www.edutopia.org/blog/flipped-classroom-pro-and-con-mary-beth-hertz.

McGuire, R. 2013. “Sloan’s Frank Mayadas on the Early History of Online 
Ed.” Accessed at http://www.skilledup.com/blog/sloan-frank-mayadas 
-early-history-of-online-ed/.

Ragan, L. C. 1999. “Good Teaching Is Good Teaching: An Emerging Set of 
Guiding Principles and Practices for the Design and Development of Dis-
tance Education.” Cause/Effect 22(1). 

Rhode, J. 2012. “Best Practices Teaching with Twitter.” Accessed at http:// 
www.jasonrhode.com/twitterinedu.

Rivard, R. 2013. “The Minerva Moment?” Inside Higher Ed. Accessed at http:// 
www.insidehighered.com/news/2013/04/05/minerva-project-plans 
-different-kind-online-education-sthash.j7broCb1.dpbs.

Smith, B., P. Reed, and C. Jones. 2008. “‘Mode Neutral’ Pedagogy.” European 
Journal of Open, Distance and E-Learning. Accessed at http://www.eurodl.org 
/materials/contrib/2008/Smith_Reed_Jones.htm.

University of Central Florida Center for Distributed Learning. 2014. “Online 
Tools and Taxonomy Resource (OTTR).” Accessed at http://teach.ucf.edu 
/pedagogy/ottr/.

Viacave, D. F., S. Fitzgerald, and K. M. Smith. 2014. “Growing Pressure Evi-
dent in Fiscal 2013 Public University Medians.” Moody’s Investors Service. 



106 centennial conversations

Accessed at http://saportareport.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/10 
/Public-University-Medians-FY-2013.pdf.

Western Governors University. 2014. “The WGU Story.” Accessed at  
http://www.wgu.edu/about_WGU/WGU_story. 



Traditional College Education Meets  
the Twenty-First Century

O

Karen Sibley

Continuing education units, professional schools, and summer session 
divisions have been centers for the development of online initiatives that 
serve nonresidential students, experiment with new technologies, and 
support pedagogical innovation. On campuses where there is currently 
significant online content being developed and delivered, initial stages of 
this activity can often be traced back to the continuing education area or 
to professional schools providing courses for working adults. Continuing 
education and summer session leaders at many liberal arts institutions 
with strong focus on traditional age undergraduate students have watched 
their peers at land-grant and large private institutions develop quality on-
line educational offerings for the past ten or more years. Participation 
in professional associations active in the assessment and improvement of 
online education, most notably the University Professional and Continu-
ing Education Association (UPCEA) for this group of higher education 
professionals as well as Sloan Consortium and Educause, brought knowl-
edge of current best practices and successful projects at peer schools. 
During the past decade these academic leaders, even at institutions with 
little drive toward online activities, have been able to build small initia-
tives, pilot projects that enabled faculty to test new teaching models and 
developed organizational capacity to support additional projects as the 
online evolution continues.

At liberal arts colleges and universities where highly regarded residen-
tial undergraduate education is considered a sacrosanct core of activity 
very little engagement with online education had occurred until just 
within the past two years. For these four-year degree programs comprised 
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of relatively small numbers of students living in a campus environment 
and taking courses from highly ranked faculty, online education has been 
viewed as something of an oxymoron. Why, then, has there been some-
thing of a rush to action and eager attention paid to online efforts at 
these places of late?

Commentary on this topic in this article is based on research inter-
views with campus leaders at five highly ranked liberal arts institutions: 
Brown University, Tufts University, Yale University, Washington University 
in St. Louis, and Wesleyan University. Interviews with senior institutional 
officers and others directly responsible for online activities at these insti-
tutions provided insights about what activities are being undertaken and 
the motivations, hoped-for outcomes, and lessons learned from just a few 
years of engagement.

Since the early years of the century, significant strides in online educa-
tion and growing acceptance of this mode of instruction have occurred. 
Excellent pedagogic quality and even enhanced teaching tactics for sub-
ject mastery and learning outcomes have been demonstrated at schools 
like Carnegie Mellon, Massachusetts Institute of Technology, and Stan-
ford, as well as in many professional schools at excellent institutions across 
the country and the world. Still, fear and doubt have persisted at many 
top-tier institutions and made them reluctant to engage in this mode of 
instruction. Evidence of the rejection of online quality is demonstrated 
in policies that refuse credit transfer for online courses in undergraduate 
degree programs and block the creation of courses taught online for ma-
triculated undergraduates. Often the number of online courses a student 
is permitted to count toward degree completion are capped, preserving 
the essentially residential nature of the undergraduate experience.

Adoption of online instruction at top-tier undergraduate institutions, 
priding themselves on the quality of their four-year, primarily residential 
experience, has lagged far behind the development of this form of course 
delivery at the major public institutions in the United States. While flexi-
ble access to courses without the need to be on campus at a specific time 
has become a key component of many undergraduate degree programs 
across the country and is especially popular in programs for midcareer 
professionals, the traditional plan of four years in residence with classes 
scheduled MWF and TuTh, interspersed with student activities, athlet-
ics, and campus social life has remained the model of education for Ivy 
League and other highly regarded colleges and universities. 

This status quo is experiencing gradual impact from the broadening 
acceptance of online instruction, with a sudden burst of urgency brought 
about by the MOOC mania of 2012–2013. A belief in the value of cam-
pus-based instruction has a firm hold on these institutions still, as likely 
it should given the high numbers of undergraduate applications schools 
in this tier of higher education enjoy. But talk of “disruption” of the sort 
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Clayton Christensen points to in industries turned inside out by the im-
pact of technology and innovation has begun to resonate in higher ed-
ucation circles. Add to this an ever increasing concern about the cost of 
education, political pressure on cost, quality, and financial aid, and the 
continuing impact of the 2008 financial crisis and we see higher educa-
tion being driven toward innovation and less complacent about the long-
time model of campus functionality.

Prior to the current moment, the view toward online engagement at 
residential institutions seemed to consist of sentiments like “we don’t 
need to engage with online,” “that’s not what this campus does,” and “res-
idential education and online study is incompatible”; even for students 
engaged in study abroad or internships the sense was that they should be 
“fully immersed in the experience and not taking a campus course online 
at the same time.” Only a few years ago senior academic leaders did not 
hesitate to say “we will never offer online courses for credit.”

Research and reports from experiments in the use of technology in 
teaching and learning at Carnegie Mellon, Stanford, MIT, and other re-
spected institutions over the past decade have brought new respect and 
attention to this sort of instruction and prompted some faculty on lib-
eral arts campuses to experiment in their own classes. The installation of 
learning management systems (LMSs) on most campuses to aid in deliv-
ery of course content, instructor-student communication, calendaring, 
assignment submission, grading, and other course activities has sparked 
faculty interest and the development of a new level of facility with tech-
nology across faculty ranks. It is now typical for central information tech-
nology units to offer faculty support in adoption and use of technology 
and in the application of “best practice” technologies to achieve indi-
vidual faculty teaching goals. In addition, many campuses have opened 
offices or centers aimed at cultivating good pedagogy and assisting faculty 
in course design and instructional planning. All of these now common 
features of most campuses have served to make the use of technology 
more comfortable and accessible for faculty.

Some would say that many, if not most, faculty teach “online” now; 
they just don’t know it. Faculty using the campus LMS and other interest-
ing technology tools to facilitate new ways of teaching their students in 
campus classrooms could be described as engaging in blended online in-
struction. Recent attention to experiments in flipped classrooms, online 
courses individual faculty members simply offer on their own, and bold 
new degree programs like the masters in computer science at Georgia 
Tech, as well as experiments taking place in high schools, have prompted 
discussion and inspired more individual attempts at course redesign on 
many campuses. 

At the end of the first decade of the twenty-first century, it was really 
the impact of 2tor (now 2U) at the University of Southern California 
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and Udacity and Coursera, both out of Stanford, that focused attention 
across the country on the potential for online education to significantly 
alter the traditional mode of face-to-face instruction. Media coverage was 
huge. Faculty teaching MOOCs were describing excitement about teach-
ing courses with worldwide reach and amazing enrollments, some well 
into six digits. Suddenly alumni were looking at Coursera to see if their 
alma mater had courses posted. Alums and board members were asking 
campus leaders about this new development. Whether an individual cam-
pus chose to produce any MOOCs, to partner with an online design and 
support enterprise, or to hold back to see what these efforts produced 
elsewhere, all needed to spend time in strategy and consideration of the 
potential impact to their campus and the traditional residential model of 
instruction.

Reflections from campus administrators indicated a period of activity 
in developing online content that was not driven by careful strategy but 
was rather more reactive and experimental. While small trial efforts had 
been happening on a few campuses, such as some fully online summer 
term courses, noncredit courses for precollege students, or streaming 
video of campus courses for alums, high-level comprehensive plans for 
action had not been developed prior to 2012. Emerging interest in teach-
ing with technology and delivering content fully online was a topic of 
discussion but not an urgent action item. Fast action from top-tier schools 
across the country joining Coursera in 2012–2013 and creating courses 
for massive enrollment, media buzz about this and other broad impact 
online projects, questions from key institutional stakeholders, and often 
urging from trustees all combined in the same brief period to force lead-
ership action. The result was a series of experiments that have produced 
valuable understanding and continue to cause interest, discussion, and 
more structured planning. In some cases new leadership positions (vice 
president, associate provost, etc.) have been developed. New offices with 
titles like “pedagogical innovation” or “laboratory for educational in-
novation” have been created, and committees comprised of faculty and 
administrators charged with keeping abreast of developments in online 
instruction and recommending initiatives for their campus have been 
launched. 

On many campuses, and indeed on each of the five I looked at for this 
piece, the unit responsible for continuing education or summer session 
became the lab for early efforts. In addition to offering courses for cam-
pus undergraduates in summer session or special certificate programs, 
these units serve populations of students who are not matriculated (for 
example precollege, local adults, or visiting undergraduates) or students 
in graduate programs while still maintaining employment (like teachers 
who need continuing graduate credits or enroll in masters programs in 
their disciplines or other employed professionals). These campus divi-
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sions could engage in experiments outside the policy-constrained core 
and had small programs where a few courses could be developed as trials. 
They often had been engaged in early efforts inspired by their peers at 
other institutions and so had staff with skills necessary to support such 
projects and the infrastructure required to build, market, and enroll for 
new programs. Conducting experiments in such a unit would not distract 
other campus areas from supporting traditional programs. Directing flex-
ible trial programs is a common experience for continuing studies and 
summer session offices. A safe lab for experimentation existed.

Some might say that in 2014 we recovered from MOOC mania. No 
longer is the emergence of Udacity, Coursera, and 2U a call for alert 
and concern among academic leaders. But the call to action these enti-
ties and their bold initiatives created persists, and more serious consider-
ations of the application of modern technology in teaching and learning 
has joined other key strategic topics for senior administrators. Lessons 
learned from both observation and early activities have demonstrated 
that experimentation is important and that building capacity for action 
is essential. In some cases, such capacity has been distributed in multiple 
areas, including information technology, teaching and learning centers, 
summer programs, and continuing education. In other cases it was de-
veloped on the fly in order to capture content for web streaming or to 
develop MOOCs. New recognition of essential requirements, including 
instructional design support, videography and editing skills, and adminis-
trative services for online initiatives, has emerged from early trial efforts. 
While such capacity might be best lodged in different campus areas, for 
example, professional schools often have their own staff for such work, 
there is recognition that collaboration and a ready talent pool is nec-
essary for continued experimentation and to avoid the extremely costly 
effort of attempting to ramp up capacity on short notice. In some cases, 
the effort of building new projects on short timelines, maintaining qual-
ity standards and facing high risk due to massive exposure, created strain 
and opportunity cost of unanticipated proportions. Lacking some degree 
of readiness leaves an institution far behind and facing a steep challenge 
when new developments worthy of emulation surface.

A consistently noted outcome of this period of small experimental 
efforts is renewed interest in and even excitement about teaching on 
the part of faculty. Respondents interviewed for this article regularly de-
scribed individual faculty who had agreed to teach in new online formats 
and came away from the experience extremely pleased with what they 
had achieved in student development and what they learned about their 
own teaching. Comments included the value of teaching in the massive 
open format of the MOOC, which was both daunting and exciting on the 
basis of sheer numbers but also brought an amazing array of new and 
differently informed perspectives to the class. Faculty identified broader 
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learning for all of the students and new ideas and angles on material and 
teaching tactics they themselves discovered. Faculty teaching seminar 
courses online or producing short instructional segments identified new 
understanding of lecture segments (high impact of short and intensive 
lectures with activity-based learning between lecture segments), group 
work, and highly engaged discussion activities that can occur online. Par-
ticipation from all students and improved quality of engagement, espe-
cially in asynchronous courses, which allow time for reflection, was also 
a valued outcome of online teaching. Student engagement and regular 
attendance was found to be equal to, and in some cases to outperform, 
face-to-face classes. The refreshed excitement about teaching expressed 
by these faculty can ignite new discussions about teaching across a cam-
pus and raise expectations for this faculty responsibility. In particular, the 
voices of faculty seen as “not particularly techie” or from humanities and 
other disciplines viewed as less engaged with technology carry significant 
influence in the faculty conversation about technology in teaching, on-
line instructional potential, and quality learning outcomes.

Instructional design support offered by experts in continuing educa-
tion divisions and at professional schools on campus is named as key to 
these efforts. Faculty consistently identify and value the quality of this sup-
port and the high value of engaging conversations with people who care 
about teaching, are interested in the content and goals for the course, 
and have great expertise with technology. They describe this experience 
as rare in their professional experience, very exhilarating and valuable to 
both online and face-to-face pedagogy.

Another value particular to the MOOC model is the potential to gain 
far broader insights on content and projects from a worldwide, multigen-
erational, widely experienced student population. Courses offered to stu-
dents on a single campus who share common experience (even if they are 
from diverse backgrounds), who are typically eighteen to twenty-two years 
old and thus have limited world experience, can result in rather standard 
and perhaps less innovative learning outcomes compared with courses 
that include more experienced learners who don’t share the common 
campus experience. This, of course, is commonly understood in continu-
ing education courses and programs where students have always brought 
a wide diversity of life experience to the classroom. Faculty teaching these 
students often comment on the excitement of having their ideas chal-
lenged by older students with varied academic and professional experi-
ence and the value of this both in the classroom (residential or online) 
and in continuous improvement of the course and faculty pedagogy. If 
online courses and the potential of engaging in both campus-based and 
MOOC instruction in combination can bring this experience to the res-
idential classroom, great strides in student learning and more complex 
global understanding may be achieved. 
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While such revelations from faculty who gained experience in online 
teaching are consistent and passionate, administrators on all campuses 
still recognize a prevalent distrust of online education among faculty. 
They identify early adopters and willing converts as still small in numbers. 
More broadly, faculty advocate for the familiar and traditional classroom 
instruction, enhanced with technology tools, but demonstrate less inter-
est in fully online teaching. In fact, the 2U consortium effort in which 
Washington University participated was disbanded after the faculty at 
Duke and then at Washington University voted against the project.

Perhaps the lack of a student audience in need of online instruction 
at schools with an unwavering pipeline of residential students diminishes 
faculty motivation to explore online teaching. Students (and their par-
ents) select residential colleges for the traditional undergraduate ex-
perience they offer. Students may indicate that they don’t want online 
offerings, though to some degree they cannot know this since they base 
their preferences on their current experience. Our undergraduates (and 
alumni) can be more passionate about maintaining the status quo of 
their experience than anyone else in higher education. But as secondary 
school experiences change, and if new opportunities to enhance college 
education and career prospects through experiential learning opportu-
nities away from the campus setting or other ideas for innovation emerge, 
perhaps future cohorts of students will find value in the flexibility of on-
line course opportunities.

In some cases, distrust of online initiatives also stems from a fear of 
homogenization of teaching across the country, imagined as massive 
introductory classes taught by “star faculty” from a few campuses while 
multitudes at other campuses enroll online. If such a model were ever 
developed, it threatens to shrink the demand for faculty and even reduce 
the number of academic departments any one campus would need to 
support. On the other hand, such a development could ensure consis-
tency of basic disciplinary understanding delivered through courses with 
broad quality approval, enabling faculty to spend more time teaching at 
higher levels within their discipline rather than in the often disliked ser-
vice courses. In any case, without faculty buy-in new initiatives in teaching 
will not take hold.

In addition to the positive impact of these activities in provoking re-
newed focus on teaching, it is believed that online efforts serve to pro-
mote the institution. Well-designed and well-executed MOOCs highlight 
the quality of the faculty and teaching at institutions that are already 
highly regarded within their regions, nationally, and by their peers but 
may be less well known farther afield. Many also identify the potential to 
involve alumni continuously in more academically engaged ways, further 
expanding institutional reputation, reach, and the potential for engage-
ment with activities beyond the campus. In particular, the Coursera plat-
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form enabled smaller schools with limited marketing budgets to attract 
attention and build their reputation for particular strengths with a far 
distant audience. 

Administrators also named an expectation that following generations 
of students will bring ever-improving technological skills and the expecta-
tion that modern technologies will be used in their learning experiences. 
While the use of online education has not been widely embraced at the 
secondary school level, many expect that this evolution will occur. Sec-
ondary schools have already begun to employ flipped classroom models 
and the use of LMSs for student-faculty and student-student communi-
cation on assignments and projects. Research information and learning 
support is commonly sought out on the Internet and from platforms like 
Khan Academy, HippoCampus (chemistry), Saylor Academy, YouTube, 
and other online resources. Communications, writing, graphic display, 
and project tools continue to evolve and gain broad popular use in ed-
ucation, work, and life in general. Expectations of working with such 
technology tools are becoming the norm across education, as they have 
become common across the industries that will employ our graduates. 
Given this certain evolution, higher education must stay current and ad-
vance experimentation in technology-enhanced teaching and in prepar-
ing our students, of all ages, for the highest levels of performance as they 
complete degrees and other specifically designed learning programs at 
our institutions.

In similar fashion, new generations of faculty will find the use of tech-
nology in their academic professions to be a given. In fact, an additional 
demand felt in higher education is to support the development of digital 
literacy, technology facility, and the most current teaching skills for our 
graduate students who aim for academic careers.

It is early still to understand the potential for online education and the 
impact this change in the education landscape may eventually have on 
the traditional residential model of education for students going directly 
from high school to college and seeking top-ranked liberal arts degrees. 
It may be that changes in this particular sector will continue at compara-
tively slow evolution, though it is highly likely that teaching with the most 
current practices and flexibility in degree programs, providing opportu-
nities for a variety of learning environments, will continue to pressure, 
influence, and produce innovation in this segment of higher education.

No longer are senior academic leaders comfortable predicting a steady 
state and rejecting online developments as passing fads. Experienced ed-
ucators on our campuses note more change in the past three years than 
in the decades prior to 2010. Having experienced a rush of challenge 
and call to action, it seems more openness to change has taken hold and 
more strategic attention is being paid to the value and potential of online 
projects.
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Although the core campus may experiment slowly and evolve only 
when provoked by necessity, it appears that the continuing education 
units on these campuses will remain in the lead in online initiatives and 
experimentation. The value of these units has grown as their capacities 
have been ready when needed, their “lab environment” easily deployed to 
experimentation, and new student populations and revenues developed.





Practical Leadership in  
Online Team Environments

What Really Works

O

Craig Wilson

As more higher education institutions seek to move educational programs 
to online environments, leadership of personnel and management of re-
sources must adapt in ways that will bridge local and remote locations. 
Continuing education units are widely known for being very entrepre-
neurial thinkers with respect to relevant and forward-edged educational 
programming, delivery modalities, and tailoring education and training 
solutions to specific audiences, and opportunities loom for units that can 
capitalize on new, remote markets by leading and managing personnel 
from a distance. What’s more, online leadership can reduce operating 
costs, while providing quality service to customers. While the concept is 
not new—it is used by airlines, technology companies, and others—its 
use in higher education is in the early stages. That stated, some leader-
ship and management practices could be reexamined and adjusted to fit 
the online space. Leaders will need to develop virtual fluency in this new 
work mash-up that incorporates many of the tried and true leadership 
and management theories and translates them to an environment that 
seamlessly melds the physical space with the online space. This four-part 
essay is designed to serve as a primer for readers who lead online learning 
programs with team members geographically dispersed or who plan to 
lead one in the near future.
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Step One: Communication

As with all leadership endeavors, the critical first step in creating a 
high-performing team is establishing clear communication channels. 
The challenges of misunderstanding or misinterpretation are all too real. 
In traditional face-to-face settings we tend to rely on nonverbal and visual 
cues to support verbal communication as part of the information-shar-
ing process. And in that setting, if miscommunication arises, it can be 
resolved in a relatively simple manner because leaders are able to set 
in-person follow-up meetings quickly and work through misunderstand-
ings with the added benefit of eye contact and body language. 

When leading an online team, it is good practice to assume there will 
be gaps between transmission and reception of information. This as-
sumption is based on several factors, including varying geography, time 
zones, technology, and meeting preparedness of the team. Informal 
lines of communication should be reimagined because geographically 
dispersed team members don’t benefit from the spontaneous synergies 
found in chance meetings at the water cooler or in the hallway. Further, 
depending on the distance at which team members are located from one 
another, even “sync-socializing” (e.g., synchronized duplex communica-
tion via telephone, FaceTime, Google Hangouts, Skype, etc.) to share the 
in-the-moment atmosphere surrounding national events like breaking 
news or sporting events would be a challenge without prior planning due 
to time zone differences. 

Time zones, a seemingly minor detail, can be a point of friction in on-
line team meetings. Here is why. A prescribed meeting time may be con-
venient to some team members and a struggle for others. Online team 
meetings tend be scheduled around the nexus of operations or where the 
leader is geographically positioned. This means all team members need 
to be aware of the time zone for which the meeting will be held, and this 
needs to be clearly communicated to all team members. (This may also 
be an opportunity to rotate meeting times and allow team members to 
help plan and/or lead an online team meeting.)

Technology plays a significant role in online meetings. It stitches 
together data and ideas from team members around the country and 
globe into a cohesive quilt of information. That stated, assume the in-
evitable—technology will fail! You can bet technologies used for on-
line team meetings (e.g., the Internet, video conference software and 
equipment, virtual presentation software, etc.) will fail or be seriously 
degraded just before or during an important meeting with your on-
line team. Once you have embraced this eventuality, planning alternate 
forms of communication becomes a bit simpler. Cut out the fluff and 
ask yourself what are the informational items that must be shared and 
what is the lowest technological approach to relaying that information? 
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Once this analysis is done, you may come to realize that a telephone 
and e-mailed presentations using backup commercial e-mail accounts 
like Gmail and Outlook.com will allow you to continue the meeting. As 
a matter of last resort, you may need to reschedule the meeting. If so, 
reach out to all team members as soon as possible and inform them of 
the new date and time. 

Meeting preparedness is necessary to maximize information sharing 
and productivity outcomes for online teams. It encompasses setting a 
clear agenda, keeping meetings concise, and managing conflict. 

Having a clear agenda will help alleviate confusion. Set and reinforce 
ground rules about civility and collegiality in the online space. 

How long is too long for an online meeting? Think about attention 
spans during face-to-face meetings. Now, imagine having to compete with 
what’s going on locally at each team member’s location. Next, sprinkle 
in some web surfing and an errant text message, and a picture of your 
meeting’s competition for attention quickly crystallizes. Keeping meet-
ings concise will increase team focus and sends the message that their 
time is valued. 

This also means managing conflict via long distance. In an online 
space, as previously mentioned, there are multiple opportunities for mis-
interpretation of communication leading to degraded team interaction 
and, ultimately, productivity. Recognizing a team member’s affect, reac-
tion, and behavior during team communications (video or audio) helps 
inform the leader how engaged each person is with the meeting’s con-
tent. The astute online team leader will have to quickly recognize conflict 
among team members and between team members and the leader. Once 
recognized, the leader will then need to address it right away. This will 
mean investing extra time in gathering facts surrounding the conflict, 
scheduling follow-up meetings (preferably via video) with the affected 
team member, and keeping a conflict resolution log to record friction 
points and strategies used to arrive at a solution(s). That log will help 
with future conflicts and may also serve as a baseline of accountability for 
corrective action.

Additionally, leaders should make a habit of recording audio and 
video of online meetings (a common software feature) and provide a 
way for team members to access the contents, remotely. This allows them 
the ability to double-check discussion that might have been unclear and 
provide a baseline of accountability for goal and task clarity. 

Step Two: Autonomy (Measured and Managed)

Online team members need to function with degrees of autonomy. This 
means your online team should be comprised of members you can rely on 
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to complete tasks and objectives, ultimately helping the team accomplish 
its goals. They are remotely located from home base for a variety of rea-
sons—local talent is scarce, they are managing existing clients at a distant 
location, or new opportunities exist for your organization at a distant loca-
tion and it’s more cost effective to have someone work remotely to gauge 
feasibility—and your organization values the ability to leverage their knowl-
edge and skill set with minimum overhead costs. Coming to terms with 
the reality that there is a large amount of autonomy organically afforded 
your remote team members due to geography may be a bit unnerving to 
an online leader. Acceptance of this autonomy is necessary for your team 
to function. To function well, however, autonomy needs to be measured.

Measured autonomy can be achieved in a variety of ways, including 
team member updates during and between meetings, contact with cli-
ents, and the use of cloud-based project management tools. The level of 
reporting and sophistication these tools employ is remarkable and pro-
vides the team leader with a real-time, bird’s-eye view of all team projects 
to aid with understanding the full “battlefield,” revealing where choke-
points may be hindering progress, and providing talking points for meet-
ing agenda formation. Using customer relationship management (CRM) 
software to keep track of the customer contacts all of your team members 
have, whether by e-mail, web-based communications, or telephone/video 
notes from conversations, is also helpful. To go a step further, you can 
use a cloud-based dialing software package that stores telephone calls for 
later review of content and process improvement. 

Leaders manage autonomy of online team members best when they 
are proactive and highly engaged with them. They must strive to ensure 
communication lines are open, information is flowing, and maximum 
support is provided to each member of the team. What happens when a 
team member shows signs of missed deadlines, time management chal-
lenges, or struggles with customer communication? Or when, through a 
series of measuring autonomic performances of a team member, a leader 
identifies concerns with a team member’s performance at a remote loca-
tion? That’s when the other side of managed autonomy comes to light. 
One of the first things the leader should do is gather multiple streams of 
information to develop a fuller view of the situation. Matching data pro-
vided by the autonomic measuring devices with a team member’s affect, 
reactions, and behavior in meetings as well as outside communication 
received from customers and/or vendors can quickly inform the leader. 
The leader should also schedule one-on-one meetings with the struggling 
team member to determine if there is something beyond the workplace 
that may be impacting performance. This combined quantitative and 
qualitative approach helps provide a fuller view of the situation for the 
leader to determine next steps. 
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If corrective action is deemed necessary, having a policy that details 
steps to help the team member get back on track is essential and would 
be utilized. If the team member cannot get back on track and needs to 
be replaced, several factors that could impact the rest of the team should 
be considered before replacing the team member. These factors include, 
but are not limited to, the following:

•  Lost productivity while a replacement is sought 

•  Costs to recruit and train a new replacement

•  Potential disruption to team chemistry

•  Potential disruption to customers the replaced team member  
 was responsible for serving 

This does not mean the underperforming team member should not be 
replaced; it means that the totality of the replacement should be consid-
ered when making the change.   

Step Three: Accountability 

Teams need to know they can rely on each other to exhibit profession-
alism, complete tasks and assignments, and respect each other. Online 
teams must maintain these attributes despite distance from each other, 
and they must do so in inventive ways. These critically important areas of 
accountability are a must-have for an online team to be a high-perform-
ing team. In general, modeling these areas of accountability come from 
three sources: the organization’s existing culture, supporting employee 
policies, and the online team leader. 

Online leaders should consider establishing an online environmental 
standard for the team to use on and off webcams. For instance, inform 
your team to sanitize their viewing areas when on camera by being mind-
ful of wall art and other displayed items that could be considered con-
troversial or culturally offensive. Family members and pets should not 
be in view or to within earshot. Also, urge your online team get used to 
donning professional or business casual attire at all times, even when not 
on camera. The reasons are simple. First, being dressed up to work from 
home helps set the mind up for a day of productivity (sorry, no pajamas 
or fuzzy slippers!). And second, you never know when a client or some-
one from the corporate office might need an immediate video call with 
a team member. 
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Step Four: Connection (Online Team Building and Maintenance)

One of the under-spoken truths about online teams is the feeling of iso-
lation. Autonomy, as previously mentioned, should be embraced and 
measured by online leaders. However, there is a point where autonomy 
should be balanced with interdependent activities that require online 
team members to interact with each other regularly. Whether they are 
called group projects or collaborative projects, these types of activities 
cause team members to communicate, combine efforts, and share re-
sources and insights, and they enhance team cohesion and help with on-
line team building. It is important to develop team cohesion early in the 
lifecycle of an online team because there is a tendency for members to 
develop individualized work habits that may not be team-oriented. And a 
team member’s focus may be more on her or his local environment and 
less on the overall team. A savvy online leader will orient all online team 
members to the culture and expectations of the organization and bal-
ance that with the unique perspectives each team member brings to the 
team. Finally, rotating who convenes each meeting gives team members 
a chance to lead, share their unique perspectives based on location, and 
provide diversity of thought to the decision-making process.

Maintaining a healthy online team requires planning, sensitivity, and 
creativity. Providing a sense of connection beyond working hours can 
go a long way toward maintaining the online team’s health and keeping 
engagement levels high. Showing concern for team members’ work-life 
balance helps connect the leader to team members on a human level that 
transcends geographical distance. Remembering birthdays or other per-
sonal milestone events (e.g., completing a marathon, being recognized 
in the community for volunteer work, etc.) helps team members see and 
appreciate each other as the multidimensional beings we are. 

One novel way would be to encourage team members to be involved in 
their communities and allow time for showcasing at a quarterly meeting. 
Another way would be to provide a link to their social media page (e.g., 
Facebook, Google+, etc.) where their contributions would be chronicled 
by multimedia wall postings. If you are looking for a low-tech approach to 
maintaining the health of your online team, try sending a periodic news-
letter to the team that covers the hobbies and outside interests of team 
members. An online office party is also a fun way to help connect your 
team. Using video conferencing software as the communication link, try 
selecting a theme—“College Day,” for example. Using this theme, all 
team members could wear t-shirts from the college they attended and 
stream their alma mater or fight song to see if there are any commonali-
ties. Or, encourage each team member to dress in local customary attire 
and discuss the cultures they live in while streaming cultural music and 
socializing during the online office party. 
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The leader of an online team has a unique opportunity to connect 
team members, and soliciting input from the team on ways to improve 
team cohesion may prove to be the best approach. 

Another Word on Technologies Deployed for Virtual Teams

The technologies typically used to lead and manage virtual teams are 
comprised of teleconference software, videoconference software (with 
screen sharing and remote whiteboard capabilities), project manage-
ment software, and CRM software. Each play a significant role in com-
munication and information distribution, and as software programs ad-
vance, some functionalities will overlap. However, a good rule of thumb 
is to rely on each program only for the primary purpose for which they 
were designed. 

Technologies like those listed require advance planning to set up user-
names and passwords for each team member. Additionally, although each 
software service has extensive tutorials, it is considered good practice to 
have team-centric and mission-focused training of all technologies used 
for team operations. Consider conducting several dry runs to ensure pro-
ficiency with these software tools. The added benefit of having a dry run 
is the opportunity for it to aid the online team bonding process.

Foundation: Trust

Trust is essential to leading an online team. Its importance cannot be 
overstated and is the foundation for any successful organization or team. 
Without trust, no number of steps will provide a pathway to success for a 
team. That stated, trust becomes even more important in online teams. 
Trust must permeate the entire team, in full duplex, from the organi-
zation’s home base to the online leader, from the online leader to the 
online team, and between online team members. 

As in any relationship, personal or professional, trust is organic and 
builds over time. Trust can start with simple things like following through 
on tasks, keeping deadline commitments, mutual respect, and how team 
members are treated when they leave the team, whether voluntary or not. 
Online team members also gauge trust levels by how other teams (online 
and on the ground) are treated by the organization and leader. If they 
observe behaviors that are deceitful, undermining, or unprofessional, it 
becomes difficult to believe similar treatment will not be directed to them 
at some point. 

A great way to establish a baseline environment of trust is to have the 
online team meet in the same physical space at the beginning of the proj-
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ect if at all possible. Although this may appear to be a financial burden 
at first blush, it is best seen as an investment in the team’s success and 
ultimately the project. And in most online team configurations, expenses 
tied to the initial meeting period will be easily made up via savings in 
lower overhead costs. Once the initial in-person team meeting is com-
plete, deploying team members will have a physical presence to tie to the 
online presence, providing an analog-to-digital context for future online 
meetings. A good rule of thumb is to have an on-site meeting once a year 
(or biannually if possible) to continue to nurture team trust and keep 
members connected to home base. 

After investing time and resources to establish a foundation of trust 
for the online team, its preservation is key. Create a trust maintenance 
plan to ensure the team trust isn’t taken for granted. For example, one 
way to accomplish this is for the leader to stand up for the team during 
home base negotiations or in meetings with other team leaders. When 
your team knows you have their back, it provides a level of camaraderie 
and esprit de corps that allows them to innovate, problem solve, and push 
themselves further in an effort to make the team excel at the highest lev-
els. In sum, trust is the foundation of an online team and without it the 
likelihood of team success is zero. 

Conclusion

It is highly likely that the use of online teams will continue to increase in 
many areas of higher education, including academic and business opera-
tions. As colleges and universities continue to expand their reach beyond 
regional and national boundaries, team members will need to be geo-
graphically dispersed, whether academic programming is online or pro-
vided to a distant site. This essay has examined key issues that occur re-
gardless of configuration and has sought to provide real-world solutions. 

Global competition for student enrollment means that it would be 
wise for continuing education units to incorporate online team building 
into strategic planning and allocate resources to support the endeavor. 
This includes leadership training for the online leader that speaks to the 
nuances and challenges of leading an online team. Further, training and 
orientation should be provided to individuals who will become the online 
team. Ensuring communication channels and associated technologies 
are established and that all team members are comfortable with their use 
is very important to achieve early in the team’s formation. Setting clear 
expectations and providing accountability measures will help the online 
leader manage the team as it moves through challenges and arrives at 
solutions. 
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The role trust plays in online teams cannot be overstated. Geographi-
cal distance and associated time zones are a natural barrier for an online 
team. Establishing trust in each other by following through on tasks, ob-
servance of deadlines, and a team culture of support for one another will 
help ensure the team completes its goals and overall project. As online 
teams evolve and team members change, the leader needs to treat each 
situation with professionalism because this also helps with team stabiliza-
tion and overall trust. 

Finally, there has never been a better time for continuing education 
units to deploy online teams. The depth of available information on the 
topic has increased, as well as the acceptance of online teams as a new 
norm. This, coupled with advances in communication and accountability 
technologies, makes online teams a very attractive option. 
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Universal Access and the  
Technological Imperative

How to Think about Higher Education  
Today and Tomorrow

O

Gary W. Matkin

There are two major drivers of change in higher education (HE) and 
continuing education (CE). They are the inexorable advance toward uni-
versal access to education and the technological imperative that enables 
that advance. Understanding these two concepts provides a useful struc-
ture to describe the many changes that HE and CE are facing today. They 
also point the way to the future, to the students and instructors of the 
future, and to the new structure of HE institutions and their CE units.

Universal Access

In 1973 Professor Martin Trow of the University of California, Berkeley, 
wrote a series of papers that established a framework for the study of HE 
for the next four decades. He described the worldwide movement from 
elite higher education (10% of secondary school graduates going on to 
college) to mass higher education (30% or more). This helped explain 
and place in context a complex of changes that were sweeping through 
HE around the world. In these essays Trow also described the beginnings 
of what he called “universal access,” a concept that was growing quickly, 
descriptive of what was happening in the realms of both formal and infor-
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mal education. Universal access anticipated the expansion of motivation 
for learning, an increased diversity of educational providers, a decrease in 
the distinctions between education and “life,” a decrease in the cost of edu-
cation, and a real-world orientation toward learning that ultimately would 
compete with formal HE and its institutions. Trow believed that technol-
ogy would be a driver of universal access through the “use of videocassettes 
and TV’s and on computer and other technological aids to instruction.”1 

This essay will extend Trow’s concept to today’s world where universal 
access is defined as the opportunity for anyone to learn anything, any 
time, anywhere, for free. Technology is pushing us closer to that goal. 
Universal access is even more visible as the headlines discuss MOOCs and 
new, more efficient formats to help people learn. True to Trow’s predic-
tion, these innovations appear threatening to formal education, open the 
door to new educational providers, require shifts in faculty roles, and por-
tend a major shift in the roots of HE finance. But more important, these 
innovations hold the promise of educating nearly one billion people who 
otherwise would not have access to a meaningful education.

Technology as Imperative: A Break with the Past

New technology and its application are and will be the most important 
drivers of change in HE and CE. After more than twenty years of expe-
rience with online education and its continuing increase, there are still 
those who dispute this hypothesis or resist the evidence to the contrary 
(MOOCs, for instance). Until the 1990s, no major technological advance 
had much of an impact on the way education was carried out.

Trow described the relationship between universal access and the tech-
nological imperative: 

information technology now forces a revision of our con-
ception of the conditions making for universal access. It 
allows, and becomes the vehicle for, universal access to 
higher education of a different order of magnitude, the 
courses of every kind and description available over the 
Internet in people’s homes and workplaces. That involves 
profound changes in both institutional structures and atti-
tudes regarding higher education.2 

How to Think about the Present and Future of HE and CE

Understanding universal access and the driving influence of technology 
provides a lens for administrators to view and filter the daily onslaught 



online education 129

of both encouraging and discouraging news and events and, importantly, 
a method of placing the present in relationship to the future. Universal 
access is both a goal and a driver of all change. The imperative of techno-
logical change and developments in teaching and learning are primary 
enablers of universal access. While it can and is being used by many insti-
tutions for higher-quality education and expanded access, technological 
advancement has a life of its own and is not controlled by HE and CE 
administrators. 

What follows is the application of this structure to four major issues 
facing HE and CE to show the validity of this framework for analyzing and 
understanding what is happening. For each issue the problem is identi-
fied, its general dynamics are analyzed, and then the concepts of univer-
sal access, open educational resources (OER), and the technology imper-
ative are used to place the problem and its possible resolution in context. 

Understanding the Dynamics of Higher Education  
and Its Publics Today

An interconnected set of dynamics exists among the major issues facing 
HE. Authors have exploited these dynamics, writing about the problems 
of HE, how HE needs to change and why, and who should lead those 
changes. One major strand of criticism is that, unlike many other sec-
tors of society, HE has not become more productive on any measure, in-
cluding, for instance, graduates produced or the quality of the education 
graduates are receiving. This lack of increased productivity, so the logic 
goes, leads to higher costs. Higher costs, in turn, expose a failure on the 
part of administration to accept change and innovation, produce calls 
for greater accountability, and open the door to nontraditional provider 
competition, including global competition.

The Higher Cost of Education

The Problem There is evidence that the inflation-adjusted cost per student 
has not actually increased in the last thirty years.3 However, the share of 
the cost paid by students and their parents has risen considerably. Costs 
in private universities have floated to market rates because most private 
universities serve the wealthy. In 2012–2013 the number of institutions 
charging over $50,000 per year increased from 123 in the prior year to 
149.4 At elite private universities over 80 percent of students come from 
the top 20 percent of family income distribution.5 In public institutions, 
higher costs to students are the result of the decrease in state support of 
public higher education. Between 1982 and 2012, state support of higher 
education per $1,000 in personal income declined from $10.06 to $5.89 
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(41%).6 While average four-year public higher education in-state tuition 
for 2012–2013 was a relatively modest (in relation to private university 
tuition) $8,655 per year, total per year cost including on campus housing 
was $22,261, still a considerable burden for families even in the upper 
middle income brackets.7 

General Dynamics The increase in costs to students and their parents 
creates a number of dynamics, which reveal themselves in many ways. One 
result of higher costs is the rapid increase in student debt, which exceeds 
$1 trillion (more than consumer debt) and is approaching an average of 
$30,000 per debtor graduate. This heavy debt burden, combined with a 
sluggish job market, has placed a huge economic burden on our society. 
Naturally, HE constituents (board members, politicians, students and 
parents, pundits and commentators) look to the root cause of this debt, 
often focusing on the underlying financial structure of institutions and 
university systems. Since governing boards consist of business people, 
cost containment and ways to increase productivity are typical responses. 
Reductions in force, particularly at the administrative level, higher 
teaching loads for faculty, larger class sizes, and year-round use of the 
physical plant are all natural business-oriented reactions to cost pressure. 
Politicians often ignore the root cause of tuition increases at public 
universities—the reduction in state funding—and blame institutions for 
rising student costs, offering the same remedies that governing boards 
are prone to propose.

Analysis By July 2011 the stock of OER and OpenCourseWare (OCW) 
had increased dramatically. MIT had produced 1,800 open courses, 
and the members of the OCW Consortium (now the Open Education 
Consortium) had produced more than 20,000 open courses. YouTube 
had hundreds of thousands of video-captured lectures, and iTunes U 
was also accumulating thousands of courses. Open repositories such as 
MERLOT and Connexions had thousands of open learning objects easily 
available for downloading. Yet very little of this material was recognized 
or being used. Then in July 2011, Stanford’s two artificial intelligence 
MOOCs hit the mainstream media. The overwhelming response to 
this free and open material (more than 160,000 signed up for the two 
courses), combined with Stanford’s reputation, caused open education 
to catch the attention of the public. The notions of free (open), high-
quality (Stanford), public acceptance, and extensive inventory (OCWC, 
YouTube, MERLOT) came together and produced some surprising and 
troubling responses. Symbolic of these responses was the bill proposed in 
the California state legislature in March 2013 that would require public 
institutions of higher education to give credit for MOOCs under certain 
conditions.8 The logic of the bill was as inevitable as the proposal was 
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unworkable; that if the content of a course were free, then the total cost 
of education should become less. After opposition from institutions, 
SB520 was not put forward, but the consequences of MOOCs did not 
end. The possibilities of using online education to reduce costs persisted 
to the point that the governor earmarked $10 million per year for the 
University of California budget (with similar amounts for the California 
State University and community college systems) to produce online 
courses that students from one campus in the system could take from 
other campuses. 

Resistance to Change and Innovation

The Problem In most industries, increased productivity has come from 
new technologies and their application. It is clear that new technology 
has been adopted by higher education to great effect. University libraries 
are quite different than the libraries of even ten years ago. They serve 
much more as electronic portals to information and places for groups 
of students to study than as repositories. There are many additional 
examples of how the teaching and learning processes are becoming more 
effective through the use of technology. However, a clear relationship 
between the use of new technology and increased productivity has not 
been established. 

General Dynamics Measuring productivity in HE is a complex problem. 
Many measures commonly used are number of graduates produced, 
time to degree, completion rates, and student satisfaction. Yet the most 
important outcomes, the impact of the university experience on student’s 
lives and on society in general, are impossible to measure. The one metric 
that is measurable is the personal income difference over a lifetime of 
a college graduate compared to those with only high school diplomas. 
The aggregate data (which show that there is a significant difference) 
hides the fact that for many students there is no noticeable economic 
benefit to attaining a degree, particularly when student debt is factored 
in. Accrediting agencies are struggling to have institutions define desired 
student outcomes and then measure them in graduates, often months 
or years after graduation. However, this lack of acceptable metrics for 
measuring changes in productivity does not stop those who see change 
and innovation as the key to productivity gains. 

Analysis Again, boards of directors and politicians often see their 
role as demanding change and the use of new technologies to achieve 
greater productivity. Take the case of President Theresa Sullivan at 
the University of Virginia (UV). In June 2012 the university’s board of 
regents voted to remove her from office. While at first the reasons for 
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removal were unclear, it came to light that several members of the board 
were disturbed by the slowness with which the university was adopting 
new instructional technology and online education.9 With support from 
faculty and students, Sullivan was reinstated. It is not surprising then that 
UV was one of the first sixteen institutions to join Coursera and produce 
MOOCs. 

There are echoes of this around the country. In 2010 the president 
of the University of California was urged by the regents to initiate a sys-
tem-wide effort to create online courses that could be offered both to UC 
students and nonmatriculated students. UC, despite its public and land-
grant status, had produced less than a handful of online degrees while 
other major state systems were producing hundreds. To remedy this, the 
regents authorized a $9 million loan to the project. The project failed to 
attract nonmatriculated students, but it did change UC faculty attitudes 
toward online education, opening doors for the slow development of on-
line education. 

In the short term, involvement with MOOCs or free education became 
the means by which institutions demonstrated their willingness to adopt 
new technology and experiment with new forms of education. While a 
number of institutions are rethinking their policies and involvement with 
MOOCs and OER, others are inventing new ways to use MOOCs and 
OER to serve deserving populations, increase institutional reputation, 
and serve students. MOOCs or their derivatives are expanding and will 
become a permanent part of HE. 

Belying the criticism that HE is unwilling to change or accept innova-
tion, note that the major player in the OER movement in 2001 was MIT 
(with funding from the William and Flora Hewlett Foundation), and the 
initiator of the MOOC movement was Stanford. It is HE, not the private 
sector, from which innovation in open education springs. While Cour-
sera, EdX, Udacity, and other private firms have taken the headlines, all 
these private organizations depend on universities to continue to supply 
the content that is the substance of the MOOC and OER movements. 
Since most MOOC business models depend on a free or low-cost supply 
of content, this will continue to be the case.

Accountability

The Problem As the efficiency of HE came into question, the demands 
for accountability rose. Accountability wears many hats—accountability 
for cost efficiency, for educational and research results, for compliance 
with hundreds of laws and regulations, for integrity in all dealings, and for 
contributions to regional economic development. Of course, accountability 
comes with a cost and is one of the drivers of higher-cost education. 
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General Dynamics An axiom of accountability is that what is measured is 
paid attention to. Where accountability does not align with institutional 
purposes and aspirations, distortions occur: deviation of resources 
from strategic and aspirational goals toward secondary purposes. The 
dollars spent on accumulating and reporting data take resources away 
from the central activities of new knowledge creation, teaching, and 
learning. 

Another axiom of accountability is openness. Data must not only be 
accumulated and reported, it must be publicly available. This openness, 
while necessary and logical, places HE and its institutions at risk of misin-
terpreting the data. 

Analysis Openness is one of the levers that pushes OER into the 
accountability equation. Another lever is the potential that OER has 
for opening the heart of the educational enterprise to public view. 
Online and open education requires the expression of the entire 
learning content for a course or full curriculum. The mistakes, faculty 
foibles, errors, and chances for misinterpretation that fall quickly by the 
wayside in a classroom-based course are manifest and evident in online 
education. If online education can be made open, then why not require 
such openness of all faculty members? Sound far-fetched? Maybe not. 
For example, the Texas state legislature passed a law (HB2504) requiring 
public institutions (except medical and dental schools) to post a public 
website for every undergraduate course.

Competition

The Problem Online education has changed the competitive landscape 
for HE and CE. This change has several dimensions. First, because 
the cost barriers to entry are relatively low, institutions of all kinds can 
now, through boundless online education, expand their market reach 
efficiently. Second, educational institutions other than those in higher 
education, including professional societies, museums, and private 
sector firms, are queuing up for their part of the market share. Third, 
the power of the brand now pushes high-level competition into every 
corner of the country. Institutions now have the capability to enroll 
thousands of students from everywhere to capture large market share 
in specific subjects, draining potential students from local, less well-
branded institutions. Increased competition has an international aspect 
as well, with national boundaries no longer the barriers they were to 
cross-national education. Policy developments in the United States and 
in Europe with EU coordination are beginning to remove policy barriers 
to competition. 
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General Dynamics The power of universal access is evident in this 
increased competitive nature of the market. While keeping track of 
market share is important for examining competitive shifts, the market 
is growing as people recognize that they have to learn to maintain their 
standard of living and that learning is available at no or very low cost. 
The most important competitive elements of HE and CE are content, 
convenience, quality, and price. Through the use of online education the 
variety of content and convenience increases and becomes ubiquitous. 
By removing the constraints of time and place from learners, quality and 
price become more important as competitive advantages. The brand will 
continue to be the primary indicator of quality, and the public will rate 
online education just as they have rated traditional educational programs. 

Analysis Prior to the coming of MOOCs the public had mixed reactions 
to OER, and rightly so. Before MOOCs, the quality of OER was uneven, 
displaying both the best and the worst of what OER could be. The first 
instances of MOOCs demonstrated that OER could be high quality, thus 
opening the door wider to the notion that OER could legitimately begin 
to address the issue of the high cost of education. Early MOOCs were 
developed at very high costs, reported in some cases to exceed $50,000 
and running as high as $1 million. Development costs at this level are 
simply not sustainable, but the public gained an image of what education 
could be.

Early MOOCs set a standard across all types of online education, in-
cluding instructor-led courses where the quality of the offering is primar-
ily dependent on the instructor. MOOCs have contributed to a sharper 
focus on what online quality really is as defined by its efficiency in produc-
ing learning outcomes. OER and MOOCs have directly influenced the 
price of higher and continuing education. They have revealed the very 
high margins produced by normally priced degrees, increasing pressure 
on colleges to lower their tuition.10 

The effect on CE is likely to be greater. Price sensitivity in CE is higher, 
particularly in corporate markets. These markets are now clearly targets 
for major MOOC players. In September 2013, Udacity announced the 
launch of the Open Education Alliance.11 This was followed in June 2014 
with Udacity’s announcement of the nanodegree or modularized for-
mat for employee training.12 Coursera is also entering this market with 
its course sequences and its “always open” delivery mode. This turn from 
degree-based education to workforce development and corporate train-
ing reflects a certain desperation among MOOC providers to reach new 
markets. How can university CE units compete with these very low-cost 
providers? CE units will have to adopt the MOOC delivery mode, offer-
ing free courses but, as with the private MOOC providers, charging for 
learning assessment and certification. They will have to tie free courses to 
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fee-bearing course sequences, led by qualified instructors and at very high 
quality. Few of the private MOOC providers of today will last without offer-
ing their own learning certification and establishing their own legitimacy 
independent of their university partners. In this they will act very much 
like CE units. CE units will have to meet and face down this challenge. 

What Today’s Learners Tell Us about Tomorrow’s Learners

For some, in examining the first MOOC participants, a surprising result 
was their high level of educational attainment. This is confirmation that 
the more educated a person is, the more likely he or she will consume 
more education. This holds true at all levels of education. In a reversal 
of classical economics, demand for education is increasing because of 
the huge supply of learning objects that are available, quickly, easily, and 
for free. We are faced with many more learning projects, learning what 
we need in order to live our lives productively. Most of these projects de-
mand that we learn quickly, efficiently, and sufficiently to achieve at least 
a minimum proficiency. 

Studies of MOOC participants reveal more about today’s learners. First, 
for many, learning offers intrinsic satisfaction, often dissociated from any 
practical concern. Very few of the thousands who enrolled in Princeton’s 
MOOC The History of the World since 1300 expected to use that knowl-
edge in any practical way. When asked, learners say they are taking the 
course for fun or for a very general purpose of self-improvement. Second, 
among those taking a MOOC, levels of engagement vary from viewing 
the video parts to taking the full course with all of its assignments. For 
traditionalists, this variation indicates a failure on the part of MOOCs 
to engage students and produce more acceptable completion rates. For 
those interested in human learning, this variation offers an opportunity 
to explore the ways in which people choose learning projects and define 
what they want for those projects. Today’s students clearly want to choose 
their own level of engagement, from a light review of a subject or deep 
engagement in only part of the offering to full academic assessment and 
academic credit.

Third, as Trow predicted, learning is merging with work, family life, 
entertainment, and other ways we spend our time. The convenience of 
the learning process is still paramount for most students. The advent of 
mobile devices and the learning applications being developed for them 
are a major recent development in this merger. HE institutions underesti-
mate the impact of this. But most online providers are making sure their 
learning materials are mobile-friendly. 

Fourth, this merging is partly the cause of the trend toward chunking 
of learning materials into shorter segments. Students need education de-



136 centennial conversations

livered to them in smaller bites or modules to accommodate both shorter 
attention spans and busy lives.

Fifth, the period between learning and application is being shortened. 
In traditional education the trend toward project-based education is evi-
dence of the merger of learning and application. Increasingly CE learn-
ers have the opportunity to time their learning so that they can imme-
diately employ what they have learned. For instance, Coursera used the 
cohort model exclusively for its course offerings but has recently added 
the “always open” or independent study option so that learners can get 
what they need “just in time.” 

Sixth, the social aspects of online and open learning are becoming 
more important and available. Social learning is central to a new trend in 
education: learner as creator rather than consumer. Real-world projects 
requiring group project work with a defined deliverable are being em-
bedded in course assignments. Interaction among students is becoming 
a part of the instructional design of courses, with social networking em-
ployed for group work on projects. Learning social networks are evolv-
ing, becoming more sophisticated, and are capable of being monitored 
and directed by instructors. In open education social learning is accom-
plished through peer assessment where students grade each other’s work. 
And now learning hubs, where students in open courses can come to-
gether in face-to-face meetings, are sprouting up.13 

Finally, instructional design is pushing into adaptive learning and sup-
plemental learning. In adaptive learning the course design automatically 
discovers gaps in student knowledge and understanding and directs stu-
dents to the learning materials needed to gain mastery of the concept. 
This promises the customization of learning to fit individual needs on 
a massive scale, helping to focus the attention of the student and the 
instructor on elements of the learning process where it is needed. Sup-
plemental learning takes place outside the normal classroom work and 
its assignments. It includes what happens in study groups, in studying for 
tests, and in the individual student organizing the time and methods for 
learning. Instructional design is beginning to address this important area 
of learning, providing supplemental material and offering more help 
in organizing study time. For some this detracts from the need to have 
students take responsibility for their own learning. For others, this is a 
natural extension of the guidance students need and deserve to master 
a subject. 

All of the features of today’s learners are evident and can be extended 
into the future. Soon we will begin to know much more about the learn-
ing that will be employed to improve human learning. This research may 
go beyond current pedagogical practice into the realm of the biological 
bases of learning and retention, the psychological states necessary for 
effective learning, and the increasing of the capacity to learn through 
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iterative practice. The infancy of MOOC research gives us some hints at 
what might be possible. The quality of MOOCs, how students engage, the 
international character of participation, and the possibility of conduct-
ing statistical testing with large populations all promise to yield much 
information about human learning. The revolution in learning will have 
its roots in evidence-based examination of human learning rather than 
institutional change.

The Future of Higher and Continuing Education

The examination of the current state of higher and continuing educa-
tion leads to some predictions that have a high degree of probability of 
realization. 

Faculty as Learning Architects Change in faculty roles will be at the heart 
of the changes over the next ten years. Faculty will enlarge their scope of 
teaching to include more elements of instructional design. It is they who 
must set the learning context for the learner. They will have available to 
them and will use more information and methods about learning and 
technology to foster human learning. They will go well beyond being 
content experts to being learning experts, possessed of an understanding 
about how to select content and learning assets, sequence them, tie them 
together, adapt them to the collective and individual needs of the students, 
and extend all this into the full life cycle of the learning experience of the 
student, including supplemental learning and subsequent application. 
The term architect is appropriate in many ways in that the faculty of the 
future will be central in building the learning context for students, who 
often will have quite varied backgrounds. Institutions will have to support 
this new role through training, infrastructure development, instructional 
design resources, and, most important, cultural shifts that honor the role 
of learning architect.

Research-Driven Continuous Improvement As the learning research enter-
prise becomes more extensive and sophisticated across institutions, it will 
begin to have an effect on how the teaching role is carried out. Content 
will become less of a distinguishing feature of learning among institutions 
as quality, value, and accessibility of learning material increases. Those 
institutions with the most effective continuous improvement processes 
will gain a competitive quality advantage. 

Quality as Defined by the Market Increased accountability will push all 
institutions toward quality standards defined more and more by market 
forces. Where institutional and market standards diverge, the movement 
will be toward market values. Student employability measures will be a 
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market preoccupation whereas human development will remain an 
institutionally valued outcome. Universities will likely serve this demand 
by adjusting curriculum, pedagogy, and programs to create a more 
workforce-ready graduate. 

Technology across the Spectrum “Technology as imperative” will continue, 
increase, and be expressed in every part of teaching, learning, and 
institutional life. HE institutions, CE units, and faculty will have to remain 
open to technological innovation and change, able to employ technology 
where it truly assists learning, and willing to evaluate new technology for 
its effectiveness. Administrative and instructional technology will merge 
to include data about students both collectively and individually. Student 
life situations will become a part of the equation more directly than is 
imaginable today. Learning efficiency will be correlated with health, 
psychological, and attitude data, first for traditional students and then 
later for adult students.

Institutions as Bundle of Services The traditional services provided by 
institutions are unbundled in today’s marketplace. The online and 
OER movements have played a role in this unbundling. Libraries now 
are portals rather than repositories. It is common for online courses to 
be produced by outside organizations or for one institution to vend to 
another institution. The increasing costs and sophistication of online and 
open courses requires that professionals other than faculty members be 
involved in the course production process. Open courses of very high 
quality are available for free or low cost, much lower than the production 
cost. As MOOCs came into play, the evaluation and certification of 
learning became the role of the MOOC purveyor or an outside agency 
(such as American Council on Education). The pressure on institutions 
to provide some form of credit for open courses will increase, and 
institutionally acceptable ways for dealing with this pressure will emerge. 

Open Education as Norm Current experience clearly indicates that every 
major university will be both a producer and a user of open education. 
Institution’s reputations will rest in part on the quality and amount of open 
material they produce. It has become an expression of public service for 
institutions to make these contributions that serve their own students and 
institutional purposes. The production of open material is more consistent 
with institutional culture than is the use of OER. Universities are burdened 
by the not-invented-here syndrome—if we didn’t come up with it, how good 
can it be?—and by the practical exigencies of trying to create a coherent 
learning context from different sources. But OER and MOOCs (in their 
evolved state) are a permanent feature of worldwide higher education. 
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Conclusion

These six predictions are meant as challenges to today’s HE and CE ad-
ministrators. They may be used as examples for the application of the 
concepts of universal access and the technological imperative to make 
predictions. Are these valid lenses through which to view the future? One 
conclusion should be clear. We are not experiencing a revolution. We 
are experiencing the evolution of learning and a historical turning point 
that will determine the future of the world. Will we meet the demands 
of almost one billion people who want and need higher education? The 
answer is in our ability to harness the power of that demand to the new 
technologies and new understanding of human learning. Can we meet 
the challenge? The answer is simple: we must, and will.
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“Against the Natural Order of Things”
Why E-Learning Refuses to Take Off

O

Jonathan Baldwin

I’ve come up with a set of rules that describe our reactions 
to technologies: 

Anything that is in the world when you’re born is 
normal and ordinary and is just a natural part of the way 
the world works. 

Anything that’s invented between when you’re fifteen 
and thirty-five is new and exciting and revolutionary and 
you can probably get a career in it. 

Anything invented after you’re thirty-five is against the 
natural order of things.

—douglas adams, the salmon of doubt

The Pace of Change

I recently attended a talk by someone who enthusiastically told the audi-
ence about all the “new” things technology would soon allow us to do and 
how it would transform education. He pitched it not just as disruption, 
which can be a positive, but (rather gleefully) as destruction; e-learning, 
he told us, sounded the death knell for universities as we know them. 

There were distinct groups in the audience. When he predicted we 
would soon be embracing tools such as Twitter in our teaching, I could 
tell many in the room had, like me, been using it as a teaching tool since 
it first appeared and were somewhat surprised that it was still worthy 
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of being called “new.” However, there were some in the room who had 
clearly never heard of Twitter, never mind used it.

I have been to several talks like this over the past fifteen years or so, 
and they never seem to get much further than predicting how technology 
will make everything we are doing now look silly. The message is the same; 
only the technology they use to project their predictions on the screen 
changes: in the early days they used slides on a carousel, then overhead 
projection, then data projectors dragged around in a suitcase on wheels, 
and more recently transmitting images wirelessly to a large screen.1

I find myself wondering why e-learning is still seen as new, despite the 
fact that I and many others have been doing it for nearly two decades or 
more. I couldn’t quite believe that one audience member admitted at the 
end of the talk that he had never heard of MOOCs and I was shocked 
that the idea of using an iPad to hold a video call with a student on the 
other side of the planet was still seen as revolutionary. There is a large 
group of educators who remain outside the bubble and who are almost 
blissfully unaware of what is going on. When told about it, they respond 
in the same way as if they’d been told that their favorite brand of washing 
detergent had a new, improved formula: polite but mildly annoyed.2 But 
there is another group for whom the basic concept of e-learning is still 
the subject of intense debate and rather a large amount of FUD (fear, 
uncertainty, doubt) gleaned from articles about plagiarism (students just 
copy their essays off Wikipedia!), high dropout rates (nobody finishes 
an online course!), heavy workloads (I’ll have to assess three thousand 
students!), and plots to do away with academics altogether (if I put my 
course online, the university won’t need me anymore!). All these argu-
ments, in one form or another, have followed me throughout my career 
as a lecturer, manager, and advocate of technology-assisted or technolo-
gy-facilitated learning.

Technology has changed drastically since I started teaching. In 1999 
there was no broadband, most monitors were 256 colors at 640 × 480 pix-
els, Apple was about to go out of business, AOL was most people’s idea of 
what the Internet was, and getting your e-mail meant dialing up on a very 
loud modem, grabbing your messages as quickly as possible, and then dis-
connecting before your phone bill mimicked the national debt. But the 
debates surrounding e-learning have hardly changed at all. We are still 
experimenting and wondering if any of this will ever catch on when, by 
Douglas Adams’s maxim, the vast majority of academics should be more 
than comfortable with technology in teaching and learning.

In this essay I want to explore why it is that e-learning hasn’t taken off 
in quite the way many have predicted at various times. Is it because of an 
inbuilt Ludditism among academics? Or overpromising on the part of 
enthusiasts? Or is there, as I suspect, a fundamental problem with the way 
technology is talked about?
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Two Anecdotes about the Future from the Past

A former colleague worked in computing back in the days when a com-
puter was supposed to take up a large part of a room. He worked for a 
firm that was producing computers that could, in theory, sit on the cor-
ner of a desk.3 That was quite radical. But they discovered that in order to 
sell them, they had to put a concrete block in the computer casing so that 
it was extraordinarily heavy. 

In 2013 I sat in a packed cinema to watch a 1965 science-fiction movie. 
The hero takes apart a mind-controlling device and, poking around 
among wires and large transistors, describes it as “highly sophisticated.” 
The audience burst out laughing. But I remember watching that same 
scene on TV as a child in the 1970s and being rather horrified by it. At 
some point between 1965 and 2013 that scene went from awe-inspiring to 
laugh-out-loud funny.

Why did early personal computers need to be heavy to be accepted, 
and why did an electronic mind-controlling device go from being horrific 
to comical? 

I’ll return to these questions later.

Innovators versus Luddites

Looking back, I was both cursed and blessed to be born when I was. 
Blessed because of all the new inventions coming out, but cursed because 
I seemed to work with people who could not see their potential.

For my first job interview as a layout artist, I arrived with a portfolio 
full of leaflets I had created in the new Aldus PageMaker on an Apple 
Macintosh SE. The man interviewing me entered into a long lecture on 
how I had wasted my time and that what he needed was someone who 
could use a scalpel and cow gum. As far as I know, he was out of business 
eighteen months later.

A few years later, in an attempt to persuade the FTSE 100 company I 
worked for that they should take this new thing called the World Wide 
Web seriously, I demonstrated a site I had created in my spare time. Our 
finance director dismissed the idea, stating that the amount of money 
we would need to spend on it (a few thousand pounds) would never be 
recouped, and the Web was a fad that would never replace traditional 
stores. Today that company’s website makes more money than all its 
stores put together.

It was shortly after this that I made the move into education to help set 
up an online course. The year was 1999—in technological terms it might 
as well be a hundred years ago—and the idea of online learning had a 
whiff of science fiction about it.4 The stumbling blocks I ran into have 
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remained the same to this day: fears that this was a way of getting rid of 
teachers, protestations that people could not learn without face-to-face 
interaction, suggestions that while it might work for other disciplines, it 
would not work for [insert any discipline here].

This reaction to technology, particularly among people whose way of 
life or jobs are potentially disrupted, is nothing new. In Britain during 
the nineteenth century, textile workers reacted strongly to the invention 
of new machinery that threatened to turn their skilled labor over to un-
skilled people who were much less expensive and increase the supply of 
cloth, making their product easier and therefore cheaper to obtain. This 
group gave their name to the largely pejorative term Luddites, which has 
come to mean anyone resistant to change.

The Five Stages of Grief

Reactions to technology could be compared with the five stages of grief: 
denial and isolation, anger, bargaining, depression, and finally accep-
tance. However, the idea behind the five stages is that people move 
through them, meaning that when it comes to e-learning, the deniers 
should eventually become accepting of change. But while I’ve witnessed 
a lot of denial and anger during my careers in both design and education, 
in my experience the educators who display those responses do not even-
tually accept or even embrace it—the anti-e-learning and the indifferent 
are quite distinct groups from the enthusiasts.

The Diffusion of Innovation

Responses to e-learning are not following what the textbooks tell us to 
expect. Everett Rogers’s (2003) conceptualization of the “diffusion of in-
novation” will be familiar to many. It breaks down the adoption of new 
ideas, products, or services into a process that moves through the popu-
lation via distinctive groups:

Innovators (2.5%)

Early adopters (13.5%)

Early majority (34%)

Late majority (34%)

Laggards (16%)
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In this model, a new product has to be taken up by the innovators 
who give it something of a shakedown and, hopefully, evangelize to their 
friends, who potentially become the early adopters once it has become 
more widely available and cheaper. The laggards are the last group to 
catch up and are, in the words of Simon Sinek, author of Start with Why 
(2011), the kind of people who only bought touchtone phones because 
they stopped making phones with dials. By the time the laggards have ad-
opted something, everybody else has already moved on to something else.5

While the diffusion model is useful, something odd seems to be hap-
pening when it comes to e-learning. Despite the fact that some of us 
have been involved in e-learning for twenty years or more, we don’t seem 
to have moved much beyond the early adopters. My guess is that only 
around 16 percent of educators in the United Kingdom are actively em-
bracing e-learning.

Predicting the Future of Technology

At the time of writing, YouTube has a growing collection of videos about 
predictions of the future going back to the 1920s (see the General Mo-
tors ride at the 1964 World Fair for one example: www.youtube.com 
/watch?v=2-5aK0H05jk). One  such  video,  from Microsoft (www.youtube 
.com/watch?v=9V_0xDUg0h0&feature=youtu.be), gives an end-of-cen-
tury view of the smart home of the future. Time has not been kind and 
the things they got right are lost among the things they got wrong (wait 
for the scene with the pocket PC). 

A more recent video is a live presentation at the Consumer Electron-
ics Show of Samsung’s home of the future (www.youtube.com/watch?v 
=mEzSF29EBgI). This shows a number of devices that at the time were 
close to being available, but rather than use a family setting, the focus 
here is a professional single woman in her thirties.6
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Another video produced by NTT (Nippon Telephone and Telegraph) 
is well worth a few minutes of your time. It shows how they think tech-
nology will be used in a variety of situations such as remote conferenc-
ing, education, disaster relief, and medicine (www.youtube.com/watch?v 
=GpJ36KzHJG4). This is a typical example of the corporate prediction 
genre, which typically groups together quite disparate ideas under a 
(very) loose narrative. 

A fourth video is rather more famous and dates from 1987: Apple’s 
Knowledge Navigator, created for a presentation to higher education 
managers (www.youtube.com/watch?v=9bjve67p33E). Apple’s video di-
rectly addresses the future of education and the ways technology would 
change it. Given the audience for the video, it focuses not on teaching 
but on an academic checking his e-mail, doing research, and video con-
ferencing with a colleague in another country.7 The video slowly began 
to attract a lot of attention, leading Apple to produce another in 1988 
focusing on students, with various speakers predicting the future of com-
puters in the classroom (www.youtube.com/watch?v=VWlA_cDE5RU 
&feature=youtu.be). Two minutes into the video a child gives a presenta-
tion about volcanoes to his peers using what we would now identify as an 
iPad. The video is full of predictions that turned out to be accurate, but 
also a few misses.8 

Why Technologists Are the Wrong People  
to Predict Future Technology

For the first seven minutes, Apple’s 1988 video seems rather prescient. 
The things it shows are things we now take for granted. But then some-
thing odd happens. A woman is designing a new aircraft engine on 
screen using computer visualizations to model the effect of different noz-
zle shapes. This kind of thing certainly happens today. But she is talking 
to the computer, asking it to make the changes, instead of directly manip-
ulating the designs using a pen or mouse. For this viewer at least, there 
is something of a problem here, and it’s not because I’m a Luddite; it’s 
because this prediction goes against the way design is done.9 

Microsoft’s “home of the future” video also contains things we either 
accept today or are looking forward to in the near future. But the video 
leaves me cold, not because of the technology, but because of the rela-
tionships. Microsoft’s video is a prediction of the home of the future, 
when what it really needed to be was a prediction of the family of the fu-
ture. Technology should not be the thing that defines family interaction; 
it should be the thing that enables it. This requires social scientists, not 
computer scientists.

Samsung’s presentation eschews relationships entirely and focuses on 
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the idea of saving time. All the home’s gadgets are automated and con-
trolled remotely. But the ideas themselves are unappealing because, at 
the end of the day, all that happened was the user got home and fell 
asleep alone on the sofa. That is not a life to which many would aspire. 
Like Microsoft, they are selling the technology, not the life.

To explain why the Apple video stands out for the wrong reasons, it 
is worth thinking about the success and failure of educational games. 
Gabe Zichermann, in a potted history of gamification, points to the 1980s 
educational game Where in the World Is Carmen Sandiego? and calls 
it “the first and last time that parents, teachers, and children all agreed 
that a game was good for them” (http://youtu.be/6O1gNVeaE4g). But 
it is also, argues Zichermann, “the first and last time that an educational 
game was a good game.” Why? “Because parents and teachers got in-
volved in the design of edutainment titles. Kids can smell that s*** a mile 
away. It’s not fun anymore. It’s work.” Carmen Sandiego was a good game 
because it was made by people who understood games. And that’s key: let 
family specialists explain how families work, let gaming specialists create 
games, and let educators figure out what to teach and how, adapting tools 
to help as they see fit.

In the Apple video, up until the point where the designer starts telling 
the computer to change her concept, the people whose ideas were being 
realized on screen were educators expressing ideas of which they had di-
rect experience. Those bits worked—they understood how people learn 
and interact. But the section on how computers would revolutionize de-
sign was a non sequitur arising from one contributor’s belief that voice 
input was far superior to keyboard input. He was talking about words—
dictating text; for some reason the video’s director interpreted this in a 
field of which, I would wager, he knew little: design. Imagine featuring 
an artist of the future creating a portrait by instructing the computer to 
“add hair, make it shorter, more wavy, make it flick across the left eye” or a 
writer creating a novel not by dictating the words she wants the computer 
to transcribe but by telling the computer to “add more suspense.”10 

Designers think with their hands and articulate their thoughts through 
visualization and by making physical prototypes, not by speaking. This is 
why my first job interviewer was wrong: he was rejecting a new tool, be-
lieving it was an attack on his craft. But tools don’t do anything—they still 
need to be mastered and applied in appropriate situations.

This helps to explain why many predictions of the future fail: not be-
cause the technology itself will not materialize, but because the people 
doing the predictions are not experts in the situations or domains they 
are aiming to affect. They develop tools without watching the way people 
work.11 This is why their visions strike us as funny, odd, or even offensive. 
And it’s why, when a technologist tries to tell a designer, a doctor, or a 
teacher “you will work like this in the future,” they laugh.12
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To use Douglas Adams’s explanation of why some people refuse to 
accept technology in their lives, it is “against the natural order of things.” 
But while Adams focused humorously and self-deprecatingly on age, the 
slow adoption of technology in teaching is less about how old the teach-
ers are (I witness acceptance and rejection equally across all age groups, 
some of it Ludditism, but much of it not) and more about the nature of 
the thing being changed. 

For those who are focused on teaching in universities, it is often the 
human interaction that is important. But many people working in univer-
sities did not become academics to teach; they are focused on research. 
As Terry Pratchett puts it: “Many things went on at . . . University and, 
regrettably, teaching had to be one of them. The faculty had long ago con-
fronted this fact and had perfected various devices for avoiding it. But this 
was perfectly all right because, to be fair, so had the students” (1994, 21). 

So telling someone that technology can replace the need to actually 
talk to students may be greeted more enthusiastically by those who are 
not focused on teaching than by the teachers.13 But showing the teaching 
enthusiasts how technology can enhance rather than replace the things 
they value is a far better approach than effectively insulting and threat-
ening them, which is how many evangelists come across, because they 
are evangelizing technology, not teaching (or, put another way, they are 
evangelizing the “e,” not the “learning”). As long as e-learning resides 
in the purview of school and university IT departments or in technology 
companies, it will never get past the educational innovators and early 
adopters, who are operating largely independently anyway.14 

The Problem with Hype

All of the above demonstrates why visions of the future fail to engage 
if they are proposed by technologists, rather than actual users. Apple’s 
video is the only one of the videos cited that appears to use experts but 
even it fails to include teachers or students, except as characters. Stu-
dents and teachers are, to borrow from sociology, actors, not characters. 
Technologists who ignore the difference are doomed forever to predict 
things, but never meaningfully change anything.

These videos are somebody else’s vision, and the further removed it is 
from reality the less enticing it becomes. A kind of “uncanny valley” is in 
effect.15 Microsoft’s family of the future seems not to have any fights; it has 
a family room, an entertainment room, and a music room—almost, but 
not completely, unlike my home or that of anyone I know. The kitchen 
is spotless. Is yours? And because I reject the scenario, I reject the things 
that apparently create it. Similarly with Samsung’s presentation: if the 
future means I’m rushing to work in the morning so desperately late that, 
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while I can remember to put a single shirt in the wash, I forget to turn on 
the machine or turn off the air conditioning, and then I get home so late 
I don’t even have time to eat before I fall asleep, drooling onto the sofa—
that’s not a great vision. I reject it. As for NTT’s video—it seems to be 
promising a glorious future in which we all get to attend extraordinarily 
dull meetings while sitting isolated in our cubicles. Reject.

The Hype Cycle

This rejection is predicted in another model, Gartner’s “hype cycle” 
(www.gartner.com/technology/research/methodologies/hype-cycle 
.jsp). Gartner has applied this cycle to many sectors, including education 
(Lowendahl 2013). In this report, Lowendahl shows technologies such as 
education tablets, “mashware,” and affective computing as being on the 
rise; gamification, MOOCs, and adaptive learning as being at the peak; 
and e-textbooks, cloud e-mail, and virtual environments as sliding in to 
the trough.16 Meanwhile, lecture capture, retrieval tools, and open-source 
repositories are climbing the slope, with e-book readers and self-publish-
ing entering the plateau.

There is something about the idea of the hype cycle that is instantly 
recognizable. In particular, the notion that technology hits a peak of in-
flated expectations rings uncomfortably true. But does it explain why 
e-learning doesn’t seem to be following the traditional diffusion of inno-
vation? Why is it stuck with the early adopters?
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If you overlay the hype cycle on the diffusion of innovation, the trough 
of disillusion comes right at the point where the early adopters connect 
to the early majority. And the slope of enlightenment does not occur 
because the innovators have already moved on to the next big thing. In 
other words, the reason why e-learning in all its various guises has failed 
to get beyond that initial 16 percent is because of the hype. There’s a 
disconnect between the promise and the reality, largely because the peo-
ple doing the promising are unfamiliar with the practical realities of the 
situation they are seeking to change.

I think there’s a simple explanation for this. Think back to the two 
stories that opened this essay: the desktop computers that had to have 
concrete inside them and the mind-control device that was scary in the 
’60s and ’70s but funny in 2013. 

The desktop computers my colleague sold in the early 1980s had to be 
heavy because while our minds could comprehend something as big as a 
room being reduced in size, we have a harder time imagining that it would 
be portable. Particularly at those prices. “Always be wary of any helpful 
item that weighs less than its operating manual” (Pratchett 1998, 178). 

The mind-control device in the 1960s movie could have been depicted 
as a box of pulsing lights (as it might be today), with the same narrative 
effect, but with no emotional effect. It was depicted using exactly the 
same type of things that you would see if you opened any radio or TV of 
the day.17 That is what made it believable and, as a result, scary. My radio 
can control my mind? That’s terrifying.18 By 2013, of course, the “sophisti-
cated” electronics were dated, and so the idea the audience was supposed 
to focus on—mind control—was smothered by the way the message was 
communicated. But the point is that at the time the idea made sense be-
cause it was in the hands of a storyteller telling a story in a way that made 
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sense to audiences at the time, not a technologist pitching an idea about 
the future to which nobody can relate.

And this is what happens when we talk about the future of technology 
in education—good, potentially revolutionary ideas are lost because the 
people with the message cannot tell good stories and often know little 
about their audience. 

We have certain expectations in life, and we hold certain values and 
beliefs. To convey a complex or new idea, it is usually best to position it 
within those expectations or connect it to those values. It may come across 
as dated in the future, but that’s not a problem if your task is to make a 
difference today. If you want e-learning to take off, don’t tell someone a 
story about somebody else in the future; tell a story about them and their 
students today. The innovators and early adopters occupy two overlap-
ping camps: those who love technology (and so will give anything a go) 
and those who enjoy an adventure and a bit of risk. The next group, the 
early majority, like a good story too—but they want others to write it for 
them and no risk.

Revolutions do not start with a PowerPoint presentation or slick video 
and a ridiculing of the audience; they start with a belief held by the au-
dience and an urge to use that belief to enhance or change something. 
E-learning will only get beyond the innovators and early adopters when 
it stops being pitched as revolutionary in itself. Technology is not the 
revolution, education is. And we need to get excited again about what we 
want to achieve in our teaching and in our students’ learning before we 
get excited about the technology.

This Will Cheer You Up

I wanted this essay to be positive. E-learning offers us so much, and I 
consider myself an advocate of its use, not just in enhancing existing pro-
vision but in widening access to excellent educational opportunities to 
those who currently do not, or cannot, access them. That is as much the 
shop worker in Anytown, USA, or the United Kingdom, as it is the stereo-
typical teenager in a developing country.

I cited a few videos about the future—now let me cite a couple about 
the recent past that will simultaneously amuse and distress you: use a 
search engine to find “Kids react to old computers” and “Kids react to 
typewriters.” Douglas Adams missed a line about anything invented be-
fore you were born.

Notes
 1. Even as the technology changed, two other things didn’t: presenters fill-

ing the screen with bullet points they then read out to us as we silently 
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mouthed along; and almost always standing in front of the screen and 
having their presentation projected onto their shirts.

 2. The insinuation that there was anything wrong with the old formula be-
ing a fact unsupported by peer review.

 3. A large, reinforced desk
 4. It also had the ability to attract phenomenal amounts of money, most 

of it wasted. The project I was involved with was linked to the UK gov-
ernment’s “University for Industry,” which led to nearly £1 billion being 
spent on a network of “learndirect” centers and a bunch of missed targets.

 5. I once had a colleague who didn’t “do” e-mail. He would type a docu-
ment and attach it to a blank message. Unfortunately his word proces-
sor of choice was QuarkXpress, which isn’t a word processor and which 
only his colleagues on the graphic design faculty had. In the end people 
gave up and just assumed that if anything he sent was important, he’d 
eventually come and visit in person to ask why they hadn’t replied to it. 
(Ironically, he refused to use QuarkXpress to do actual design, preferring 
scalpel and glue.)

 6. Families are so last century.
 7. The video is set in September 2011 and features an intelligent virtual per-

sonal assistant that responds to voice commands. The idea was ridiculed 
at the time. In real life, in September 2011 Apple launched Siri.

 8. Among the things it predicted: interactive whiteboards, tablet comput-
ers, and that the United States of the future would still not have embraced 
the metric system.

 9. I realized when typing this that I was in danger of sounding like the man 
who interviewed me for the layout job I described at the start. Bear with 
me. I think I get away with it.

 10. On reflection, this does explain much of Dan Brown’s work.
11. This is an important point. When teaching design, I would emphasize to 

students the importance of empathy—of observing users in situations, 
questioning them, including them in the design process. I’ve had stu-
dents who have accompanied police on patrol to develop protective gear, 
spent time with a family in the evening to redesign social housing, and 
even sat through major surgery to help develop new tools for surgeons. 
You can’t do that by sitting in a studio, and especially not by talking to a 
computer.

12. Or punch them in the face. That has undoubtedly happened.
13. Let’s call this Baldwin’s E-learning Paradox: the less interested an indi-

vidual or organization is in teaching, the more interested in e-learning 
they will be.

14. That, incidentally, is not a criticism of IT departments, who are often as 
surprised as anyone that they are suddenly seen as experts in how people 
teach and learn.
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15. The uncanny valley is a theory from human computer interaction that 
says, “the more lifelike a creation, the more likely it crosses the line from 
cute to creepy” (Eveleth 2013). Here I am suggesting that the more “per-
fect” a scenario is, the creepier it becomes.

16. Affective computing refers to devices that evoke and respond to emotions. 
Adaptive learning refers to educational materials that can be adapted to 
the particular circumstances of the learner. And regarding virtual envi-
ronments, I’ve sat through, at the last count, twelve talks and demonstra-
tions about using Second Life in education, but only one that seemed to 
achieve anything. 

17. Much to my father’s dismay, I frequently did that sort of thing.
18. The TV series on which the movie is based, Doctor Who, made great play 

out of rendering the ordinary scary: statues and shop window manne-
quins, to give just two famous examples.
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PART III 

Pathways to Completion

O

Driven by debates associated with the standing of the United States in 
educational achievement internationally and that standing’s impact on 
policy development, by assessments of the value or benefits of higher ed-
ucation, often framed in terms of access to higher education, and by the 
utility of alternative routes or pathways to degree completion, the fol-
lowing essays explicate the challenges and impacts associated with these 
policy issues. 

In the opening essay, Jeff Rosen focuses our attention on the contend-
ing frameworks of access and completion in higher education, asking 
important questions about the impact of each perspective in the context 
of the public good. Kay J. Kohl directs our attention to issues associated 
with a changing workforce and the impact these changes will have on 
professional and continuing education, particularly competency-based 
education, shifting demographics, the importance of collaborations, and 
the role of technology. David Schejbal provides a practical primer on 
the development and implementation of a competency-based education 
structure through an explication of the experience of the University of 
Wisconsin. Patricia A. Book focuses our attention on how informal learn - 
ing or learning that occurs outside the classroom can be translated into 
a currency that articulates with the academic awards, that is, credit, as-
sociated with formal learning. And finally, Cathy A. Sandeen returns us 
to the issue of the international standing of the country regarding ac-
ademic attainment, including certificates, as well as two- and four-year 
degrees, with an argument for the innovative steps needed to reposition 
the United States vis-à-vis other developed countries. 
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The Completion Agenda and  
the Public Good

O

Jeff  Rosen

Public policy debates about higher education today are increasingly di-
vided between two opposing poles that once presented a unified front. 
Past unity was expressed in broad agreement that society benefited from 
increased access to educational opportunity, a value extending from the 
Morrill Act of 1862 to contemporary support for expanding the role of 
community colleges. We might refer to this movement as higher educa-
tion’s “access agenda,” a pledge to make higher education available to 
all as much as a promise to future generations that they would inherit an 
educated citizenry. After World War II, this agenda served the interests of 
what used to be called nontraditional students: adults with some college, 
underrepresented minority groups, the military, the disadvantaged, and 
the poor. The present contention stems from the conflict of this historic 
commitment to college access and affordability with the new “completion 
agenda,” the drive to dramatically increase college completion rates in 
the United States. 

The value of a higher education has never been stronger: reams of 
economic data show that college graduates earn more over their lifetimes 
and experience fewer job losses than those without a college education, 
results that have been confirmed by numerous nongovernmental agen-
cies and think tanks.1 The conclusion that America needs to catch up to 
the advances of other countries hinges on accepting that it faces global 
competition to produce the largest number of baccalaureate degree 
holders as a measure of its economic viability, and the breathlessness with 
which these facts are reported suggests there’s no time to lose. President 
Obama elevated the college achievement goal to national prominence 
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in his 2011 State of the Union address as a challenge to lawmakers to 
invest in the country’s future. Private foundations like Lumina and the 
Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation joined the president and others in 
this groundswell of concern, setting ambitious targets for the attainment 
of college credentials nationwide as a measure of promoting America’s 
economic fortunes, global competitiveness, and national pride.

But in shifting the focus to college completion over access, an imbal-
ance has also occurred in public discourse and policy making, one that 
tosses aside long-standing problems like the uncomfortable question of 
how well or how poorly students have been prepared to succeed in col-
lege or the increasing burden of student financial aid. In their place, the 
public agenda now focuses on ways to produce college credentials for the 
largest number of people, using the least costly path and shortest dura-
tion possible. Fundamentally lost in this determined effort to increase the 
number of college graduates is the way society can actually achieve this 
goal in an era of diminished resources. In order to pursue this goal and 
maintain their budgets, public and private institutions now increasingly 
rely on part-time and non-tenure-track faculty, deliver their programs of 
instruction online, and focus almost exclusively on job preparation and 
skills, frequently as defined by employer needs and often at the expense 
of other programs of study that lack immediate economic returns or an 
explicit career focus.

Many good reasons explain these trends. For example, professionals in 
many fields introduce real-world experiences into classrooms when they 
moonlight as college instructors, and their valuable insights can often 
balance a highly theoretical curriculum. Digital platforms, online learn-
ing resources, and free open courseware make it possible for students 
to study any place at any time, and maximize enrollments at less cost to 
institutions. And when employees are well prepared to succeed at work, 
employers spend less time training workers, productivity is improved, and 
our economy hums along more efficiently. These trends admirably meet 
the postsecondary needs of most students today, particularly those that 
function in sync with students’ mobile and digital lives and feed their 
appetite for practical knowledge.2 But it is also apparent that in address-
ing these concerns colleges and universities have shifted their priorities 
to workforce demands and economic efficiencies, the two chief drivers 
that inform the completion agenda. How did this shift take place, and to 
what extent are possible negative consequences for both students and the 
academy overlooked in the process? A brief overview is helpful.

Commercial Interests

In 2003, prior to the rise of the completion agenda, two former univer-
sity presidents wrote well-regarded books that presented accumulating 
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evidence about the growing influence of commercial interests in higher 
education. Both raised cautionary flags about the effect of a marketplace 
mindset on the academy. Derek Bok, former president of Harvard Uni-
versity, began his study of commercialization in higher education with 
the observation that “during the past twenty-five years, universities have 
become much more active in selling what they know and do to individu-
als and corporations.”3 And in his study of the public university system, 
the former president of the University of Michigan James J. Duderstadt 
devoted an entire chapter to market forces, noting that “governments 
at the state and federal level have increasingly accepted the argument 
that a college education should be viewed less as a public investment 
in an educated citizenry and more as a consumer good of primary benefit 
to the student.”4 Both authors wrote that universities typically relied on 
extension and continuing education units to meet emerging demands 
from students and employers, test new programs, and foster innovation 
and technological change but noted their influence also extended across 
campuses in response to market forces. 

Commercial interests, Bok wrote, shift the university’s attention away 
from its core mission to focus instead on selling and competition, on 
filling its lecture halls and athletic stadiums, on outpacing the number 
of applications for admission it receives annually in comparison to its 
aspirational peers, and on using its popularity to climb national rankings 
and gain status. As evidence of Bok’s prescient caution, during the past 
decade we have witnessed the transformation of college admissions into 
“enrollment management” and the extraordinary elevation of its role in 
administrative hierarchies. Enrollment management rationalizes student 
recruitment by collecting data and analyzing demographics to yield pre-
dictive models about the incoming student body. But if the great sociolo-
gist C. Wright Mills were writing today about the influential white-collar 
businesses of our time, he’d surely replace his iconic “IBM-Man” of the 
1950s with the data-obsessed enrollment manager, proud emblem of the 
rational university.5

Market forces, wrote Duderstadt, have encouraged a diverse array of 
products, services, and providers to serve higher education, particularly 
the online learning marketplace, offering new technologies and learn-
ing platforms to institutions that otherwise would have no experience 
in these areas. In order to obtain market share or remain competitive in 
a particular market segment, many institutions today have outsourced a 
portion of their educational product, allowing third-party providers to 
deliver these services, especially through e-commerce. In exercising its 
role to protect consumer interests in the face of growing business involve-
ment with higher education, the federal government through the secre-
tary of education regulates all such outsourcing and expects regional ac-
creditors to oversee the extent to which colleges and universities comply 
with those regulations.6
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If Bok and Duderstadt are right about a college education having be-
come a consumer good that is merchandized to increasingly fragmented 
market segments, what has become of its larger identity as a public good? 
Does teaching and learning take a backseat to satisfaction and scalabil-
ity? Will academic majors that yield lower starting salaries suffer at the 
expense of high-salary fields? Will the importance given to economic ef-
ficiencies and workforce development actually yield higher graduation 
rates? The sections that follow address these questions, examining recent 
research to evaluate three emphases of the completion agenda: (1) the 
reliance on part-time faculty, (2) the growth of online delivery, and (3) 
the emphasis on job-related curricula. At stake is what kind of educa-
tional system the completion agenda would have us create and what im-
pact these changes will have on higher education as a public good.

Part-Time Faculty

Certain fields of study, like engineering and fine art, have long been 
defined by the knowledge and skills gained from professional practice. 
When they emerged as academic disciplines, these fields historically drew 
upon the expertise of practitioners to define their curricula, establish 
learning goals, and set proficiency standards.7 Indeed, college and uni-
versity engineering laboratories and studio art spaces in which hands-on 
applications are practiced attempt to re-create the professional world of 
the engineer and the artist; technical oversight, creative guidance, and 
field experience are cornerstones of the learning activities that take place 
in these facilities. In order to educate students effectively, these disci-
plines have long employed professionally trained adjunct faculty.

Contemporary engineering education in America is complicated by 
the need to study math and science, engineering principles and physics, 
materials and energy, and technology and design. Yet it was not until the 
Morrill Act that “the dominant pattern of engineering education shifted 
from shop floors to classrooms.”8 In the transition, programs struggled to 
balance theory and practice while broadening education to include the 
humanities and social sciences. Today, the Carnegie Foundation for the 
Advancement of Teaching has addressed the lingering gulf separating 
theory and practice in professional and technical education by proposing 
a “cognitive apprenticeship” model that assigns equal weight to academic 
knowledge, skills-based practice, and ethics and social responsibility.9 
Nevertheless, at many leading universities, like Johns Hopkins Whiting 
School of Engineering, professionally trained part-time faculty form the 
core of their professional engineering programs; at Whiting, part-time 
faculty outnumber full-time faculty by almost four to one. In states like 
Illinois, where engineering is a regulated profession, adjuncts who teach 



pathways to completion 161

in professional programs are expected to hold the professional engineer 
(PE) license. In general, studies have shown that students gain valuable 
insights from the adjunct faculty corps about the engineering workplace, 
as adjuncts tend to emphasize important skills like communication, pre-
sentation, and fulfilling customer needs.10

In studio art programs today, adjunct faculty members play an equally 
important role in the education of artists, in large part stemming from the 
professionalization of the field in commercial areas like graphic design, 
fashion design, interior design, and digital media, as well as the extensive 
influence of the fine art marketplace, which has affected the nature of art 
making as much as its exhibition and sale to the public. The most recent 
influential manifesto about art education, Art School (Propositions for the 21st 
Century), argues that universities actually shortchange students when they 
employ faculty whose experiences are limited only to those they acquired 
in the academy and who lack the hard-won practical knowledge born of 
taking risks outside the academy: “We . . . need to stop hiring faculty artists 
who have no field experience—artists who have jumped from their BFA 
to their MFA without blinking and have very little to offer students other 
than textbook ideas and textbook art.”11 To many, education in the arts 
cannot be reduced to a single curriculum or assessed by contemporary 
notions of learning outcomes. As John Baldessari asserts, “Art schools are 
unlikely bedmates with universities”; what students must learn, he insists, 
is that “art is not orderly: you don’t go A, B, C, D and end up with art.”12 

For the disciplines of engineering and art, then, adjuncts play an es-
sential role, offering skills and practical knowledge central to preparing 
students to work as an engineer or artist. Schools of business have also in-
cluded adjunct practitioner faculty in areas like entrepreneurship, man-
agement, and leadership when they developed new programs for part-
time adult students, midcareer managers, and senior executives, and they 
increasingly relied on the practical expertise of working professionals to 
teach these groups during the evenings and on weekends. Yet the role of 
specialized accreditors of business programs soon divided the field, push-
ing accredited programs to employ full-time faculties who possessed ad-
vanced degrees and who gave equal time to teaching and scholarship. Ac-
cording to Jay Halfond and Thomas Moore, these measures “shifted the 
emphasis in accredited business schools from practice to theory and from 
professional to academic credentials.”13 Ironically, over the past decade, 
in order to preserve their relationship to part-time instructors, universi-
ties developed exempt degree programs in areas like professional stud-
ies, leadership, administrative studies, and organizational development 
specifically to skirt the rules of specialized accreditation. Often taught 
by specialists lacking MBA degrees, these programs avoid those restric-
tions on research productivity and the role of part-time faculty. Univer-
sities knowingly erect a split-level house in their midst when they assign 
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full-time faculty to the accredited program and part-time faculty to the 
exempt program, thereby reinforcing differences in learning outcomes 
and status.

But as fiscal constraints have increasingly impinged on college and 
university budgets, a large corps of non-tenure-track faculty has come to 
dominate all faculty members nationally and now represents 75 percent 
of all new hires among nonprofit institutions. Moreover, according to the 
American Federation of Teachers, approximately 66 percent of all faculty 
members employed nationally are ineligible for tenure.14 Among public 
institutions, part-time or adjunct faculty members form the largest sec-
tor of the untenured ranks: in 2012, the National Center for Education 
Statistics reported that part-time faculty deliver almost 70 percent of all 
instruction at community colleges; at comprehensive four-year colleges, 
almost 46 percent.15 At private, for-profit colleges, nearly all faculty po-
sitions are untenured, with more than 88 percent of them part-time.16 
Aside from financial considerations, institutions explain the growth of 
the part-time instructor as a necessary consequence of dealing with un-
expected enrollment demands, of bringing real-world experience into 
classroom teaching, and as a way to build community relations, particu-
larly for community colleges.

But because part-time instructors are compensated on a per course 
basis, their economic lives are unstable. Traveling to multiple campuses, 
they often lead transient lives. Having minimal contact on campus, their 
influence is marginalized. And with little opportunity to interact with ac-
ademic peers, they are isolated and unknown, even at their own institu-
tions. As a group, they are also increasingly invisible. After 2003, when 
funding for the National Study of Postsecondary Faculty ended, so too 
did broad understanding of their working conditions and how that status 
affected their teaching. In the absence of national data, several indepen-
dent groups created volunteer surveys to poll part-time instructors di-
rectly. These studies consistently report the following working conditions: 
inadequate time to prepare classes, with unpredictable course loads; no 
offices in which to advise students, as well as uncompensated office hours 
to meet student demand; exclusion from departmental faculty meetings; 
and insufficient resources for professional development or to attend col-
lege meetings.17

Not surprisingly, when student contact is minimal, learning con-
sequently suffers. But part-time faculty members also report being cut 
out of campus-wide discussions about academic governance, including 
modifications to the curriculum, assessments of student learning, eval-
uations of student achievements and difficulties, and analyses of rates 
of retention and completion. In short, the dominant teaching corps on 
many campuses appears to be increasingly isolated from the core areas 
that assure quality. Consequently, student retention and graduation rates 
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have been shown to decline as the numbers of part-time non-tenure-track 
faculty increase.18 This trend suggests that the goals of the completion 
agenda are not well served when the part-time faculty outnumber the 
full-time corps. 

Online Education

Since the federal government began collecting data in 1996 on the de-
livery of online education by postsecondary institutions, the number 
and kinds of institutions involved, courses offered, degree programs ap-
proved, and students enrolled has grown steadily each year. In 1996, 
NCES estimated that 753,640 students were enrolled in courses online 
during the previous academic year; in 2013, the Sloan Consortium re-
ported the number taking at least one online course surpassed 7.1 mil-
lion.19 In response to this exponential growth, William Bowen proposed 
that online technologies could help solve the “cost disease” in higher 
education by reducing instructional expenses over time.20 Yet it is strik-
ing that throughout this period colleges and universities repeatedly jus-
tified their online investment in similar ways: to provide students with 
flexible schedules; to provide increased access to nontraditional groups; 
to make more courses available; and to increase student enrollment.21 In 
short, online education fueled their drive to seek competitive advantage 
with each other and demonstrate relevancy to students as they vied for 
enrollments.

The meeting of market-driven competition and new technologies 
helped disrupt traditional higher education, which has widely ex-
panded the range of educational providers, pedagogical approaches, 
modes of assessing student learning, ways to record and analyze stu-
dent engagement, and the kinds of credentials offered. We now have 
a heady blend of crowd-sourced and peer-taught curricula, open learn-
ing resources, technologies informed by big-data and adaptive learning 
platforms, MOOCs offered in long and shortened varieties, and a wide 
array of badges and certificates from which to choose. Anya Kamenetz 
and others have celebrated this wide assortment of educational choices 
as if it truly empowers learners, but she confuses consumer choice for 
citizen participation and the entrepreneurial spirit for the public good 
of higher education.22

If 2012 was “the Year of the MOOC,” the following year saw that rage 
fizzle as studies revealed most enrolled students struggled to stay en-
gaged in learning and persevere to the end of the course.23 This dis-
appointing trend matched new analyses about the learning patterns of 
typical online students pursuing traditional degrees, particularly those 
enrolled in community colleges and employed adults working asynchro-
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nously. These findings disclosed that online students are significantly 
more likely to fail or withdraw than students in traditional “on-ground” 
classes, according to Columbia University’s Community College Re-
search Center; in fact, one of the center’s five-year studies completed 
in 2011 tracked 50,000 students and found that those who enrolled in 
higher proportions of online courses were less likely to earn degrees or 
transfer to four-year colleges.24 

Because evidence shows that highly motivated self-starters are best 
equipped to succeed in online programs, Harvard Business School’s de-
cision to enter this marketplace in June 2014 came under close scrutiny. 
Unmoved by Bowen’s concerns for college affordability, two of Harvard’s 
faculty celebrities considered the university’s decision to take its business 
program online as if it were simply a question of risk management, that 
is, whether it was better to risk devaluing the on-campus brand for which 
a tuition premium was paid, or whether failing to go online could poten-
tially leave the university vulnerable to external competition. Harvard 
ultimately decided to create a program for a carefully nuanced market 
segment; this choice pleased neither professor, however, because each 
believed Harvard was attempting to retain its competitive advantage 
but refusing to disrupt its existing business model entirely.25 Ironically, 
online MBA programs offered by less-influential universities have been 
forced to declare their own value proposition, grasping to find their way 
in a cluttered online marketplace that has commoditized its own prod-
uct.26 These trends have contributed to a sense of inevitability about the 
continued growth and legitimacy of online learning. Indeed, as Paul 
LeBlanc has claimed, “while many nonprofit institutions are just now 
catching up with online programs, often entering that market because 
of economic pressures, online learning is already well understood, well 
established, and well respected by those who genuinely know it.”27

Nevertheless, a gap in perception still exists between advocates like 
LeBlanc and the public at large. For example, in 2011, according to 
Public Agenda, less than a third of American adults thought online pro-
grams were equal to or better than classroom-based learning, and in 
2012, only half said an online degree “provides a similar quality of ed-
ucation as compared to traditional colleges or universities.”28 The same 
survey indicated employers recognized a niche for online education for 
older students and that many valued the discipline students acquired 
from those programs, but at the same time they also remained largely 
unconvinced about the quality of the educational experience they re-
ceived. Online programs have indeed expanded access, lowered costs, 
and made educational opportunities possible for many individuals for 
whom it would be otherwise unattainable. But it rewards only the most 
self-motivated students and still has yet to convince a skeptical public 
about its value and quality. 
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Workforce Development

One of the central tenets of the completion agenda is the claim that 
America’s employers are seeking individuals who are college-prepared 
as a condition of their employment. Another is that higher education 
should equip students to succeed in today’s knowledge economy, our 
technology-rich and globalized world, where hydra-like supply chains 
have replaced local manufacturing and where commercial success de-
pends upon workers’ agility in adapting to changing environments. Yet 
another claim is the familiar demand for college graduates to possess ba-
sic critical thinking, problem solving, and computational skills.29 Indeed, 
in 2002, the Association of American Colleges and Universities (AACU) 
report Greater Expectations noted that a college education often produced 
“inconsistent results,” which “lead employers to question higher educa-
tion’s effectiveness and wish that its degrees, like technical certification, 
ensured documented levels of accomplishment.”30 To compound this 
problem, business leaders report a gap now exists between employers 
who have jobs to fill but cannot find those who possess the right skills to 
perform these jobs. In 2013, for example, the Business-Higher Education 
Forum reported that “the number of job openings in the United States 
has grown to nearly 4 million, with many going unfilled for long periods 
of time because approximately half of employers now claim they cannot 
find employees with the competencies, skills, and degrees they need.”31

To help solve these problems, foundations have allied with business 
and industry to help answer the education-to-employment challenge. In 
2012, for example, McKinsey Global Institute reported that by 2020, em-
ployers worldwide could face a shortage of 85 million high- and medi-
um-skilled workers and that higher education must help by redesigning 
curricula, meeting employer needs by

moving away from traditional lectures and the lecture-home-
work-exam format to a student-centered format, which en-
gages students through active learning with business part-
ners providing business-relevant, real-world projects, guest 
lectures, or course co-development, matching more closely 
the classroom experience to the professional setting and 
motivating students to actively apply their coursework.32 

McKinsey’s ideas have significantly influenced the Lumina Foundation, 
as evidenced by its McKinsey-sponsored publication, Education to Employ-
ment, which calls for using online education to develop a standardized 
curriculum “to supplement faculty and spread consistent instruction at a 
modest cost”; to use technology “in the form of ‘serious games’ and other 
kinds of simulations”; to provide “practical experience to large numbers 
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at a comparatively low cost”; and to offer incentives to employers that 
“combine customization and scale by offering a standard core curriculum 
complemented by employer-specific” additions.33 Similarly, in 2012, the 
Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation dispensed $9 million in grant fund-
ing “to provide more students with an affordable opportunity to receive a 
high-quality postsecondary credential with labor market value.”34

Innovative programs that lead to sub-baccalaureate credentials like 
badges and certificates promise to meet this demand and help satisfy 
the economic imperative.35 So too do new competency-based programs, 
whose advocates imagine learning as the only viable academic currency 
for today’s “post-traditional learners,” who can now be liberated from seat 
time and the credit hour, traditional college measures that accounted for 
the time that students spent on their studies and the unit value assigned to 
each class.36 For example, Southern New Hampshire University’s College 
for America was created with employers serving as curriculum advisers to 
provide real-world guidance to academics on how to set up the competen-
cy-based tasks that form the basis of the associate’s degree conferred by 
this institution. Created for working adults who possess some college but 
who lack a degree, students complete 120 competency-based tasks to earn 
a credential that demonstrates preparation to succeed in the workplace.37 
The university’s development of an accelerated, three-year, integrated, 
competency-based bachelors degree accomplishes the same objectives by 
saving a fourth year of tuition and providing “a set of competencies that 
would make its graduates more attractive candidates for employment.”38

While preparation to succeed in the working world has always been 
a tacit objective of obtaining a college education, the emphasis today 
on skills development and job preparation is extreme and threatens to 
eclipse other reasons to pursue higher education, like providing students 
a foundation for how to learn and think analytically, understand the ex-
perience of others, value material culture and human expression, and 
plan for the future. Indeed, even when it recognized employers’ frustra-
tions with ineffectively prepared college graduates, AACU’s Greater Expec-
tations still promoted the virtues of a liberal education. “As an educational 
philosophy rather than a body of knowledge,” the report noted, liberal 
education “asks students to grapple with complicated, important issues”; 
as a result, its students are transformed and become “intentional about 
learning and life, empowered, informed, and responsible.”39 And while 
competency-based education promises to use andragogy and practical ex-
perience to condense courses in the humanities and social sciences into 
performance-based tasks and assignments, its roots originate in cognitive 
models of job training and its reliance upon evidence-based presenta-
tions belie its vocational origins, at least for postsecondary learners.40

Although studies reveal that alumni of science and engineering pro-
grams (the so-called STEM fields) initially earn greater compensation than 
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others, a recent long-term study of college graduates holding degrees in 
the liberal arts and sciences revealed they also “earn middle-class salaries, 
make progress in their careers, and close earnings gaps with those who 
hold baccalaureate degrees in professional and preprofessional fields.”41 
Economists ever since Adam Smith have asserted that liberal arts and 
sciences enrich the social life and economic framework of society.42 Yet 
in spite of these facts, liberal education is truly absent from the comple-
tion agenda. In order to reach its college completion goals, for exam-
ple, the Lumina Foundation proposes instead devoting resources toward 
developing “learning-based approaches—including competency-based 
courses and degrees, open or low-cost courseware, accelerated learning 
models, credit and degree aggregation, course redesign, and assessment 
of prior learning” to create “postsecondary credentials based on trans-
parent recognition of skills and knowledge, including those required by 
employers. This approach will contribute to the creation of an aligned 
system for delivering high-value credentials to millions more learners.”43

Accreditation and the Public Good

When college graduates themselves were asked about the value of their 
college experiences in a 2014 Gallup-Purdue University study, they re-
ported that a professor’s personal contact with them—as a supportive 
and caring individual, mentor, or advisor—was instrumental to their 
success and emotional well-being when they were enrolled and that they 
felt this positive impact many years later, long after graduation.44 There 
would appear to be significant dissonance between this key finding and 
Lumina Foundation’s “learning-based approaches” model described 
above, where, in the name of cost-savings and economic scalability, 
employer-based benchmarks and individualized, self-paced models are 
called upon to replace the personal contact of professors. At the state 
level, of course, public higher education has been increasingly defunded 
while performance-based budgetary models have gained ascendancy, but 
colleges and universities are not compelled to promote business-oriented 
fields at the expense of the liberal arts and sciences or to invest in adap-
tive learning technologies and online delivery platforms over full-time 
faculty to fulfill their educational missions.

Indeed, higher education accreditation expects colleges and univer-
sities to educate students broadly as evidence of their service and com-
mitment to the public good. The Higher Learning Commission, the na-
tion’s largest regional accreditor, unambiguously affirms the importance 
of higher education as a public good; indeed, accreditation is awarded 
in the name of civic responsibility. In 2012, the commission affirmed the 
following as core elements as essential to its “guiding values”:
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Because education is a public good its provision serves a pub-
lic purpose and entails societal obligations. Furthermore, 
the provision of higher education requires a more complex 
standard of care than, for instance, the provision of dry 
cleaning services. What the students buy, with money, time, and 
effort, is not merely a good, like a credential, but experiences that 
have the potential to transform lives, or to harm them.[emphasis 
added] What institutions do constitutes a solemn responsi-
bility for which they should hold themselves accountable.45

This fundamental value is reiterated in the Higher Learning Commis-
sion’s standards by which it holds all accredited institutions accountable, 
known as its Criteria for Accreditation: “The institution’s mission demon-
strates commitment to the public good” (1.D), along with its clarifying 
subcomponent, “The institution’s educational responsibilities take pri-
macy over other purposes, such as generating financial returns for in-
vestors, contributing to a related or parent organization, or supporting 
external interests” (1.D.2).46 Every accredited institution is expected to 
provide evidence that support these expectations.

Higher education serves the public good in numerous ways, and 
many factors may influence how policy makers think about its impact 
as a powerful economic engine, a producer of new knowledge and re-
search, and/or an agent of democracy, intellectual integrity, and civic 
engagement.47 But as Bok and Duderstadt cautioned many years ago, a 
competitive and consumer-based service model has threatened to take 
hold of many institutions. Instead of promoting college readiness for all 
students, for example, attention now focuses on the attainment of work-
force-created sub-baccalaureate credentials, as companies like Udacity 
create so-called nanodegrees to compete with universities’ certificates. 
Like goods purchased from a mail-order catalog, each credential can 
be used independently or “stacked” and assembled in portfolios, an ap-
proach duplicated by universities.48 Rather than devising new ways to 
enhance meaningful contact between professors and students in real or 
virtual classrooms, technologies that atomize individuals even more into 
their laptops and cell phones are normalized and their widespread use 
seem inevitable.

In the name of economic necessity, political imperative, and global 
competitiveness, today’s advocates of the completion agenda have in-
flated consumerism into a kind of noble cause, accepting nothing less 
than “increasing the proportion of Americans with high-quality degrees, 
certificates, and other credentials to 60 percent by the year 2025.”49 In 
the name of technological innovation, they portray the core values of ac-
creditation as out of touch or as obstacles to this goal.50 But in the name 
of completion, they have supported the growth of contingent and part-
time faculty, promoted the growth of adaptive technologies to deliver 
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instruction, and elevated the importance of job skills and training over 
other kinds of knowledge. For the majority of students, however, these 
developments have been shown to decrease their retention in academic 
programs rather than increase it, and ironically, college completion suf-
fers as a result. Accreditation may not be able to change these trends, 
but it fulfills its public role by focusing on the student experience and 
the transformative value of higher education, reminding the public that 
credentials are evidence of a student’s academic success, not consumer 
items purchased in the marketplace.
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Ensuring More Working Adults  
Can Pursue Higher Education

O

Kay J. Kohl

What will tomorrow’s workforce look like? And what could it portend for 
professional and continuing higher education?

Since the Great Recession, the country’s economic recovery has been 
inching ahead slowly. It is apparent that many legacy industry jobs have 
vanished. Still new jobs are being created and employers are hiring today. 
Yet labor economists are cautioning that within a few years employers 
may not have a sufficient supply of qualified workers with postsecondary 
education to fill their workforce needs. 

To be certain, at many colleges and universities, professional and con-
tinuing higher education experienced a surge of enrollments during the 
recent recession. At the same time, changing higher education demo-
graphics together with the widespread diffusion of digital technologies 
have challenged higher education institutions’ long-standing instruc-
tional practices, credentialing, and budgetary models.

What are some of the key trends affecting professional and continu-
ing higher education’s responses to the changing workforce? And how 
might they influence the directions in which traditional higher education 
evolves?

Staying Competitive Requires Raising US Educational Attainment 

Currently, millions of adults—spanning a wide age range—are pursuing 
a baccalaureate or postgraduate degree on either a full-time or part-time 
basis in the United States. Many students hold down a job while pursuing 
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their studies in order to afford to pay their college fees. Therefore they 
graduate later than their counterparts in other developed countries. The 
average student in the United States is thirty years old when awarded 
a baccalaureate degree, and two-thirds will have accumulated nearly 
$30,000 in student loan debts. 

According to the latest estimates, by 2025 the United States will need 
to produce an additional twenty million college-educated workers. That 
breaks down to fifteen million workers with a college or postgraduate 
degree, plus another five million with at least one year of postsecondary 
education.1 For the last several years, however, the supply of US college 
graduates has not been in tandem with the economy’s demand. Often 
there has been a mismatch between labor force needs and the qualifica-
tions of the job seekers. 

Looking ahead, the opportunities for economic mobility appear ro-
bust both for young adults who acquire the vocational education and 
training that prepares them for an advanced manufacturing setting and 
for those adults who earn baccalaureate degrees in high-demand fields 
such as business management, engineering, and health care. Maintain-
ing a successful career in the case of both groups is dependent upon be-
ing able to access ongoing education and technical skills training. Some 
employers who are eager to build a qualified, innovative workforce are 
prepared to take it upon themselves to make substantial investments in 
the development of relevant education for their employees. A number 
of individual workers also can foresee that an investment in obtaining a 
higher educational credential would be their best opportunity to advance 
their career prospects.

The change in education requirements for a professional license can 
be a powerful motivator for working adults to enroll in a degree program. 
Licensed registered nurses (RNs) are one group now feeling pressure to 
earn a baccalaureate degree or higher.2 The Affordable Care Act (ACA), 
launched in 2014, brought many more patients into the US health care 
system and introduced new pay-for-performance standards. As a conse-
quence, hospitals and other providers are compensated based on patient 
outcomes. Hospitals with a high percentage of baccalaureate-prepared 
nurses rank better than those with fewer, according to research. More-
over there is an increased demand for specialized geriatric nurses and 
nurse practitioners who hold postgraduate degrees and for certified 
nurse midwives. Taking into account the anticipated growth in demand 
for nurses and the replacement of all those projected to leave the profes-
sion, it is estimated that there will be well over a million job openings for 
nurses by 2022.3 

Accredited, online university nursing bachelor’s degree programs are 
especially popular. A big part of the appeal of online programs among 
registered nurses is that this mode of study makes it possible for nurses to 
earn a degree without any interruption to their employment.
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Competency-Based Education Attracts Renewed Interest

All too frequently part-time adult students’ progress toward a four-year 
degree can be derailed when they attempt to transfer to a four-year insti-
tution. A recent national study by two scholars at the Graduate Center at 
the City University of New York revealed that 58 percent of students were 
able to transfer all or most of their credits from a community college when 
transferring to a four-year institution, whereas 42 percent of the students 
lost between 10 and 89 percent of their credits.4 Not surprisingly, credit 
leakage during the transfer process was found to be the most influential 
factor determining whether or not a student earns a baccalaureate degree.

In an attempt to slow credit leakage, some community colleges are 
creating articulation agreements with professional and continuing edu-
cation units in public and private universities. It is common for these 
agreements to rest on program-specific accreditation as a way of ensuring 
that departments in both institutions adhere to the same standards. Else-
where a few state legislatures have mandated that community colleges 
and local public four-year institutions create programs to ensure that stu-
dents at two-year colleges are able to transfer as many credits as possible 
when they enter a four-year college.

Also, more and more employers are alert to the impending talent gap 
and are willing to help subsidize their employees’ education. The oppor-
tunity to earn a competency-based college degree and pay only a fraction 
of the price of a traditional course-based degree has become an attractive 
option for some students and employers. A degree model that requires 
students to follow a structured pathway as they master a set of prescribed 
competencies (in lieu of credit hours) holds a certain appeal. Employers 
like the idea that their employees will be mastering specific competen-
cies, many of which have a direct application in their workplace. The 
fact that regional accreditors recently have given the green light to a few 
colleges that have introduced competency-based degrees can be viewed 
as further validation of the option.

Yet another type of competency-based education that has attracted 
renewed interest is prior learning assessment. These programs are es-
pecially suited to midcareer adults who may already have a community 
college degree but have yet to earn a four-year degree. Upon enrolling 
in the university, students are given a chance to earn additional credits 
toward a degree by paying for an intensive in-person assessment. Students 
who can successfully demonstrate their knowledge and skills in person to 
faculty assessors stand to earn a number of credits toward their degree 
and realize a substantial savings of time and tuition. Competency-based 
programs do not eliminate classroom and online courses. The programs 
recognize the work and life experiences that adults bring to their studies 
and seek to minimize the bureaucratic hurdles that can impede students’ 
progress.
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There is no single best model for an accessible, part-time degree pro-
gram for working adults. What is important, as one foundation report 
stated, is for colleges and universities “to ensure that all students who 
seek the opportunity are able to complete a high-quality, affordable post-
secondary education that leads to a sustaining career.”5 

Demographic Shifts Challenge Workforce Assumptions

Workers age 55 and older comprise the fastest growing segment of the 
US labor force. By 2020, older workers will account for 25 percent of the 
US labor force, compared to only 13 percent in 2000. The baby boomer 
generation that joined the labor force in the late 1960s tends to be on 
average healthier, better educated, and more active than previous gener-
ations. This explains in part why many baby boomers are choosing to stay 
in the workforce past retirement age. In fact, the labor force participation 
rate of those 55 and older was slightly higher in 2013 than in either 2007 
or 2010.6 Where there has been a decline in US labor force participation 
during this period is among workers of a much younger age. 

There is no doubt that the Great Recession prompted people to re-
visit their retirement plans. Many older workers subsequently postponed 
withdrawing from the labor force in order to accumulate additional sav-
ings for their retirement. Others have elected to remain in the work-
force a few years longer, simply because they enjoy working and being 
productive.

Interestingly, the baby boomer generation has spawned a strong sub-
set of entrepreneurs. It would be easy to conclude, based on frequent 
media reports about young high-tech CEOs, that the 20-to-34-year-old 
cohort is where the country’s entrepreneurial talent is concentrated, 
but that would be incorrect. The highest rate of entrepreneurship in 
the United States has shifted to the 55–64 age group. According to 
the Kaufmann Foundation, people over 55 are almost twice as likely 
to found successful companies than those between ages 20 and 34.7 
Among older baby boomers there appears to be a substantial number 
who are keenly interested in creating their own business and, moreover, 
possibly willing to invest some of their own savings in an entrepreneur-
ial venture.

At present, a few elite universities offer working professionals an op-
portunity to enroll in a flexible advanced study program on an unmatric-
ulated, nondegree basis. Typically, participants in such programs design 
their own curricula and set their own pace. And often their employers 
are willing to underwrite participants’ customized study programs.
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Economic Imperatives Foster Collaborations

Employment of computer software developers is projected to grow 22 
percent in the coming decade.8 The growth is happening because in-
dustries are finding ever more uses for computer software. Mobile tech-
nology, health care systems, computer security systems, and consumer 
electronics are just some of the major drivers of demand for trained 
computer talent. It makes for an environment where competition 
among employers for new talent has become intense. And this explains 
in part why a top US university engineering school and a for-profit ed-
ucational organization offering massive open online courses (MOOCs) 
decided to collaborate on the creation of an affordable online master’s 
degree in computer science. The low $7,000 cost of the master’s degree 
also proved so attractive that a major telecommunications corporation 
was persuaded to provide a generous initial program subsidy for the 
project.

The university and the MOOC organization that are collaborating on 
the low-cost online master’s degree in computer science anticipate that 
the project will realize the benefits of scale and be revenue-producing 
for both parties at least by the third year.9 By that time they expect to 
have completed the major upfront investments and have in place the 
large corps of course managers and teaching assistants required to sup-
port a rapidly scaling program. In the first year of operation, the average 
age of the students enrolled in the program was 34, as compared with 23 
in the university’s residential program. A number of the applicants ac-
cepted already possess advanced degrees and view the master’s program 
as an opportunity to update their credentials.10 These data suggest that 
developing high-quality content for an affordable online degree pro-
gram delivered via a MOOC could be a productive business model for 
a top-flight university that wants to deliver highly sought-after master’s 
degree programs to widely dispersed populations of midcareer adults in 
the United States and possibly also abroad.

Higher education has shifted from a public good to a largely private 
one in the United States, especially following the precipitous decline 
in state appropriations to public institutions in recent years. Inevitably, 
climbing tuition fees and student debt have made students of all ages far 
more cost-conscious consumers. For instance, they expect their colleges 
and universities to offer both online and face-to-face classroom courses 
in most programs. Students want the flexibility of mixing courses ac-
cessed via different delivery modes because, apart from convenience 
considerations, it may enable them to earn a credential faster and so 
save money. 
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Online Higher Education Becomes the “New Normal”

Prior to the Great Recession, online degree programs at many universi-
ties were largely the province of professional and continuing education 
units. Today many university leaders view the expansion of online pro-
grams as a promising institution-wide strategy that has the potential to 
furnish a substantial revenue stream for a financially strapped institution. 

As colleges and universities have sought to expand online enrollments, 
their attention has focused on the promotion of collaborations and elim-
ination of duplications. A number of large state university systems have 
built extensive portfolios of online degree programs simply by uniting the 
dozens of existing online degree offerings developed by individual cam-
puses under a single university system brand and placing management of 
the system in a central office—one that is often led by professional and 
continuing education personnel. The online degree programs available 
in state university system portfolios tend to target working professionals, 
practitioners, and managers in growth occupations. This emphasis is a 
response to market demand and also offers universities an opportunity 
to highlight the value of their institutions’ online degree offerings to the 
economic success of their state. 

The conversion of classroom courses into quality online programs 
rarely reduces costs. However online programs do yield valuable student 
data that, when subjected to large-scale measurement analysis, can help 
an institution assess how well different instructional approaches work. 
Securing resources to pay for this kind of research and the infrastruc-
ture needed to effectively support large enrollments in university online 
programs tends to be a perennial challenge. It is one of the reasons why 
many universities choose to partner with a for-profit provider of online 
education services. Among the services that especially interest universi-
ties with substantial online portfolios are marketing, student support, 
student analytics, and adaptive learning. Some for-profit service provid-
ers offer program development as well. However the practice of ceding 
academic control to a commercial company provokes considerable con-
troversy. Most universities maintain that program development must be a 
responsibility reserved for their own faculty and are unwilling to contract 
out the function. 

While a few years ago employers were inclined to question the legiti-
macy of an online degree, attitudes have changed rapidly in the interim. 
Now many universities that have online degree portfolios are forging col-
laborations with large employers. Recently, a large state university struck 
a deal with a major international corporation to provide discounted tui-
tion to the company’s huge low-wage workforce.11 Under the terms of the 
agreement negotiated, all workers in the company will have a chance to 
earn a degree at a discounted rate. Insofar as many of the workers qualify 
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for federal Pell grants, that financial aid in addition to the discounted 
fees will flow to the university. Moreover, the university may eventually re-
alize substantial benefits of scale from this new collaboration. For its part, 
the company stands to attract better workers and enhance its corporate 
brand. What sets the program apart is not the size of the benefits offered. 
Many companies offer their employees substantially more generous edu-
cational benefits. Very few employers, however, offer educational benefits 
to their low-wage employees. 

Employers Prefer Technically Savvy Professionals 

It was not so very long ago that US workers could expect to have perhaps 
four or five jobs during a work life, whereas today the norm is around 
twelve.12 As for careers, having four or five different careers today is not 
unusual. Technological change has automated jobs in many industries. 
US employment in manufacturing is now less than 10 percent, and the 
services sector accounts for almost 80 percent of all jobs.13 The jobs that 
are not easily automated are those that are not routine and which require 
specialized knowledge and the flexibility of human workers to make com-
plex organizations effective. As computers have suffused the workplace, 
both the knowledge and the skill sets required for jobs have also risen.

There is a widening wage gap between workers with a college degree 
and those with a postgraduate degree. This wage differential is attributed 
to the different skill sets and jobs of postgraduates and college gradu-
ates.14 A recent study by economists Joanne Lindley and Stephen Machin 
found that when computers were massively diffused in the workplace, 
postgraduates were found to have higher levels of numeracy, specialist 
knowledge, and ability to analyze complex problems, compared to work-
ers with a baccalaureate degree.15 This explains in part why many em-
ployers favor postgraduates who possess qualifications that correlate with 
the heightened use of computers to perform complex tasks in their or-
ganizations and are willing to pay the salaries required to recruit talented 
postgraduates. 

Still, employers may not be able to attract critical talent with wage in-
creases alone. When it comes to recruitment, some of the most successful 
organizations are those that can demonstrate a commitment to employee 
career development by offering generous ongoing training and career 
development opportunities together with coaching and mentoring. 
Because the critical skills required tend to be continually changing in 
the face of new technology and shifting global markets, employers must 
not only attract workers with the skill sets that support an organization’s 
current strategy but also seek to engage individuals who are continuing 
learners eager to update their knowledge.
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An increasing number of organizations are personalizing their edu-
cational benefits in an effort to avoid losing critical talent. This stems 
from recognition that gender and generational differences can also be 
expected to influence the appeal of alternative educational perks. Some-
times employers are willing to offer a sabbatical to a valued worker who 
wants the freedom to pursue a passion. Offering such a sabbatical can be 
immensely important to the employee and ultimately also of value to the 
employer.

Currently, a few private elite universities in the United States provide 
postgraduate professionals an opportunity to enroll in a flexible ad-
vanced study program on an unmatriculated degree basis. Participants 
in such programs typically design their own curricula and set their own 
pace. Their employers often underwrite the participants’ customized 
study programs.

Professionals Earn Certificates to Stay Ahead  
in a Changing Job Market

University professional education units frequently are the first to offer 
accredited certificate and master’s degree programs in emerging fields 
such as cybersecurity, sustainability management, astronautics, and se-
quence analysis and genomics. This is one of the field’s signature contri-
butions. Moreover it is a service that appears to have considerable growth 
potential in light of the expansion of online education nationally and 
internationally. History suggests that good jobs are bound to appear in a 
new sector from time to time even as they disappear in another. For the 
professional who wants to take advantage of new opportunities, a certif-
icate and/or master’s degree from a recognized university may be the 
key to advancing or changing careers. Also, there are professionals who 
already have earned a couple of postgraduate degrees but who still har-
bor an insatiable curiosity or professional need to gain new knowledge 
in a niche area. A rigorous, multicourse certificate program of the kind 
offered by many university professional education units can be the ideal 
educational response. 

Demand for specialized technical skill sets has given rise to new, 
non-university “just-in-time” continuing education competitors.16 These 
education organizations operate in a few major US and foreign cities. 
They target a wide range of professionals, including career changers, pro-
spective entrepreneurs, and college graduates preparing for entry-level 
jobs. The emphasis is on teaching relevant twenty-first-century economy 
skills such as mobile app development, user experience design, and data 
science.17 Instruction is offered via online and on-demand courses, in 
workshops, and in part-time as well as full-time immersive program for-
mats. Instructors are practitioners and entrepreneurs. 



pathways to completion 183

Looking Ahead

Ongoing education has become essential to remaining employable in 
today’s rapidly changing economy. University professional higher edu-
cation is a primary source of quality higher learning for many workers 
who want to enhance their professional qualifications or prepare for new 
occupations, and it is a role with substantial growth potential. But change 
often happens fast in the work world. This means that university profes-
sional education must be able to keep up with employer demands and 
changing credentialing requirements in professions. When professional 
education units and employers forge effective collaborations, these can 
be critical to securing the resources required to develop timely, relevant, 
affordable programs for their far-flung constituencies. 

The United States needs to ensure that a greater number of work-
ing adults earn high-quality postsecondary credentials that can lead to 
a sustaining career. Degree completion programs offered by continuing 
higher education provide clear pathways to credentials that are essential 
to many adults’ futures. Currently, nearly three out of four college stu-
dents are not enrolled full-time. Ensuring that these part-time degree 
students complete their studies takes on added urgency in the face of 
projections that the US labor force will require at least fifteen million ad-
ditional baccalaureate and advanced degree holders by 2022. Moreover 
the socioeconomic benefits that accrue to families wherein one or more 
parents have earned a college degree are often significant. And given 
that many part-time adult students happen to be immigrants, studying 
for a higher education degree can help facilitate their integration into 
US society. 

Colleges and universities can expect flexibility to be the byword when 
urged to revisit their policies on prior learning assessment. There is re-
newed interest in this approach because it has been found to be well 
suited to working adults and especially midcareer adults who already have 
a community college degree and are pursuing a four-year degree. Giv-
ing adult students an opportunity to demonstrate their knowledge and 
skills successfully to a faculty assessor can serve to validate their life ex-
periences, encourage their academic progress, and also often reduce the 
time to degree. 

Technological change can be counted upon to exert a large impact 
on the workforce and on professional education. Already there is intense 
competition among employers for trained computer software develop-
ers and technically savvy talent in knowledge industries. In response to 
student demands and employer preferences, many more professional 
master’s degree programs may integrate segments on computer-aided 
problem solving in their curricula. Digital technologies such as mobile 
technology, health care, computer security, and consumer electronics will 
inevitably introduce new skill requirements for workers and at the same 
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time suggest exciting new opportunities to entrepreneurs. Consequently, 
there may be both an expansion and an increased differentiation of the 
providers of technology-related education for adults. 

National boundaries will continue to recede in importance for uni-
versities in an increasingly interdependent world. It is a world where 
knowledge transmission is being dramatically changed with the diffusion 
of information technology, where there is a worldwide competition for 
human talent, and where global networks of institutions are working col-
laboratively to find solutions to urgent environmental, social, economic, 
and health problems. 

The explosive growth of higher education graduates in developing 
countries and emerging economies during the last decade has pro-
foundly altered the distribution of the talent pool among countries. 
Graduates from Europe, Japan, and the United States are no longer pre-
dominant according to the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and 
Development (OECD).18 Meanwhile, the strong demand across the globe 
for professionals in knowledge-economy fields suggests that earning a 
high-quality master’s degree from a relevant online US university profes-
sional education program could be a fruitful strategy for workers seeking 
to distinguish themselves in a very competitive labor market. 

Globally, the importance of highly educated workers to a knowledge 
economy is widely recognized. Also, there is a growing appreciation of 
the value of investing in human capital. More and more employers and 
workers are coming to the realization that education rarely ends with the 
earning of a postsecondary credential. And investing in ongoing higher 
learning is seen as critical to future social and economic well-being. 
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Competency-Based Education
A Natural Extension of Continuing Education

O

David Schejbal

Change does not come easily to higher education. One of the oldest in-
stitutions in the world, higher education evolves at a very measured and 
careful pace. There have been a few historical exceptions. In the United 
States, the GI Bill following World War II is perhaps the most notable. 
Recognizing the need to repatriate returning soldiers, most of whom left 
the country as boys and returned as battle-worn men, the US government 
provided extensive resources so that higher education could be used to 
help make the transition to civilian life smoother and more productive. 
To accommodate the new student needs, alternative models of higher 
education became common at many institutions, including night classes, 
summer classes, new degrees and disciplines, and continuing education. 

In the 1960s and early 1970s another wave of change came across higher 
education, and states like New York, New Jersey, Connecticut, Wisconsin, 
and others established alternative schools or institutions to address the 
needs of adult and nontraditional students who didn’t fit easily into the 
well-worn structures of existing campuses. For example, New York estab-
lished Regents College to award degrees to teachers and nurses outside of 
the existing colleges and universities in the state system. Today Excelsior 
College replaces the Regents College name, but its mission remains true 
to its origins. Connecticut opened Charter Oak State College in 1973, 
“designed to provide adults with an alternate means to earn degrees that 
are of equivalent quality and rigor to those earned at other accredited 
institutions of higher learning.”1 New Jersey opened the doors of Thomas 
Edison State College in 1972, and like its counterparts in neighboring 
states, it too focused on meeting the unique needs of adult students.
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In 1971, Wisconsin established University of Wisconsin-Extension as 
an independent institution within the newly created University of Wis-
consin system. Unlike Excelsior, Charter Oak, and Thomas Edison, how-
ever, UW-Extension was not set up to be a degree-granting institution. 
Instead, UW-Extension was charged with representing the outreach and 
continuing education functions of all institutions of the UW system and 
to be the embodiment of the Wisconsin Idea: to extend the resources of 
the university to all residents of the state. 

Well before Clayton Christensen began writing about disruptive inno-
vation and the extreme challenges of change from within, Connecticut, 
New York, New Jersey, Wisconsin, and many other states recognized that 
it was necessary to build new institutions because existing colleges and 
universities either could not or would not change. Interestingly, Regents, 
Thomas Edison, and Charter Oak were early pioneers of competen-
cy-based education and each also served as an aggregator of students’ 
prior learning: administering proficiency exams, compiling credits, and 
awarding degrees based on the knowledge and learning that students 
accumulated before coming to those institutions. 

Each of these alternative degree-granting institutions remained rela-
tively small, niche schools. Over time, they developed processes and struc-
tures that tied directly into nationally established practices regarding 
credits and credit transfer, accreditation, financial aid, and so on. Today, 
they continue to focus on the audience for which they were created, adult 
and nontraditional students, and they continue to provide an alternative 
model for how adult students can earn degrees while using knowledge 
and learning acquired through channels outside of higher education. 
For lack of a better expression, they are continuing and professional ed-
ucation campuses.

In the 1990s a new wave of building alternative institutions ensued. 
Most of it focused on online instruction, and like previous efforts, most 
of it was directed at the underserved adult student market. The most 
notable developments came in the growth of for-profit higher education, 
with corporations like the Apollo Group, Corinthian Colleges, and others 
expanding very rapidly to capture a significant share of the higher edu-
cation market. Nearly all of the for-profit institutions were modeled on 
traditional higher education; the main differences were in their business 
model and target student populations. One very different institution, 
forged by nineteen governors and chartered in 1996, emerged as West-
ern Governors University. 

A completely competency-based, online, private, nonprofit university 
located in Salt Lake City, Western Governors University began to accept 
students in 1999. For more than a decade, WGU escaped the attention 
of the majority of the higher education establishment. Then it began to 
generate significant interest in 2010 when Mitch Daniels, governor of In-
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diana, brought a branch of Western Governors into that state. The follow-
ing year, WGU established branches in Washington State and Texas and 
has since added campuses in Missouri and Tennessee. Today, Western 
Governors University enrolls more than 40,000 students in competency- 
based programs. It is the largest competency-based institution in the 
country and growing quickly.

Competency-based education is no longer a peripheral approach to 
higher education. The US Department of Education is focusing consider-
able effort on it, the Obama administration has expressed strong interest 
in it, and more than 130 higher education institutions (at time of writing) 
have developed or are in the process of developing competency-based 
degree programs. 

A number of factors are leading to the surge in competency-based 
programs. The recent recession highlighted the rapidly rising costs of 
higher education and the increasing indebtedness of students; advances 
in technology have made content and access to learning nearly free; the 
need to continually reeducate oneself to remain well employed is now 
a routine requirement; and the relative decline of the United States in 
global competitiveness necessitates an increasingly educated workforce. 
In brief, the old model isn’t good enough to keep up with the new social 
and economic pressures impacting higher education. We need new mod-
els, not to replace the old ones but to add to them—to grow the pie at a 
scale that the traditional model of higher education can’t achieve.

Perhaps the single greatest impetus for competency-based education, 
however, is the call for greater accountability in higher education, just 
as there has been in K-12 education for some time. As things cost more, 
people want to know what they are getting for their money. In particular, 
employers, politicians, students, and parents want proof that a college ed-
ucation is worth the cost. They want evidence that graduates have knowl-
edge and skills that they can actually use and apply in practice to get good 
jobs that make the initial investment worthwhile. 

Competency-Based Programs

The call for greater accountability naturally leads to outcomes-based ed-
ucation. The conversation in higher education about outcomes is nearly 
the same as it has been in K-12 education since the early 1990s. 

Regional and state policy-making bodies (along with the president and 
state governors), in the 1991 National Goals for America’s Schools, de-
manded improved student outcomes and placed them at the center of 
major efforts to improve all aspects of schooling: curriculum, instruction, 
assessment, attendance, credentialing, accreditation, and accountability. 
Major examples include legislation in Kentucky, Michigan, Minnesota, 
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and Washington. This emphasis on improving student learning and 
demonstrating student success is mainly the result of stringent criticisms 
that have been heaped on the public schools by a host of business people, 
legislators, and journalists. Successful outcomes are now both the starting 
point and the bottom line of educational policy thinking and action in 
both the United States and Canada.2

Although the focus on outcomes in higher education has followed a 
similar path, it has been a bit slower in the making. The issue is summa-
rized well in Amy Laitinen’s 2012 report Cracking the Credit Hour.3 In the 
report, Laitinen identifies the same kinds of issues that critics of K-12 ed-
ucation have touted for some time: lack of adequate knowledge and skills 
after graduating, inability to use what students have learned effectively, 
and general lack of preparation for life after graduation. 

A 2006 study by the US Department of Education’s National Center 
for Education Statistics found that the majority of graduating college stu-
dents lacked the basic skills necessary to summarize opposing newspaper 
editorial arguments or correctly compare credit card offers with varying 
interest rates.4 This study found alarming deficiencies in three key areas: 
document literacy, prose literacy, and quantitative literacy. Only 25 per-
cent of college graduates had the document literacy necessary to under-
stand and use information from noncontinuous texts, like interpreting a 
table about age, blood pressure, and physical activity. The results weren’t 
much better when it came to prose and quantitative literacy since only 
31 percent of college graduates could take away lessons from a complex 
story or perform computations like comparing the cost of food items per 
ounce using numbers from printed materials.

The particular challenge in higher education, as Laitinen argues, is 
the use of the credit hour as a measure of learning. Never designed for 
this purpose, the credit hour evolved into the semistandard measure of 
student learning that it is today.5 However, using the credit hour in this 
way is problematic because it is a measure of time spent learning and not 
a measure of how much a student has learned. Although the US Depart-
ment of Education has tried to separate credit hour from clock hour, it 
repeatedly defines the former in terms of the latter: “Semester Credits—
Must teach a minimum of 15 lecture hours to award 1 semester credit 
hour (divide lecture hours by 15). Quarter Credits—Must teach a mini-
mum of 10 lecture hours to award 1 quarter credit (divide lecture hours 
by 10).”6

In theory, colleges supplement the credit-hour count of how much 
time students have spent being taught with an objective measure of how 
much they have learned: grades. But here again, the picture is troubling. 
Although grades are supposed to objectively reflect learning, it is hard 
to reconcile today’s grades with the research suggesting poor learning 
outcomes are widespread. Almost half of all undergraduate course grades 
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are A’s (in 1961, only 15 percent of grades were A’s). Grade inflation is 
cited as a serious problem in higher education by nearly two-thirds of 
provosts and chief academic officers at undergraduate institutions in the 
United States.7

Enter the focus on outcomes and the natural move to competen-
cy-based education. For those interested in clear evidence of student 
learning, competency-based education is very attractive because in 
competency-based programs, the evidence of student learning occurs 
through clear demonstration of learning via authentic assessments. Stu-
dents take assessments constructed in ways that require students to apply 
their knowledge and to show that they are able to use what they learned. 
Moreover, when focusing on competencies, the emphasis is on student 
achievement and not on the time that students spend learning. This dif-
ference is critical, because it again reinforces demonstration of mastery 
and not on the time that a student has spent in the learning process. Put 
differently, simply spending time learning in no way indicates success-
ful learning; demonstration of successful learning comes from passing 
relevant assessments that require the application of learning in various 
contexts.

How Competency-Based Education Works

Just as there is no clear uniformity in how institutions teach and assess 
students in traditional courses, there is no uniformity in how institutions 
administer competency-based programs. The model described here is 
more or less approximated by institutions involved in competency-based 
education. The most common elements in competency-based education 
are demonstration of learning, separation of teaching and learning, and 
self-paced instruction.

When writing about competency-based education, language can get 
in the way. Competencies are outcomes, and there is confusion about 
the use of terms such as competency, outcome, mastery, and so on. The dis-
tinguishing features of most competency-based programs as opposed to 
outcomes-based programs in general is that competency-based programs 
uncouple teaching from learning and learning from assessment. In ad-
dition, competency-based programs allow students to progress at speeds 
that not only vary by student, but vary within a student’s academic pro-
gram relative to how quickly he or she is able to demonstrate compe-
tency. For example, we would expect a student who is good in English 
and poor in math to be able to demonstrate competency in written com-
munication more quickly than in algebra or symbolic logic. However, to 
graduate from a competency-based program, students are expected to 
demonstrate competency in all parts of the curriculum.
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Curriculum Design

The curriculum design process in competency-based education differs 
from curriculum design in most traditional programs. When designing a 
standard credit program, the typical design process entails faculty com-
ing together around a discipline, identifying courses that comprise the 
curriculum, and then assembling the courses from introductory to ad-
vanced in a building-block fashion. In most cases, students are able to 
choose from a menu of courses which are grouped into categories that 
meet certain program requirements. Students must then successfully 
complete a set number of courses from each category. For example, stu-
dents majoring in English might have to complete three courses in the 
social sciences, four courses in math-related disciplines, four courses in 
the natural sciences, and so on, with most of their courses in English.

In traditional curriculum development, faculty typically act as individ-
ual content experts, and their domains are their own courses. Most fac-
ulty do not spend time with fellow faculty exploring the content of each 
other’s courses to minimize redundancies or to create seamless transi-
tions for students from one course to the next. When this does happen, 
it happens within a discipline; it almost never occurs between disciplines. 
For example, in an economics department, faculty might work together 
to ensure that students who have taken Economics 101 are prepared to 
take Economics 201 and 301 by talking about what each faculty member 
is teaching in her or his respective course and ideally treating the courses 
as segments of one large class. However, this process almost never ex-
tends beyond the academic parameters of individual departments. It is 
extremely rare for faculty to work together across departments to hone 
their classes in the effort to create a unified and reinforcing learning en-
vironment for students. That level of curricular fine-tuning simply does 
not occur at most institutions.

As students progress through traditional curricula, they accumulate 
credits required for graduation (usually 120 semester credits for a bach-
elor’s degree). To pass each course, students must earn a grade of D or 
better, and to graduate, students usually must have a C or better grade 
point average. Grades are determined by faculty who evaluate students 
in whatever ways they believe are appropriate for the courses that they 
teach. Faculty do not evaluate students for knowledge outside of their 
courses. Most would consider that inappropriate and unfair, even when 
students are expected to have disciplinary knowledge from lower-level 
courses. At the end of a degree program, students are not assessed for 
comprehensive learning, and there is no requirement to demonstrate 
skill or mastery in anything. In a few disciplines such as accounting, stu-
dents must pass industry exams after graduation to demonstrate com-
prehensive mastery and competency in the discipline. Similar processes 



pathways to completion 193

occur in law and medicine. However, these industry requirements are the 
exceptions and not the rule. 

Competency-based curricula are developed differently. In a competen-
cy-based program, the curriculum is envisioned first at the macro level 
by identifying the program competencies that students must master to 
graduate. Those competencies are broad and program-wide. They might 
include things like “has demonstrated the ability to communicate com-
plex ideas across divergent audiences, in various formats, and in multiple 
contexts” or “has demonstrated the ability to think critically and to ap-
ply critical reasoning in discipline-specific contexts and across contexts 
that extend beyond the discipline” or (in a business curriculum) “has 
demonstrated the ability to use and apply business concepts, practices, 
and standards effectively and efficiently to achieve business goals.” In a 
course-based curriculum, these competencies would be called program 
outcomes, but the main difference is that in the competency-based pro-
gram, students must clearly show that they really are able to use and apply 
the outcomes in various contexts and in multiple ways in order to achieve 
mastery and graduate.

A typical competency-based program might include three to five pro-
gram competencies. Once articulated, these broad program competen-
cies are deconstructed into their constituent parts or smaller competen-
cies all the way down to foundational ones. Graphically, this looks like a 
pyramid in which the apex is the program competency, and each level 
below the apex represents a more specific set of competencies. The base 
of the pyramid represents the foundational competencies for that partic-
ular program. For example, for a program-level competency pertaining 
to communication (“has demonstrated the ability to communicate com-
plex ideas across divergent audiences, in various formats, and in multiple 
contexts”), a foundational competency might be “is able to write clear 
and concise sentences and paragraphs,” and a competency in the next 
level just above that might be “is able to write well-constructed and gram-
matically correct expository essays conveying information clearly.”

Once program competency pyramids are established, it is important 
to identify redundancies and overlaps. For example, the demonstrated 
ability to think critically is likely to be as much part of a communication 
competency as it is to be part of a technical competency. As redundan-
cies are identified, the next step is to determine which redundancies are 
important to reinforce essential program goals and which redundancies 
should be eliminated to help students move through the curriculum 
more expeditiously. Graphically, this takes the two-dimensional pyramids 
representing program competencies and combines them into a single, 
three-dimensional curriculum pyramid that shows the inter-relationships 
between the various competencies. At the apex of the three-dimensional 
pyramid are the program competencies in their interrelated states. For 
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example, “has demonstrated the ability to think critically and to apply 
critical reasoning in discipline-specific contexts and across contexts that 
extend beyond the discipline” and “has demonstrated the ability to use 
and apply business concepts, practices, and standards effectively and effi-
ciently to achieve business goals” might be brought together so that the 
student has demonstrated the ability “to think critically and apply critical 
reasoning to effectively evaluate business concepts, practices, and stan-
dards to achieve business goals.”

Quality Assurance

In traditional programs and in competency-based ones, quality assurance 
happens at the assessment level; it does not happen at the point of in-
struction. After all, there is no way to know if students are learning in a 
classroom unless they are able to demonstrate what they have learned 
through some kind of assessment, be it a test, project, paper, clinical as-
signment, or some other result. The same principle applies in compe-
tency-based programs. The main difference is that in competency-based 
programs, the entire focus of the program is on assessments and demon-
strations of mastery, while the focus of traditional programs is on teaching 
as the process for facilitating learning with assessments being secondary.

The Student Experience

One of the most common complaints among students in traditional pro-
grams is that they find courses or parts of courses in their programs ei-
ther redundant or unnecessary because they already know the materials. 
Except for prior learning assessments, traditional programs do not have 
mechanisms in place to enable students to move through classes or parts 
of classes faster than the set pace of the course. 

In competency-based programs, instruction is divorced from assess-
ment, so students are able to take assessments without having to repeat 
learning if they already know the material. Since quality control happens 
at the assessment level, academic integrity is maintained by requiring all 
students to pass all assessments, regardless whether they also participate 
in formal learning. Hence, a student who has been a bookkeeper for ten 
years, for example, and who is working on an accounting degree should 
be able to pass foundational accounting assessments without having to 
engage in the instructional part of accounting classes. The student then 
engages in new learning when needed, that is, when he or she can’t pass 
any more assessments. 

There are several significant benefits to students in competency-based 
programs: they can move through the program at their own pace without 
having to repeat learning what they already know, thus saving time and 
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money; they are free to learn from whatever source they learn best, re-
gardless whether it is formal or informal learning; and they end up with 
demonstrable and documented competencies that they can share with 
employers.

Competency-based education is not for all students. Those who need 
a lot of structure in their studies or who have very little prior knowledge 
to bring to their program might be better off in traditional formats. How-
ever, for students who are motivated and already have learned a bit in a 
discipline, competency-based education works well.

Administration

The administration of competency-based programs differs considerably 
from traditional, credit-hour programs. Most competency-based pro-
grams are structured as team efforts: faculty have one role, instructional 
designers have another, student coaches have a third, and so on. The 
educational enterprise becomes more specialized and integrated to re-
duce costs while focusing on facilitating positive student learning out-
comes. The process is not unlike that of health care. Twenty or thirty 
years ago, physicians provided most patient care. Today, patient care is 
done through teams of caregivers arranged in a hierarchy from case man-
agers to nurse practitioners, physician assistants, internists, and special-
ists. Care for patients is provided by individuals at a level appropriate for 
a need. When patients have the flu, for example, they might see a nurse 
practitioner, but when they have abdominal pain in the area of their ap-
pendix, they would see an internist who, after examination, might refer 
them to a surgeon. 

The team structure of competency-based education works similarly. 
Because of the decreased focus on routine instruction and the increased 
focus on the demonstration of learning, the role of faculty changes from 
the proverbial sage on the stage to the guide on the side. Faculty con-
tinue to be content experts and to oversee the curriculum. They deter-
mine program competencies, and in many programs they also write the 
assessments. However, faculty do not need to administer the assessments, 
and they don’t need to advise or counsel students. Those tasks can be 
handled by specialists in those areas. In some programs faculty serve as 
tutors for students, but the level of tutoring might be stratified so that stu-
dents learning at introductory levels would be supported by non-faculty 
tutors, and faculty time would be focused primarily on advanced students 
who need a more advanced level of expertise. In some programs, faculty 
grade assessments; in others, such as Western Governors University, for 
example, professional graders grade assessments, thus removing familiar-
ity with students from the grading process and making the process more 
objective. 
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A commonality among most competency-based programs is their very 
clear focus on students’ academic success. Students are shepherded by 
professional advisors who act as guides, coaches, and advocates. An advi-
sor or coach proactively works with students, regularly monitoring their 
progress to ensure that they are succeeding. When students struggle, 
the coach connects students with the resources they need to get over 
whatever hurdles they are experiencing so that they can continue their 
studies. Although imperfect, the analogy with health care is useful here. 
Ideally, the long-term well-being of patients is the primary objective of 
modern health care, and preventive medicine is an important strategy 
to both reducing costs and improving patient health. Similarly, in com-
petency-based education, student mastery of learning is the primary in-
stitutional goal, and the role of each member of the academic team is to 
support students in the achievement of that goal. Since students must 
increasingly return to higher education throughout their working lives to 
learn new skills and new knowledge, the education teams often work with 
students for long periods of time.

The Challenges of Novelty

Although some institutions have been delivering competency-based edu-
cation for many years, for most institutions this is a new endeavor. Because 
as described above, the model is different from traditional term-based, 
classroom programs, institutions must develop new structures and pro-
cesses to administer competency-based education. For example, at time 
of writing, no off-the-shelf student information system was available to 
handle competency-based education well. Banner, Peoplesoft, and other 
enterprise systems are not designed to adapt to an individualized and 
time-agnostic format. Furthermore, none of the enterprise systems and 
no other solutions currently exist to automate financial aid processing for 
direct assessment competency-based programs.

Direct Assessment

On March 19, 2013, David Bergeron, then acting assistant secretary for 
postsecondary education at the US Department of Education, released a 
Dear Colleague letter in which he specified how institutions can apply to 
award financial aid on the basis of direct assessment. Until 2013, all ac-
credited higher education institutions awarded financial aid on the basis 
of the credit hour. However, there was a provision (section 8020) in the 
2005 Higher Education Reconciliation Act to allow the awarding of finan-
cial aid in programs in which 
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students are provided with the means to demonstrate 
achievement of specific competencies identified as nec-
essary to complete a program and earn a degree or other 
credential. . . . An increasing number [of these programs] 
are not offered in credit or clock hours, and many of the 
institutions offering such programs want them approved 
for participation in the title IV, HEA programs. . . . HERA 
provided that instructional programs that use direct as-
sessment of student learning, or that recognize direct as-
sessment by others of student learning, in lieu of measuring 
student learning in credit hours or clock hours, may qualify as 
eligible programs if the assessment is consistent with the 
institution’s program’s accreditation.8 

Unlike credit-hour based programs, however, Bergeron adds that ap-
proval for awarding financial aid on the basis of direct assessment must 
come directly from the secretary of education.

Southern New Hampshire University was the first institution to gain 
permission to award aid on the basis of direct assessment. A handful of 
other institutions applied for direct assessment permission after that, and 
to date only two have received approval to do so. At time of writing, my 
own school, the University of Wisconsin, is awaiting a ruling from the 
Department of Education in response to our application.

Because of the newness of awarding aid on the basis of direct assess-
ment, institutions are not set up to do this. Hence, each institution award-
ing or preparing to award aid on the basis of direct assessment is using 
mostly clunky manual processes until more automated solutions come to 
market. To date, those solutions have yet to appear.

Experimental Sites, Demonstration Sites, and  
Other Ways to Get Around Regulations

Jamie Merisotis, president of the Lumina Foundation, said to me re-
cently that federal regulations are about fifteen to twenty years behind 
where higher education is in its evolution. He is right. We are now at 
a point in higher education where, despite the glacial pace of change, 
parts of the enterprise are no longer in sync with federal regulations 
governing higher education, especially as it pertains to the distribution 
of title IV funds.

Recently, and under pressure from the White House and some mem-
bers of Congress, the Department of Education has begun to try to 
adapt its regulatory processes to the changes in higher education. David 
Bergeron’s Dear Colleague letter was one step in that direction. However, 
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in the end, the letter requires institutions to connect their direct assess-
ment processes to credit and clock hours, thus significantly limiting the 
ability to innovate and develop new models of higher education. 

In recognition of the shortcomings of the letter and under pressure 
from political and higher education leaders, the Department of Educa-
tion recently announced opportunities for institutions to engage in ex-
perimental sites, highly structured exceptions to select regulations, in or-
der to try new ways to award financial aid. Always concerned about fraud 
and protecting taxpayer dollars, the Department of Education will closely 
monitor institutions participating in experimental sites and require them 
to report extensively on how their experiments (trials to award aid in 
otherwise unsanctioned ways) are working. Although this process will be 
slow and cumbersome, it is essential to help realign federal regulations 
with developments in higher education and to maintain access to higher 
education for students who otherwise cannot afford it. Ideally, positive 
results from the experiments will be used to inform the reauthorization 
process for the next iteration of the Higher Education Act.

Experimental sites are not the only ways in which federal regulations 
governing title IV funds can be changed. Another option open to Con-
gress is demonstration sites. Demonstration sites are similar to program 
pilots in which Congress directly sanctions the Department of Education 
to allow select institutions to award aid in new ways. At time of writing, 
there is discussion in Congress about demonstration sites, but it is un-
clear if it will result in actual legislation.

Ultimately, Congress has the power to change legislation governing 
financial aid. However, the complexity of the process coupled with grave 
concerns about abuse of public funds makes that change process very 
slow and labored. It is not unlike changing the tax code. It can be done, 
but the political will and understanding must exist to do it.

Concluding Remarks

Institutions considering developing competency-based programs should 
consider very seriously their willingness and ability to do so. In addition 
to the expense, the culture, systems, and bureaucratic structures at most 
schools are aligned against change. As Clayton Christensen points out, 
the business environment of most established industries does not allow 
them to pursue disruptive change because their value networks do not 
put enough emphasis on disruptive innovation to warrant sufficient in-
vestment to pursue it. This is exactly the case in most universities. In ad-
dition, most higher education institutions are, if not resource starved, 
certainly not resource rich, and they are risk averse. Hence, making in-
vestments in educational models that feel foreign or uncomfortable is 
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not something that they like to do. This is not the case, however, with new 
start-ups. New businesses or institutions have different value networks, so 
they are able to focus on the disruptive innovation as their primary focus. 

Hence schools that choose to pursue competency-based programs 
must decide whether to invest internally and go against the direction of 
their own momentum or set up new institutions that from the beginning 
are competency-based and thus unfettered by history. Examples exist on 
both sides of this dichotomy. Southern New Hampshire University built 
the College for America as a separate institution developing competen-
cy-based programs. The University of Wisconsin has chosen to build its 
competency programs within its existing structures. There are trade-offs 
either way. Setting up a separate institution is challenging and expensive, 
and it is likely to garner significant criticism from established faculty. In 
addition, it becomes open to charges of lower quality and lesser value 
since by design it is divorced from the already proven quality metrics of 
the established institution. Building from within is also very challenging 
and perhaps more so because the product of the internal process is un-
likely to be true to the original concept once it runs the gauntlet of es-
tablished practices. Regardless of the way in which an institution moves 
forward, however, it is imperative to plan for the inevitable challenges 
from the beginning, anticipating pitfalls and learning from the experi-
ences of others. 

Finally, it is interesting to note that like many innovations in higher ed-
ucation before, most competency-based education is aimed at adult and 
nontraditional students, thus furthering the broad mission of continuing 
education. It is this effort to extend the resources of the university and 
to make the institution more accessible to students that makes the work 
of continuing education units both forward-thinking and critical to the 
evolution of American higher education.
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Credible Currencies in the  
Continuing Education Realm

O

Patricia A. Book

Introduction

Continuing educators have been at the forefront of capturing learning 
that happens in informal or noncredit venues for decades. The opportu-
nity for leadership in continuing higher education in the future is in the 
integration of formal and informal learning to develop learning path-
ways to meaningful credentials for adult learners. Tackling the need for a 
common language and currency around informal learning that imparts 
value that is recognized across postsecondary education sectors is at the 
heart of this integration (Roberts 2014a, 2014b). Learning can occur in 
the workplace, while serving in the military, or through volunteer work, 
for example. Translating this learning into a credible currency that can 
be articulated with formal learning is the most pressing challenge. By 
attending to this challenge, continuing educators can create affordable, 
timely pathways to credentials for adult learners. 

Traditional pathways have taken the form of degrees comprised of 
credit courses made somewhat more accessible to working adults through 
evening and weekend programs, accelerated formats, off-campus loca-
tions, and online delivery. These efforts to extend access to adult learners 
have followed the course-centric, credit-based formats familiar to postsec-
ondary education. Transfer credit, especially from career-oriented pro-
grams, or even credit recommendations such as those from the American 
Council on Education’s (ACE) credit for military training or experience 
or workplace experience were typically given short shrift, counting as 
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electives at best or not at all at worst, thus frustrating learners, policy 
makers, and employers alike.

Continuing educators used market research to determine labor mar-
ket needs for education and training, yet the readiness, willingness, or 
capacity of academic departments to extend their degrees were often the 
determinant for which needs were met and how well. Continuing educa-
tors created new formats to accelerate time to degree for adult learners 
by compressing semesters, operating year-round, and offering classes 
closer to home, work, or online, but in general, even these units have 
not given much credence to prior informal learning of working adults 
to enable degree completion in an even more reasonable timeframe. 
In some cases, independent colleges within universities were formed 
to provide a continuing education unit with the flexibility and author-
ity to develop its own degrees and requirements to meet unique needs 
given the reticence of academic departments, but these often met with 
concerns about internal competition. Approaches that structurally sep-
arated continuing education units from the main academic enterprise 
tend to be vulnerable to leadership changes and faculty concerns while 
those that retain faculty ownership of curriculum in academic depart-
ments seem more sustainable long term. As academic entrepreneurs, yet 
with the responsibility of being stewards of existing university academic 
policy, continuing educators also sought to expand opportunities to con-
sider what adult students already know before requiring them to take 
courses on topics in which they were knowledgeable.

Continuing educators also pioneered the noncredit continuing ed-
ucation unit (CEU) as a method to document continuing professional 
education for many fields of practice. However, this measure placed em-
phasis on attendance (clock hours) rather than assessment of learning. 

So, what is in store for the upcoming decades if ambitious goals for 
increased education attainment in the United States cannot be met by 
current approaches? What innovations are likely to take hold in whole 
or part that can prepare students and working adults for greater success 
in the workplace and better satisfy employers with the return on their 
investment in higher education? Which of the current disruptions in the 
traditional distance education and credit-based models will contribute 
most to increasing access to meaningful credentials, including degrees, 
contribute to increased education attainment, and address issues of af-
fordability? Will the Carnegie unit continue to define learning accom-
plishments (Laitinen 2012)?

The Education Attainment Goals

The goals for educational attainment in the United States as of this writ-
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ing are bold. The Lumina Foundation is unique among the foundations 
to have articulated what they call an “audacious” goal: “To increase the 
proportion of Americans with high-quality degrees and credentials to 60 
percent by the year 2025” (Lumina Foundation 2013).

The nation’s goal is equally ambitious, articulated by President Obama 
in a joint address to Congress February 24, 2009. President Obama said 
that the United States “should once again have the highest proportion 
of college graduates in the world by the year 2020.” The United States is 
perceived to be falling behind globally. To reach this goal, the US Depart-
ment of Education (USDE) projects that the proportion of college grad-
uates will need to increase by 50 percent nationwide by the end of the 
decade (US Department of Education 2011). Many analyses have shown 
that this level cannot be reached at current education attainment rates, 
given our current educational models. The American economy requires 
more highly skilled workers. The ability of Americans to contribute to 
the workforce and society and provide for themselves and their families 
depends on continuing education. This has been true for decades, but its 
importance now cannot be overstated. 

Drivers of Reform

The drivers that set the stage for the future for continuing educators are 
tied to the need for a more highly educated workforce, yet current per-
ceptions from employers are that significant skill gaps persist in gradu-
ates. A skill gap coupled with painfully slow economic recovery from the 
2008 recession has fueled calls for reform in higher education. Jobs finally 
reached prerecession levels in 2014, after some six and a half years, the 
longest recovery since before World War II. The lagging growth has been 
too slow to absorb emerging workers or older adults who lost high-pay-
ing jobs in the recession. Some seven million additional jobs would need 
to have been added during these six and a half years to absorb labor 
force growth, thus we remain in a hole in the US labor market. This job 
deficiency negatively affects consumer demand and causes further drag 
on US economic growth. Many economists predict a long period of slow 
growth for the US economy. 

Emerging workers with university degrees in hand are saddled with un-
acceptably high education debt due to ongoing higher education price 
escalation caused by states’ disinvestment. Those adult incumbent work-
ers who lost good jobs have had to settle for lower-paying or part-time jobs 
and adjust their living standard downward. 

In a survey of 343 executives in the United States conducted by the 
Economist Intelligence Unit, “the overwhelming consensus among em-
ployers is that too many graduates lack critical-thinking skills and the 
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ability to communicate effectively, solve problems creatively, work collab-
oratively and adapt to changing priorities” (Labi 2014, 3). Labi goes on 
to say that “in addition to these ‘soft skill’ deficits, employers are also 
finding that young people lack the technical, or ‘hard’ skills associated 
with specific jobs” (ibid., 3). Dane Linn, vice-president at the Business 
Roundtable noted: “Colleges and universities think they are adequately 
preparing students for the workforce. You couldn’t have a more stark 
difference of opinion from industry” (ibid., 7). Industry says they want 
to engage with colleges and universities but they question the return on 
investment. Students saddled with debt and unable to find good paying 
jobs question the value of their degree. Given this context, policy makers’ 
goals for higher education are driven by issues not only of access, but 
completion, affordability, quality, and relevance (McCarthy 2014).

Focus on Learning

An overriding issue for the coming decades for continuing educators as 
they seek to integrate informal and formal learning for working adults is 
going to be precisely a focus on learning: What do graduates know and 
how do we know they know it? Can they apply what they know in different 
circumstances? Can we be more transparent in how we define, assess, 
and document what our graduates know? Delivering credit courses, par-
ticularly when they result in a certificate or degree, has been a successful 
business model for continuing education. The question increasingly on 
the minds of employers, students, parents, and policy makers alike relates 
to whether or not the investment in higher education is worth it. The 
price of higher education has lost its elasticity, so continuing educators 
can’t count on continued price increases to cover cost inflation and to 
increase their net revenue, the latter often seen as their primary value to 
their institutions. Graduates young and old face a poorly performing la-
bor market and are bearing debt levels that they cannot repay and cannot 
discharge in bankruptcy. Yet more education—not less—is demanded of 
current and future jobs. Higher education has to become more afford-
able, completion rates have to climb, and better assessments of compe-
tency, in fact, mastery, have to be the norm. 

MOOCS, PLA, CBE, and Badges

Today, the environment is characterized by many alternative learn-
ing assessments—and providers—adding massive open online courses 
(MOOCs), competency-based education (CBE), and badges to long-stand-
ing models of prior learning assessment (PLA) (Ewert and Kominski 
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2014). These innovations are currently perceived as disruptions with the 
potential to address the broader goals for higher education. MOOCs 
were the disruptive darlings of 2012–2013, largely due to their breathtak-
ing scalability. The new CBE models continued to include credit-based, 
course equivalency models pioneered by Western Governors University 
but suddenly added the new direct assessment models truly untethered to 
the credit hour model. CBE is an antecedent to credentialing through yet 
another innovative mechanism for validating attainment of knowledge 
and skills, that is, badges, which are seen as a new currency for continuing 
professional development. 

MOOC Mania

The current mix of alternative credentials, or credentialing, pushes the 
envelope further and challenges continuing educators to help their insti-
tutions participate effectively in reform initiatives. Over the past few years 
with the advent of MOOCs, continuing educators have come to be seen 
as providing “traditional” distance education largely because online edu-
cation has not significantly reduced the cost of education, nor increased 
affordability for students. Continuing educators certainly increased ac-
cess for working adults and place-bound learners. MOOCs were hyped 
in the media as solving the affordability crisis in higher education. They 
were free and offered by top-tier universities in the United States as well 
as abroad. Literally millions flocked to the MOOCs although virtually no 
advertising was done. It was media-fueled by design with the added ap-
peal of elite brands. 

MOOCS are in essence noncredit continuing education experiences, 
although uneven in pedagogical quality, enriched beyond measure by the 
global participation of learners. MOOC instructors offer their courses 
through user-friendly course platforms developed by faculty computer 
scientists at Stanford and MIT under either for-profit business enter-
prises (such as Coursera and Udacity) or through a nonprofit consortia 
model (such as EdX). Faculty inexperience in online delivery is evident 
in MOOCs as course pedagogy has not benefited from decades of now 
standard good practice in what makes a quality online experience. The 
mini-lecture format prevails in MOOCs—bite-size lectures by talking 
heads—coupled with minimal assessment, if any. Some institutions, such 
as San Jose State, have used MOOCs in a flipped classroom where stu-
dents watch the MOOC videos online outside of class—the equivalent of 
a lecture though more palatable due to their brevity—and classroom time 
is spent on discussion. Yet, MOOCs proved what no distance education 
program had yet done and that was scaling access to education to massive 
audiences. The MOOC mania has now peaked and the inflated expecta-
tions have perhaps been tempered, but perceived barriers to access and 
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affordability have been significantly altered by these developments, along 
with technology-enabled components to build upon, including intuitive 
course hosting platform design and scalable assessment such as peer and 
machine grading. 

The essence of MOOCs is similar to what continuing educators have 
been doing for decades in developing credit and noncredit certificates, 
often packaging existing courses into a sequence of defined competen-
cies. These can be at the entry or pre–associate degree, prebaccalau-
reate, or postbaccalaureate levels. Some institutions have stacked these 
certificates so that they can become part of an undergraduate or grad-
uate degree program. Community colleges have also included appren-
ticeship training as components of technical associate degree programs. 
The American Council on Education’s CREDIT review includes credit 
recommendations for several apprenticeship programs, obviating the 
need for internal review by institutions themselves. ACE CREDIT re-
view also has reviewed some MOOCs for academic credit recommenda-
tions, and MOOCs have been experimenting with offering a few courses 
that carry ACE CREDIT recommendations as well as courses that carry 
a noncredit certificate-like imprimatur, for example, Certificate of Ac-
complishment from the course hosting platform or Verified Certificate 
awarded jointly by the course hosting platform and university offering 
the course. The certificates do not carry academic credit but appear to 
be highly valued by participants. Some MOOC providers have developed 
relationships with employers to serve basically as employee recruiters 
through highly technical MOOC course offerings in high-demand areas 
needed by industry.

Prior Learning Assessment

Prior learning assessment (PLA) has been around since the end of World 
War II when the American Council on Education (ACE) was asked to cre-
ate general educational development (GED) tests for returning soldiers 
so that they could take advantage of the new GI Bill. ACE added a credit 
recommendation service for military training and experience to its port-
folio around the same time. In the 1970s ACE added credit recommenda-
tion reviews for education and training that occurred outside the formal 
classroom in industry, government agencies, social service organizations, 
and other entities. Around this same time, the Council on Adult and Ex-
periential Learning established the portfolio assessment model to permit 
students to document their learning for credit equivalency.

Thousands of adult learners have transcripts from ACE documenting 
that they have taken training that is the equivalent to what they would 
have been taught in a typical college classroom. While less prevalent, 
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portfolio credit recommendations are also significant. The problem is 
that many universities do not accept ACE credit recommendations or ex-
ternally validated portfolio assessments, or if they do, they only accept 
them as electives so they don’t satisfy major requirements to accelerate 
time to degree.

National exams are the most commonly accepted form of prior learn-
ing assessment by campuses. The College Level Examination Program 
(CLEP), Defense Activity for Nontraditional Education Support (DAN-
TES), and Excelsior College exams are prominent among these forms 
of PLA.

Greater understanding and acceptance by campus faculty of the pro-
cess behind these academic credit recommendations, which are con-
ducted by teaching faculty at institutions across the country, would con-
tribute significantly to student persistence and education attainment 
goals. PLA could help institutions and accrediting bodies implement 
some of the new models as well, such as competency-based education.

Competency-Based Education

Competency-based education (CBE) is the newest darling of the media 
and remarkable for the intensity of investment and innovation going 
on. CBE models have been described as either course-based with credit 
equivalency or direct assessment (Book 2014). The course-based model 
ties to the Carnegie unit. Institutions translate competencies into courses 
of the appropriate length and complexity (Johnstone and Soares 2014). 
The other model, referred to as direct assessment, is untethered from 
course material, seat time, and the credit or clock hour. Learners demon-
strate competencies, with particular emphasis on mastery, at their own 
pace, typically online, and progress through academic programs when 
they are ready.

Direct assessment of student learning refers to a measure by the institu-
tion of what a student knows and can do in terms of the body of knowledge 
making up the educational program. These measures provide evidence 
that a student has command of a specific subject, content area, or skill or 
that the student demonstrates a specific quality such as creativity, analysis, 
or synthesis associated with the subject matter of the program. Examples  
of direct measures include projects, papers, examinations, presenta-
tions, performances, and portfolios. Some of the current competency- 
based education programs offered are noted below, with only three  
approved by the USDE for Title IV federal financial aid eligibility for  
this direct assessment approach as of this writing (Book 2014). All the 
others are converting to a course-based, credit equivalency model in 
their competency-based education programs.
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Course-based/Credit Equivalency

Western Governors University, www.wgu.edu

Kentucky Community and Technical College System (Learn On 
Demand), http://learnondemand.kctcs.edu/

Northern Arizona University (Personalized Learning), pl.nau 
.edu

Texas A&M-Commerce, South Texas College (Texas Affordable 
Baccalaureate [TAB] Program) 

Direct Assessment

Southern New Hampshire University (College for America), 
collegeforamerica.org

Capella (Flex Path), www.capella.edu/online-learning 
/flexpath

University of Wisconsin (Flexible Option), flex.wisconsin.edu

These CBE programs provide certificate, associate, baccalaureate, 
and graduate degrees. Some programs provide stackable credentials 
that build upon one another. The programs are characterized by their 
affordability, flexibility, and subscription tuition model, providing stu-
dents with the ability to pace their learning. Both regional accrediting 
bodies and the USDE have approved these approaches as required by 
federal policy. Presently, there are a large number of institutions exper-
imenting in this space, with many consulting with Western Governors 
University on their model. The USDE and foundations are investing 
heavily in experimentation to further the higher education goals artic-
ulated earlier.

Badges

Badges are part of an emerging pedagogy, and like CBE, they focus on 
defined competencies and demonstration of those skills and abilities. 
They are awarded by education providers, employers, community orga-
nizations, and even individuals documenting, through an evidence-based 
assessment, that the badge holder has attained articulated competencies 
(Derryberry 2013). Badges may conjure up in our minds fun at summer 
camp or scout troop badge collections, but not so much as being relevant 
to an academic credential or evidence of learning. In fact, badges are 
not rewards; rather they are being developed and offered for credit or 
noncredit courses as well as other informal learning opportunities and 
training opportunities within higher education today.
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Purdue University’s Passport to Intercultural Learning (PUPIL) is a 
tool to assist faculty and students in assessing and documenting student 
learning outcomes in human cultures, global citizenship, and social re-
sponsibility and intercultural knowledge and effectiveness. Instructors 
can create and award digital badges to reflect evidence of learning. Stu-
dents can earn up to six specific knowledge, attitude, or skill badges and 
a seventh capstone badge when completing all six specific badges.

The University of Alaska Southeast Educational Technology program 
is in its infancy in offering badges to indicate competency in the Interna-
tional Society for Technology in Education’s (ISTE) Standards for Coaches 
(formerly NETS). Badges are awarded for nongraded assignments that 
demonstrate mastery of competencies in leadership and accomplishment 
related to the NETS-C Standards for Technology Coaches. As noted on 
the UAS Educational Technology website, teachers and professionals may 
include these badges in portfolios and other professional documents 
(http://uasedtechbadges.wordpress.com). These badges recognize and 
value work that is not easily captured in grades and other course assess-
ments. They are all based on what students do with the knowledge they 
have gained, and UAS recognizes this knowledge at different levels of 
mastery (Lee Graham, personal communication, June 15, 2014).

The University of California Davis has incorporated badges into the 
sustainable agriculture and food systems undergraduate major. The focus 
is on learning outcomes in areas like systems thinking, experimentation 
and inquiry, understanding values, and interpersonal communication, 
precisely the skill gaps that industry has identified as lacking in current 
graduates. UC-Davis’s use of badges focuses on higher-level competencies 
(Buell 2013).  

Concordia University of Wisconsin (CUW) is putting together perhaps 
the most ambitious program of all using badges. CUW is planning to cre-
ate an entire master’s degree that is based around earning badges rather 
than completing traditionally structured courses (Nate Otto, personal 
communication, June 16, 2014). There would be some seventy compe-
tency badges removed from the course format, allowing students ulti-
mately to earn the master’s degree through the earning of badges. Full 
implementation will require regional accreditation approval (Bernard 
Bull, personal communication, June 16, 2014). 

All this experimentation at public and private universities involves fac-
ulty training and faculty engagement in defining competencies. Badges 
provide a more meaningful way for participants and graduates to pro-
vide evidence of what they know and can do. Grades on transcripts can’t 
do this as well. Also participants can show increasing mastery and have 
something to add to their resume even before they finish the course or 
program (Bull 2014). Participants can share these badges with employers 
or on their professional social networks. Bernard Bull points out that use 
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of badges is helpful in altering social or professional perceptions of stu-
dents’ capabilities.

Hickey (2014) recently published an interim report on the Design Prin-
ciples Documentation (DPD) Project providing principles for recogniz-
ing, assessing, motivating, and studying learning in digital badge systems. 
This work is based on research with thirty organizations awarded grants 
to develop badge content in the 2012 Badges for Lifelong Learning Ini-
tiative supported by the John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation 
in collaboration with the Mozilla Foundation. Badges for Vets, Pathways 
for Lifelong Learning, Peer 2 Peer University (P2PU), and the UC Davis 
project were among the recipients. 

The UC Davis project is the most promising digital badge system be-
cause it validates experiential learning within a formal institutional con-
text at the undergraduate level. It is unique in that it bridges learning 
in and out of the classroom. To address the transparency issue desired 
by learners and employers alike, the UC Davis badge system identifies 
competencies so that learners can better communicate their skills and 
competencies to a broader audience, including employers. Better yet, 
the badges are integrated into the student’s formal degree curriculum. 
Michael V. Reilly, executive director of the American Association of Col-
legiate Registrars and Admissions Officers (AACRAO) likes what he has 
heard about the UC Davis program. Reilly was quoted in Inside Higher Ed 
as being in favor of efforts to capture students’ experiences outside the 
classroom, including through badges. “The transcript is pretty limited 
in what it does,” Reilly says (Fain 2014). This is a significant statement of 
support from the likes of the AACRAO. 

There is opportunity for continuing educators to work closely with 
faculty to better understand and use alternative assessments of learning, 
whether they be MOOCs, PLA, CBE, or badges. Can they be potentially 
relevant credentials integrated into a college degree pathway, as at UC 
Davis? Whether the assessments cover learning that occurs in informal 
or formal learning environments is not as important as how well we can 
document and support what graduates know and can do, both as they 
enter and exit a program. Garnering faculty engagement in this process 
could be a valuable key to further accelerating the pathway to a credential 
or degree for adult learners. 

The Role of Policy in Facilitating Innovation

I would be remiss if I didn’t give a nod to policy issues at this juncture, 
as they can facilitate or hinder innovations in educational reform move-
ments. Continuing educators, as practitioners, are often not well in-
formed about the higher education policy environment and tend to op-
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erate in a fee-for-service business model as opposed to seeking grants to 
support new initiatives. This makes them less likely to be aware of policy 
issues behind federal funding initiatives or foundation grants. Familiar 
refrains heard on campus have created barriers to entrepreneurship. 
Statements like: “accreditation won’t allow it” or “our specialty accredi-
tation prohibits that” or “our Title IV funds will be jeopardized if you do 
that” have been heard by most continuing educators. Higher education 
reform, however, is a hot topic at the federal and state level and within ac-
creditation bodies, so it behooves CE leaders to be informed, keeping in 
mind the national goals to address ongoing issues of access, completion, 
affordability, quality, and relevance to the nation’s needs. 

There is an increased interest in providing opportunities to test new 
innovative models using CBE and alternative credentials to the tradi-
tional degree. Initiatives of note that are fueling experimentation and in-
novation include the US Department of Labor’s 2009 Trade Adjustment 
Assistance Community College and Career Training (TAACCCT) Grant 
Program, implemented in partnership with the US DE. The federal gov-
ernment is investing $2 billion over four years in this grant program, 
which entered round four in 2014. It is designed to improve programs 
of two years or less that prepare adults for high-skilled jobs. Many of the 
funded projects have focused on CBE programs, engaging employers in 
defining needed competencies in the curriculum. 

In 2013, the US DE published a notice in the Federal Register inviting 
ideas for the Experimental Sites Initiative for those institutions that par-
ticipate in the federal Title IV student assistance programs. David Nagel 
reported on a subsequent event held by the US DE, asking the higher 
education community, among others, for ideas on how to allow students 
to use federal financial aid for credit for prior learning, for example, and 
most interestingly, ideas on “combining traditional calendar-based and 
competency-based courses into a single program of study” (Nagel 2014). 
This is further evidence that the federal government is serious about fos-
tering reform that addresses the issues of affordability, completion, and 
relevance. And it reinforces my advice to continuing educators that their 
leadership contribution in the coming decades should be to integrate 
informal and formal learning in pathways to meaningful credentials. 

In addition, the Higher Education Reconciliation Act of 2005 (HERA) 
amended the Higher Education Act (HEA) of 1965 and established the 
eligibility of direct assessment programs to participate in the Title IV 
HEA programs. Specifically, HERA provided that instructional programs 
that use direct assessment of student learning or that recognize the direct 
assessment by others of student learning  in lieu of measuring student 
learning in credit hours or clock hours may qualify as eligible programs 
if the assessment is consistent with the institution’s or program’s accredi-
tation (Bergeron 2013).
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Accreditation bodies have also stepped up to support institutions in 
taking advantage of the direct assessment competency-based models 
afforded for in the HERA. In 2013, the Higher Learning Commission 
(HLC) of the North Central Association was among the first to approve 
four institutions to offer competency-based degrees. The HLC application 
for “direct assessment competency-based programs” is considered a sub-
stantive change application. While direct assessment is to be untethered 
from the credit hour, HLC’s application asks that institutions “describe 
the number of semester or quarter credit hours, or clock hours, which 
are equivalent to the amount of student learning being directly assessed 
for this program” (Higher Learning Commission of the North Central 
Association 2013, 8). Institutions are further asked to describe the meth-
odology for determining the number of credit hours. The way faculty are 
used in the proposed program is also to be contrasted with traditional, 
credit-hour based programs. So much for untethering! Reconciling CBE 
approaches with Title IV eligibility requirements is equally challenging 
as financial aid policy is tied to the academic year, enrollment status, and 
satisfactory academic progress. This is why the Experimental Sites Initia-
tive to enable change is so important. Nonetheless, these innovative ap-
proaches are being taken into account in federal policy and funding and 
in accreditation policy and championed by major philanthropic entities 
such as the Lumina Foundation, John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur 
Foundation, and the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation.

Conclusion

The future continues to hold great promise for the entrepreneurs and in-
novators who make up continuing higher education. The nation’s goals, 
our citizen’s social and economic well-being, and higher education can 
continue to be positively influenced by the work of our colleagues in this 
dynamic field. Continuing education has the opportunity to work col-
laboratively with faculty to create new models that focus on learning and 
integrate informal and formal learning, recognizing alternative creden-
tials that matter. Fostering faculty engagement and critical assessment of 
reform movements is more critical than ever to ensure that all learners 
persist and succeed. Together, continuing educators and faculty can carry 
on the great outreach work of our public and private universities to give 
Americans the second chance they deserve and, at the same time, con-
tinue to be relevant to societal needs.
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Access, Innovation, and Our  
“Sputnik Moment” in  

Postsecondary Attainment

O

Cathy A. Sandeen

This year, the year of UPCEA’s centennial, we are in the midst of an era 
that will require the sort of intense focus and determination and inno-
vation that our country demonstrated in the 1960s when President Ken-
nedy challenged the nation to put a man on the moon, an audacious 
goal for the scientific community. Only this time our goal is to return 
the United States to preeminence in postsecondary educational attain-
ment, a goal that is much more complex, much more challenging than 
putting a man on the moon. We need to confront this challenge not for 
the purposes of showing the world what we can do or so we can move up 
in the international rankings but because we must help more Americans 
achieve a higher level of education to enable them to earn family-sustain-
ing wages, engage in civil society, and create a robust workforce, as well as 
to reduce economic and social inequity and, most importantly, because 
it is our moral imperative—it is the right thing to do. It is also the reason 
we are here, ultimately the reason we have devoted our careers and our 
lives to higher education. 

Professional and continuing education has played an important role in 
postsecondary attainment for more than a century and will be called upon 
in the future to increase its contribution. Understanding the broader 
landscape is an important first step. This essay will provide a snapshot of 
the postsecondary landscape at the point of UPCEA’s centennial, includ-
ing major drivers of change, current areas ripe for innovation, areas of 
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caution, and how the professional and continuing education community 
is making and can continue to make enormous contributions. 

Our Audacious Goal

The United States historically has had one of the most highly educated 
populations in the world, but we have fallen behind. Over the past de-
cade, the proportion of the population with a postsecondary degree has 
increased far more significantly in other advanced economies than in 
the United States, particularly among young people. According to the 
Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), 
only 43 percent of young Americans age 25–34 currently hold an as-
sociate’s degree or higher. Contrast that with Korea at 64 percent. The 
United States now ranks twelfth among the thirty-seven OECD countries 
(Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development 2013, 2). 
We have a difficult time tracking graduation rates due to the large num-
ber of students who drop out, stop out, or transfer. However, accord-
ing to the National Center for Education Statistics, our national six-year 
graduation rate in 2012 was 59 percent for first-time, full-time students—
not a stellar achievement. 

For decades, the United States benefited from a robust manufactur-
ing sector, one where high school graduates and even high school drop-
outs could prosper, earning a family-sustaining wage. That has changed. 
Well-paying manufacturing jobs have been replaced by minimum wage 
jobs in the services industry, mainly food service and retail. However, 65 
percent of US jobs are projected to require some level of postsecondary 
education by 2020, compared with 28 percent in 1973 (Carnevale, Smith, 
and Strohl 2013, 15). On a social level, postsecondary attainment has al-
ways been an important means for providing social equity and economic 
mobility to US citizens and that continues to be true today. 

There is a huge gap to fill between our current attainment and what 
is needed for the workforce of the future. We must develop the means to 
provide quality education at a larger scale than ever before. Most national 
attainment goals envision 60 percent of the population achieving a post-
secondary degree, credential, or certificate by 2025. See, for example, 
Complete College America, the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, and 
Lumina Foundation, among others (Russell, 2011). The White House 
goal is even more ambitious: by 2020 America will once again have the 
highest proportion of college graduates in the world (Obama Admin-
istration n.d.). It’s important to note that postsecondary attainment in 
this context includes not just four-year degrees but also the completion 
of two-year degrees and high-quality certificates with labor market value. 
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Drivers of Change

Demographics

Diversity has nearly always been a major characteristic of the US popula-
tion, but we are becoming even more diverse and on multiple levels. This 
diversity is a source of extreme strength for our culture and economy, but 
it presents educators with multiple challenges. 

Four states—California, Hawaii, New Mexico, Texas—and the District 
of Columbia are currently majority-minority. An additional nine states 
had majority-minority toddler population as of 2012 (Frey 2013). Not 
only will many of the students coming to us be first-generation college 
students, they will be first-generation Americans as well. For a large num-
ber, English is not their first language. 

Besides ethnic and racial diversity, elements of diversity among our stu-
dent populations include older students, working students, students with 
family obligations, veterans, students with learning and other disabilities, 
and students with different learning styles, different levels of prepara-
tion, and different goals. Students come to us with risk factors that impact 
their ability to persist and complete degrees. Some of these include hav-
ing to attend part-time, working, having family obligations, and having 
attended multiple institutions. We know first-time full-time students are 
in the minority, and most students, roughly 75 percent, are considered 
nontraditional students who confront a variety of these risk factors. 

Globalization

We currently live in a much more globally connected world and acknowl-
edge that we must educate our students to thrive in such an environment. 
We also acknowledge the fundamental role of postsecondary education 
in supporting US competitiveness in a global economy. Recruitment of 
greater numbers of international students to our institutions, especially 
recent increases in international undergraduates and the ability of online 
education to stretch beyond borders, have increased the multicultural 
component of our classrooms and the overall student and teaching ex-
perience. 

Technology and Ubiquitous Information

The average smartphone has more computing power than the Apollo 
spacecraft that made it to the moon, and no aspect of our lives has been 
untouched by technology. This is also the case in higher education. We 
function in a world with broad and robust access to information. Colleges 
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and universities are no longer repositories of information that organize 
and deliver this information to students and the public. Instead, students 
come to us already exposed to or having actively interacted with various 
sorts of information. This dynamic has changed the nature of the stu-
dent-faculty and student-institutional relationship in fundamental ways. 
We are now curators of information, and our major goal has shifted to 
helping students analyze, evaluate, and manage the universe of informa-
tion that surrounds us.

Consumerism 

Economic forces as well as ready access to information over the Inter-
net have fostered an increasingly consumer-oriented culture. Brand is 
becoming less important as a signal of product quality in a world where 
both expert and peer reviews are readily available and often take prece-
dence over brand. Higher education is not immune from this influence. 
We have lived with ranking systems for decades, but when the president 
of the United States talked about getting “the most bang for your educa-
tional buck” in his 2013 State of the Union address, educational consum-
erism moved even more front and center. Students have brought their 
consumerism to campus, consulting ratings and reviews for academic 
programs and faculty in making choices. Brand is arguably still important 
for top-tier institutions, but the general trend away from brand superior-
ity opens opportunity for a broad range of other institutions.

Accountability

Consumerism and economic pressures have increased the level of ac-
countability imposed upon higher education as never before. Govern-
ment funding has decreased for public institutions, requiring students 
and their families to bear a greater burden of their educational expenses. 
Private institutions have limited ability to increase the tuition they charge. 
Students are departing from our colleges and universities without de-
grees, and they still must repay what they have borrowed. The pressure is 
on for higher education to show results for its efforts in terms of student 
learning, completion, and employment. Academic culture is not accus-
tomed to this level of scrutiny, but there is no sign of this pressure abating 
any time soon.

Innovation in Higher Education

Greater innovation in higher education is the clarion call of the day, as if 
this is something new and radical. In fact, the history of US higher educa-
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tion is marked by much admired innovations—most of these focused on 
increasing access and supporting economic development. 

The Morrill Act of 1862, which created the land-grant universities with 
a mandate “to teach agriculture, military tactics, and the mechanic arts 
as well as classical studies so members of the working classes could obtain 
a liberal, practical education,” established an important, new, innovative 
direction for higher education (Association of Public and Land-Grant 
Universities 2012, 1). This mandate subsequently served as the founda-
tion for the Wisconsin Idea, “characterized by Charles R. Van Hise, Presi-
dent of the University of Wisconsin-Madison in 1904, as a pledge to make 
‘the beneficent influences of the University available to every home in 
the state’” (Schoenfeld 1975, 252). 

Wisconsin, through its continuing education and outreach work as 
well as its cooperative extension division, was in the vanguard of univer-
sities creating new educational opportunities for the public through lec-
tures, class study, and correspondence or home study. A decade after Van 
Hise made his pledge for community engagement there was sufficient 
momentum in the university continuing education movement to estab-
lish a national organization that today is the University Professional and 
Continuing Education Association (UPCEA).

In the one hundred years since the creation of UPCEA we have seen 
the development of new types of institutions or institutional sub-units, 
structural and curricular innovations including organizing curricula 
into majors and general education requirements, the establishment of 
student affairs professionals, and the development and growth of online 
education.

Innovation today continues to evolve around the core values of access 
and economic development, but the focus tends to be more on the level 
of technology and the individual learner than on organizational structure 
and public policy. Innovations are very much linked to and influenced by 
the drivers of change discussed above.

Big Data and Predictive Analytics

Our interactions in an online environment, particularly the collection of 
behavioral clickstream data (privacy concerns aside), has fueled a new 
area of innovation in postsecondary education that holds tremendous 
promise in helping us meet our attainment goals. Similar to Amazon and 
iTunes using algorithms to customize product offers based on previous 
purchases and shopping behavior, we are making progress in understand-
ing more about the factors that influence learning, persistence, and com-
pletion. The enormous amounts of such data collected by massive open 
online course (MOOC) platforms during their heyday in 2012–2013 
brought renewed attention to this potential. 
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Formed in 2011, the Predictive Analytics Reporting (PAR) Framework 
is one example of a systematic approach, “a collaborative, multi-institu-
tional effort that brings together two-year, four-year, public, proprietary, 
traditional, and progressive institutions to collaborate on identifying 
points of student loss” (WICHE Cooperative for Educational Technol-
ogies, n.d.). Innovation also abounds right now in the development of 
technology-enhanced interventions to influence positive student behav-
iors, technologies such as early warning systems, automated feedback, 
and course schedule optimization. These and similar initiatives are show-
ing promise in identifying key friction points in student progress and in 
measuring the effects of specific interventions.

Personalization

The holy grail of big data and predictive analytics is the personalization 
and customization of education targeted at the individual learner level. 
Will we be able to truly customize a student’s experience to enhance 
learning, engagement, and completion? One can envision a system that 
would understand a student’s learning style, preparation, and specific 
learning challenges and automatically target content and format to that 
individual student. Customization could go beyond the course level to 
providing real-time feedback and reminders to keep them on track to-
ward completion, again customized in terms of frequency and level of 
detail to the needs of that student. These systems would constantly adapt 
by tracking progress toward desired outcomes. Although education is 
much more complex and critical than online marketing and commerce, 
we can see a future where customization based on real-time data will be 
an important tool in advancing educational goals. 

Faculty Role

Innovation and changes in the faculty role within US institutions is not 
a new phenomenon. For example, over time, faculty have seen much of 
their advising role shift to student affairs professionals and their own in-
stitutional governance responsibilities increase (Sandeen 2014, 2). Na-
tionally, the aggregate proportion of part-time and adjunct faculty far 
exceeds that of full-time tenured and tenure-track faculty, a trend that 
has slowly evolved over the last forty years. 

Changes in the faculty role—particularly the teaching role—are evolv-
ing more quickly in recent times due in large part to the growth of online 
education. Faculty are commonly charged with the complete spectrum of 
teaching—instructional design, content sourcing, delivering the course 
content, designing assessments, administering assessments, mentor-
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ing students, and assigning final grades. Despite their deep disciplinary 
knowledge, most faculty do not have formal training in the majority of 
these teaching functions. An increasing number of institutions have un-
bundled or disaggregated these teaching roles and have hired specialists 
(usually non-faculty, presumably at a lower cost) to perform specific func-
tions like instructional and assessment design. Western Governors Univer-
sity is notable in this regard, but an increasing number of institutions are 
adopting a similar approach. Such changes are not without controversy, 
but these innovations seem to be taking hold as long as they can demon-
strate measureable improvement in educational and attainment goals.

Competency-Based Approach

Competency-based education (CBE) is another example of a “new” in-
novation that is not so new, but which has been in the spotlight recently 
because of its potential to serve the postsecondary education needs of 
today’s students. Some CBE programs have existed for decades. The re-
gional accreditation sector has been driving a shift from inputs to student 
learning outcomes in evaluating institutional quality for almost as long. 

In essence, CBE focuses on what students can prove they know or can 
do. Competencies are defined student learning outcomes that can be 
measured and assessed. CBE is a distinct alternative to our current system 
of awarding degrees and credentials based on time and credit hours even 
though the time-based system is currently hardwired into US. higher ed-
ucation policy and Title IV student financial aid law. 

In a credit-hour-based model, time to complete a class or program 
is held constant and the learning varies if we assume a score of 70 per-
cent, or sometimes even less, qualifies for a passing score. In a competen-
cy-based model, student learning is constant, that is, all defined compe-
tencies must be mastered to a predetermined level, and time is variable. 
A student can progress quickly or slowly given their particular life cir-
cumstances. Such a system provides the flexibility needed by many non-
traditional students who must work while attending school or for those 
students who choose to progress quickly in order to save time and money. 
Within this model, assessment of competencies is a key component.

Credit for Prior Learning

Closely related to competency-based education is the notion of credit for 
prior learning or CPL. CPL is a means for validating and providing aca-
demic credit for formal college-level learning that did not take place in a 
college or university setting. Major forms of CPL are credit by examina-
tion (e.g., AP and CLEP exams), course evaluations (e.g., the ACE credit 
recommendation service), and portfolio review (e.g., CAEL). 
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CPL has existed at least since the 1950s with the advent of the Amer-
ican Council on Education’s military evaluation service, which provides 
transcripted academic credit recommendations that veterans can peti-
tion institutions to accept as transfer credit. These tools have become in-
creasingly important in a competency-based and cost-conscious environ-
ment. By acknowledging and validating formal and documented prior 
learning, students are not required to spend the time and money to re-
peat learning they already have acquired. This is an important motivator 
for the large number of older students with some college but no degree 
who would benefit immensely from completing a degree or credential. 

New and Alternative Credentials

Nondegree credentials, particularly certificate programs, have existed 
alongside degrees for decades, but mainly as a form of additional ed-
ucation and professional development in certain fields. Certificate pro-
grams are achieving increased attention as a valid form of postsecondary 
education in and of themselves, especially to the extent that they can 
lead to well-paid entry-level jobs and serve as a stepping-stone to further 
education. 

Some of the more novel alternative credentials that have emerged in the 
past few years are digital badges or microcredentials. Originally focused 
on the youth and K-12 context and sponsored mainly by the MacArthur 
Foundation and the Mozilla Foundation, digital badges adapted gamifi-
cation principles to document and motivate learning. More recently, the 
higher education community has begun to explore how digital badges 
might integrate into traditional curricula and programs.

Digital badges provide an open technology infrastructure that allows 
badge issuers to define outcomes, criteria, and assessments that an earner 
must complete in order to earn a particular badge. Many education tech-
nology companies are developing platforms where a badge earner can 
store these digital credentials in order to make them accessible for future 
employers and graduate school admission processes. 

Although standards and criteria are still evolving, we are seeing a 
growing interest in adapting the badge or microcredential concept for 
use within higher education. For example, badges can be used to define 
granular competencies that scaffold to a full course, program, or degree. 
They can be used to validate learning achieved in cocurricular activities 
and programs. Badges are already being used as a way to document and 
record professional development achievements. Certain badges are be-
ing considered as part of admission processes, similar to other extracur-
ricular activities and college-level learning achievements. The strength of 
the badge concept is the ability to see beyond the surface, to understand 
the learning outcomes and criteria for issuance that are transparently 
embedded in the badge’s technical infrastructure. 
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Business Model

How institutions receive revenue for the value they provide is the es-
sence of the business model question. Currently, revenue typically comes 
in the form of tuition, state or endowment support, research funding, 
and auxiliary services. The value provided is seen as the credential itself. 
Cross-subsidizations are very common. For example, subsidizing smaller, 
specialized upper division classes and providing graduate student sup-
port through high-enrollment introductory courses is a well-entrenched 
practice at many institutions. Unraveling this practice would be difficult. 
Developing means to generate additional revenue through self-support 
degrees and services is a common strategy at many institutions, but these 
activities supplement rather than alter the prevailing business model.

Recently, some fairly radical innovations in business model have 
emerged, closely tied to online and competency-based education and 
aligning with core values of access and affordability. For example, a sub-
scription tuition model where students pay a set fee for a semester or 
term, during which they can “consume” as much education as they desire 
within that interval, has been adopted at a few institutions. Unaccred-
ited education providers, such as StraighterLine, have emerged as well 
to provide low-cost lower division general education and developmental 
education courses for which articulation agreements have been negoti-
ated to increase the transferability of the credit. Some institutions have 
formed partnerships with online service providers to deliver online pro-
grams on behalf of the institution on a revenue-sharing basis. Still others 
have struck deals with large national or global employers to be the sole 
source for degree programs for the firm’s employees in exchange for a 
substantial discount. 

Even more disruptive is the self-curated or DIY degree movement, the 
idea that some individuals will bypass degrees completely and instead 
aggregate a variety of certifications and other evidence of learning into 
something akin to an artists’ portfolio that will be accepted by employers 
as valid job preparation in place of a degree. Weise and Christensen refer 
to this trend as “modularized industry-validated learning experiences” 
and view this as a potential disruption circumventing institutions and the 
accreditation process (2014, 27). The jury is still out on the probability of 
adoption of such extreme measures, but unless and until we see greater 
public investment in higher education, the business model is one area 
where innovation is likely to continue to expand.

Professional and Continuing Education and the “Sputnik” Challenge

Although the sections above are focused on large national trends in post-
secondary education, it is easy to see the many threads of connection 
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with—and opportunities for—the professional and continuing education 
(PCE) sector to contribute toward national attainment goals. Since the 
earliest days, PCE leaders have known that learning does not stop with 
earning a degree. For both personal and professional reasons, learning 
continues through a lifetime. Today, with industries and jobs that are 
continually evolving and changing, the opportunity to stay current and 
engaged is evermore critical. The PCE sector also realizes that postsec-
ondary education is not just degrees, but encompasses a range of creden-
tials, including the category of high-quality certificates with labor market 
value, that are part of the attainment conversation today.

PCE leaders are natural innovators. At many campuses the continuing 
education division is an incubator for ideas and programs some of which 
are eventually adopted as traditional programs on campus. PCE was an 
early adopter of online education and continues to embrace new tech-
nology-enhanced pedagogy to provide access and flexibility to students. 
PCE was an early adopter of competency-based education and, due to 
this expertise, is playing a key role in the development of this approach 
to education and credentialing.

PCE divisions are not “cities on the hill” but are directly and closely 
engaged with real life in the surrounding community, region, and usu-
ally the state. Leaders find themselves on the road, meeting with other 
leaders from industry, government, community groups, and other institu-
tions, forming collaborations and partnerships to benefit students. PCE 
leaders are adept at connecting with employers to understand workforce 
and economic development needs and to design academic programs to 
prepare a robust and competitive workforce.

 Being mostly (or entirely) self-supporting may have been viewed as a 
disadvantage in the past, but it is clearly an advantage now. PCE units are 
not locked into one business model and have the flexibility and agility to 
explore new configurations. PCE leaders have been at the forefront of 
forging productive partnerships with private industry, including service 
providers to support academic programs. 

Professional and continuing educators have always understood there 
are different pathways to education. No one size fits all. They have always 
known that nontraditional students are the majority of students and that 
helping this large and diverse student segment earn degrees and creden-
tials is serving the nation. Finally, the PCE community is university-based. 
The sector operates with business discipline and from an entrepreneurial 
perspective, knowing the true north of academic quality and the impor-
tance of fit within the culture of its home institutions.

The inherent qualities of the PCE sector—quality, access, flexibility, 
innovation, workforce connection, and accountability—are exactly what 
national leaders from government, think tanks, associations, and founda-
tions say are necessary for US higher education to meet the attainment 



pathways to completion 225

challenge. Today, at UPCEA’s centennial, we are at an inflection point, 
a critical time when PCE divisions are no longer viewed as a satellite or 
appendage to a college or university but are seen as essential capacity the 
institution must deploy. 

Future Challenges

Even with all these strengths, there are two areas where PCE divisions 
might focus some attention as they move into their second century as a 
profession. These two areas are integration and enhancement of both 
liberal arts skills and global/multicultural skills.

US higher education has had a strong workforce development orienta-
tion at least since the Morrill Act, and the majority of PCE divisions have 
followed suit, focusing on programs that would help someone obtain em-
ployment or progress in his or her career. However, we should not forget 
our liberal arts roots. Higher education was built on the foundation of 
liberal education—a broad curriculum spanning art, history, literature, 
mathematics, philosophy, sciences, and social sciences, intended to pre-
pare an individual to think for himself or herself, engage in civic life, and 
continue to learn through a lifetime. 

The current focus is on more vocationally oriented education that will 
lead to a post-graduation job, but what about the student’s next job. The 
currently promoted, hyper-vocationalized, credentialist orientation will 
not help us develop the nimble workforce required for the coming cen-
tury. We need people who have both specialized knowledge and under-
lying competencies such as communication and critical thinking skills, 
analytical ability, creative problem solving, teamwork, and global cultural 
awareness, all of which allows a person to continue learning and adapt 
over time. That is a crucial ability in a world where most good jobs will 
constantly change as technologies continue to evolve. Employers desire 
these traits and complain that our graduates lack these skills. 

While many PCE divisions offer high-quality liberal arts degrees, these 
are often separate from the more narrowly focused professional pro-
grams. Can we do a better job of proactively integrating broad liberal arts 
skills as part of all our programs? Can we develop the means to measure 
and validate mastery of these skills? Should we participate more fully in 
the conversation about the vital importance of these skills?

Creating a globally competitive workforce is also central to our na-
tion’s postsecondary attainment goals. Global competitiveness is import-
ant, but this issue is inherently layered and nuanced. We live and work 
in an increasingly globally connected world, and jobs of the future will 
require people to connect and work effectively with global and multicul-
tural teams. Local domestic workforces are and will continue to be in-
creasingly multicultural. With increased immigration, greater enrollment 
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of international students, especially in online programs, our students are 
increasingly global and diverse. Student veterans bring extensive and 
unique international experience. On some campuses, students in PCE 
classes may be the most diverse classes at the institutions. Are we taking 
full advantage of the learning opportunities this diversity provides? Are 
we proactively creating opportunities for students to learn about other 
cultures from each other? Are our faculty primed to inject a global and 
multicultural dimension into class content, assignments, and projects? 
Requiring one class in multiculturalism is not as effective as weaving con-
tent and experiences throughout an entire curriculum. 

These questions about integration of liberal arts skills and multicul-
turalism are taking place throughout higher education and should be 
embraced by the PCE community as well. Addressing our nation’s “Sput-
nik moment” is not only about the number of degrees and credentials 
awarded, but the quality and sustainability of learning that has taken 
place. Broad liberal arts skills and embracing diversity have been the “se-
cret sauce” of US higher education in the past. We cannot ignore this as 
we also focus on student completion. 

“Houston, We Have a Problem”

Our nation’s postsecondary attainment goals are profound. We have 
never before attempted to provide postsecondary education to such a 
large proportion of our population. These attainment goals are every 
bit as challenging and complex—perhaps even more so—than putting 
a man on the moon and bringing the team back to earth. Meeting our 
goals will take the collective knowledge, energy, innovation, focus, and 
determination of the entire higher education community. It will take  
every single one of the four thousand or so postsecondary institutions 
performing at an optimum level. It will take a high level of rapid innova-
tion and a data-informed orientation. 

The professional and continuing education sector is a vital member 
of this team. The long tradition of access, innovation, and data-driven 
discipline within the sector are exactly what is needed in the days ahead. 
It is my most fervent hope that we will look back on this moment in time 
as a fitting inflection point for a profession at its centennial. I also hope 
that just like our country’s achievements in space, we will look back in 
awe at what we have accomplished and will reap additional benefits for 
generations to come.
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PART IV

Audiences

O

Look over the shoulder of any college or university continuing education 
registrar or registration clerk and you will be impressed by the diversity 
of the continuing education student body on many measures. Reflecting 
the traditional breadth of continuing education offerings, their market 
responsiveness, and historic relationships with diverse audiences, con-
tinuing education students follow many pathways to higher education: 
by occupation, as in military education; by age, as in the robust activity 
targeting older adults; or by nationality, as in the increasingly diverse ways 
in which students of all nationalities are integrated into American or Ca-
nadian higher education. To appreciate this diversity, it is worthwhile to 
have a historic accounting as well as a snapshot of the present. This sec-
tion illustratively targets several audiences for a much closer look. 

James P. Pappas provides a sweeping look at voluntary military educa-
tion from George Washington at Valley Forge to our current engagements 
in the Middle East and the role of a major public university in being of 
service to our military personnel. Geraldine de Berly shifts our attention 
to international education and reflects on the roles played by specialists 
in university provision of international education, while also elaborating 
on the challenges and opportunities for its expansion. Judith Potter and 
Maia Korotkina, still within the ambit of international students, target 
the immigrant audience, particularly in Canada, providing a careful anal-
ysis of the opportunities and barriers for immigrants in their drive to 
acquire the skills that will support them in a new national setting. James 
M. Shaeffer and Sarah K. MacDonald shift our attention to another bur-
geoning population of continuing education students, the over-65 adult. 
They define the population in a brief look at demographics and then, 
usefully, contrast a historical review of programs for older adults with 
an exploration of the opportunities that present themselves in response 
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to an increasing need. With Mary B. McIntire’s essay on fund-raising we 
change the prism through which we have been viewing the audience for 
continuing education from student to donor. McIntire provides a prac-
tical view of the challenges and opportunities that present themselves to 
leadership of continuing education, as well as the university, in the devel-
opment and implementation of a fund-raising role. Finally, George Irvine 
looks at structural support for building new programs, new audiences, or 
new capacities through the development of organizational partnerships. 



Voluntary Military Education from  
the Perspective of Continuing Education

O

James P. Pappas

Introduction

Continuing educators have historically sought to provide educational 
access and opportunity to those who cannot attend traditional campus 
residential programs. Military personnel are quintessential working adult 
students who are typically place- and circumstance-bound. Voluntary 
military education falls under this broader context of providing access 
and accommodating those who need specialized workplace programs. 
Voluntary military education also offers both a unique first chance for 
soldiers wishing to complete a college degree and a viable second chance 
for those who may have made earlier attempts to complete a degree but 
fell short due to deployments, work demands, family issues, or other com-
peting priorities. These adult students face significant work-life balance 
issues and are the core of many of our programs, both degree and non-
degree. Because of that, military students are a vital continuing education 
audience that should not be taken for granted and for whom we should 
do even more.

Today, voluntary military education includes undergraduate and grad-
uate degree programs to equip service members for their assigned du-
ties and to prepare them for professional lives after separating from the 
armed services. It includes, too, noncredit and certificate training pro-
grams, and it embodies a cluster of complex concerns and problems that 
each state, and sometimes even each higher education institution, must 
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resolve: tuition assistance, credit for military-provided training, counsel-
ing, on-base course delivery, government regulations, Department of De-
fense contracting, and many others. The audience for military education 
can also include veterans of armed services and the spouses and family 
members of service men and women. Military education has become a 
core part of the lives of millions of service members who engage in it and 
of thousands of higher education personnel who administer it. Moreover, 
in countless US colleges and universities, it has become a vital mission in-
volving billions of dollars and untold hours of effort to deliver programs 
within the United States and overseas.

A Brief, Selective History

General George Washington certainly did not envision the enterprise 
that would emerge when, in 1778, he directed his chaplain to provide 
reading, writing, and arithmetic instruction to his troops convalescing 
at Valley Forge. He had perceived the challenges faced by illiterate sol-
diers and sought a practical remedy. To address the problems of literacy, 
Washington’s faculty members were clergymen, and the curriculum they 
prescribed was the Bible. Nearly a century later, following the close of the 
Civil War, another future president, James Garfield, then a US congress-
man, argued for legislation to establish “post schools,” which would edu-
cate enlisted men in patriotic history, all in an effort to ameliorate crime 
and vice among soldiers. Throughout the nineteenth and even into the 
twentieth centuries, a debate raged regarding whether enlisted personnel 
should engage in formal education and whether the government should 
provide it. Amid this rise and fall of political and legislative support, mili-
tary education was transformed into a monumental government initiative 
that far surpassed the simple literacy training advanced by Washington. 

With the announcement in 1878 of the formation of evening schools 
for soldiers, the War Department made advances in providing military 
personnel with an opportunity for a decent education. Significantly, the 
purpose of these evening schools was not merely to retool soldiers for 
their military work but to help them return to civilian life as “more intel-
ligent” citizens.

In 1891, Captain Allen Allensworth presented a paper, “Military Edu-
cation in the US Army,” at the National Educational Association confer-
ence in Toronto, Canada. A former slave, Allensworth was a visionary who 
may well have been able to foresee what General Washington did not, 
for he advocated that the army provide vocational programs to soldiers, 
championed improvements in education as a means of making the mili-
tary more efficient, and sought equality for blacks in the service.

By the mid-twentieth century, advances in voluntary military education 
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had accelerated, and American colleges and universities stepped forward 
to assume greater responsibility for the education and training of US sol-
diers. In 1942, more than fifty years after Captain Allensworth’s paper was 
presented, a key contract was signed between the War Department and 
Indiana University that would provide financial support for school and 
college teachers who would select and create materials for independent 
study courses to be offered at the US Armed Forces Institute. A year later, 
more than 500 colleges and universities had devised policies and pro-
cedures to use the American Council on Education’s Sound Education 
Credit for Military Experience: A Recommended Program. The Univer-
sity of Maryland, an early leader in developing educational programs for 
military personnel, began offering classes in Europe in 1949. My own 
institution, the University of Oklahoma, was by 1944 offering more than 
150 college and seventy-five high school courses to men and women in the 
armed forces in conjunction with the US Armed Forces Institute. Other 
institutions, public and private alike, played equally significant roles.

Certainly the watershed moment in military education history oc-
curred in June 1944, just weeks after the Normandy invasion, when Presi-
dent Roosevelt signed the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act, better known 
as the GI Bill, which provided among other things educational benefits 
for veterans as an award for honorable service. Less than three years later, 
the War Department would establish tuition assistance for military per-
sonnel enrolled in civilian colleges and universities during off-duty time. 
Since 2009, veterans have been able to transfer their GI Bill benefits to 
dependents.

With advances in program development and delivery came the forma-
tion of various groups to support a burgeoning military enterprise and 
to help establish quality control measures. Servicemembers Opportunity 
Colleges (SOC), formed in 1972, is a consortium of nearly 2,000 colleges 
and universities that follow established criteria to meet the higher edu-
cation needs of military personnel. These criteria include residency re-
quirements, credit awards for military training and experience, nation-
ally recognized testing programs, and transfer credit. 

Defense Activity for Nontraditional Education Support (DANTES) was 
established in 1974 to support both the Department of Defense’s off-duty, 
voluntary education programs and its educational functions.

The Council of College and Military Educators (CCME) emerged 
as a result of education services officers gathering in the early 1970s to 
discuss how best to serve the needs of military personnel seeking a col-
lege education. Now worldwide in scope, CCME addresses the constantly 
changing educational landscape as the armed services partner with col-
leges and universities. Annual symposia offer forums to explore the rising 
costs of education within the context of declining military budgets, the 
increasing dependence on outsourcing and contracting in the education 
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services community, and the implications of these developments on the 
services, the institutions, and military students.

Many other groups have played instrumental roles in contributing 
to the military education enterprise, including regional organizations 
such as the Council on Military Education in Texas and the South 
(COMETS), the Florida Advisory Council on Military Education (FL 
ACME), the Council on Military Education in South Carolina (CO-
MESCO), and others.

The 1970s and later proved to be a prolific period in the creation 
of distance initiatives for the delivery of military education. As a means 
to gain accreditation and recognition for Air Force–delivered training, 
the Community College of the Air Force (CCAF) was developed in the 
early 1970s particularly to address the needs of noncommissioned offi-
cers. Today, CCAF has approximately 400,000 students and is the larg-
est multicampus community college in the world. Another innovation, 
launched in 2001, eArmyU was established to enable enlisted soldiers 
to work toward a college degree or certificate online. This program pro-
vided distance learning support services to about 64,000 soldiers before 
it was shut down by the army in 2012. There are myriad other innovative 
military education programs, including Navy College PACE, which pro-
vides ship-bound sailors with opportunities to earn technical or college 
degrees through various options, and Credentialing Opportunities On-
Line (COOL), which equips US Navy service members with information 
about civilian licensure and certification and helps prepare them for ex-
ams and training. An army COOL program provides the same services for 
US Army service members.

Veterans Programs

Today, one million veterans nationwide are using some form of educa-
tional benefits provided through the Department of Veteran Affairs. For 
those who served at least thirty-six months of active duty after September 
10, 2001, 100 percent of their tuition and fees are covered under the 
Post-9/11 GI Bill. The significant change between veterans of the present 
era and those of the post–World War II era is that 25 percent of them are 
female, and 47 percent of student veterans are married and/or have chil-
dren. Thirty-six percent of all higher education institutions (75 percent 
of four-year public schools) have a student-run military or veterans group 
on campus, and nearly 40 percent of public four-year institutions offer ac-
ademic advising specifically for military or veteran students. Stories from 
students who have taken advantage of GI Bill benefits to further their 
education are pervasive. 

Following the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks, the Post-9/11 GI 
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Bill was inaugurated to extend educational and other benefits to men 
and women who served in the armed forces during Middle East conflicts. 
Campuses across the country found themselves needing to gear up to 
take in record numbers of veterans. 

Every campus accommodates veterans in different ways, but many col-
leges and universities provide Veterans Upward Bound, a free US De-
partment of Education program designed to help veterans refresh their 
academic skills and give them the resources and confidence needed to 
complete a college degree.

Higher education institutions in every state offer facilities and ser-
vices for former military personnel. Oklahoma is no different, and its 
programs are exemplary. For instance, Oklahoma State University main-
tains a veterans lounge where student veterans can study and relax. At the 
University of Oklahoma, we provide a network of trained faculty and staff 
members who volunteer to provide specialized assistance to students who 
have served in the military. The University of Central Oklahoma houses 
a veterans affairs office to provide support to veterans and their depen-
dents. Each state provides similar variants at its institutions of higher ed-
ucation.

Mindful of veterans’ contributions to national security and preserving 
American freedoms, Congress passed a bill in summer 2014 requiring 
public universities to offer veterans in-state tuition. This tuition break 
addresses some but not all of the concerns faced by veterans. Some veter-
ans confront colossal hurdles after suffering debilitating injuries during 
military service. It is one thing for able-bodied veterans to participate in 
educational programs; it is quite another for veterans with cognitive or 
physical disabilities to learn new skills through technical training pro-
grams or return to college for degree completion or to begin a degree 
program from the beginning. Some universities have stepped up to help 
disabled veterans. For instance, according to Inside Higher Ed, the Univer-
sity of Pittsburgh devised “a college transition program for disabled veter-
ans interested in STEM disciplines” (Tyson 2014). Supported by a grant 
from the National Science Foundation, this program equips veterans not 
merely in science, technology, engineering, and math classes; it puts dis-
abled veterans in a laboratory environment to work on applied projects 
that will help other disabled veterans—for example, developing a low-
cost power wheelchair. In effect, these veterans are learning new in-de-
mand skills and assisting others facing the same or similar challenges. 
Other institutions are replicating this innovative program with programs 
of their own. 

America is a nation of interest-serving groups. One group that has 
taken a leadership role for veterans is the Student Veterans of America 
(SVA). This organization has been particularly committed to helping vet-
erans return to college and complete academic degrees. One means of 
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accomplishing this goal has been SVA’s Million Records Project, which 
provides academic outcomes and progress data for policymakers, ser-
vice providers, higher education institutions, and the public. These data 
promise to aid legislators and others to evaluate current programs for vet-
erans and to devise new initiatives to ensure that veterans are successful as 
they participate in postsecondary education.

Of course, not all is rosy among some veterans, who all too often ex-
perience the bureaucracy of government and educational institutions. 
Red tape, new rules, restrictions on some programs, and significant cut-
backs in programs—these problems certainly frustrate veterans hoping to 
use education to jumpstart a new career or make an effective transition 
from military to civilian life. Due to recent problems in Veterans Admin-
istration health facilities, Congress and other policymakers have become 
sensitized to the needs of America’s veterans and will almost assuredly ad-
dress shortcomings in educational programs aimed at helping veterans.

Student Experiences

The transformational impact of a college education on the life of a mem-
ber of the military can be documented quantitatively, but it is the unique 
stories of these individuals that stir us. The stories I know come from our 
own students.

Five years ago, Daniel was deployed onboard the USS Rodney M. Da-
vis, supporting narcotics interdiction on behalf of the US Coast Guard. 
During this time he completed his undergraduate degree from the Col-
lege of Liberal Studies at the University of Oklahoma (OU). Today, he 
works as a university student adviser assisting military students pursuing 
higher education. According to Daniel:

Starting my degree while on deployment really gave me a 
unique understanding of the needs of our active-duty ser-
vice members after having been one myself. The college 
recognized the importance of developing education pro-
grams to meet the needs of our military members and al-
lowed me to earn a bachelor’s degree and begin pursuing a 
master’s degree, all while being enlisted. I am excited and 
optimistic about what the future holds for military students, 
and I would encourage other interested individuals in the 
military to consider pursuing a degree. The Coast Guard 
gave me the confidence and discipline to achieve a higher 
education and the university provided the opportunity to 
reach those goals. I have no doubt my degrees are going to 
greatly expand my career future.
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Tamara was an educational site representative at a military installation 
in southwest Oklahoma, where she oversaw a student body made up of 
active-duty soldiers and civilians. To better serve her students, she de-
cided to go back to college herself to get a second master’s degree in in-
ternational relations from OU’s graduate program designed for military 
personnel.

It really helped me to understand my students’ needs, both 
their educational and service-related needs. I have since 
been promoted to program director of engineering and 
geosciences continuing education programs. I am excited 
about the new things I am working on, and I credit my sec-
ond graduate degree for making that possible. I’m positive 
that my new position and the opportunity that awaited me 
would not have been possible without obtaining my gradu-
ate degree. I would encourage every individual in the mili-
tary to consider pursuing an advanced degree. The benefits 
are great and the cost is affordable, especially because of 
the options that exist through Chapter 33 of the GI Bill. 
Military personnel should make use of their benefits—they 
earned them. And my experience is that a graduate degree 
makes a big difference.

Samantha, a major in the US Air Force, was the first lead solo pilot 
for the USAF Air Demonstration Squadron, known as the Thunderbirds. 
She was only the second woman to fly with any military high-performance 
demonstration team.

I was attracted to OU because of the dual degree option of 
human relations and international relations. I didn’t want 
just a master’s degree; I wanted a master’s degree that would 
propel me forward as a leader, manager, subordinate, and 
person. The degree I chose afforded me this opportunity. 
I liked the range of classes that were offered in the human 
relations degree program. I also enjoyed the combination 
of online classes and actual classroom lectures. It enabled 
me to get the best of both worlds with the structured envi-
ronment in the classroom, which helped me to focus on 
school, and the freedom of the online programming that 
allowed me to work with my schedule. My degree has al-
ready provided me with so much. I reflect on my classes 
quite often in my job and refer to my books for advice in 
certain situations. I took fifteen credit hours at a time while 
working full time, but I set a goal when I began the process 
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and wanted to achieve it. I had one year to try to finish the 
human relations part of my degree, and I was able to do 
that with a little dedication and determination.

Faculty Experiences

The impact of the college experience on military students is mirrored 
in the exemplary experience of one of our faculty members. This faculty 
member is an OU professor, assistant vice president of Outreach, and a 
member of the National Guard with two tours of Afghanistan under his 
belt. He also teaches on a regular basis for our graduate degree program 
serving military bases in the United States and Europe. He noted: 

My first introduction to our military program came when 
I met an army captain during a field training exercise at 
Fort Hood several years ago. I noticed he was wearing an 
OU ring, and I asked him about it. He told me that he re-
ceived his Master of Public Administration degree through 
OU without setting foot on campus. He went on to explain 
that due to transfers and deployments, he would not have 
been able to earn a graduate degree. He is now a proud 
Sooner. Since then, I have had the privilege to teach for 
this program. It is an honor for me to serve, in a small way, 
those who serve our country in the armed forces. My expe-
rience has been rewarding each time. I find the students to 
be very engaged and very busy. I have been impressed with 
their commitment to continuing education and how they 
balance the many demands on their time. I’ve gained an 
appreciation for these students. I often gain new insight as 
their world experience is quite a bit different from the stu-
dents I typically teach on campus. Many of them have dealt 
with the harsh realities of war. Some students have worked 
in many levels of government and have held significant po-
sitions of leadership in the military, and they bring these 
experiences to bear in class. Their discussions can be lively 
while providing fresh perspective.

The Future

In significant ways, the future of voluntary military education lies in hands 
other than those of higher education administrators. Federal efforts to 
trim military spending, including base closure and realignment (BRAC) 
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and the drawdown of troops and overseas sites, have an understandable 
effect on the numbers of service members to whom continuing educators 
can provide educational programs. And significantly, the Department of 
Defense’s consideration of reductions in tuition assistance will play an 
even greater part in whether military education can be provided at the 
same level as in the past. Of course, there will always be educational pro-
grams for the military, and to that extent continuing and higher educa-
tion will have a role.

Technology will be ever more important in the provision of military 
education programs. With the deployment and mobility of service mem-
bers, convenient access to education is essential, and the future will 
doubtless unveil many new means for course and program delivery. Con-
tinuing education will need to be nimble, prepared to take advantage of 
these new avenues and play roles in devising new ways to equip service 
members with the education they require in the twenty-first century and 
beyond.

Concluding Comments

Military personnel provide significant service to the nation, often at tre-
mendous personal sacrifice and risk, and institutions of higher educa-
tion must respond to such sacrifice. Colleges and universities have a great 
responsibility to provide military personnel and veterans with access to 
higher education.

Voluntary military education provides service members with special 
skill sets and broad educational competencies to help them do their work 
better—whether it is managing better (e.g., a degree in human relations 
to develop their interpersonal skills), budgeting better (to improve the 
management of military resources), or giving them specific job-related 
capacities in particular fields, such as criminal justice or health care ad-
ministration. Continuing education simply makes them better at their 
military jobs.

As their comments have strongly acknowledged, military students and 
faculty who teach them are often meaningfully changed by the experi-
ence. Being around them and their excitement at events such as gradu-
ation is infectious. No greater work-related thrill matches presiding over 
a college graduation ceremony held at one of the US bases around the 
world. It is a privilege when we as faculty and administrators can celebrate 
with these students as they earn a degree after maintaining an up-tempo 
work schedule, pursing knowledge while at risk, and dedicating consid-
erable effort to evening or online classes. Graduation ceremonies allow 
everyone attending to share the pride that the service man or woman 
feels as a result of his or her accomplishment, something that is often 
taken for granted by our traditional residential students. The shout-outs 
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to parents and relatives, the beaming smiles of pride of supervisory offi-
cers and colleagues, and the invigorating walk across the stage create a 
memorable experience.

When I teach a class on a base, I am always reminded of the first mil-
itary graduation ceremony I attended. During the event, I stepped for-
ward to hand a diploma to a young officer of color and congratulated 
him on his degree. After the ceremony, as I mingled with the crowd at 
the reception, I was introduced to his father and mother, who had come 
from the States to see him graduate and to be with his wife and several 
children. The young man himself, though pleased, was quite reserved 
about having obtained the degree. The father, however, who was closer to 
my age, was effusive and excited. He held up his young grandchild, who 
wore a small university sweatshirt, and proudly announced that this child 
was a next-generation Sooner. I learned that the young officer was the 
first member of his family to attend college. And now he had completed 
his master’s degree with our institution. His superior officer indicated to 
me that the advanced degree would help him in his promotion boards, 
and his wife was already talking about potential careers he might pursue 
after his discharge.

Our ability to provide these opportunities both within the military 
setting and after retirement are what continuing education should be 
about—helping students transform their lives and contributing to the ed-
ucated citizenry of our nation.
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Continuing, Professional, and  
International Education

Converging Skill Sets

O

Geraldine de Berly

Introduction

The mobility of students across continents has affected higher educa-
tion in the United States, which in 2013 had some 820,000 international 
students (Farrugia and Bhandari 2013). Many incoming international 
students study in intensive English programs, attend professional de-
velopment programs, or matriculate into degree programs housed in 
continuing education (CE) units. Further, these units’ agility, delivery 
capabilities (technological and physical), and access to multidisciplinary 
expertise enable them to provide significant programming for interna-
tional education.

Continuing and international education professionals are surprisingly 
similar in nature. They are committed to access, engagement, flexibility, 
varied delivery formats, responsiveness, assessment, evaluation, and bor-
derless education. They have arrived at their profession from multiple 
disciplines: academia, business/corporations, nongovernmental orga-
nizations (NGOs), and government entities. Many are career changers 
and have thus leveraged transferable skills. Many have their origins in 
self-funding organizations and as such have excellent financial grounding 
in both the generation and administration of budgets, price points, and 
their impact upon enrollment. Finally, these professionals are ever vigilant 
for external funding opportunities and are adept at grant development.
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Many continuing education units are stand-alone entities. Their ad-
ministrators are mandated to bring significant return on investment to 
their institutions (UPCEA 2012, 76). They must be a credit to their home 
institutions and consequently are sensitive to quality delivery of program-
ming at affordable rates and as such, must be efficient, at times parsi-
monious, always innovative, and consistently entrepreneurial. They must 
be willing to take risks but remain compliant. They must cooperate with 
multiple campus units, be politic in their negotiations, find ways to share 
costs without engendering the enmity of their collaborators, and they 
must be able to scale up or down with little notice.

Senior International Officers (SIOs) generally (but not always) oversee 
international education offices and rely on central administrative funds, as 
they tend to be responsible for services, programs, and institutional rela-
tionship building that do not generate revenue per se. These may include 
study abroad, admissions, intensive English programs, outreach, and con-
tracting (Association of International Education Administrators, n.d.). 

Seemingly, there is an overlap between the skill sets that continuing 
and professional education (CPE) deans and directors and SIOs demon-
strate. Since many CPE units have international programs in their port-
folios, it is worthwhile to consider the competencies related to interna-
tional programming and activities more closely, as an understanding of 
these might contribute to better job descriptions, professional develop-
ment, hiring decisions, and allocation of human capital.

UPCEA International Education Activity Survey

In order to determine some of the skill sets required by CPE deans and 
directors for successful international education activity, a survey was dis-
tributed to 329 institutional representatives based in US institutions who 
were members of the University and Professional Continuing Education 
Association (UPCEA, 2012). In total, 129 individuals replied to the sur-
vey, with 60 respondents (47%) having international education as part 
of their portfolios qualifying them to complete the survey. The survey 
sought to identify the range of responsibilities of CPE leaders engaged in 
international programs.

Specifically, as it relates to international programs, the survey covered 
areas of responsibility, types of programming, growth targets, and skill 
sets and experience of those responsible for international programs.

How Engagement in International Education Impacts CPE

Several respondents saw the increase in international activity as support-
ing the global missions of their universities. Others considered education 
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a global enterprise. Adding to diversity on campus and opportunities for 
more short-term programs to “extend lifelong learning opportunities 
beyond the traditional campus through innovation, collaboration, and 
flexibility” were also seen as outcomes of international education. Such 
views are consistent with distance education practitioners’ vision of the 
opportunities worldwide. Reed Scull, associate dean of outreach at the 
University of Wyoming notes: 

Leaders of lifelong learning and extended education  
organizations may well be faced with an unprecedented 
oppor tunity to innovate programmatically and expand  
educational access. Through the application of DE [dis-
tance education] methodologies many of us are already 
accustomed to using, we may now be able to find many un-
tapped opportunities to provide our nontraditional learners 
experiences to strengthen their credentials with authentic 
internationalized learning opportunities that might intellec-
tually engage, increase sensitivity, and even add skills and 
knowledge that are attractive to potential employers. (2014)

Continuing Professional Education Profile

The survey requested titles, as in some cases both continuing education 
(extension) and international or global responsibilities are reflected in 
the names of the positions. A third of the respondents held director ti-
tles: 21 percent held either associate or assistant vice president/provost 
or dean titles, with another 11 percent holding both. The majority of re-
spondents (84%) had special contract programming (e.g., management, 
business, government, and academic preparation) as the most common 
service provided, followed by managing visiting international students 
(57%), engaging in international recruitment (50%), and overseeing in-
tensive English programs (49%). Most also offered a dual or joint degree 
program either as part of CPE offerings or in partnership with campus 
departments.

Nearly all of the respondents indicated that their growth strategy in-
cluded expanding international offerings, with a majority indicating a 
6–10 percent expected increase. Others had a very ambitious 16–20 per-
cent target increase, and a similar number had a more modest expecta-
tion of a 1–5 percent increase. 

International and/or Foreign Language Knowledge

Concerning international experience, 31 percent of the respondents had 
five years or less; 23 percent had six to ten years experience; 26 percent 
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had eleven to twenty-five years experience; and 20 percent had more 
than twenty-five years of international experience. However, the major-
ity (54%) had not lived outside of the United States, with a significant 
number (87%) born in the United States, and 58 percent did not speak a 
language other than English. This would indicate that the bulk of the in-
ternational experience was likely related to program development. Nev-
ertheless, 46 percent had lived outside the United States, and 42 percent 
did speak a language other than English.

Skills and Knowledge Needed to  
Work Effectively in International Education

Essential, helpful, and not necessary were the three rating descriptors asked 
of respondents to assess which skills/knowledge were required to suc-
ceed in international education activities. 

For the 60 CPE respondents who had international experience, the 
skills seen as essential were intercultural competence (88%), cross-cultural  
communication (84%), organizational and leadership skills (79%), and 
adaptive skills (79%). Entrepreneurial skills were seen as essential or 
helpful (98%), while knowing a second or third language was deemed 
essential by 18 percent and helpful by 67 percent. Economic and geo-
graphic understanding of the targeted regions was deemed essential by 
63 percent of the respondents and helpful by another 33 percent. 

Skills that were considered essential by most but not all the respon-
dents (in the range of 46–65%) were knowledge of foreign education sys-
tems, writing skills, project management, and negotiation skills. Consid-
ered less essential, particularly by the less experienced, was the need for 
substantial travel and/or experience working outside the United States. 
Finally, for the entire group, knowledge of export and intellectual prop-
erty regulations was seen as helpful but not essential. What is perhaps 
most telling regarding the ranking of relative importance of the various 
skill sets is to consider respondents’ perceptions by experience segment, 
that is, the level of significance attributed to experience in international 
education and having lived abroad. Those with more experience valued 
these highly, and those without experience found it helpful but not essen-
tial. Not surprisingly, those who had not lived outside of the United States 
and did not speak another language did not consider a second language 
an essential skill (but did describe it as helpful).

Senior International Officer Skill Sets

In 2007, NAFSA created a task force on skills and competencies of the 
international education leadership community which surveyed thirty-five 
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highly experienced senior international officers (SIOs) using the Delphi 
technique to determine critical skills and knowledge for senior campus 
international leaders from all types of higher education institutions (e.g., 
public and private, community colleges, undergraduate, and research in-
stitutions; Lambert et al. 2007). The purpose of the survey was to identify 
a skill set, understand the SIO profile, and use the profile in designing 
professional development. The survey grouped initial responses into five 
categories: (1) personal qualities, (2) background knowledge, (3) spe-
cialized knowledge, (4) functional skills, and (5) specialized skills. In the 
second and final round of the survey, degree and importance were as-
signed to the various categories based on frequency counts. Deemed very 
important were strategic planning, cross-cultural skills, leadership, com-
munication, overseas experience, change management, conflict man-
agement/negotiation, teamwork, flexibility, knowledge of international 
education, administrative experience, detailed knowledge of the home 
institution, ethics, energy/passion, policy development, and project man-
agement (ibid.). 

It is not surprising that there is overlap in the skill sets demonstrated 
by CPE leaders and those displayed by SIOs. It supports the thesis put 
forth here that there are parallel skill sets and knowledge required of 
CPE leaders engaged in international education. Further, those are trans-
ferable skills. Sheila Thomas, statewide dean of extended education for 
California State University, commented: 

Continuing education leaders are assuming responsibility 
for important areas, such as international programs and ad-
vancement, and increasingly critical duties within academic 
affairs offices. The skills essential to successful continuing 
education administration are equally desirable in other ar-
eas of the university. (2013)

Critical Issues Facing Continuing, Professional,  
and International Education

The domestic nontraditional audience is no longer the minority but 
rather the majority; consequently, the market is expanding as is the com-
petition. Many of the critical issues facing continuing and professional 
education are not peculiar to CPE or international education per se. 
They include the digitalization of education, the soft versus hard skills 
discussion along with workplace readiness, the importance of T-shaped 
individuals (breadth of knowledge and depth of expertise), homoge-
nization of education, flexible formats (within established parameters, 
e.g., seat time or its equivalent), faculty buy-in, developing cutting edge 



246 centennial conversations

programs which may have limited shelf life, intellectual property issues, 
and open courseware. International audiences also have concerns about 
access, bandwidth, price point (as do domestic audiences), English pro-
ficiency (depending on the country), length of study, and certificates 
(credit and noncredit) versus degrees. These are issues and opportuni-
ties simultaneously. 

Opportunities

In the area of graduate education, many countries have the upgrading 
of their faculty across disciplines as a major educational goal, creating 
opportunities for comprehensive research institutions to provide the 
needed expertise. For example, the Putin initiative is to dramatically raise 
the international rankings of selected Russian universities by funding 
graduate study abroad (“Russia Announces New Investments in Higher 
Education and Study Abroad” 2014; Snytkova 2014; Smith 2014). Kansas 
State University dean of continuing education Sue Maes was instrumental 
in securing the Go Teacher Project (initiated in 2012), which has brought 
427 Ecuadorian English teachers to its campus and an additional 405 
teachers to the campuses of its project collaborators (Kansas State Univer-
sity 2014). The teachers are improving their English proficiency and ac-
quiring training at a graduate level in language pedagogy and linguistics.

CPE units are particularly well placed to quickly respond to requests 
for proposals (RFPs) from government entities (such as those noted 
above) in the form of short- and/or long-term courses and programs in 
or out of country, delivered and/or enhanced by the use of compelling 
technologies. 

The Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development 
(OECD) report Trends Shaping Education 2013 notes that the impact of 
education upon an aging population will affect voting patterns and con-
sequently public policy. The need for health literacy will increase. Peo-
ple working longer will need skills and education to sustain employment. 
Pedagogical conventions will need to be adaptable and creative to engage 
older learners. Enabling access will be a priority. These patterns are ev-
ident in highly developed countries but are also true of less-developed 
countries with increasing aging populations. Global surveys on older per-
sons’ experience of aging indicate that their financial security and ability 
to work are a concern (United Nations Population Fund 2012, 3, 24–25).

Persons interviewed for the UNFPA report describe the difficulties 
that older people encounter in finding productive employment, often 
as a consequence of age discrimination, and also of general high levels 
of unemployment, health problems, and a lack of qualifications or poor 
working conditions. When applying for jobs, they are often told they are 
too old. In some cases, those working for the government are forced 
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to retire. Some felt their qualifications were not sufficient or that they 
should not have expected to be employed while the younger generation 
also faces unemployment (ibid., 4).

Consequently, major opportunities exist for CPE within the interna-
tional arena for academic, professional, and/or workforce development 
projects. Institutions can leverage their strengths in a number of disci-
plines either on their own, given their access to internal expertise, or 
through collaborations across campus as well as with other domestic and 
international institutions. Many higher education institutions, particu-
larly comprehensive universities, have the resources available to impact 
some if not all eight United Nations Millennium Development Goals: (1) 
eradicate extreme poverty and hunger; (2) achieve universal primary ed-
ucation; (3) promote gender equality and empower women; (4) reduce 
child mortality; (5) improve maternal health; (6) combat HIV/AIDS, ma-
laria, and other diseases; (7) ensure environmental sustainability; and (8) 
global partnership for development (United Nations 2014). Institutions 
with programs, research centers, faculty, and students working in these 
areas can provide intellectual and technological responses, thereby of-
fering research and training opportunities as well as global interaction.

A collaborative, solution-based approach is deeply rooted in many 
CPE units; therefore, CPE leaders can identify areas where they can con-
tribute, pool their expertise and resources, and meet educational objec-
tives while contributing to the global good and addressing institutional 
priorities.

As CPE leaders consider program development, they must determine 
the major challenges and solutions for the future. Institutions generate 
strategic plans for three to five years yet must be cognizant of how quickly 
the landscape changes. Economies can falter and public policy changes; 
consequently, decisions as to how students spend disposable income and 
organizations build budgets are affected by the environment. Five-year 
projections with changing circumstances are probably too far out when a 
CPE unit is responding to immediate market forces; to wit, the California 
2009 budget crisis and the 2014 budget surplus certainly radically altered 
the higher education landscape for the state over a five-year period. The 
dramatic turn of events in Ukraine impacted our colleagues attending 
a UPCEA-sponsored forum on Russia and Ukraine in February of 2014. 
The forum had been planned in preparation for a trip to the region in 
the fall of 2014. While the forum was underway, the Ukrainian govern-
ment experienced a revolution. The trip had to be reconsidered thereby 
highlighting the need to understand the political realities in country 
when planning an international engagement.

The strength of many CPE units is in their wide variety of programs 
across disciplines (hard and soft sciences, humanities, technical areas) 
that allow them to draw upon their considerable internal resources (as 
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well as those of the university as a whole) to address problems, respond to 
proposals, and participate in solutions. Ironically, it is in this very variety 
that challenges are imbedded. 

CPEs provide the nontraditional student access to education through 
flexible and broad programming. The skills to manage continuing edu-
cation effectively include working with faculty, staff, and administrators 
to develop new programs as well as adapting existing curricula and their 
delivery to changing needs. It is necessary to utilize enrollment manage-
ment principles and strategic planning. It means understanding and 
working with turf issues and institutional protocols. It also means discov-
ering who the movers and shakers are on (and off) campus and collabo-
rating with them to rally the stakeholders toward agreed-upon objectives 
without alienating others. Externally, there are multiple relationships to 
be nurtured at the local, state, national, and international levels. 

Innovative Programming

Most continuing education entities must respond to local, regional, and 
international markets and are committed to engaging with the com-
munity by providing appropriate and need-specific programming. The 
flexibility demonstrated by CPE units complements the type of flexibility 
needed when working with an international audience.

CPE units already offer transition programs, largely in the STEM fields, 
sponsored by corporate entities as well as professional preparation (non-
credit and for-credit certificates and degrees). They encourage academic 
departments to provide classes in the evenings and on weekends and in 
accelerated formats that enable working students, many with families, to 
manage their studies. Additionally they work with academic departments 
(or as a stand-alone unit) to convert conventionally delivered courses 
to online or blended formats, enhancing accessibility. This expertise in 
course options positions CPEs to deliver programs internationally. By 
having online capabilities or even hybrid approaches (e.g., the US faculty 
delivers face-to-face in country for a short period), cost can be mitigated. 
(This is very attractive to countries willing to invest in higher education 
but mindful of maximization of funds.)

In addition, the CPE units are able to discount tuition for cohorts (do-
mestic or international). This has an advantage in a competitive market, 
notes Cindy Elliot, assistant provost for strategic partnerships at Fort Hays 
University: 

Students know that a degree from an American institution, 
combined with real-life business skills, will be highly valued 
by multinational and local companies. Plus, they will have 
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improved their English language skills, which are sought-af-
ter skills for many employers. Professors that teach at Amer-
ican colleges often have strong connections with businesses 
across the country and can help students find full-time jobs 
or internships. What’s more, students who hold an Ameri-
can degree can expect to earn nearly twice as much as those 
holding lesser certifications in their own country. An Amer-
ican college degree is quite a valuable commodity. (2012) 

Development of International MOUs 

Expanding recruitment internationally is also a way to increase revenue 
while adding to the cultural mix. Institutional strengths, faculty interests, 
and developing relationships in particular geographic areas as a result 
of a focused effort lead to successful collaborations. Memoranda of un-
derstanding (MOUs) need champions from both institutions (home and 
abroad) who develop programs, exchanges, and solve problems. Activi-
ties undertaken that fit the institution and, therefore, contribute to mu-
tually intellectual pursuits are the most likely to succeed. CPEs are ideally 
positioned to pursue international training projects both in country and 
abroad while collaborating with schools and colleges as they explore new 
markets.

Conclusion

CPE leaders all have the responsibility to sustain their enterprises, usually 
with varied programming directed at local and regional audiences. Nev-
ertheless, broadening the institutional reach beyond the immediate loca-
tion to national and international audiences is an objective many share—
and with which some have had notable success. Skilled and experienced 
CPE leaders, working with SIOs or who are SIOs, are well positioned to 
succeed within the international realm. 
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Immigration and University  
Continuing Education

Reflections on Our Future Role

O

Judith Potter and Maia Korotkina

Introduction

As university continuing education units in Canada and the United States 
attract an increasing number of immigrants each year, the intent of this 
essay is to reflect upon the profiles and motivations of this segment of 
our learner population. Considered nontraditional because of age, inter-
national qualifications, cultural capital, and simultaneous work/family/ 
study commitments, foreign-born students—like their native counter-
parts—turn to our institutions in an effort to acquire transferable lan-
guage and professional skills to further their career development or  
transition into another occupation. Indeed, newcomers tend to “embark 
in formal education and training to validate, recycle, enrich or change 
their occupational profiles . . . [and] remain active in the labour force 
while pursuing further education” (Adamuti-Trache 2010, 145). Contrary 
to their North American–born peers, however, immigrants face distinct 
short- to medium-term challenges in integrating into the labor market, 
particularly when they arrive in their host country without a job offer, as is 
the case for most permanent residents in Canada. For them, the custom-
izable, practical, flexible, and accessible nature of continuing education 
programs provides promise for offsetting those challenges. In a context 
where employers award more credibility to local than international cre-
dentials, and where navigating the local labor market may carry its own 
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set of cultural puzzles, our academic and vocational offerings facilitate the 
transfer and upgrade of professional skills. That being said, as their pres-
ence in our classes increases, we must recognize that their needs exceed 
the acquisition of skills; for newcomers with permanent residency status 
and open work permits in particular, immigrant- and occupation-specific 
employability training and network-building activities should be integrated 
into our offerings to optimize the classroom-to-workplace transition. 

Immigration Models and the Canadian Context

Canada and the United States have long featured among the most cov-
eted destinations for highly qualified workers from around the globe. 
Although their interest has remained constant, the landscape of expecta-
tions has evolved. Whereas political and security concerns in many source 
countries during the ’80s and ’90s created a context in which the majority 
of economic immigrants left home without looking back, today a large 
proportion of the mobile skilled workforce seeks to expand professional 
horizons. Meanwhile, this increase in mobility coincides with other phe-
nomena that, in the developed world, heighten the urgency in attracting 
these workers. Aging populations, combined with lower birthrates, are 
causing demographic concern and adding great pressure on the pub-
lic purse, as a shortage of labor supply undermines succession planning 
on a national scale. Moreover, the development of new technologies and 
transformation of key sectors in the emerging knowledge economy cre-
ate the need for an educated, skilled, adaptable workforce for which do-
mestic supply does not suffice. In this context, economic immigrants are 
being welcomed for their palliative demographic and economic impact 
and supported by national policies seeking to facilitate their professional 
integration.1

The Spectrum of Immigration Models

The recruitment of qualified candidates on a global scale follows a range 
of ideological positions and administrative processes. Indeed, selective 
immigration models differ according to whether they seek to meet long-
term socioeconomic objectives or fill immediate labor market shortages. 
Similarly, they may involve only government or imply more interdepen-
dent planning and processing among political, regulatory, and market 
authorities. Third, they can either be explicit (such as a points system 
that assigns a numerical value to an applicant’s characteristics) or im-
plicit (for instance, the granting of a temporary and restricted work 
permit with the possibility of converting this status into permanent resi-
dency down the line).

This administrative spectrum includes, at one end, a system linked 
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directly to specific labor market needs. Such a selection process is de-
mand-driven by employers, requiring them to be involved at all stages of 
the relocation process, including the recruitment, administrative funding, 
and settlement activities of international candidates. Such a system does 
not impose any abstract conditions or preferences for acceptable educa-
tion and skill levels. Moreover, it effectively considers professional integra-
tion to be the first and conditional step in acquiring permanent status.

At the opposite end, the human capital model relies solely on govern-
ment efforts in the selection and admission process for immigrant intake. 
This selection model is proactive and focused on labor supply, premised 
on the notion of adaptability, that is, that “well-trained flexible individu-
als . . . who have experience in the labour force should be able to adapt 
to rapidly changing labour market circumstances” (Hiebert 2006, 185). 
In this second system, permanent status is granted before the process of 
professional integration and is not contingent upon the latter’s success. 

American versus Canadian Contexts

Although most existing models tend to mix features of the two, the 
United States is considered to represent the demand-driven system, 
whereas the Canadian model has traditionally favored a more proactive, 
government-centered selection process that considers education, lan-
guage skills, work experience, and so on, to be intrinsically valuable at-
tributes. As a result, the discourse surrounding immigration in Canada—
specifically the economic category—is that of a productive, relatively 
autonomous segment of the population whose professional integration 
post-immigration meets the collective interest. 

This notion of immigrants being chosen or selected by the host coun-
try is radically different from the American perspective, which tends to 
associate immigration with something experienced or endured, and by 
extension something to be restricted, unless preceded by a certain test of 
concrete labor market demand. In order for a foreign-born professional 
to settle in the United States, the only economic pathway is through a 
work permit, the H-1B visa. His or her profile must be appealing enough 
to an employer to warrant a series of financial and administrative efforts—
and only after many years of this precarious situation and status renewals 
may the temporary worker become eligible for permanent residency (a 
green card) through the sponsorship of his or her employer (Ruiz 2013). 
Proportionally speaking, the select few who enter the country through 
this means are perceived as the exception to an otherwise burdensome 
influx of foreigners made up of American citizens’ family members, ref-
ugee claimants, and undocumented migrants. This majority then faces a 
set of reactive, somewhat reluctant settlement measures, and even those 
who speak out to defend them still refer to them as an “underclass” that 
will eventually “enter the mainstream” (White and Glick 2009). 
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In the case of Canada, the majority of the immigrant population falls 
under the economic category, annually and actively selected from a pool 
of hundreds of thousands of applicants. Although Canada likewise hon-
ors its family reunification and humanitarian commitments and also 
offers temporary work permit programs for in-demand occupations, its 
primary focus is on the points system selection process upstream. Canada 
first introduced the points system in 1967 and officially incorporated it 
as the assessment mechanism of the economic stream in its Immigration 
Act of 1976. During the ’80s and ’90s, it carried out a series of amend-
ments that played with the idea of including labor market assessments, 
until abandoning it altogether in 2002 with a purer version of the human 
capital model in which all reference to current or projected business con-
ditions was removed and language and education criteria proportionally 
rose in importance.2 Through this model, for the past couple of decades 
a fifth to a quarter of a million new permanent residents have landed on 
Canadian soil every year.

It should be noted that current policy is gradually steering Canada’s 
immigration program away from abstract long-term planning. Since 2008, 
priority processing has been introduced through ministerial instructions; 
the minister of immigration, upon consultation with the provinces, prior-
itizes the processing of certain occupational profiles to fill more immedi-
ate skill shortages throughout the country. Since this turning point, Citi-
zenship and Immigration Canada has continuously moved toward more 
business involvement and more demand-driven intake, as demonstrated 
by the most recent development of the Expression of Interest program, 
in which local employers flag an international candidate’s profile online 
for priority processing. 

Nevertheless, as the underpinnings of the nation-building, proactive, 
government-driven model remain, and as most permanent residents 
studying in continuing education in Canada arrive under the points sys-
tem, this essay considers the impact of these broad immigration policy 
choices on labor market trajectories of the foreign-born. More specifi-
cally, it argues that as long as internationally trained professionals con-
tinue to arrive in Canada with a long-term perspective of resettlement 
and career transition, university CE units in Canada can play a key role in 
facilitating their professional integration. 

Indeed, as the following section explains, the criteria and process by 
which the immigrant population in Canada is selected have important 
implications for the composition of the local labor market, that is, the 
sheer number of foreign-born candidates among job seekers (specifically 
at the skilled and highly skilled levels), the employment barriers they face 
post-immigration, and, in turn, the frequency and rationale with which 
they turn to university continuing education (UCE). As the US reality is 
radically different, largely due to the fundamental difference in immigra-
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tion models and policies, the role of UCE for newcomers to the United 
States is left for another discussion.

Barriers to Professional Integration

To the extent that Canada’s immigration model has sought to attract an 
educated, skilled, linguistically competent, motivated workforce, statis-
tics show that it has been successful. According to Statistics Canada, over 
the last decade an average of 240,000 foreign-born people immigrated 
to Canada (with permanent residency status) on an annual basis; the for-
eign-born now account for 23 percent of the Canadian population. Over 
56 percent of these individuals hold a university degree, and 49 percent 
of doctorate holders and 40 percent of those with a master’s degree were 
born outside of Canada. With respect to language proficiency, Citizen-
ship and Immigration Canada noted that in 2008, only 28.3 percent of 
immigrants (all categories combined) spoke neither English nor French 
upon arrival—down from 45.9 percent in 2002. More striking still, in the 
economic immigrants’ category, only 8.7 percent spoke neither of the 
official languages. In the case of Quebec, according to the Labour Force 
Survey of 2006, 56 percent of all immigrants admitted to the province 
belong to the economic immigration category (which includes skilled 
workers and business persons; Zietsma 2007). In more recent data, this 
number increased to 65 percent and is projected to be closer to 70 per-
cent for following years (Ministère de l’Immigration et des Communautés 
culturelles du Québec 2012). Of these individuals, 70.8 percent indicated 
fluency in French. In addition, over three-quarters (78.3%) of newcom-
ers arriving from 2006 to 2010 had at least fourteen years of schooling. 

Overall, therefore, as noted by Maria Adamuti-Trache in opening a 
discussion on the university training sought by highly skilled immigrants 
during their first years in Canada, “immigration policy has reached its goal 
of recruiting highly educated immigrants who are expected to contribute 
to Canada’s economic growth and global competitiveness” (2011, 62). 
And yet, their labor market outcomes do not meet those expectations. 
For decades now, a multitude of studies, articles, reports, and testimo-
nials have been denouncing the scope and complexity of the challenges 
immigrants face in professional transitions. Many highlight the nonrec-
ognition of foreign credentials and the depreciation of work experience 
acquired overseas (ibid.; Boyd and Schellenberg 2007; Ferrer and Riddell 
2004). This in turn creates a vicious circle where employers require that 
immigrants obtain Canadian work experience and local references to re-
assure them of the validity and value of qualifications. Others observe 
that the lack of proficiency in occupation-specific English and/or French 
language and the cultural nuances of communication are standing in the 
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way of successful workplace integration (Zietsma 2007; Shellenberg and 
Maheux 2007). Others still point out the reluctance toward diversity in 
the workplace, noting disadvantages experienced primarily by women, 
visible minorities, and slightly older newcomers (Chicha 2009; Cousineau 
and Boudarbat 2009). These three obstacles, added to the lack of clear 
and comprehensive information on settlement and integration services, 
lack of awareness of local job search practices, and restricted access to es-
tablished networks and the hidden job market, have resulted in alarming 
phenomena of unemployment and underemployment among qualified 
immigrants.

To illustrate, between 1980 and 2000 incomes of immigrant men de-
creased by 13 percent, whereas those of native Canadian men increased 
by 10 percent (O’Shea 2009, 16). In the case of immigrant women, al-
though they actually gained 6 percentage points during this same period 
of time, this increase is largely inferior to that observed for native Cana-
dian women. And among the university-educated—the very demographic 
that has traditionally been awarded the highest number of points—the 
gap between immigrants and Canadian-born workers continues. Accord-
ing to labor market data released in December 2013, university graduates 
who have been in Canada five years or less are more than four times 
more likely to be unemployed than their Canadian counterparts. In fact, 
“Canadian-born high-school grads have a better shot at a job than univer-
sity-educated recent immigrants: 7.1 percent unemployment, compared 
to 11.9” (Paperny 2014). Equally critical, this does not account for the 
countless numbers of immigrants who are underemployed (Galarneau 
and Morissette 2004). A Statistics Canada report of April 2014 notes:

Among university-educated immigrants who did not grad-
uate in Canada or the United States, 43% of women and 
35% of men worked in occupations requiring a high school 
education or less. In comparison, the same rates for the Ca-
nadian-born and for immigrants who graduated in Canada 
or the U.S. varied between 15% and 20%. (Uppal and La-
Rochelle-Côté 2014)

To summarize the above, the professional integration obstacles faced 
by tens, if not hundreds of thousands of immigrants admitted on an an-
nual basis can be grouped into the following six categories:

1.  nonrecognition of foreign credentials and experience and  
 the related requirement of Canadian work experience;

2.  language proficiency and communication issues;

3.  persistence of discriminatory practices;
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4.  lack of clear and comprehensive information about the  
 existence and relevance of integration services;

5.  lack of familiarity with local job search norms and practices;  
 and

6.  lack of access to professional networks and direct contact  
 with employers.

Some of these obstacles may be explained by a legitimate process of 
competency assessment, the time needed to adjust to a new cultural en-
vironment, and the responsibility for much of this adaptation resting 
on the autonomous shoulders of internationally trained professionals. 
Nonetheless, many of the barriers listed point to a heightened perception 
of risk on the part of regulatory bodies and employers in admitting an 
individual with a profile unlike their own. However understandable the 
human tendency to seek the familiar, this is also the same situation that 
has long given rise to the proverbial taxi driver with a PhD—a phenome-
non that likewise undermines the intended economic impact of selective 
immigration policies. 

Landscape of Existing Services in Canada

Over the past decade reports of issues immigrants face prompted a major 
concerted effort to identify and implement solutions to address them. 
Indeed, within the context of this common concern, a variety of labor 
market actors have sought to improve immigrants’ career prospects.

Government, Professional Bodies, and the Nonprofit Sector 

With respect to the selection process, consultations have been conducted 
with public and private bodies involved in labor market trends to align 
the points system with more concrete prospects of professional integra-
tion.3 Free language courses in English and/or French for beginners or 
intermediate-level learners have been offered to all permanent residents 
for up to six months after arrival. To accelerate and facilitate the recogni-
tion of qualifications, preliminary credential assessments by assigned gov-
ernmental partners have become mandatory throughout the past year for 
all economic applicants seeking to settle in all territories and provinces 
except Quebec. Meanwhile, in the case of the francophone province, a 
document attesting to the comparable quality of education completed 
outside of Quebec has been offered as an optional service to immigrants 
who wish to reassure employers of the equivalency of their academic qual-
ifications.
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Moreover, pertaining to regulated occupations and enforced by spe-
cial commissioners at the provincial level, collaboration between policy 
makers, professional orders, and academic institutions has resulted in a 
host of new tools to better recognize foreign credentials. Commendable 
and fruitful initiatives have been undertaken in recent years to minimize 
the observed “brain drain” by improving access to information predepar-
ture, developing mutual recognition agreements with professional orders 
from a variety of source countries, reviewing application requirements, 
creating bridging courses, and implementing special permits designed 
to facilitate and accelerate the recognition process for foreign-trained 
applicants.

In terms of the third obstacle noted above, that is, discriminatory 
employment practices, the enforcement of the Employment Equity Act, 
albeit not pertaining only to immigrants, has had a positive impact on 
levels of awareness among employers at the hiring, retention, and suc-
cession planning stages. Furthermore, in an effort to sensitize and en-
courage employers, subsidies and support programs have been created 
to facilitate a first work experience for newcomers. Pan-Canadian and 
regional programs to support entrepreneurship among immigrants have 
also been elaborated to provide start-up funding, mentoring, and fol-
low-up to encourage this alternative pathway. 

At the same time, a great number of initiatives to better inform and 
prepare immigrants for the job market have been integrated into online 
and in-person information resources and training programs throughout 
the country.4 Workshops and employment counseling services, especially 
when given in partnership with federal and provincial ministries of immi-
gration, allow immigrants to be informed sooner and better of local job 
search norms and practices, of access to loans and bursaries for accredita-
tion or further postsecondary study, of the existence of mentorship and/
or internship programs, and so on. Arguably, the biggest challenge today 
is to make sure that immigrants are aware of the multitude of services 
available to them; more valuable still, it is to consolidate this host of tools 
into a clear and comprehensive roadmap.

Academic Institutions

In recent years, an increasing number of academic institutions have also 
responded to the call by developing programs and services that help im-
migrants tackle the obstacles outlined above. In particular, initiatives to 
date have sought to alleviate the first and second barriers, namely, the 
nonrecognition of foreign credentials and discounting of internationally 
acquired work experience and the persistence of language and commu-
nication difficulties.

To facilitate the transition into regulated occupations, some universi-
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ties have elaborated bridging programs in collaboration with regulatory 
bodies and professional associations. These offerings specifically target 
foreign-trained professional candidates and often include a combination 
of academic credentials assessments, skills upgrading courses, profes-
sional exam preparation support, mentoring, and sometimes even intern-
ships. Some of the notable programs in the Canadian context include: 

•  Internationally Educated Engineers Qualifications Bridging  
 (IEEQB) program at Ryerson University’s G. Raymond  
 Chang School of Continuing Education in Toronto;

•  Qualification in Pharmacy (QeP) program at Université de  
 Montréal;

•  Licensing International Engineers into the Profession  
 (LIEP) program at University of Toronto’s School of   
 Continuing Studies;

•  Master’s degree in engineering, concentration in design and  
 management of Canadian engineering projects at École de  
 technologie supérieure in Montreal;

•  Bridging Project for Internationally Educated Teachers  
 (IETs) at the University of Alberta’s Faculty of Education; 

•  Bridge to Canadian Nursing (BCN) program at Mount Royal  
 University; and 

•  Internationally Educated Physiotherapists Exam Preparation  
 Programme (IEPEP) at the University of British Columbia’s  
 Faculty of Medicine in Vancouver. 

Similarly, other institutions expressly reserve a number of places in 
regular programs for internationally trained candidates, such as Queen’s 
University Faculty of Education in partnership with the Ontario College 
of Teachers. Meanwhile, other universities highlight the transferability of 
internationally acquired qualifications by offering bridging courses into 
alternative occupations, for example, Ryerson University’s Project Man-
agement Bridging Certificate for Internationally Educated Professionals 
and HEC Montréal’s Microprogramme for Immigrant Engineering En-
trepreneurs.

In terms of language proficiency and intercultural communication, 
many postsecondary institutions provide English and French as a sec-
ond language offerings designed specifically for newcomer adults, such 
as the Workplace Communication in Canada (WCC) program at Ryer-
son University’s School of Continuing Education, the two certificates of 
proficiency—English/French for Professional Communication at McGill 
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University’s School of Continuing Studies, and English for Professional 
Purposes at University of Toronto’s School of Continuing Studies.

Through the commendable efforts postsecondary institutions in Can-
ada have undertaken in the course of the past decade, they are increas-
ingly becoming the skills resource that governmental bodies hope—and 
internationally trained professionals expect—them to be. But for most 
internationally trained professionals, this only encompasses a third of the 
barriers they must overcome.

Continuing Education: Becoming a Resource  
for Skills, Information, and Networking

Newcomers who follow professional bridging programs are likely to learn 
about other integration services available in their communities from 
instructors and peers, thus avoiding the fourth barrier. They may also 
obtain assistance with overcoming the fifth obstacle through integrated 
workshops covering local job search norms and practices. In fact, the ad-
vice that they may receive through advanced, occupation-specific train-
ing may be even more valuable and more pertinent to their needs and 
profiles than information communicated to a broader audience through 
government and nonprofit organizations. To a certain extent, then, in 
addition to being a skills resource, academic institutions may become an 
information resource for immigrants as well. 

That said, the majority of the tens of thousands of immigrants who at-
tend UCE programs in Canada every year are not necessarily seeking ad-
mission into a regulated occupation. Instead, as research has shown that 
postsecondary education (PSE) obtained in Canada is an especially effec-
tive means of enhancing adult immigrants’ position in the labor market, 
their PSE participation has emerged as a strategy to overcome professional 
adversities, in particular for those who have completed university educa-
tion in their countries of origin (Adamuti-Trache 2011, 70). In fact, accord-
ing to Adamuti-Trache’s study, in an attempt to increase the relevance and 
worth of the experience accumulated in their native countries, within four 
years of arrival, 46 percent of adult immigrants participate in PSE. And 
whether immigrants aim for a career in fields like accounting, finance, 
management, logistics, communications, marketing, or international busi-
ness, continuing education units seem particularly appealing because of 
the relatively accessible, shorter-length, flexible, practical nature of their 
programs. In this context, as newcomers pursue courses in a heterogeneous 
environment with native Canadian peers, their awareness of the network 
of organizations and resources available to them tends to be much poorer, 
as does their ability to navigate the cultural nuances of North-American 
communication, in particular in networking and interview settings. Yet, de-
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spite this knowledge gap, “very rarely have immigrants been identified as a 
group with specific needs in postsecondary institutional policies” (Adamu-
ti-Trache 2010, 162; also see Sinacore, Park, Mikhail, and Wada 2011, 181, 
184; Canadian Council on Learning 2007). In the absence of integrated 
employability services that appreciate their human capital and address 
their specific preoccupations, immigrants’ labor market outcomes still risk 
falling short. Even when the skills gap is closed, the job readiness level may 
still be too low to provide them—and the academic institutions from which 
they graduate—with the job placement rate they expect.

Furthermore, with respect to the last and perhaps most poignant ob-
stacle for newcomers, attending a local university represents the promise 
to access a professional network specific to their occupation. It is with 
this key prospect in mind that many internationally trained profession-
als, particularly in unregulated occupations where the transition is less 
clear, turn to UCE. While updating or upgrading their skills, they seek 
to improve their confidence, assess the transferability of their prior qual-
ifications, attend career-related events, and hopefully obtain their first 
work experience in their adopted country through an internship, so 
that by the time they graduate, they have overcome most of the barriers 
which they faced upon arrival. As it stands, however, internship offerings 
through UCE units in Canada are still quite sparse, and career-related 
events through university-wide career planning centers rarely correspond 
to midcareer professional profiles (Sinacore et al., 183). Understandably, 
these centers’ primary target audience is undergraduate students—cul-
turally at ease, locally established, with little to no work experience in 
their field. This is a drastically different demographic than the thirty plus, 
internationally trained, experienced individual most often studying part-
time or even online, potentially juggling multiple work and/or family 
commitments, and trying to get a foothold in his or her new home. Their 
profiles are different, and so are their needs.

As discussed earlier, because of the selective immigration process 
through which they acquire permanent residency, internationally trained 
professionals constitute the cream of the crop in the student population 
of Canadian UCE units. For the economy, they represent a skilled, moti-
vated, adaptable, autonomous, multilingual labor pool; for our academic 
institutions, too, they are hardworking, committed, aspiring individuals 
in need of a mere additional boost. Through our accessible, flexible aca-
demic offerings, we have already become the skills resource to which they 
turn to increase transferability of qualifications. By expanding our ser-
vices to integrate employability training and conduct employer-outreach 
activities specifically for continuing education students, we can position 
ourselves as their information and networking resources as well. And 
in turn, through their ensuing successes, our expanding service offer is 
likely to carry the promise of a mutually beneficial relationship. 
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Conclusion

Without doubt, all of the efforts and initiatives outlined herein—whether 
through government, professional orders and associations, nonprofit or-
ganizations, or academic institutions—attest to a growing awareness that 
responsibility for immigrants’ successful integration is shared among 
newcomers and the host society—but this is not just a responsibility. 
In their own efforts to maximize their chances, recent immigrants in-
creasingly turn to short-term, part-time university programs to complete 
bridging courses, improve language levels, increase understanding of 
economic trends and job search practices of their host country, and to 
access a professional network—in short, to obtain local diplomas and 
connections for increased credibility in the labor market. Indeed, today 
they represent an ever-growing proportion of the student population 
in our institutions. This is an enormous opportunity for university con-
tinuing education to position itself as the top-of-mind resource for this 
distinct clientele in the education market by building further on what 
is already established. In fact, as this article has sought to argue, this 
target audience deserves priority attention: our relatively small invest-
ment in facilitating their transition through employability training and 
network-building activities will provide a disproportionate return of re-
sources, engagement, and reputation.

Notes
1. In fact, as Bonikowska, Hou, and Picot argue, these integration policies will 

in turn affect how attractive the destination country appears: “To the ex-
tent that well-educated immigrants are becoming increasingly sought-after 
by traditional immigrant-receiving countries, their relative (to host country 
workers) outcomes could influence the choice of host country among indi-
viduals considering migration, and therefore the self-selection of individu-
als who choose to immigrate to Canada in the future” (2011).

2. The national immigration policy in Canada extends to all but the province 
of Quebec, which holds almost exclusive authority to select its economic 
migrants and implement measures to aid their settlement and integration. 
This autonomy came as a result of a series of negotiations begun in the 
late ’60s, characterizing much of the ’70s and ’80s, and culminating in the 
devolution of constitutionally shared powers through the Canada-Quebec 
Accord of 1991. Nevertheless, as its immigration policies have tended to 
echo the spirit of federal initiatives—with the exception of greater empha-
sis on the French language—Quebec’s immigration model and outcomes 
run parallel to Canada’s track record. In the context of this article, they will 
therefore be amalgamated.

3. The nonprofit sector in Canada includes a mobilized network of local and 
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provincial organizations that offer immigrants settlement services, infor-
mation, language courses, job search assistance, civic engagement, com-
munity building and social activities, and other resources to facilitate their 
integration; most of these services remain accessible for up to five years 
after arrival.

4. Some of these information resources and programs are even offered 
pre-arrival, both in the source countries and online, such as through the 
federal CIIP (Canadian Immigrant Integration Program) and Quebec’s 
SIEL (Service d’intégration en ligne).
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Older Adult and Lifelong Learning
Programs, History, and Recommendations

O

James M. Shaeffer and Sarah K. MacDonald

 The object of all education is to teach people to think for 
themselves . . . a man who is educated in the truest sense 
may even be unable to read or write, for an educated man is 
a man who is capable of thinking about what he sees. 

—james stuart, 1871

This quote, from Adrian Barlow’s wonderful book, Extramural: Literature 
and Lifelong Learning, comes from James Stuart’s address to the Leeds 
Ladies’ Educational Association entitled “University Extension.” Barlow 
goes on to suggest that this lecture may have been the “starting point for 
extramural studies in any modern sense” (Barlow 2012, 18). It is interest-
ing to note that, according to Barlow, this concept may have its roots in 
1112 when the Lincolnshire Abbey of Croyland “sent monks out across 
the Fens to give lectures in local barns” (ibid., 16). 

While not a recent phenomenon, most colleges and universities recog-
nize that learning doesn’t end with formal education and that learning 
has no boundaries in terms of age. This recognition has resulted in the 
creation of offices and programs that cater to the needs of adult students. 
This essay will review current and anticipated demographics showing not 
only the growth in the older adult populations but also the diversity of 
this group. We will explore a short history of programs and offices that 
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were developed to respond to the needs of older adult students and con-
clude with a discussion of possible future directions for lifelong learning 
institutes. 

Demographics

The older adult student population, 65+ years of age, continues to grow. 
The Administration on Aging reports that there were about 43.1 million 
older adults in the United States in 2012, representing an increase of 
7.6 million or 21 percent since 2002. While this is significant growth for 
this population, the US Census Bureau’s report The Next Four Decades: The 
Older Populations in the United States 2010–2050 predicted that by 2050 the 
number of Americans age 65 and older will more than double to 88.5 
million. 

Much of this growth is the result of the baby boomer generation com-
ing of age. Another important factor is that life expectancy has increased. 
For example, in the United States, “in 2011, persons reaching age 65 
had an average life expectancy of an additional 19.2 years (20.4 years for 
females and 17.8 years for males). A child born in 2011 could expect to 
live 78.7 years, about 30 years longer than a child born in 1900” (US De-
partment of Health and Human Services 2012, 2). The result is that not 
only are there more older adults but the range in age, due to increased 
life expectancy, is more diverse and thus the need for a larger range of 
learning experiences.

The range of age is only one example of the growing diversity of this 
population. One area in particular where we will see diversity is in the 
attainment of higher education in this population overall. In 1965, 24 
percent of the older population had graduated from high school, and 
only 5 percent had at least a bachelor’s degree. By 2010, 80 percent were 
high school graduates or more, and 23 percent had a bachelor’s degree 
or more. The diversity in educational attainment also affects the need for 
a range of programming that meets the interests of older adult students, 
which can range from self-improvement to international experiences to 
community service programs.

Adding to the diversity of this population is an increase in how long 
older adults are staying in the workforce. In 2013, 8.1 million (18.7 %) 
Americans age 65 and over were working or actively seeking work, repre-
senting approximately 5 percent of the US workforce. 

Clearly the older student population will continue to grow, and the 
educational needs of older adults have become more diverse with the 
growing diversity in the age, educational attainment, and work status of 
those in this group. 
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Brief History of Programs

The first older adult education program in the United States was estab-
lished in 1962 and was called the Institute for Retired People (IRP). Like 
others that came after,

it was founded by a group of retired school teachers, mostly 
women, who prevailed upon the New School to provide 
space for a program designed to accommodate women and 
men interested in intellectual and social interaction in an 
academic environment. The New School obliged by pro-
viding classrooms and helping the group to organize them-
selves and arrange their course offerings and manage their 
curricular affairs. (Shinagel 2012, 23)

Shinagel estimated that there are approximately five hundred lifelong 
learning institutes operating in North America and suggested that “in the 
best tradition of American individualism, each such institute is the cre-
ation of a distinctive group of retirees, hosted by a college or university, 
with a special culture and sense of mission” (ibid., 28). 

Another lifelong learning program is Elderhostel. In the summer of 
1975, five colleges and universities in New Hampshire offered the first 
Elderhostel programs to 220 “pioneer” participants. From this pioneer 
beginning, Elderhostel quickly expanded, and by 1980 (relying almost 
entirely on word-of-mouth promotion), more than 20,000 older adults 
participated in programs in all fifty states and most Canadian provinces. 
In 1981, Elderhostel offered its first international programs. In 2004, 
Elderhostel launched Road Scholar, expanding the number of interna-
tional programs they offered and increasing the range of topics and for-
mats offered in the United States and around the world (“The History of 
Elderhostel and Road Scholar”). 

Another significant influence on lifelong learning programs has been 
the Osher Institute. In 2001, the Bernard Osher Foundation, reflect-
ing their support for a “national lifelong learning network for seasoned 
adults” provided an endowment grant to the University of Southern 
Maine to “improve and extend its excellent programs,” and the name Se-
nior College was changed to Osher Lifelong Learning Institute (OLLI). 
Sonoma State University, a member of the California State University sys-
tem, was also given a grant. Due to the success of these programs the 
foundation expanded its reach nationwide and at present supports 118 
lifelong learning programs on university and college campuses across the 
country, with at least one grantee in each of the fifty states and the District 
of Columbia. There is considerable variation among the Osher Institutes, 
but the common threads include noncredit educational programs specif-
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ically developed for adults age 50 and older, university connection and 
university support, robust volunteer leadership and sound organizational 
structure, and a diverse repertoire of intellectually stimulating courses. 

Future Possibilities 

The future for lifelong learning institutes at colleges and universities looks 
particularly bright, given demographic projections as well as changes in 
technology, opportunities for research, and decades of work on cogni-
tive processing. The doubling of the older adult population as a result of 
the aging of the baby boomer generation offers untold opportunities for 
lifelong learning organizations; however, not all of those senior citizens 
will be able, willing, or motivated to participate in lifelong learning activi-
ties. According to one cognitive model, seniors can be divided into three 
categories in terms of intellectual functioning: “optimal cognitive aging” 
(20–30%); “normal cognitive aging” (50–60%); and “high-risk cogni-
tive aging” (15–20%) (Powell 2011). Predictably, the group identified as 
having optimal cognitive aging tend to be already members of lifelong 
learning institutes, driven by curiosity, intellectual capacity, and tenacity 
to seek opportunities to expand their horizons. The group identified as 
having normal cognitive aging tends to need more encouragement to 
open their minds to new experiences. Participation in a lifelong learning 
institute could greatly benefit this group, leading to a more active and 
rewarding retirement. Interestingly, if 60 percent of Americans over 65 
in 2050 fall into this group of those considered to have normal cognitive 
aging, that alone would be an estimated 53.1 million people, which is 
greater than the current (2010) total of all older adults. The potential 
to reach a vastly expanded number of participants bears serious consid-
eration and is a valuable opportunity for lifelong learning institutes in 
particular and continuing education in general. The rewards these po-
tential participants could reap include intellectual stimulation, a support-
ive community, enhanced self-esteem, and spiritual renewal, all of which 
can help lead to more productive and meaningful lives that contribute to 
society (Lamb and Brady 2005). 

However, we must consider carefully that while these changing demo-
graphics lead to a larger pool of potential members or participants, the 
conditions of their lives are also changing, and we must adapt to that. Our 
traditional image of seniors retiring to a lifestyle of relaxation and lei-
sure is changing along with changing technology, economic conditions, 
and expectations. While older Americans now live longer and with better 
physical function than in previous generations, they also face financial 
burdens, which can lead to some working longer than they might have 
otherwise. Kidahashi and Manheimer (2009) describe five typologies of 
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positive life models in later life: Traditional Golden Years, what we tradi-
tionally think of as retirement; Neo Golden Years, where an individual 
seeks self-fulfillment and discovery but retires from paid work; Second 
Career, individuals who retire from one career (including the military) 
and then take up a second career; Extension of Midlife Career, individu-
als who choose to continue working in their chosen field either for finan-
cial or identity/satisfaction reasons; and Portfolio Life, individuals who 
balance two or more of the other lifestyle typologies, perhaps working 
part time in their chosen field and volunteering at something that has 
personal meaning for them. This leads to several implications; for exam-
ple, some older Americans may need more career and professional train-
ing, either to enhance their current position and marketability or to be-
gin a new one entirely, than was traditionally the case. This could shift the 
balance of lifelong learning programming away from enrichment toward 
professional skills. It also has implications for logistics such as program 
scheduling and delivery methods; seniors who are working even part time 
may not be able to come to campus in the middle of the day. 

Changes in technology, including online and hybrid learning, com-
puter skills, and tools for marketing and communication, also impact life-
long learning institutes both broadly and deeply. While not many lifelong 
learning institutes are currently offering courses online—citing the crit-
ical nature of the supportive community that their face-to-face programs 
provide and nurture as the primary reason—this is another area that 
represents significant potential (Cardale and Brady 2010). That sense 
of community has been shown to be critical to the mission and success 
of these programs (Brady, Cardale, and Neidy 2013). However, rather 
than seeing online programs, courses, and resources as a substitute for 
in-person learning, we could consider ways to enhance that experience 
and sense of community by offering deeper, richer, and continually up-
dated resources. Courses could certainly be taught online, and as more 
people who have worked with technology for the last few decades of their 
work life retire, their comfort level with that technology will increase. 
But courses could also be offered in blended and hybrid models that still 
support face-to-face interaction, as well as increasing access for members 
who may be homebound, have disabilities that make it difficult to partici-
pate in person or need screen readers, or are geographically located at a 
distance. Other options include videoconferencing to satellite campuses 
or community colleges, interactive video, local-access television, and mo-
bile applications. Technology also impacts the way lifelong learning insti-
tutes market their courses and programs; many are working to encourage 
online registration and e-mail marketing; a subset of their population 
does not have e-mail or computer access, but that is also changing. One 
institute experimented with increasing the number of members who use 
e-mail (thereby decreasing marketing and postage costs) by encouraging 
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members without e-mail to sign up for their basic computer skills course 
(Cardale and Brady 2010). 

A final recommendation for the consideration of the future of life-
long learning institutes is the development of scholarly research on their 
participants, programs, and impact. Very little research exists currently; 
the majority of the publications available are anecdotal in nature, and 
many researchers have called for more (Lamb 2011; Brady, Cardale, and 
Neidy 2013; Hansen and Brady 2013). Given that lifelong learning insti-
tutes are most commonly attached to colleges and universities, the value 
of considering their programs, activities, and outcomes from a research 
perspective is evident and could help increase support for their further 
growth and development. Hansen and Brady (2011) give an excellent 
overview of research methods, including basic methods of both quali-
tative and quantitative analysis, that offer an “action research” perspec-
tive on lifelong learning. Lifelong learning programs could also consider 
partnering with departments on campus such as social work, gerontology, 
education, psychology, or others; with the growth in the population of 
older adults, this could create a fertile research agenda for both lifelong 
learning institutes and academic departments. Finally, older adults might 
consider participating in other research on campus related to aging but 
not necessarily lifelong learning as research subjects. 

Lifelong learning offers a rich perspective, new opportunities for en-
gagement and social impact, and a deep and abiding sense of commu-
nity for both the older adults and the campus community that surrounds 
them. As continuing educators, we should continue to advocate for and 
support these programs, as well as consider new opportunities, modali-
ties, and futures for them. 
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The Power of Fund-Raising  
for Continuing Education

O

Mary B. McIntire

Overview

Most of us who have been in the field of continuing higher education for 
a decade or more have experienced at least one comprehensive capital 
campaign at our institutions. Fewer of us have had our continuing edu-
cation schools included in the goals and activities of these campaigns. I 
have made several presentations for UPCEA regarding fund-raising over 
the last decade, and almost no one has reported having extensive expe-
rience in fund-raising within his or her institution. Typically, continuing 
education is expected to pay its own way through enrollments and to re-
turn significant funds to its institution. The prevailing belief of university 
administrations seems to be that continuing education should not com-
pete with the academic core but rather further the core goals by increas-
ing resources. Although hundreds of higher education institutions claim 
the threefold mission of teaching, research, and community outreach, 
resources go primarily to teaching and research. It is not surprising that 
many CE professionals view their efforts in the same light as their parent 
institution does: we see ourselves as entrepreneurs, producing educa-
tional products to be purchased by the public. 

For at least some institutions, continuing education is becoming a part 
of fund-raising. In an informal survey of approximately twenty continu-
ing education deans at Association of American Universities institutions, 
eight responded, and only one had taken part in a university-wide cap-
ital campaign. However, seven had attracted program funding, two had 
raised capital funding for new or remodeled space, two had attracted gen-

 273

Mary B. McIntire is Dean, Susanne M. Glasscock School of Continuing Studies, 
Rice University, and on the UPCEA Board of Directors.  



274 centennial conversations

eral purpose annual funding, and one had brought in some endowment 
funding. Four responded that continuing education has been included 
in general university solicitations, and four had either a part-time or full-
time development officer assigned to them. Although one respondent 
feared being viewed as “cannibalizing” donations from other parts of the 
university, others had a more positive response, for example: “Develop-
ment is more than raising money—the importance of telling our story 
and raising friends is critical to our success.” “Fund-raising for selected 
programs serving deserving audiences is the main goal for our efforts. 
Helping the underserved is a logical part of my job.” 

I would argue that both the parent institutions and many CE schools 
themselves have historically underestimated the significance of what con-
tinuing education accomplishes in strengthening and maintaining the 
social fabric of our communities. Continuing education can and should 
be a civic driver and the leader of an institution’s community outreach. 
On its own, it can attract resources for educational outreach that ulti-
mately benefit both society and the university.

In some ways continuing education, like its parent institution, resem-
bles both a business and a nonprofit. In his monograph Good to Great and 
the Social Sectors, which focuses on nonprofit organizations, Jim Collins 
points out that the input of business is money (a resource for achieving 
greatness) and the output is also money (a measure of greatness). For tra-
ditional nonprofits, on the other hand, money is only an input, not a mea-
sure of greatness. A superior performance and adherence to mission are 
the significant outputs. Collins describes higher education institutions as 
business/nonprofit hybrids because they attract funds through donations 
and also generate revenues through tuition and other means. Because we 
in continuing education use our resources to create and build profitable 
programs that produce money for our parent institutions, we too have 
a business function. That is not to say that many of our moneymaking 
programs do not also produce social good—often they build the work-
force and transform lives. Yet when we seek and receive external funding 
for crucial but not necessarily profitable programs, we act much like a 
traditional nonprofit. Continuing education, like our parent institutions, 
should both make money and produce social good. But to have an impact 
on our communities, we, like our institutions, must also attract resources. 
Yes, we should be entrepreneurs and aggressive in using sound business 
strategies. We must use the methods and measurements of business, in-
cluding accountability and, for many of our programs, profitability. But I 
also believe that we are in a unique position to create a multiplier effect 
of social good that may even exceed the effect of the larger institution 
on our local and regional communities. Our access to large populations 
beyond traditional college students, our experience in collaborating 
across our campus and with other institutions and associations beyond 
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our campus, and our expertise with technology in teaching equip us to 
effect social good in a powerful way. For some of this good to occur and 
be sustained, we need resources. 

Although we are under constant pressure to generate income, my 
experience with CE leaders has taught me that we are among the most 
idealistic, mission-driven people on any campus. I suspect that much of 
the tension between CE units and central administrations is that CE lead-
ers see as our mission to create social and civic good while many of our 
superiors do not share that vision—even though those superiors speak 
frequently and publicly about the importance of educational outreach 
and responsibility to the community. To put it another way, we might 
want to be business/nonprofit hybrids, but our institutions want us to be 
businesses only. What potentially complicates and makes this situation 
both more interesting and more heartening is that donors want to sup-
port many of the programs that CE leaders want to offer. Philanthropy 
research underscores the idea that giving is a choice, and fund-raising ex-
periments increasingly show that donors are motivated to give, and give 
more, to specific projects than to unrestricted funds, much to the dismay 
of some university administrators. This trend is an advantage to CE units 
because measurement and demonstrating success is standard practice in 
our operations.

What programs do we offer—or could we offer—that require and 
deserve external funding? Many of us offer K-12 teacher preparation 
and professional development, STEM learning for students and teach-
ers, programs for counselors, and early literacy education. We may be 
helping veterans with career change, strengthening nonprofits and social 
services, expanding opportunity in the workforce, enabling adults or dis-
advantaged students to become successful through certificate or degree 
completion or the acquisition of new skills, providing a rich experience 
for senior citizens, and furthering personal development. Scholarships 
for nontraditional students, the expansion of programs to reach wider 
numbers within our communities, seed money for new certificate and 
degree programs that meet a local need, and programs that provide the 
outreach component for government grants secured by researchers on 
our campuses are all worthy of support. All in all, we can and should be 
drivers of success for the future of our communities.

History of Continuing Education at Rice University

What is now the Susanne M. Glasscock School of Continuing Studies at 
Rice University began as a small office in 1967 with a one-time grant from 
the university of $10,000. From the beginning we experienced financial 
difficulty, and our efforts were complicated by the university’s ban on our 
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offering courses for college credit. Our real growth did not begin until 
we received a $40,000 gift in 1975 from a local bank to support a yearlong 
series of courses in honor of the nation’s bicentennial. Our series dove-
tailed with the bank’s sponsorship of Alistair Cooke’s popular America se-
ries on local television. For several years following, the bank also funded 
a series of lectures called Living Texas. Other early fund-raising included 
$250,000 from a local individual and $50,000 from other donors in 1986 
for remodeling an inherited building for administration and classrooms. 

In the last fifteen years, however, we have raised nearly $45 million 
through grants and gifts. Like many other CE schools, we have received 
federal grants, including nearly $2 million from the National Science 
Foundation and the Department of Education. We have also received $1 
million from a local foundation for K-12 initiatives, several hundred thou-
sand from annual fund drives and special events, more than $1 million 
to establish our Center for Philanthropy and Nonprofit Leadership, $1.5 
million from a corporate foundation in support of our early childhood 
literacy program, and more than $25 million for a new building. Finally, 
our school was generously endowed in 2005 by a local couple who had 
been taking our personal development courses for many years. Although 
federal grants have been helpful and welcome, our fund-raising efforts 
have been aimed primarily at foundations and, to a much greater degree, 
individuals, which will be the focus of this essay.

Our success at attracting external funding did not happen overnight 
but was the result of establishing and maintaining relationships with 
donors over a period of years as well as offering programs of interest 
to individuals and foundations. By far, the greatest number and size of 
gifts came from individuals, aligning with current research. According to 
Giving USA (a publication of the Lilly Family School of Philanthropy at 
Indiana University), 72 percent of the $335.17 billion contributed in the 
United States in 2013 came from individuals, 15 percent from founda-
tions, 8 percent from bequests, and 5 percent from corporations. These 
percentages, fairly consistent over time, mirror our experience. Many 
of the donors to our building campaign had given more modest dona-
tions to us in previous campaigns, which illustrates an important point 
in fund-raising: if people give and are pleased with the results, they most 
likely will continue to donate. This holds true for foundations also, which 
often give multiyear grants after seeing success with an initial grant. 
Foundations are legally required to grant 5 percent of their corpus an-
nually, and many fund local and regional projects that strive to improve 
their communities. Funding from corporations is more difficult to obtain 
as it is often tied to their marketing strategies or to the interests of their 
CEOs or employees. Large corporations often have foundations, too, and 
funding decisions may be made locally and regionally, although they are 
often made nationally, as was the case with our $1.5 million gift to support 
early childhood literacy.
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Creating Friends for the School

Special Events

As one fund-raising officer once said, “The best ‘special event’ is two peo-
ple successfully asking a third person for a donation.” Many nonprofits 
hold too many special events, ranging from galas, dinners, and luncheons 
to golf tournaments. Often these involve silent or live auctions, which 
are staff-intensive activities that, although good for raising friends, are 
chancy for raising funds. A successful event for a CE school should ac-
complish multiple objectives: raise the profile of the school to the greater 
community, educate donors to the value of the school’s mission, engage 
top instructors with the school, attract financial support, and, of course, 
celebrate success.

As early as twenty years ago, we began celebrating five-year anniversa-
ries, which we found to be a reasonable length of time between events. 
Our easiest and most successful events have been what we named Con-
tinuing Conversations, simple dinners with no auctions where tables sold 
for varying amounts from $3,000 to $10,000. Popular faculty members 
agree to lead table discussions within their area of expertise (e.g., “The 
Cubists,” “Thomas Jefferson’s Monticello,” or “How Nanotechnology 
Improves Our Everyday Lives”), thus this event is very much in keeping 
with our educational mission. The formal program is a short but power-
ful statement on the value of the school, including videos of our impact 
on individual students and the community. Both times we have held this 
event, we sold all available tables, the first time with no marketing other 
than a letter to friends of the school and “frequent flyers,” people who 
have taken many courses with us. We have raised a few hundred thousand 
dollars in this way, and many of the attendees have since made gifts to our 
building and program funds. 

Annual Fund Drives

When your CE participant database is filled with thousands of names, how 
do you determine who might have the interest and the means to con-
tribute? One way to identify potential major donors is to test the waters 
through an annual solicitation. For noncredit programs, sending solicita-
tion letters to frequent flyers can be a relatively easy way to gauge support. 
A simple, well-crafted letter, which can be adapted to work with different 
segments of the audience, can result in individual gifts in the hundreds 
or thousands of dollars. Prompt thank-you letters are essential, prefera-
bly handwritten. Continued engagement is key: follow-up letters outlining 
how gifts are being put to use keep donors informed and create stake-
holders in the CE unit. Inviting donors to lectures that are not filled to 
capacity or to events that are already planned also leverages those events 
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as friend/fund-raisers and gives staff an opportunity to get to know these 
donors, a strategy the fund-raising professionals call stewardship or culti-
vation. Thus the annual fund drive, whether it is across the entire unit or 
targeted to certain program support, can be an effective first step in major 
fund-raising. Further, because these donors are not likely to be engaged 
with other parts of the campus, they may become CE donors exclusively. 
Ultimately, potential donors should have had a history of meaningful in-
teractions with the school before a major gift is requested. We also found 
that donors of major gifts (a minimum of $50,000 at Rice) usually had 
more than one connection to us, for example, as a student, faculty mem-
ber, previous donor, friend of other major donors, friend of the dean or 
other staff, Rice alumnus, and/or an advocate for one of our programs. 
The more connections, the more likely the donor would make a gift.

Advisory Boards

Many CE schools maintain one or more advisory boards—boards that ad-
vise the school in general as well as boards that advise individual programs. 
Our school-wide board was created in 2005, and its twelve members un-
derstood clearly before joining the group that their charge was to serve as 
a resource by sharing their advice and expertise and acting as a sounding 
board for significant new program initiatives and strategic planning, to 
serve as ambassadors for the school, to assist in fund-raising or introduce 
the dean and development director to individuals who might financially 
support the school, to help build the case for support of a new building 
and other fund-raising goals, and to serve two- or three-year terms and 
attend two or three lunch-hour board meetings annually. Senior school 
staffers attend meetings and often give short reports on their programs. 
The advisory board has proven to be invaluable in many ways. Among the 
initial members were two Rice trustees, three trustees emeriti, and three 
instructors. Their work ranged from helping us significantly in strategic 
planning to donating funds for our new building and, very important, 
to helping us secure gifts from other community leaders. Every member 
contributed, from a few thousand to millions of dollars, although in their 
charge they were not specifically asked to make a donation. All gave in 
one or more of the three W’s: work, wisdom, and wealth. This board is 
now being enlarged; some members have stepped off and others remain. 
New program-related committees with new charges are being formed, 
and these will vary as to whether fund-raising is a stated goal.

Making the Case for Support

As stated earlier, convincing the institution’s administration may be the 
most challenging part of getting a project off the ground. It is crucial to 
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have advocates, including (if possible) board of trustee members, advisory 
board members, students, alumni, and faculty. Because the development 
office often has daunting fund-raising targets to meet, central develop-
ment officers can also be allies because they recognize the attractiveness 
of continuing education programs to donors’ interests. An advantage for 
continuing education is that because it is usually the one school totally 
engaged in educational outreach, it is a strong contender for the portion 
of a university campaign earmarked for outreach. We were not included 
in Rice’s previous (and essentially only other) campaign, which was very 
centrally controlled and not completely successful. From our perspective, 
Rice was more enlightened in its recent campaign by expecting all deans 
and schools to participate in fund-raising. 

Before we moved forward with our building campaign, we were asked 
to rework our strategic plan to include program growth and budget 
projections. Clearly, any administration would want to see from any CE 
school increased income and contributions. We made the case that we 
could increase the monies returned to the general university fund if we 
had greatly increased classroom availability, that is, we needed a new, 
larger building dedicated to continuing education.

In our campaign, we received hundreds of donations from first-time 
donors to Rice, broadening the university’s base of support and strength-
ening its brand as a good community neighbor. Every one of our staff 
members made an individual donation, proving internal support. We also 
received gifts from alumni and others with whom we had had a relation-
ship for many years and who were unlikely to make a gift elsewhere during 
the campaign. We even received gifts in the hundreds of thousands from 
longtime supporters of the university who also made multimillion-dollar 
gifts to other schools and projects in the recently completed billion-dollar 
capital campaign. Our experience supported the argument that we did 
not reduce the success of the overall campaign for the university. 

Whether a modest request for funding or a multimillion-dollar proj-
ect, making the case for support is essential. Seen by fund-raisers as a 
necessary tool, the case statement is a persuasive, brief document that 
explains the need for funding to a variety of audiences (internal and ex-
ternal), the importance of the donor’s support, and the benefits that will 
result. It becomes the document that is left with the potential donor at 
the time of a visit, so crafting a strong argument for support is crucial. 

Repetition is also important. We included contribution envelopes 
and fund-raising advertisements in course catalogs for several semesters, 
maintained eye-catching and informative campaign pages on our website, 
hung a large banner on the side of our building to mark our progress, 
and even distributed handouts in classes. It would have been difficult for 
any of our stakeholders to be ignorant of our campaign. Finally, repeti-
tion should not end with the gift. Prospects who become donors cannot 
be thanked too often or by too many people involved. 
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Role of the Dean

Individuals with the means to contribute major gifts want to give to suc-
cessful programs, but they also want to give to those they consider their 
peers. Often, this means they want to be assured that their gift—specifi-
cally the intention of the gift—has the support of both university leader-
ship and people they consider their peers. It is therefore crucial to have 
upper administrators, board members, and community leaders engaged 
with continuing education. As the chief academic officer of the school, 
the dean also plays a strong role. Donors are more likely to respond pos-
itively to a dean rather than a development officer, to a president rather 
than a dean, and to a peer or friend above all. All philanthropy is based 
on trust—trust in the quality and mission of the program, trust in the 
integrity of the leaders, trust in the person who asks for a donation. What 
the dean in particular has to foster that trust is knowledge of the school 
and its value, a commitment and passion for the school’s mission, and the 
academic credentials to represent the school. In early stages of fund-rais-
ing, the dean will probably spend a few hours a week in visits and lunches 
and writing letters and reviewing proposals. As fund-raising ramps up in 
a major campaign, the time spent might rise to two or three days a week. 
Thus, it is essential to have a strong school administrative team to support 
the day-to-day work, so that the dean can focus externally. Finally, the 
dean is the public face of the school. The more the dean is a recognized 
and established figure, the more successful he or she will be in making 
the connections necessary for support. Fund-raising is largely personal. 
People, after all, give to other people. 

Role of a Development Officer

Rice’s current development office structure involves directors (part time 
or full time) in the schools who are paid by the development office but 
who also report to the school dean. This can be a delicate balance but 
works well at Rice. Ultimately, the development officer keeps the process 
running, a function that cannot be managed well by a dean or staff mem-
ber with no connection to the central development office.

When we held our first annual fund drives and even when we attracted 
our endowment gift in the early 2000s, we did so without our own devel-
opment officer. For several years following, we were assigned a part-time 
officer. Only when we entered the campaign for the building in January 
2011 did we have a full-time development officer as well as the ongoing 
help of the central development office. Our development professional 
was crucial to our success. She had the major responsibility for main-
taining and growing our portfolio of donors and potential donors, com-
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municating with and representing our interests to the central develop-
ment office, arranging and attending visits with donors and prospects, 
and planning building-related events (groundbreaking, topping off, and 
grand opening). She kept all the trains running, not a simple feat. Our 
campaign raised more than $25 million in essentially two years, drawing 
more than four hundred gifts including thirty-one named spaces (start-
ing at $50,000).

Another role of the development officer is ensuring that the school’s 
database of donors is current and correct. Robust databases are essential 
for keeping track of donors, gathering and updating information about 
donors and prospects over time, and recording gifts and acknowledg-
ments. Some institutions have one large database into which all infor-
mation from schools or divisions must flow. Others, such as Rice, have 
multiple databases (continuing education, the business school, various 
institutes, and so on) in addition to the development office/alumni af-
fairs database. One advantage of the single large database is that infor-
mation can be more accurate and complete, for example, showing all of 
the affiliations a particular individual may have. On the other hand, a 
database is only as good as what is entered into it and the lack of owner-
ship may inhibit frequent updates. Additionally, it is difficult for any one 
part of the university to assert control over its part of the database if all of 
the others who are in fund-raising mode have access to that information. 

At the Glasscock School we have always treated our database of stu-
dents as confidential information. We do not sell the information nor do 
we give it away to others who might want to use it. In the recent campaign, 
we did provide the development office with a list of several hundred peo-
ple who had taken multiple courses with us over time. The development 
office had the list vetted to give us a rough estimate of the gift-giving 
capacity of those individuals (property values and other publicly avail-
able numbers). Whatever the system, an effective development officer 
can argue the case with the central development office for the school 
to be assigned certain donors and prospects. In our experience, we won 
some and lost some.  Ultimately, though, effective development offices 
practice donor-centered fund-raising, meaning that the donor’s interest 
determines the recipient of the gift. As a result, we received many gifts 
from donors assigned to others.

Role of Volunteers and Friends 

As mentioned, our advisory board (all volunteers) and other friends of 
our school were central to our success. Those who know us well and ap-
preciate our efforts often worked behind the scenes to secure gifts we may 
not have gotten otherwise. The Glasscocks, both as donors and friends of 
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the school themselves and as highly respected community leaders com-
mitted to the school, played a major role. Instructors were also very help-
ful. One longtime photography teacher volunteered his time to help us 
raise $100,000 for a student art gallery in the new building. He secured 
lead donors among his current and past students, who helped persuade 
other students to donate. Alumni and students from our Master of Lib-
eral Studies program volunteered their time to raise $50,000 to name a 
classroom. Additionally, friends of the dean gave substantial amounts or 
helped secure gifts from others. Friendships should not be abused in a 
fund-raising campaign but also should not be overlooked. Do not hesitate 
to ask for help.

Lessons Learned

Quite simply, fund-raising is hard. Sitting across from a prospective donor, 
making the first request for a gift, is the most difficult. Keep in mind that 
continuing education is worthy of support. One of the most frequent 
reasons people do not give is because they are never asked outright. 
People who are sought for major gifts are accustomed to being asked, so 
discomfort on the part of the seeker is unnecessary. And with a seasoned 
development officer and some practice, asking becomes easier. Expect 
risk. At the beginning of our $25 million campaign, we had no idea if we 
would be successful. Expect some disappointment. We had a proposal for 
$2 million to a local foundation which left us waiting for a year and then 
turned us down. On the other hand, some gifts will arrive unsolicited and 
unexpected. For example, a couple who had already made a significant 
gift asked us later if they could give $2 million to name our auditorium. 
There are low moments, exciting moments, and even beautiful moments. 
At its best, philanthropy gives the donor great joy—it truly can be greater 
to give than to receive. Finally, be as thankful for a modest gift as for a 
larger one; the relationship established is a fine thing, a demonstration 
that your school has touched someone’s life and that someone wants to 
give back.
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Partnership Capital and  
Continuing Education

Can It Be Accrued and Spent for Greater Impact?

O

George Irvine

How important are organizational partnerships to professional and con-
tinuing education (PCE) units in our twenty-first-century knowledge 
economy? If organizational partnerships are increasingly important to 
the successful implementation of a PCE unit’s strategy, what kinds of 
organizational partnerships make the most sense to pursue? And which 
skills should PCE professionals develop in order to nurture partner-
ships that generate value to the organizational partners involved and 
the broader community? This brief essay suggests preliminary answers 
to these questions by exploring the implications of recent research on 
network theory and organizational connectivity for professional and 
continuing education. 

To my mind, this research indicates that PCE units that have the ability 
to conceive of and nurture mutually beneficial organizational partner-
ships both on and off the campus will be more successful in our net-
worked, knowledge-based society than those that do not. I define this 
partnership creation ability as partnership capital, building on Robert 
Putnam’s (1993) groundbreaking concept of social capital as the under-
pinning of successful democratic societies. It is my belief that partner-
ship capital could well become a core organizational ingredient of an 
engaged, impactful, and profitable PCE unit in the twenty-first century. 
In this essay, I will first explore salient research and thinking about net-
work theory and connectivity from fields of urban affairs, organizational  
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development, and public administration, then consider the implications 
of this research for PCE units and introduce partnership capital as a useful 
concept to help PCE units develop their partnering and collaborative ca-
pabilities. I close by suggesting specific employee development and orga-
nizational steps a PCE unit could take to develop its partnership capital in 
order to transform itself into a twenty-first-century networked organization. 

Network Theory: The Imperative of Organizational Connectivity 

Network theory, as put forth by the urban affairs scholar Manuel Castells 
(2000, 2008) among others, argues that society is going through a funda-
mental and profound transformation due to the rapid development and 
diffusion of information and communication technology (ICT). There 
are three principle contours to Castells’s new network society. First, in 
the network society, an organization’s productivity and competitiveness 
are measured by its capacity to use knowledge and information to cre-
ate additional, value-laden knowledge and information (Castells 2000, 
155). Second, the network society’s economy is global, with important 
economic activities upon which we rely on a daily basis, such as financial 
markets and supply chains organized on a global scale (154). Third, this 
new economy is based on networks comprised of whole or parts of or-
ganizations in all sectors—public, private, nonprofit, and educational—
not on the discrete organizational units of the twentieth century, that is, 
states, agencies, companies, universities, and so on. Organizations form 
temporary and permanent networks with other organizations and units 
at the sub-organizational level (such as divisions and teams) in order to 
remain competitive but also to reap the full rewards of the ICT advances 
that enabled the creation of the networks in the first place. For Castells 
these networks across organizational structures and sectors are the unit of 
analysis and the value-generating catalysts of the network society. 

Castells’s contentions about the network society’s impact on public 
administration are relevant to other bureaucratic organizations such as 
educational institutions. At the level of public administration, Castells 
identifies three coordination challenges facing the network state—orga-
nizational, technical, and political (Castells 2008, 88). Organizationally, a 
public agency created and based on the territoriality and the authority of 
a nation state must restructure itself to address the growing need to form 
networks with other state agencies and social actors. Technically, agencies 
must embrace the use of ICT even though it may initially disrupt work 
and allow greater access to information across and outside the agency, 
which cannot be controlled as easily. Politically, agencies will lose bu-
reaucratic autonomy and control as they enter into networks with other 
agencies and organizations. The bureaucratic, hierarchic organizational 
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structures of the twentieth century will be diminished by the formation 
of horizontal networks within and across organizations. For Castells, an 
organization in the twenty-first century must partner with other organi-
zations in dynamic networks if it wishes to survive in the network society. 
If it does not, it will be eliminated by those that do (Castells 2000, 156). 
There is no middle ground in his analysis. 

Scholars from business administration (Berman and Korsten 2014) 
and public administration (Agranoff 2012) provide supporting evidence 
and nuance to Castells’s bold contentions. For example, Berman and 
Korsten’s survey of 1,700 CEOs and senior public sector leaders finds that 
these leaders believe it is imperative, as Castells argues, for organizations 
to form partnerships and networks with other organizations in order to 
remain competitive. Such partnerships allow the firm to jointly develop 
new products and services, reach their customers in novel ways, and en-
rich their creativity. In addition, they found that when looking to hire 
talent 75 percent of the senior public and private sector leaders surveyed 
consider the ability to collaborate within and outside an organization as 
critical. In addition, the authors found that openness and collaboration 
was associated with the high-performing organizations in their study and 
that such organizations know how to change to become more open and 
collaborative. They also found that the surveyed leaders believe that social 
media will be the most important way to engage customers and partners 
in the next five years. Finally, the surveyed leaders believe that radical 
innovation requires extensive partnering with other organizations. The 
perceptions of the surveyed leaders support Castells’s contention that the 
ability to collaborate, connect, and derive value from networks is at the 
core of the twenty-first-century network society. 

Some public administration scholars remain skeptical about the ex-
tent to which networks are indeed transforming public agencies (Pollitt 
and Bouckaert 2011, 20). Other scholars, such as Agranoff (2012), have 
researched how much organizational networks matter to the public sec-
tor managers working with them daily. Agranoff’s research is important 
since it provides insights into the extent to which collaborative manage-
ment via participation in organizational networks is indeed transforming 
public organizations. Agranoff finds that the imperative for public agen-
cies to network is growing but that twentieth-century bureaucratic orga-
nizational structures persist. Castells is correct about networks changing 
bureaucratic organizations—just not to the extent that he claims. Agra-
noff concludes: 

Today’s wicked policy problems . . . and intergovernmental 
overlays guarantee that managers must engage other gov-
ernments and nongovernmental organizations. The payoff 
is that public management networks have a lasting collabo-
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rative effect, as they build collective capacity for subsequent 
collaborative solutions and teach managers the essential 
skill of collaboration. (619) 

This “essential skill of collaboration” that Castells theorized about and 
Agranoff researched is particularly important for PCE units to learn. 

So, just what is this essential skill of collaboration? Agranoff and Mc-
Guire’s (2001) review of the research on the management of organiza-
tional networks in the public and nonprofit sectors identify four manage-
ment behaviors that are distinct from traditional management behaviors. 
These network management behaviors are: 

1.  Activation of a network by selecting the appropriate partners  
 with the right resources for the desired goal, and the  
 related deactivation of a network if its performance is  
 sub-optimal.

2.  Framing the network’s operational rules and partners’  
 perceptions of the network in order to allow the network to  
 do good work. 

3.  Mobilizing the partners’ initial and ongoing commitment  
 to the network particularly in regards to resource   
 contributions. 

4.  Synthesizing the network by creating the “conditions   
 for favorable, productive interaction among network  
 participants.” (300) 

These four management behaviors all require a high degree of com-
munication and people skills, what organizational development scholars 
call emotional intelligence, or the ability to interact well with colleagues in 
and outside of an organization to advance a particular agenda. One could 
certainly argue that these four collaborative management behaviors have 
always been important for managers to possess, but the rise of the net-
work society makes it imperative for managers to learn and use these be-
haviors in order to maintain organizational competitiveness and vitality. 

The Network Society’s Implications for  
Professional and Continuing Education Units 

Castells argues that our twenty-first-century society is now connected 
and networked to an unprecedented degree and that if an organization 
does not become networked it will decline. Berman and Korsten’s survey 
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results indicate that senior public and private sector leaders worldwide 
recognize the imperative for their organizations to use ICT to connect 
and collaborate internally and externally in order to create value-laden 
products and services. Agranoff’s research illustrates how public and non-
profit managers are making sense of and using networks in their daily 
work, and that indeed the ability to collaborate is essential for managers 
in the twenty-first century. In addition, Agranoff’s research indicates that 
most managers work with organizational networks but still within bureau-
cratic agencies, in a kind of hybrid bureaucratic-networked organization. 
Agranoff’s findings hint that public and nonprofit organizations may 
have more time to change than Castells suggests but that organizational 
networks are on the rise because they provide collaborative solutions to 
complex problems. It follows from these findings that the future trajec-
tory of professional and continuing education must take into account 
organizational partnerships and networks and the ability to collaborate 
both inside and outside the university. PCE units will have to have the 
capacity to build and sustain organizational networks because the society 
in which they are embedded and whose problems they seek to address 
through education is itself increasingly networked. 

I believe that the research on the rise of the network society and its as-
sociated management behaviors has two important implications for PCE 
units. First, PCE units should develop their employees’ collaboration skills 
so that the unit is better positioned to form value-laden organizational 
partnerships and, in turn, thicker organizational networks. This will re-
quire hiring employees with communication and emotional intelligence 
skills. It will require providing existing employees with professional de-
velopment programs to develop their collaboration skills. In addition, it 
will require familiarizing employees with the ongoing development of ICT 
and its impact on the unit’s operations. If ICT is the key causal factor of 
the network society’s rise and the key enabler of network formation, then 
PCE professionals need to be both aware of and comfortable with ICT. 

Second, PCE units should consider flattening their organizational 
structures to give managers of its various departments (marketing, regis-
tration, student advising, workforce development, etc.) the authority and 
the opportunity to create short- and long-term partnerships with other 
campus-based and off-campus organizations. Such partnerships form the 
basis of organizational networks. Some of these partnerships may be for 
discrete training programs, others might be for research into workforce 
development needs in the community, and still others may deal with ef-
fective social media marketing. The traditional, hierarchic organizational 
structures of twentieth-century educational bureaucracies—in which au-
thority and decisions flow down from the executive level while reporting 
on educational outputs flows up from the line managers and employ-
ees—are not as conducive to creative partnership and network creation. 
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However, there is no single prescription for a PCE unit to transform 
itself into a networked organization. Prior to starting such a transforma-
tion, each unit will have to consider its particular organizational structure 
and cultural legacies, its ability to operate entrepreneurially, its room for 
maneuvering separately from central university administration, and its 
staff’s appetite for change. I would like to suggest, however, that there is 
a concept which can guide PCE units as they transform into networked 
organizations and that is the concept of partnership capital. 

Partnership Capital: Essential for PCE Units 

What I call partnership capital is the accumulated ability of organizations 
in a given polity (city, state, region, country) to form mutually beneficial 
(to the organizations involved) and collectively beneficial (to the polity as a 
whole) partnerships within narrow or wide, single or multisector networks. 
The focus of the concept is on the degree to which the organizations 
(PCE units in this case) recognize the imperative to partner and know 
how to partner with other organizations. To my mind, an organizational 
partnership between two or more organizations is the building block of 
the thicker organizational networks described by Castells. In other words, 
a network is the thicker web formed by discrete but connected organi-
zational partnerships. My hypothesis is that just as the concept of social 
capital helped scholars, policy makers, and practitioners understand the 
individual, citizen-level connections that make for a healthy, democratic 
polity, the concept of partnership capital can help us understand how 
organizational-level connections make polities more or less effective at 
delivering services in the network society. If my hypothesis is correct, then 
PCE units need to improve their ability to partner with other PCE units, 
government agencies, nongovernmental organizations, and businesses in 
organizational partnerships in order to achieve their strategic goals. 

It is worthwhile exploring a little further the relationship between 
collaboration skills, organizational partnerships, and organizational net-
works. PCE professionals need the four collaboration skills described by 
Agranoff and McGuire (2001), discussed above, to form mutually ben-
eficial organizational partnerships between two or more organizations 
to achieve a given near- or long-term strategic goal. Without these skills, 
no partnership can form or succeed. Once established, these organiza-
tional partnerships form the building blocks of thicker organizational 
networks which have the potential of delivering greater value to the part-
ners involved and the broader community. To some degree, it is easier 
to conceptualize the creation of a partnership because we are familiar 
with this term from business and other social situations, whereas forming 
a network can seem to be a more amorphous undertaking. It is for this 
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reason that I prefer the term partnership capital rather than network capital, 
though one could certainly argue that the latter term has greater theo-
retical utility. 

Partnership capital can be leveraged for the benefit of a PCE unit, 
other units in the university, and the broader community. For example, 
two years ago my PCE unit formed an internal organizational partnership 
with our university’s college of business and economics, forming a joint 
venture to offer customized executive and management education pro-
grams to area organizations. Both units carefully negotiated the terms 
of the partnership, particularly with regard to start-up costs and revenue 
sharing (activation); developed the educational programs and services 
by leveraging each unit’s faculty, instructors, and credit and noncredit 
courses (framing and mobilizing); and built a communication and re-
porting process to ensure that both partners could monitor the joint ven-
ture’s outreach, programming, and revenues (synthesizing). This joint 
venture has allowed both university partners to provide businesses and 
organizations in our region with greater educational value than either 
could have done independently. By collaborating, we strengthened our 
internal partnership capital and increased our ability to provide more 
and better educational services to our clients. One of our services in-
cludes networking organizations (both clients and others) together via 
roundtable events on strategic human resource management. In addi-
tion, clients serve on our program advisory committee, helping us match 
our programs to local employee development needs. Admittedly, our 
joint venture has not yet built a formal, thicker organizational network, 
but such a network among university and nonuniversity organizations fo-
cused on workforce development and policy issues is now in the realm of 
the possible.

What then should a PCE unit do to develop its partnership capital? A 
good starting point is to develop their employees network management 
behaviors in order to be better positioned to nurture and benefit from or-
ganizational partnerships and networks. PCE professionals need to know 
how to activate, frame, mobilize, and synthesize organizational partner-
ships and networks. A part of this could be to empower and encourage 
employees to join existing professional networks or form new ones via 
social media, UPCEA, and local community organizations (such as cham-
bers of commerce, United Way, etc.). 

Second, embracing ICT and its possibilities appears to be a significant 
contributor to the accrual of partnership capital. It is ICT that allows 
for the high degree of communication, teamwork, and, hopefully, trust 
among organizational partners within a network. It also allows for the 
extension of knowledge from the PCE unit to its stakeholders via distance 
education, for example. Further, it enables efficient processing of infor-
mation within the PCE unit, which benefits staff and students alike. ICT 
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cannot be an afterthought but rather needs to be at the center of a PCE 
unit’s operations and strategic implementation. 

Third, PCE unit leadership might consider the extent to which its use 
of organizational partnerships on and off the campus is central or pe-
ripheral to its organizational strategy. If organizational partnerships are 
conceived of as nice but not imperative, it may be time to reconsider 
how existing and future organizational partnerships can help a PCE unit 
better implement its strategy. PCE leaders could ask themselves the ques-
tion, “Can I achieve my goal through a mutually beneficial organizational 
partnership (which may already exist but may need some additional re-
sources) rather than using only my unit’s resources and talent?” 

Fourth, take small steps toward the goal of accruing partnership cap-
ital and becoming a networked organization. Historically, the university 
as a societal organization does not respond well to rapid changes, which 
may in part explain its resilience in the face of wars, depressions, social 
upheaval, and generational changes. Incremental but steady change into 
a networked organization through the accrual and expenditure of part-
nership capital will allow the twenty-first-century PCE unit to maintain 
its fit within the change-averse university culture yet still help catalyze 
change in that same university culture ultimately for the benefit of mul-
tiple stakeholders—students, staff, faculty, and the community. The net-
work society is already upon us, so becoming a networked organization 
is the least that the PCE unit can do for itself, its home university, and its 
local and global community. 
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PART V

Metrics and Marketing

O

Critical core functions of continuing and professional education are de-
pendent upon metrics for assaying the extent to which we have achieved 
success—increasingly important in the new policy environment. Data, as 
well, are critical to the measurement of marketing’s success in reaching, 
recruiting, and retaining students.

On a practical level, Emily Richardson provides a guide to the sev-
eral tools available for achieving new insights into performance as well 
as measuring potential for activities within continuing education. James 
Campbell and James L. Narduzzi use their combined multi-decade expe-
rience with marketing to reflect on the history and current state of the 
practice, focusing on the fascinating role and impact of technology. Jim 
Fong and Noreen Mack conclude the section by tracing marketing’s roles 
over the past twenty-five years, drawing attention to the shifting nature of 
marketing from communications and the four P’s—product, price, place, 
promotion—to social media and CRM software, while speculating on the 
nature of the practice in the future. 
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Measuring the Success of Professional  
and Continuing Education Units

O

Emily C. Richardson

Calls for greater accountability from the policy-making and governance 
community have combined with the changing demographic and goal 
profile of today’s learners to make documentation of student academic 
success a priority. With the increasing visibility of the post-traditional stu-
dent in higher education generally, it is becoming increasingly important 
that campus distance and continuing education leaders propose alterna-
tive ways to measure success that go beyond traditional measures and suc-
cess criteria. “Being proactive in defining and using excellence measures 
is likely to be more satisfying and productive than waiting until account-
ability and performance measures are defined and imposed by others—
more often than not by groups which have a considerably more restricted 
view of what constitutes excellence than will administrators, faculty and 
staff of the institution/program” (Ruben 1999, 8).

So the question must be asked whether we as professionals in the on-
line and continuing education space are doing enough to measure how 
well our students are doing? A study published in 2013 by the University 
Professional and Continuing Education Association (UPCEA) Center  
for Research and Consulting in conjunction with InsideTrack, a student 
coaching company, and reported on in an article in Inside Higher Edu-
cation, stated “a whopping 77 percent of institutions do not know the 
graduation rate for their adult students” (Fain 2012, 1). The article notes 
that the Western Association of Schools and Colleges (WASC) met with 
professionals who handle adult students to help create a template for 
tracking and measuring adult student performance.
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These sources demonstrate that both the government and accreditors 
are looking at retention, persistence, graduation rates, and hiring success 
for traditional students. Brent Ruben states that “there is little argument 
about the value of assessment, measurement, and the use of the informa-
tion that results therefrom, but the question of what should be measured 
and how that information should be used has been more problematic” 
(1999, 1). Adults are the new face of higher education, and we must sup-
ply the metrics to enable others to see that we are succeeding with them 
when it comes to degree completion.

This essay will first look at the movement toward the use of metrics in 
higher education, and how both efforts initiated by Malcolm Baldrige 
and the balanced scorecard concept have resulted in higher education 
developing metrics to measure not just inputs but also outcomes. Then 
there will be a discussion about key performance indicators (KPIs) that 
are used by the traditional university and often displayed in the form of a 
dashboard. Finally, we will look at what needs to be accomplished by the 
professional and continuing education experts to ensure that we are all 
on the same page as we move forward on measuring what matters.

Defining Benchmarking and Its Purpose

Schuler defined benchmarking as “a structured approach for looking 
outside an organization to study and adapt the best outside practices to 
complement internal operations with new, creative ideas” (1998, 40). 
Jackson and Lund (2000) explain that benchmarking involves a com-
parison of practices, performance, and process among organizations or 
industries. Doerfel and Ruben, in an article in New Directions for Higher 
Education that was dedicated to the overview of benchmarking as well as 
dashboard indicators for higher education, noted: “Whereas comparison 
is a time-honored tradition, the term benchmarking and the application 
of the concepts to organizational assessment and innovation is a more 
recent development” (2002, 14). 

Three types of benchmarking practices in higher education were 
listed by Upcraft and Schuh (1996). Internal benchmarking refers to 
making comparisons between units (enrollments for engineering ver-
sus enrollments for public health), competitive benchmarking refers to 
identifying best practices of direct competitors, and generic benchmark-
ing involves looking at other organizations employing similar practices 
and procedures. 

These types of benchmarking are something that many UPCEA mem-
bers perform on an annual basis, looking at the comparisons internally 
while filling out and then using the annual management survey to com-
pare results across members nationally. The 2012 management survey, 
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published in the 2013 Center for Research and Consulting report Re-
search That Matters, specifically answered the questions:

1.  What does the typical continuing education unit look like   
based on size, type of institution (public/private), and region?

2.  How do units differ based on staffing, salary, structure,  
 budgeting, and other factors?

3.  How are units organized based on size, type of institution  
 (public/private), region? (Fong, Hansen, Simpson, and  
 Sibley 2013, 109)

Benchmarking is done by continuing education and higher educa-
tion to provide a context for our own progress and achievements. But it 
is also done for the purpose of innovation. It forces an organization to 
look at its results, gaining insights from others. It is the feedback loop of 
benchmarking that provides the ideas and often the motivation for the 
profound change that is necessary.

Doerfel and Ruben point out the paradox that comes when looking 
at our competitors for comparison. “At the core of external benchmark-
ing lies an incongruity: organizations often look to their competitors for 
models of best practice” (2002, 12).

It is proposed by Cox, Mann, and Samson (1997) that collaboration will 
occur more readily if the initiator is a third party, such as UPCEA with the 
management survey. As a continuing educator it is easier to share the unit’s 
benchmarks with an association who holds the information closely versus 
opening up the information to direct competitors in the local market. 

Frameworks for Higher Education

The American Society for Quality website offers the following history and 
purpose of the Malcolm Baldrige award: 

[It is] an award established by the U.S. Congress in 1987 
to raise awareness of quality management and recognize 
U.S. companies that have implemented successful quality 
management systems. Awards can be given annually in six 
categories: manufacturing, service, small business, educa-
tion, healthcare and nonprofit. The award is named after 
the late Secretary of Commerce Malcolm Baldrige, a pro-
ponent of quality management. The U.S. Commerce De-
partment’s National Institute of Standards and Technology 
manages the award, and ASQ administers it.
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The framework for the award is built on organizational excellence, cut-
ting across seven categories: 

1.  Leadership: how upper management leads the organization,  
  and how the organization leads within the community. 

2.  Strategic planning: how the organization establishes and  
  plans to implement strategic directions.

3.  Customer and market focus: how the organization builds  
  and maintains strong, lasting relationships with customers. 

4.  Measurement, analysis, and knowledge management:  
  how the organization uses data to support key processes  
  and manage performance.

5.  Human resource focus: how the organization empowers  
  and involves its workforce. 

6.  Process management: how the organization designs,  
  manages and improves key processes.

7.  Business/organizational performance results:   
  how the organization performs in terms of customer  
  satisfaction, finances, human resources, supplier and  
  partner performance, operations, governance and social  
  responsibility, and how the organization compares to its  
  competitors. 

In 2001 University of Wisconsin–Stout was the first higher education 
institution to receive the National Baldrige Award. Numerous other insti-
tutions of higher education have used the framework to analyze their op-
eration and in many cases apply for the award. Since then we have seen an 
increase in the principles being applied to regional accrediting standards. 
“The Baldrige principles and the standards of the accrediting association 
have been extremely influential in their respective spheres, and there is a 
natural and growing compatibility between them” (Ruben 2007, 9).

In addition, the extension of the Baldrige award to the excellence in 
higher education (EHE) model expanded the criteria to include colleges 
and universities. The EHE model includes seven dimensions of organi-
zational functioning: leadership, strategic planning, external focus, in-
formation and analysis, faculty/staff and workplace focus, process effec-
tiveness, and outcomes and achievements. “Collectively, the categories 
and the many interactions between them define a systems framework 
that can be used to conceptualize and analyze the workings, effectiveness, 
strengths and improvement needs of a higher education department, 
program or institution” (Doerfel and Ruben 2002, 17).



metrics and marketing 299

An additional framework used by many colleges and universities is 
built upon the concept of a balanced scorecard. As described by Kaplan 
and Norton, “the Balanced Scorecard translates an organization’s mis-
sion and strategy into a comprehensive set of performance measures that 
provides a framework for a strategic measurement and management sys-
tem” (1996, 2).

 “Traditionally, business has measured performance using a financial 
accounting model that emphasizes profitability, return on investment, 
sales growth, cash flow or economic value added” (Ruben 1999, 1). For 
those of us in continuing education, financial measures are often the 
easiest for us to discuss or to use to make our case about the contribution 
of our unit. However,

the general conclusion is that financial indicators alone are 
limited in their ability to adequately represent the range of 
factors associated with organizational excellence. Account-
ing-based measures, for instance, may not capture key ele-
ments of an organization’s mission, customer satisfaction 
and loyalty, employee satisfaction and turnover, employee 
capability, organizational adaptability or innovation, en-
vironmental competitiveness, research and development 
productivity, market growth and success, and other import-
ant company-specific factors. (Ibid., 2)

Many traditional measures are input based—thus not providing useful 
information on what our institutions contribute, on the value of our 
programs courses and institutions. Consider the power of discussing eco-
nomic capacity for a continuing education unit or the customer satisfac-
tion with course offerings as true measures of our worth.

Dashboard Indicators for Higher Education

“A Dashboard Indicator (DI) is a quantitative measure providing a snap-
shot of a particular metric that represents a critical issue of concern for 
an institution or corporation” (Allen 2007, 1). In some cases these are 
also presented as KPIs. 

Jeffrey Seybert, director of the National Higher Education Bench-
marking Institute, provided the following purposes for dashboards in a 
webinar hosted by ZogoTech:

•  To communicate current information about major indices of  
 organizational performance to primary stakeholders
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•  To provide information to assist in evaluation of   
 organizational performance

•  To provide a comprehensive analysis of how the   
 organization’s achievement of its strategic objectives leads to  
 effectively carrying out its mission and vision

•  To provide information about organizational performance  
 compared to appropriate benchmarks (2010, 3). 

It is important to know that dashboard indicators must be processed in 
the context of: 

•  Prior data (e.g., the growth or depletion of resources over  
 time, such as the increase of tuition costs compared year-by- 
 year)

•  Targeted data (e.g., a targeted goal for a particular measure  
 or quantity, such as enrolling 2500 new freshmen in 2014); or

•  Correlated data (e.g., the ratios or other expressed   
 relationships between data points, such as the percentage of  
 minority students who enroll and also listed the university as  
 their first choice institution) (Allen 2007, 1). 

Seybert recommends that the information must be timely, accurate, 
easy to understand, and represent the current state of the organization. 
Research by Yonezawa and Kaiser (2003) recommends that dashboard 
indicators should be easy to understand, relevant to the user, strate-
gic, quantitative, up to date with current information, and not used in  
isolation. 

In 2012, Terkla, Sharkness, Cohen, Roscoe, and Wiseman published re-
sults of a study with the Association for Institutional Research from their 
analysis of sixty-six dashboards that they collected in the fall of 2005. The 
dashboards analyzed resulted in eleven broad categories that included fi-
nancial indicators, admissions statistics, enrollment statistics, faculty data, 
student outcomes, student engagement, academic information, physical 
plant, satisfaction, research, and external ratings. They determined that 
the average number of indicators used was approximately twenty-nine, 
with the fewest used being three and the largest sixty-eight.

Ruben (1999) recommends five dashboard clusters that include teach-
ing and learning, scholarship and research, public service and outreach, 
workplace satisfaction, and finances. Kirwan, in an article in Change Mag-
azine, recommended the following consideration about what should be 
reported:
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We also need to measure and report how higher-education 
institutions fare in meeting the “big three” core educational 
outcomes: the development of critical thinking, analytical 
reasoning, and written communication skills. First and fore-
most, we should do this because it will enable us to improve 
the quality of our educational offerings. But we also have 
an obligation to demonstrate to our paying customers the 
benefits they can expect to receive in knowledge and skills 
from our degree programs. (2007)

Dashboard Indicators for Continuing Education

So what should the key performance indicators be for continuing edu-
cation? What should be on our dashboard? And most important, can we 
begin to define the terms that provide meaning such that comparisons 
can begin?

Let’s take as an example the word retention. According to the online 
glossary provided by the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data Sys-
tem (IPEDS), retention is defined as follows:

A measure of the rate at which students persist in their edu-
cation program at an institution, expressed as a percentage. 
For four-year institutions, this is a percentage of first-time 
bachelors (or equivalent) degree-seeking undergraduates 
from the previous fall who are again enrolled in the current 
fall. For all other institutions this is the percentage of first-
time degree/certificate-seeking students from the previous 
fall who either re-enrolled or successfully completed their 
program by the current fall.

But does this definition work for continuing education? Apparently not, 
because in a study by UPCEA and InsideTrack, when schools were asked 
to define retention for post-traditional baccalaureate students, multiple 
definitions were offered (Fong and Jarrat 2013). They are listed here, 
along with the percentage of schools that noted the specific definition.

•  Enrollment in at least one course within a year 36%

•  Enrollment in at least one course in consecutive terms 26%

•  Enrollment combined with some measure of academic  
 progress (course completion) 23%
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•  Enrollment in at least one course at a specific point in time  
 (census date) 13%

•  Other 3% 

This is not surprising since many nontraditional students don’t start in 
the fall like traditional students but rather at their convenience. This vari-
ance in definitions among continuing education units results in difficulty 
of comparison with KPIs.

In the same UPCEA study, individuals were asked what obstacles 
stood in the way of making progress on cross-industry benchmarking. 
The answers included lack of consensus on key definitions and metrics, 
insufficient coordination among industry stakeholders, and inadequate 
resources at the institutional level. “In addition, 61 percent cite cultural 
resistance to measurement and accountability as an obstacle to establish-
ing effective benchmarks of performance for post-traditional baccalaure-
ate student success” (Fong and Jarrat 2013, 3). 

The same problem with definitions occurs with the terms nontradi-
tional student, persistence, and cohorts, as discovered in conversations with 
colleagues in UPCEA. In each case, the context of the institution and the 
program can make a difference in how these terms are utilized.

There are, however, wonderful examples of continuing education 
units that have implemented dashboards. An example of a dashboard in 
use, is from the Professional and Liberal Education Division, part of the 
School of Arts and Sciences, at the University of Pennsylvania. Here is 
how Nora Lewis, the vice dean, explains their dashboard.

We have a web-based enrollment dashboard that our 
computing applications people developed for us using 
QlikView. The dashboard is universally available to all full-
time staff, and we expect folks to use it on a daily basis to 
pull data from the dashboard to inform requests, decisions, 
annual reports, etc.

The dashboard has several tabs: Admissions, Enrollment 
data (headcounts, registrations), Course-level data, Aca-
demic progress, Financial (budget vs. revenue/expense year 
to date—still under development and access restricted to 
certain staff), and Demographic data on current students.

The dashboard can roll up data on all programs across the 
division, and then you can click down to sub-divisions (e.g., all 
graduate programs, or all high school programs), and even-
tually to an individual program. It also tracks data historically 
and shows trend graphs over time, but again you can click 
down from the ten-year history to a single year, or to a single 
term in a year. (Personal communication, August 2014)
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But keeping in mind the inherent difficulties across campuses and 
units, it may be better to begin discussion with what continuing education 
divisions should measure. Although many of these deal directly with cred-
it-bearing programs, many can also be used for noncredit work. These 
recommendations come from peers in UPCEA, plus personal experience 
in continuing education. In mind is the need to capture information that 
will help us solidify the position of professional and continuing educators 
in the world of higher education and the concepts previously discussed in 
this essay. Where appropriate, definitions are offered as an initial means 
to get the conversation rolling toward finding definitions that will work 
for all units.

Enrollments

•  Total number of students enrolled 

  Total credit

  Total noncredit

  Total by program/certificate/course

  Number of full-time versus part-time

  Number of total credit hours per semester/per year

•  Number of new students enrolled in a given semester

•  Yield funnel (number of prospects/applicants/admits/ 
 enrollments)

•  Retention (enrollment fall to fall; enrollment spring to  
 spring; enrollment summer to summer)

•  Persistence (enrollment in at least two academic periods  
 within the year)

•  Graduation (number of graduates per school/program/ 
  average time to graduation)

Students

•  Demographics of students

  Females/males

  Ethnic diversity
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  Geographic locations

  Age breakdown (especially important if serving high  
  school students, senior citizens)

•  Student satisfaction measurement (internal survey or  
 national survey, such as the Noel Levitz survey of student  
 satisfaction) 

•  Tuition reimbursement

  How many internal candidates are you serving?

  How many students are receiving tuition reimbursement  
  from their companies?

•  Number of students inducted into Alpha Sigma Lambda

•  Student engagement in activities, either university or unit  
 based

Strategic Partnerships

•  Number of articulations or corporate partners signed in a  
 given year

•  Number of education fairs attended (number of prospects/ 
 enrollments as a result of the fair)

•  Number of alumni interactions

Faculty/Staff

•  Number of faculty members (tenure/tenure-track/non- 
 tenure-track/adjunct)

•  Demographics of faculty

•  Highest degree earned by rank

•  Average class size

•  Analysis of evaluations (new versus continuing faculty)

•  Percent of full-time faculty on overload

•  Number of staff (per student served in the unit)

•  Satisfaction of both faculty and staff (internal survey)
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Assessment of Student Learning

•  General education outcomes

•  Programmatic outcomes

•  Capstone course outcomes

Financial Measures

•  External funding (grants/scholarships/alumni giving/ 
 campaign)

•  Tuition (credit/noncredit)

•  Net percent either returned to the university or, in the case  
 of self-funding, kept for future use

Incubation/Innovation

•  New programs/certificates/courses developed (time to  
 completion; success of program)

•  Interdisciplinary efforts with schools and colleges that are  
 internal

•  Joint programs with community 

A Call to Action

Although this is simply a listing of potential KPIs for continuing educa-
tion, it becomes a call to action. Peter Drucker once stated, “If you can’t 
measure it, you can’t manage it,” and this holds true today. As continuing 
educators we must begin to measure and share information to ensure 
that we are measuring the success of our units, our students, and our 
value to the academic community and the community as a whole. Ruben 
said, “One of the defining themes of contemporary organizational theory 
is the emphasis on information and measurement for assessing, tracking, 
and promoting organizational excellence” (1999, 1). 

It was announced in July 2014 that five higher education organizations 
are working together to benchmark persistence and completion rates for 
non-first-time college students nationwide. The following quotes from 
the press release were published on the InsideTrack website.
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“Our national goals for postsecondary attainment will only 
be reached if we effectively serve the millions of Ameri-
cans who began their education, but never finished their 
degree,” says Cathy Sandeen, vice president for education 
attainment and innovation at ACE.

In order to enhance student outcomes, decision makers 
need to be able to benchmark themselves and track their 
progress relative to their peers,” according to Dave Jarrat, 
vice president of marketing at InsideTrack. 

This measurement project is a start to what we can consider as bench-
marks for adult students. But it is only the beginning. As a group of pas-
sionate and devoted continuing educators, we must join together and let 
the next decade become a time for measurement, during which we meet 
and agree upon not just what should be measured, but how the measure-
ment will be collected and distributed to provide us all true benchmarks 
for the important work we do with nontraditional students.
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The More Things Change
Reflections on the State of Marketing  

in Continuing Higher Education

O

James D. Campbell and James L. Narduzzi

Plus ca change, plus c’est la meme chose.
—alphonse karr

All of us can readily identify the major changes that have occurred in 
society over the past several decades and, more important, the manner 
in which these changes have affected the way we conduct the business 
of continuing higher education. For example, the telephone has been 
replaced by e-mail, which is now the most prevalent way we communi-
cate with each other in the workplace. Social media and the web now 
dominate how we market our programs and communicate with our vari-
ous constituencies. Instruction, once delivered primarily face-to-face in a 
classroom setting, is now routinely delivered utilizing various digitally me-
diated formats, with online and blended learning models now account-
ing for a significant share of delivery. This list could go on indefinitely, 
and these few examples only scratch the surface of the changes that have 
occurred.

What’s interesting to us, however, is what has remained constant. The 
demand for continuous learning, the profile of our students, the way we 
credential, the indicators of quality in terms of instruction, and the role 
continuing education plays on most campuses still emphasizes the same 
core values. These constants persist in spite of the fact that the pace of 
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change continues to escalate dramatically, particularly so when it comes 
to technology. One simple example makes the point: we all carry around 
in our pockets greater computing power than all of NASA had access 
to in 1969 (Kaku 2011). Reflecting on the above led us to a simple yet 
profound truth: while change is ever-present and occurring at breakneck 
speed, what matters in how we conduct business has remained relatively 
constant and is likely to do so into the foreseeable future.

Throughout our careers, we have seen a great temptation to focus on 
what’s new. Our fear is that this can distract us from focusing on what’s 
important. We believe that this is particularly relevant when it comes to 
marketing, where technology has perhaps exerted its greatest influence. 
The purpose of this essay, then, will be to explore the changes and the 
constants that exist as they relate to marketing in continuing higher edu-
cation. Particular attention will be paid to best practices and identifying 
useful data points, with the ultimate goal of encouraging the long view in 
making daily business decisions.

What’s Changed?

Communication and marketing to current and prospective students has 
undergone transformative change. The web was in its infancy not too 
long ago and has become the dominant way we communicate with our 
various constituencies. Somewhere in the neighborhood of one billion 
smartphones were shipped worldwide last year, more than double the 
number sold two years earlier (“Global smartphone shipments” 2014). 
Leveraging social media on these mobile devices has become the pre-
ferred vehicle for driving traffic to the web. And yet, the fundamental 
goal has never wavered: creating relationships.

Today, marketers and administrators will be hard-pressed to attend 
a conference that doesn’t include a few sessions about customer rela-
tionship management (CRM) systems. But CRM is a fairly new trend in 
continuing and professional education although the concept has been 
around in the corporate sales world for many years.

CRM grew out of the database marketing movement in the 1980s. The 
concept was pioneered by Robert and Kate Kestnbaum, statisticians who 
used statistical modeling to analyze customer data and develop custom-
ized communication to other potential customers. Next came ACT!, con-
tact management software (CMS) that revolutionized the organization 
and storage of customer data.

Goldmine and others also released contact management software 
throughout the late 1980s. As personal computer and server growth ex-
ploded in the 1990s, huge strides were made in CRM software develop-
ment, led by Brock Control Systems, an innovator of early sales force au-
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tomation (SFA) tools, which combined elements of database marketing 
and CMS to create an automated task management solution (“A Brief 
History of Customer Relationship Management” 2013).

As the concepts of CMS, SFA, and CRM were evolving over the last 
forty years, they all became synonymous with technology. But the idea 
of building and maintaining a relationship with a prospective customer 
involves more than just new technology. For many of us, our system may 
have included file folders, Excel spreadsheets, tickler files, written to-do 
lists, and a day planner or desk calendar. Not terribly long ago, when 
prospective students inquired about a program (on the phone in most 
cases), we entered their names onto a list. We mailed them a packet of in-
formation and followed up on the phone to make sure they received the 
information and to ask if they had any questions. We usually followed up 
with them periodically by phone and mail to remind them of approach-
ing deadlines to assess their interest.

Today, with a CRM system, we do many of the same things, but most are 
automated, allowing us to be more productive and efficient. Productivity 
and efficiency aside, our CRM system also helps build stronger prospect 
relationships by allowing greater engagement; enhances internal com-
munication by allowing marketing, recruiting, academic departments, 
and enrollment management departments access to the same data; fa-
cilitates better decision making by providing real-time data and report-
ing on our prospect pool; helps analyze the effectiveness of marketing 
campaigns by tracking lead sourcing; and paints a clearer picture of the 
decision-making process and patterns of our prospects by helping track 
conversion rates at all stages of the enrollment funnel.

A CRM system only works if we generate leads, and the strategies and 
tactics we use to generate leads has changed drastically and continues 
to change, particularly with the increased use of online advertising and 
digital marketing tools. Search engine marketing, including paid and or-
ganic searching, search engine optimization (SEO), social media adver-
tising—including Facebook, LinkedIn, and Twitter—and digital display 
advertising weren’t part of most marketers’ vocabularies ten years ago.

Today, these are all considered integral components of an integrated 
marketing communications plan, regardless of the demographics of your 
target audiences. And for good reason: digital marketing provides tre-
mendous reach, especially on a global scale, is extremely cost effective, 
and is highly measurable and trackable.

As we discuss updated statistics on web usage, social media, and digi-
tal marketing, it’s always a bit alarming to think about how dramatically 
things have changed in such a short period of time. Although we think 
about the technology revolution spanning more than thirty years, tech-
nology usage and its impact on continuing and professional education 
has really exploded in the last five years.
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The growth of the personal computer can be credited with starting the 
digital marketing revolution. In 1984, it is estimated that 10 percent of 
US adults used a personal computer and just 1.4 percent used the Inter-
net. With the birth of the World Wide Web in 1989, usage began to grow. 
By 1990, personal computer use increased to 42 percent. By 1995, Inter-
net access had grown to 14 percent of US adults, although 42 percent had 
never heard of the Internet and 21 percent were vague on the concept. 
Today 81 percent say they use a computer in some part of their daily lives 
(Fox and Rainie 2014).

Equally important has been the growth of the cell phone market and 
mobile connectivity. Today, 90 percent of US adults have cell phones; two-
thirds use them to access the Internet; and one-third say their cell phone 
is their primary connection to the Internet. That’s impressive growth 
from 2000, when just 54 percent of US adults had a cell phone. In 2007, 
Apple introduced the iPhone, and smartphone usage has grown dramat-
ically since. Today, 58 percent of US adults own a smartphone, compared 
to 35 percent in 2011 (Fox and Rainie 2014).

Personal computers, smartphones, and tablets continue to drive con-
sumers’ online habits. On average, Americans spend more than sixty 
hours online each month, with more than half accessing the Internet 
each day (eMarketer 2013). In addition to checking e-mail, users spend 
their time researching products and services, accessing social media sites, 
shopping, streaming media, and playing video games.

Social media has become a true global phenomenon. Consider these 
recent statistics when you hear some colleagues referring to it as a “trend” 
or think it is limited by the age of the user:

•  73 percent of all Internet users are active on social media.

•  90 percent of 18- to 29-year-olds are active.

•  78 percent of 30- to 49-year-olds are active.

•  65 percent of 50- to 60-year-olds are active.

•  In the 65-plus bracket, 46 percent are using social media.

•  US users spend more time on Facebook than on any other  
 website.

•  40 percent of users access social media from a mobile device.  
 (Pew Research Center 2014) 

Facebook, Twitter, and Google+ are the top three sites in terms of av-
erage monthly active users. But other sites like Instagram, Pinterest, and 
Reddit continue to add active users. Plus social media continues to be-
come more integrated into our daily lives. More than one million web 
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pages are now automatically connected to Facebook, and 47 percent of 
Americans say Facebook is their number one influencer of purchases, up 
from 21 percent in 2011 (Jones 2013).

Social media continues to create a complicated and ever-changing 
challenge for continuing education marketers. When you see these stag-
gering usage numbers, it’s easy to be tempted to jump on the “shiny ob-
ject” bandwagon and have a presence on every social media platform. 
In the past, that approach was very common—think of the “all people, 
everywhere” strategy. Today, we better understand the communication 
preferences of adult learners and how people use and value social media, 
the web, and e-mail, particularly when researching products and services. 
This increased understanding allows us to craft better communication 
strategies instead of solely focusing on the delivery channels (Copeland 
and Routhier 2012). 

As we’ve been reflecting on what’s changed in continuing education 
marketing, we feel it’s just as important to look forward and prepare 
for what’s next and how that may affect our strategies and budgets. 
There’s a growing focus on dynamic content, inbound marketing, and 
visually driven content, all of which will allow marketers to create and 
deliver more personalized experiences to the right audiences at the 
right time. In addition, consider these interesting marketing statistics 
and projections:

•  It’s projected that marketers will have spent $135 billion on  
 digital marketing collateral in 2014.

•  78 percent of chief marketing officers think custom content  
 will drive marketing in the future.

•  By 2015, online advertising will make up almost 24 percent  
 of the entire advertising market.

•  Social media marketing budgets will double in the next five  
 years.

•  60 percent of the population are visual learners.

•  Inbound marketing generates 54 percent more leads than  
 outbound marketing.

•  55 percent of marketers increased their digital marketing  
 budgets in 2013. (WebDAM 2014)

It’s clear to us that the next generation of marketing tactics will there-
fore look different than the last. But we are equally certain that the focus 
will remain on building and maintaining relationships. That emphasis 
will never change.
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What’s Remained Constant?

Although marketing tactics and tools have changed dramatically, market-
ing planning and strategies have remained very consistent. That became 
very apparent to us recently while planning the launch of several new 
degree programs.

Our planning process started the same as many others: asking ques-
tions and establishing goals with our internal clients.

What are we trying to accomplish?

What are our enrollment goals?

How many inquiries do we have to generate to meet our 
enrollment goals?

What are our key dates?

Next, the conversation turned to defining our target audiences.

Are they primarily men or women?

How old are they?

What’s their education level?

How many year’s work experience do they have?

What’s their income level?

Where do they live and work?

After defining our target audiences, we developed a detailed communi-
cation plan to reach them. Although the tactics have changed dramati-
cally, we still use an integrated communication strategy that includes tra-
ditional advertising vehicles, print materials, direct mail, and in-person 
recruiting events.

It is interesting to note that traditional advertising has remained a con-
stant in most of our media and marketing plans. We continue to use a 
combination of radio, television, and outdoor advertising. We primarily 
utilize television and outdoor advertising to build brand awareness. Ra-
dio helps build brand awareness but also drives event registration, partic-
ularly for offsite programs in smaller markets. Although traditional adver-
tising has changed much since the black-and-white television sets of the 
1950s, statistics continue to show that it remains an important marketing 
strategy. According to “TV Basics,” a publication of the Television Bureau 
of Advertising, statistics show that consumers value traditional media out-
lets, despite the incredible growth of DVRs, satellite and streaming radio, 
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the iPod and iPhone, and online media streaming. Included among the 
most important findings are the following:

•  Adults still watch four to five hours of television program  
 ming per day, including DVR and on demand viewing.

•  The higher education sector remains a top-ten spot   
 television advertiser.

•  On average, television reaches almost 90 percent of adults  
 each average day.

•  Radio reaches approximately 60 percent of adults each  
 average day.

•  More people learn about products they’d like to try or buy  
 from TV commercials than from any other medium.

•  Although more media are competing for people’s time,  
 television and radio are still the top two categories in  
 consumer media usage. (Television Bureau of Advertising  
 2012)

Because we only offer seat-based degree programs, on-campus events 
remain an important part of our recruiting strategy. We typically host 
eight information sessions each year. Attendance has waned in recent 
years, but the impact of attending an information session on a prospec-
tive student’s decision to apply and enroll remains high. We attribute 
much of this to the consistent role that relationship building and high-
touch personal interactions have played in the recruiting, retention, and 
referral process over the years.

When asked how students hear about us, “from a friend or colleague” 
has consistently topped our list since we began collecting statistics many 
years ago. Regardless of where someone is in the enrollment funnel, 
there is nothing quite like a phenomenal experience to help ensure posi-
tive word-of-mouth marketing, and the importance of word-of-mouth has 
been consistently strong. National data supports the significance of word-
of-mouth advertising. When asked what sources “influence your decision 
to use or not use a particular company, brand, or product,” 72 percent 
claim reviews from family members or friends exert a “great deal” or “fair 
amount” of influence. Additionally, 92 percent of consumers worldwide 
trust recommendations from friends and family more than any other 
form of advertising (“Everything You Need to Know about Word of Mouth 
Advertising” n.d.).

Another marketing constant is the importance of print collateral. 
Don’t misunderstand us. We no longer print tens of thousands of class 
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schedules or catalogs. In fact, we don’t print a class schedule or catalog 
at all for our degree programs. Instead, we have transitioned these on-
line, which was a long process (and painful for some). We do still print 
program brochures. And we still mail (yes, US Post Office “snail mail”) 
packets to prospects who request them. The print brochures and packets 
create an important engagement point for us. In particular, they allow us 
to provide information for prospects to share with those they consult in 
the decision-making process and help shape our brand.

Conclusion

There is perhaps no other facet of continuing higher education that has 
undergone a more dramatic transformation than marketing. Almost all 
of the tools currently available to us did not exist when each of us entered 
the profession. Our constituencies continue to broaden and diversify, 
adding a layer of complexity to our decision making as we are tasked with 
reaching audiences in a very crowded marketplace across the enrollment 
lifecycle and therefore regularly requiring us to utilize the full gamut of 
communication tools available. While sometimes daunting and always a 
complicated challenge, we believe that the most important constant in 
developing a successful marketing program is to focus on building rela-
tionships. That simple fact has never changed.
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The Evolution of Enrollment Marketing  
from Creative Tactics to  

Integrated Strategic Processes

O

Jim Fong and Noreen Mack

Introduction

Change is inevitable. Higher education, and especially continuing educa-
tion, has likely changed more in the past decade than it did in the previous 
half century. The role and structure of the marketing department of the 
continuing education unit and those working in it have also undergone 
significant transformation. Not only is marketing dealing with new forms 
of communication (digital versus print) but also changing demograph-
ics and even an evolution in the institution’s structure itself, from brick 
and mortar to brick and click. The role of marketing has shifted from a 
tactical or support function to a more strategic initiative. Competitive 
forces, evolution of electronic marketing technologies, developments in 
data mining and customer relationship management (CRM), along with 
the greater expectations for marketing metrics and accountability, are 
helping to reshape how marketing units are positioned within continuing 
education (Fong 2013).

Premillennial Continuing Education Marketing

Today, the success of continuing education programs hinges on many 
factors, with marketing being one essential and strategic piece. Without a 

 319

Jim Fong is the Founding Director, Center for Research and Consulting, UPCEA, 
and a recipient of the Robertson Award. Noreen Mack is Analyst, Center for Re-
search Consulting, UPCEA, and a committee chair.



320 centennial conversations

strong marketing effort, it is unlikely any continuing education program 
would survive for long in today’s economy. However, two decades ago the 
situation was vastly different and market conditions were more favorable 
for successful continuing education programming. In the latter half of 
the 1990s there was population growth and also favorable aging patterns 
for continuing education. 

These changes were fueled primarily by the baby boom generation 
(US Department of Commerce 1996). Over this time span, and with the 
turn of the century, came another population boom that has an impact 
on continuing education marketers today, the echo boom or the millen-
nials, children of the baby boom generation. Parallel to these population 
shifts, the 1990s saw an evolution from mass marketing that was based 
primarily on broadcast and print media to a more integrated and strate-
gic marketing approach. In an interview with, continuing education pio-
neer Dorothy Durkin of New York University, Durkin identified the shift 
early on from mass marketing to integrated or target marketing and the 
principles that would transform not only higher education, but business 
and industry worldwide (Ryan 1993). “The answers lie with the learners 
themselves, because the more we know about their learning needs, the 
clearer our marketing directions are.”

Figure 1 shows that today’s marketers rely more heavily on digital mar-
keting tools than they did a decade ago (Fong 2014).

Figure 1: Distribution of the Continuing Education Department Media Budget

The marketing needs for continuing education two decades ago, as 
compared to today’s needs, were far less complicated. Using the principle 
of the four P’s of marketing—product, place, price, and promotion—
the continuing education product or portfolio often consisted of credit 
courses offered in the evening or noncredit courses offered at a univer-
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sity or public venue. Online courses were just starting to take root, and 
few institutions offered distance education or correspondence courses, 
let alone full degrees, until the millennium. Those that did often took 
a leadership position in their marketing efforts. However, up until that 
point, the product was relatively easy to market; online classes were in 
their infancy, and the majority of classes were mainly campus based which 
resulted in marketing within service territories or more concretely de-
fined regions. In fact, 1999 UPCEA research showed that 56 percent of 
continuing education units were focused on the region, while 26 percent 
said they served a national audience and 20 percent an international au-
dience. Unless the program was noncredit, the price was fixed at what-
ever credit level the university set, and promotion was confined largely 
to direct mail and print. During this time, UPCEA continuing education 
marketers reported that direct mail was 51 percent of media expendi-
tures and print was 24 percent (Fong 2000). During the latter half of the 
1990s, cable television started to blossom and moved from analog to digi-
tal signals, and e-mail and the Internet were becoming more mainstream.

The result for continuing education units was a marketing department 
that was often labeled “Publications” or “Communications,” with the core 
competencies being primarily copywriting, graphic design, public rela-
tions, and production. One could argue that marketing was more of an 
art than a science and was largely valued that way among many higher 
education leaders. Marketing was viewed as a tactic, often an afterthought 
of a program launch. After the program had been developed, only then 
would marketing be brought to the table to find a market or audience for 
the program and generate enrollments. No feasibility studies or market 
research were conducted. It was assumed that the market needed the 
course or program, that subject matter experts knew market demand 
best, and that advertising or marketing could generate the enrollments 
needed. If enrollments were minimal or insufficient to launch, the mar-
keting department was often to blame and was urged to send out more 
brochures, postcards, and catalogs and/or place more advertisements. 
Marketing was often blamed for not getting collateral to the audience in 
time, not buying the right list, or not producing effective materials, de-
spite a process that allowed multiple changes upstream from program or 
administrative staff and required approvals and acceptance of program 
stakeholders on list selection and marketing materials. Performance data 
and metrics, which could help institutions isolate success factors that 
could be repeated or problematic factors that could be avoided in future 
marketing efforts, were very rare. Durkin identifies the importance of 
growth metrics and the need to not only adopt performance metrics, but 
to also adapt or change them to illustrate clear trends (Durkin 2009).

With a changing market and a shift toward higher educational stan-
dards, evolving technology, and a relatively stable economy at the time, 
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generating enrollments through what would be primarily called adver-
tising was largely successful for most institutions. It could also be argued 
that a favorable supply and demand situation existed for continuing ed-
ucation. And a limited number of competitors within one’s region of-
ten allowed all providers to achieve their enrollment goals with minimal 
marketing or advertising efforts. The product was more in need by the 
learner (and he or she would seek it out), which in turn required less 
strategic marketing planning for continuing education. This is further il-
lustrated by the number of adults returning to college during this era. In 
1980, 4.5 million adults age twenty-five or older returned to college and 
in 1990, the number was 5.6 million. By 2001, this number had grown to 
6.5 million (Aslanian 2001). Aslanian’s research also cited the results of 
a survey suggesting that a typical adult learner was forty years old, white, 
and female. Her research showed that only 12 percent were nonwhite, 
and in 2001 the effects of immigration and a global marketplace for ed-
ucation had not yet impacted the US market for continuing education. 

During this era, continuing education did not need a stable of MBAs 
to strategically lead the marketing department. It needed designers and 
writers and production specialists. The job description for a marketing 
professional in the 1990s required them to have a bachelor’s degree, 
preferably in journalism, business, marketing, communications, English, 
or art. These individuals helped pave the way for programming with ma-
jor events such as producing the complex and time-consuming continu-
ing education catalog two or three times a year or buying a page in the 
local newspaper to announce the current semester’s evening offerings. If 
an organization had a bigger budget, then radio and television were of-
ten part of the mix, and usually specialists or production companies were 
hired to address this rare or episodic marketing event. If the organization 
did not rely on broadcast media for its advertising, it was not uncommon 
for a marketing department to have less than 1 percent of revenues de-
voted to media. Press releases were considered an inexpensive form of ad-
vertising with marketers hoping their announcements would be thought 
worthy enough to print. Early in the 1990s, press releases would be phys-
ically mailed to media outlets or publications, as the Internet was in its 
infancy. Today, with one click, one can send thousands of releases to news 
sites, social media, or directly to publishers and editors.

Often forgotten in the media mix was the role of business-to-business 
marketing or sales promotion. The academic culture of the 1990s neither 
embraced nor respected the role of the salesperson within academia. 
While rare within continuing education organizations during that era, 
those who were more progressive realized the importance of a corporate 
salesperson. Creating or funding the position became more of a chal-
lenge, as using the word sales in the job description was discouraged, and 
many job descriptions in higher education lacked this competency. As a 
result, and to appease the academic community, the salesperson was of-
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ten given a title with the words corporate relationship, client development, out-
reach development, or relationship manager. The position and function today 
is more valued and respected, as the higher education community has 
embraced the associated benefits. Today, one in four marketing leaders 
report that their marketing units have an individual with a sales responsi-
bility as part of their job or in a full-time position (Fong 2014).

The Turn of the Century and the  
Rise of Digital and Integrated Marketing

Continuing education has seen a significant shift in emphasis since the 
turn of the century. As today’s economy requires a commitment to life-
long education, the focus has moved from primarily degree completion 
programs and enrichment opportunities to degrees and certificates 
providing critical thinking and global competencies in today’s world. A 
tightened economy and reduction of state funding for many institutions 
fueled a race for online and global education. Further contributing to a 
more competitive marketplace was the rise of for-profit institutions and 
open-system universities. While open-system universities had lesser impact 
on marketing, institutions such as the University of Phoenix and Capella 
University invested heavily in marketing and enrollment management ef-
forts. Traditional institutions such as the University of Maryland Univer-
sity College, Penn State and its World Campus, and New York University, 
along with other more progressive institutions in the traditional sector, 
also became models for adult and corporate learner-focused marketing. 

Traditional institutions continued to spend 5 to 10 percent of gross 
revenues on marketing, while many for-profit institutions were spending 
15 to 27 percent. As spending increased to advertise online programs, 
many institutions looked to the Internet for new marketing opportuni-
ties, as well as improving internal processes and conversion rates through 
improved customer relationship management (CRM) and enrollment 
marketing techniques. Institutions such as George Washington University 
and New York University became known as early innovators and for their 
investments in CRM systems.

While many institutions debated the merits of moving to online educa-
tion, early adopting colleges and universities, such as Nova Southeastern 
University, New Jersey Institute of Technology, Colorado State University, 
and Champlain College, gained early market share in their niches and 
markets and made the case for more integrated marketing and invest-
ment into digital marketing tactics. Institutions such as the University of 
Minnesota, Northeastern University, and George Washington University 
also began staffing their communications and advertising units with more 
highly trained marketers and began building out full-service marketing 
units. Publications managers gave way to marketing directors. Many 
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departments began building prospect databases or purchasing systems 
to manage leads more strategically. As marketing departments evolved 
through the early part of the new millennium, so did the role of the third-
party marketing provider, which helped in this evolution, guiding them 
with prospect management systems, e-mail marketing, market research, 
and search engine optimization. 

Ultimately, continuing education leaders saw more examples of mar-
keting best practices throughout the field, not only from for-profits, but 
from peer institutions. As a result, many marketing budgets increased, 
more staff were added, and CRM systems were implemented. In 2004, 
UPCEA surveys showed that 42 percent of marketing departments had 
a database marketer or CRM leader on staff, and for many it was still a 
growing area (Fong and Bailey 2004). New leaders, often with MBAs or 
corporate marketing experience, were sometimes brought in to guide 
the continuing education unit through challenging but exciting times. 
This new breed of successful marketing leader had to be multidimen-
sional—able to communicate the importance of marketing to continu-
ing education leaders and faculty, transform the marketing department, 
mentor staff, and master new marketing techniques. They also wrote new 
job descriptions and filled them with positions that were often new to 
higher education, resulting in increased access to data and information 
and new technology innovations but also creating greater competitive 
pressures. These new positions included the electronic marketing spe-
cialist, database marketing analyst, marketing strategist, website devel-
oper, and market research analyst. Legacy staff were often reassigned 
to more functional roles within copywriting or creative services, or their 
skills were enhanced through increased professional development in new 
marketing. In other words, continuing education marketing in the early 
part of 2000 was becoming more complicated and scientific. 

The new marketing department was no longer an advertising agency. 
Premillennial marketing plans often consisted of spreadsheets of antic-
ipated media purchases and were not true marketing plans. With newly 
found resources and information and technology at hand, customer rela-
tionship and enrollment management began to take off and reshape mar-
keting planning and accountability efforts. Effective marketing was less 
dependent on attractive advertising pieces, such as the multipage catalog, 
but more focused on driving inquiries and enrollments and improving 
return on investment. The evolution of CRM systems provided an under-
pinning for strategic marketing planning. Marketers were now beginning 
to store inquiry and prospect information centrally and often link it to 
specific marketing efforts as well as track performance based on program-
matic spending and with specific media. This historical performance and 
financial information often became foundational for future marketing 
efforts. Real-time data and reporting was still rare, as systems during this 
time still required significant labor to produce meaningful reports.
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If the data did not exist internally, then it could be collected through 
market research. Before the millennium, market research and gathering 
market intelligence and competitive information were rare, as many fac-
ulty-driven program ideas were strong enough to succeed in a less com-
petitive but growing marketplace for education. Progressive institutions 
saw it as an obvious part of integrated marketing strategies and new pro-
gram development processes. One in five of UPCEA members have full-
time or part-time staff assigned to market research activities. They often 
have these staff not only to conduct activities such as customer surveys, 
market studies, environmental scans, or competitive intelligence but also 
to mine for data patterns in enrollment or inquiry data. Only about one 
in ten institutions surveyed today do not have in-house market research 
staff but instead outsource this function to specialized third-party mar-
ket research providers or tap into these services through their marketing 
agencies, public relations firms, or learning management system provid-
ers. The profession of market research and intelligence has grown signifi-
cantly over the past two decades.

The Evolution of the Enrollment Marketer

Today’s marketing departments need a higher level of sophistication in 
order to survive. The 2014 UPCEA marketing survey showed the necessity 
for marketers to learn more about analytics, metrics, CRM, and social me-
dia. Some continuing education marketers are still struggling with e-mail 
marketing, paid search, and search engine optimization, all of which 
have been available for over a decade. A UPCEA Center for Research 
and Consulting study for a member institution showed that leading social 
media experts believed that social media is an ever-changing field with 
frequent new entries into the market (Fong 2012). Social media is no 
longer an option in continuing education marketing but rather a neces-
sity, and yet just three in ten marketing leaders state that their marketing 
departments have a high level of competency in this area. In contrast, 
more than half say they have a high level of competency in print market-
ing. Not using social media as a marketing channel is a disadvantage to 
the institution, which competitors will certainly exploit.

Marketers, who have a history of being excellent multitaskers, have 
many responsibilities. Not only must they stay current and adapt to new 
technology, they must assess previous strategy for return on investment, 
identify target markets, and conduct program concept tests and post-
mortems on struggling programs. They must also identify revenue op-
portunities, strategies, and cost-saving marketing actions and manage 
the marketing scoreboard or key metrics. The 2014 UPCEA Marketing 
Survey shows that a marketing department is responsible for market-
ing many types of programs and services, many more than in the past. 
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Marketing departments are responsible for marketing 4.7 programs on 
average (Fong 2014). For example, in 1999, 44 percent of UPCEA mar-
keters said they marketed summer programs, while today 78 percent say 
they do. Marketing departments usually market credit and noncredit 
programs; online degrees, courses, or certificates; summer sessions; and 
professional master’s degrees, as well as programs targeted to interna-
tional populations, precollege students, educators, and those in retire-
ment or in the military.

As a result of continued change in education, technology, and mar-
keting itself, marketers can no longer rely on just marketing one of the 
four P’s (product, price, place, promotion), with the primary focus be-
ing promotion. With these new products (or programs), marketers are 
asked to understand more of the marketing spectrum. They’re also asked 
to better market “place,” with the most relevant and challenging being 
online programming. When staff are marketing online programs, effec-
tively using digital marketing approaches can often be a reflection of the 
institution’s ability to offer online programming and therefore must be 
executed properly. 

In addition to noncredit courses and certificates, where price is flexi-
ble and the continuing education unit has greater influence, many insti-
tutions are bringing the marketplace into their credit programs. Greater 
emphasis is being put on not just setting the price, but also determining 
whether the market will bear the university’s traditional pricing standards. 

In comparison to the continuing education marketer of the 1990s, to-
day’s marketing leader has much more than design, copywriting, media 
buying, and production to manage. In addition to a leader’s standard 
skills of planning strategically, mentoring and developing staff, and be-
ing able to communicate with leadership and faculty, today’s leader also 
needs to be able to use digital as well as traditional marketing tactics. The 
leader needs to be able to assess competitive and industry conditions as 
well as apply analytics and market research in the decision-making pro-
cess. In 1999, the average marketing staff consisted of 7.7 people with 
almost half (48%) of the staff being graphic designers, copywriters, edi-
tors, production people, or public relations staff. In 2006, the percentage 
of staff in these positions was 38 percent and is now 23 percent (Bailey 
and Erickson 2006). Even with the increased likelihood of outsourcing, 
the 2014 UPCEA Marketing Survey showed that the average marketing 
department has just over five full-time employees and just under one 
part-time employee equivalent today but has evolved significantly in its 
staffing mix (Fong 2014). 

However, the breadth of marketing skill sets and knowledge has greatly 
expanded. These marketing employees often include a marketing direc-
tor or leader, a marketing manager and assistant/coordinator, web devel-
oper, graphic designer, copywriter, and an e-marketing manager in charge 
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of e-mail, search engine optimization, paid search, or other related tasks. 
At the University of Minnesota, over the past decade the dependence on 
creative staff has declined significantly with fewer full-time designers and 
copywriters and an increase in digital marketing specialists, social media 
managers, and content marketers. The University of Minnesota and Ore-
gon State University have added staff who are responsible for enrollment 
management and the recruiting and advising of potential students.

Social media managers and coordinators are new positions to continu-
ing education. A number of institutions have added these positions to 
their digital marketing and public relations functions. However, many 
organizations continue to struggle with this marketing channel. The 2014 
UPCEA Marketing Survey showed that approximately one-third of the 
marketing departments had an individual, whether full-time or part-time, 
assigned to social media. Interviews with industry experts show that many 
organizations that have attempted to use social media continue to floun-
der and fail. Many have not adequately planned their communications 
cycle or have neglected to plan for two-way communication. For many 
institutions, social media has been an announcement of some event and 
not a dialogue for engagement. Successful institutions have leveraged the 
full technical capabilities of specific social media sites and created mean-
ingful exchanges, such as one institution that provides direct inquiry to 
visitors and prospects asking questions about the institution and appli-
cation processes, while others have created vibrant communities where 
alumni, current students, and faculty respond to visitor questions.

Social media may be more visible, but metrics, analytics, and enroll-
ment management are the foundation; however, there are many factors 
that continue to evolve for the enrollment marketer. Mass media and 
print-based marketing in the 1980s and early 1990s by continuing educa-
tion marketers evolved into targeted, database, or integrated marketing 
at the turn of the millennium. With the rise of technology came the dawn 
of the digital marketing era coupled with a more holistic approach to 
marketing and enrollment management. The phrase “enrollment mar-
keting” has slowly evolved, blending the foundation of metrics, analytics, 
and customer relationship marketing with the development of not only 
marketing strategies but also advising and conversion tactics. While col-
leges and universities relied heavily on advertising, the discipline has now 
become a component of creative teams and design areas. 

Enrollment marketing no longer focuses on the students in continu-
ing education, as they have become so diverse, but draws upon a holistic 
approach that begins with understanding target markets and competi-
tion. It consists of developing marketing strategies and positions to nur-
ture different types of prospects through application process and then 
to build a relationship with the graduate in the future for repurchase. In 
enrollment marketing, advising and customer service are now essential 
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components. As seen with institutions such as the University of Minnesota 
and Penn State University, with the marketing and enrollment functions 
working more closely together, the ability to compete becomes much 
stronger. 

While CRM is fundamental to strategic planning, it also plays a major 
role in communication with deans, directors, and faculty. Regular report-
ing or dashboard systems allow all parties to speak a similar language 
through the CRM and analytics process. Deans and directors seeing 
monthly or real-time reporting through evolved dashboard systems can 
better assess the progress of marketers. Faculty are focused on the success 
of their programs and can also measure progress through effective report-
ing. In addition, in a fully transparent organization, multiple stakehold-
ers, including marketing, program managers, faculty, and finance can 
also see the success and struggles of specific programs and the impact of 
marketing. The ability to learn across the organization through the com-
mon language of marketing metrics allows diverse stakeholder groups to 
communicate more strategically and act more quickly in the planning 
and allocation of marketing efforts and priorities. However, marketers 
and others struggle with the maintenance and planning around CRM 
and enrollment management. Just 19 percent of those surveyed in the 
2014 UPCEA Marketing Survey said their marketing departments had a 
high level of competencies in CRM. 

Search engine marketing and optimization have become marketing 
staples for most continuing education operations. However, social media 
marketing and mobile marketing techniques are at the cusp of profes-
sional development initiatives for many marketers. Social media market-
ing will continue to evolve and be a critical tool in the marketer’s toolbox. 
The challenge of social media will be mastering the tools and adapting 
to the changing needs of current and future adults. For example, in ten 
short years since the birth of Facebook in 2004, it has grown to 1.2 billion 
users registered on its platform. Few traditional media channels have the 
potential to reach this many consumers, and continuing education mar-
keters struggle with the basics. While the platform is evolving into a strong 
channel to reach adults, many younger audiences have moved away from 
Facebook and onto sites such as Instagram, Twitter, and Pinterest. For 
marketers to master social media, all of these platforms plus LinkedIn, 
Google Plus, SnapChat, China’s Baidu, and others require attention.

Technology has also created new challenges. Marketers must be pre-
pared to address mobile marketing strategies. New challenges as a result 
include designing sites that can function on an array of devices. Mar-
keters will need to make sure that they have staff who are prepared for 
mobile or have the resources to respond. With mobile marketing trends 
on the rise, the use and creation of video has become more important. 
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Marketing departments outside of continuing education have embraced 
this trend and have created positions that focused solely on mobile and 
computer video production. Some UPCEA marketing departments, 
such as Oregon State University (OSU), are also adding video produc-
tion staff, while others are considering it. At OSU, with enrollments in-
creasing over the past decade, the marketing department increased by 
eight individuals to thirteen marketing staff members, with one of these 
positions being a videographer and others in enrollment or advising 
(Fong and Dupont 2013). The 2014 UPCEA study showed that 10 per-
cent of marketing departments have staff assigned to the video function 
of marketing.

Both social media marketing and the rise of mobile and video-based 
marketing are components of a larger marketing trend—content mar-
keting. Many UPCEA marketing departments are becoming more knowl-
edgeable in content marketing, realizing that their institutions do not 
always have to create new meaningful marketing messages but do have to 
become better at repurposing past content or using the content of others. 
The Content Marketing Institute defines content marketing as a “tech-
nique of creating and distributing valuable, relevant and consistent con-
tent to attract and acquire a clearly defined audience—with the objective 
of driving profitable customer action.” Prevalent in the business-to-busi-
ness world, it is becoming more accepted and utilized in higher educa-
tion. It provides valuable information to the customer without “selling,” 
and its objective is to change consumer behavior. The reaction by some 
institutions is to create the position, add responsibilities to existing staff, 
or, in the case of the University of Minnesota, to shift staff previously as-
signed to a creative function into a content manager position.

The lone marketing manager from the 1990s used to be able to do it 
all. Today’s marketing department has evolved and is dependent on hav-
ing a strong team or strategic outsourcing relationships in place, as the 
complexity of marketing has become much greater. Research has shown 
that many organizational models are in place within continuing educa-
tion and extended university settings, which have an impact on the role 
of the marketing leader (Fong and Platteter 2013). The marketing leader 
needs to know the landscape of marketing and educational challenges to 
properly direct resources and develop strategies. The marketing leader 
needs to be respected as a supervisor by staff and valued by deans, direc-
tors, and faculty. Marketers and leadership have not always seen eye to 
eye, as they often speak two very different languages (Fong 2009). Past 
research has shown that marketing directors rate their performance on 
a number of competencies and responsibilities very highly, while their 
deans and directors rate them significantly lower, one of which is strategic 
marketing planning.
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The Future for Marketers

The Wall Street Journal featured an article about what college may look 
like in 2023: “Over the next decade, technology may sweep away some 
of the basic aspects of a university education and usher in a flood of in-
novations and changes” (Kahn 2013). This has already begun, with the 
proliferation of online courses and degrees and the change in textbooks 
to digital content. Colleges and universities will combine resources by 
providing courses taught by rock-star professors to other institutions and 
by adopting other schools’ courses and putting their own stamp on them. 
This is already taking place at University of California San Jose and Uni-
versity of California Sacramento, where students are taking engineering 
classes that were developed at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. 
Despite the push to online, universities are opening up campuses or ad-
ministrative offices outside of their traditional regions, such as Northeast-
ern University’s campuses in Seattle, Washington, and Charlotte, North 
Carolina, and Penn State’s announcement of administrative office in 
San Diego, California (Spinelle 2013). How will marketing departments 
adapt to new changes in the learning environment as well as changes in 
marketing itself? 

The role of a marketing professional, the evolution of online educa-
tion, exponential growth of digital technology, and myriad other factors 
are changing and creating sometimes frightening but also exciting op-
portunities and challenges to the continuing education or enrollment 
marketer in the next decade. Search engine optimization and Facebook 
are no longer the hot topics, being replaced with mobile, personalized, 
and relationship marketing. CRM is not an option but a necessity. The 
2014 survey shows that leaders see their greatest challenges as having 
to address declining enrollments with similar or shrinking budgets, in-
creased competition, acquiring more resources, measuring return on 
investment and marketing performance, and a myriad of staffing and 
professional development challenges. Marketing departments will con-
tinue to change, as will marketing technologies, strategic outsourcing re-
lationships, and staffing positions and responsibilities. Marketing leaders 
certainly have many opportunities and challenges in front of them.
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University Professional and Continuing Education Association Presidents

1915–1916 Louis E. Reber, University of Wisconsin

1916–1917 Hervey F. Mallory, University of Chicago

1917–1919 Charles B. Robertson, University of Pittsburgh

1919–1920 William D. Henderson, University of Michigan

1920–1921 John J. Pettijohn, University of Minnesota

1921–1922 Frederick W. Reynolds, University of Utah

1922–1923 Charles G. Maphis, University of Virginia

1923–1924 Richard R. Price, University of Minnesota

1924–1925 Harold G. Ingham, University of Kansas

1925–1926 Leon J. Richardson, University of California–Berkeley

1926–1927 William H. Lighty, University of Wisconsin

1927–1928 James A. Moyer, Massachusetts Department of Education

1928–1929 Thomas H. Shelby, University of Texas

1929–1930 Norman C. Miller, Rutgers University

1930–1931 Elmore Petersen, University of Colorado

1931–1932 Robert E. Cavanaugh, Indiana University

1932–1933 Theodore G. Grayson, University of Pennsylvania

1933–1934 Arthur M. Harding, University of Arkansas

1934–1935 Frank W. Shockley, University of Pittsburgh

1935–1936 Albert A. Reed, University of Nebraska

1936–1937 Frank M. Debatin, Washington University in St. Louis

1937–1938 D. Walter Morton, Syracuse University

1938–1939 Bruce E. Mahan, University of Iowa

1939–1940 Bert C. Riley, University of Florida

1940–1941 J. Orvis Keller, Pennsylvania State University

1941–1942 Russell M. Grumman, University of North Carolina

1942–1943 George B. Zehmer, University of Virginia

1943–1944 Robert B. Browne, University of Illinois
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1944–1945 Charles A. Fisher, University of Michigan

1945–1946 Fessenden C. Lowry, University of Tennessee

1946–1947 Maurice A. Chaffee, Rutgers University

1947–1948 Robert E. Tidwell, University of Alabama

1948–1949 Knute O. Broady, University of Nebraska

1949–1950 Edward L. Keller, Pennsylvania State University

1950–1951 Julius M. Nolte, University of Minnesota

1951–1952 Lorenz H. Adolfson, University of Wisconsin

1952–1953 J. Walter Brouillette, Louisiana State University

1953–1954 Everett J. Soop, University of Michigan

1954–1955 Lloyd W. Schram, University of Washington

1955–1956 Roy R. Thomkins, Oklahoma State University

1956–1957 Ernest A. Lowe, University of Georgia

1957–1958 Ernest E. McMahon, Rutgers University

1958–1959 John R. Morton, University of Alabama

1959–1960 James R. D. Eddy, University of Texas

1960–1961 Thurman White, University of Oklahoma

1961–1962 D. Mack Easton, University of Colorado

1962–1963 Paul H. Sheats, University of California–Los Angeles

1963–1964 Howard R. Neville, Michigan State University

1964–1965 Stanley J. Drazek, University of Maryland

1965–1966 Alexander N. Charters, Syracuse University

1966–1967 Charles F. Milner, University of North Carolina

1967–1968 T. Howard Walker, University of Kansas

1968–1969 Stanley C. Robinson, University of Illinois

1969–1970 Nicholas P. Mitchell, University of South Carolina

1970–1971 Robert F. Ray, University of Iowa

1971–1972 Floyd B. Fischer, Pennsylvania State University

1972–1973 Armand L. Hunter, Michigan State University

1973–1974 Glenn A. Goerke, Florida International University

1974–1975 Lowell R. Eklund, Oakland University

1975–1976 John B. Ervin, Washington University in St. Louis

1976–1977 Paul E. Hadley, University of Southern California

1977–1978 Phillip E. Frandson, University of California–Los Angeles

1978–1979 William L. Turner, North Carolina State University

1979–1980 Grace M. Donehower, University of Nevada–Reno

1980–1981 Jean C. Evans, University of Wisconsin

1981–1982 Joseph P. Goddard, University of Tennessee–Knoxville
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1982–1983 Quentin H. Gessner, University of Nebraska–Lincoln

1983–1984 Adelle F. Robertson, University of Virginia

1984–1985 Harvey J. Stedman, New York University

1985–1986 John C. Snider, University of Alabama

1986–1987 Hilton T. Bonniwell, University of Akron

1987–1988 Harold A. Miller, University of Minnesota

1988–1989 Mary L. Pankowski, Florida State University

1989–1990 Daniel W. Shannon, University of Chicago

1990–1991 Thomas M. Hatfield, University of Texas at Austin

1991–1992 Calvin L. Stockman, Grand Valley State University

1992–1993 Robert W. Comfort, University of Pittsburgh

1993–1994 Marcia Bankirer, Colorado State University

1994–1995 Miriam Williford, University of Massachusetts–Amherst

1995–1996 Edward G. Simpson, Jr., University of Georgia

1996–1997 James P. Pappas, University of Oklahoma

1997–1998 Gordon H. (Nick) Mueller, University of New Orleans

1998–1999 Sue C. Maes, Kansas State University

1999–2000 Thomas Kowalik, State University of New York–Binghamton

2000–2001 Wendell Smith, University of Missouri–St. Louis

2001–2002 Audrey S. Anderson, California State University–Fresno

2002–2003 John Ebersole, Boston University

2003–2004 Muriel Oaks, Washington State University

2004–2005 James Broomall, University of Delaware 

2005–2006 Roger Whitaker, George Washington University

2006–2007 Barbara Scott, Southern Oregon University

2007–2008 Richard J. Novak, Rutgers University

2008–2009 Robert Wiltenburg, Washington University in St. Louis

2009–2010 Patricia A. Book, University of Northern Colorado 

2010–2011 Judy Ashcroft, University of Texas at Austin

2011–2012 James Shaeffer, James Madison University 

2012–2013 Thomas Gibbons, Northwestern University

2013–2014 Karen Sibley, Brown University

2014–2015 Bethaida González, Syracuse University

2015–2016 David Schejbal, University of Wisconsin, Extension
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University Professional and Continuing Education Association  
Member Institutions, Affiliates, and Associates

Alabama 
Auburn University 
Samford University 
University of Alabama 
University of Alabama at Birmingham

Alaska 
University of Alaska Anchorage

Arizona 
Arizona State University 
Northcentral University 
Northern Arizona University 
Thunderbird School of Global Management 
University of Arizona

Arkansas 
University of Arkansas

California 
Ashford University 
Brandman University 
California State Polytechnic University, Pomona 
California State University, Bakersfield 
California State University, Channel Islands 
California State University, Chico 
California State University, Dominguez Hills 
California State University, East Bay 
California State University, Fullerton 
California State University, Long Beach 
California State University, Los Angeles 
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California State University, Monterey Bay 
California State University, Northridge 
California State University, Sacramento 
California State University, San Bernardino 
California State University, San Marcos 
California State University, Stanislaus 
Everest College Phoenix 
Fielding Graduate University 
Fresno Pacific University 
Life Pacific College 
National University 
Otis College of Art and Design 
San Diego State University 
San Francisco State University 
San Jose State University 
University of California, Berkeley 
University of California, Davis 
University of California, Irvine 
University of California, Los Angeles 
University of California, Merced 
University of California, Riverside 
University of California, San Diego 
University of California, Santa Cruz 
University of San Diego 
University of the Pacific

Colorado 
Colorado State University 
Jones International University 
Metropolitan State University of Denver 
Naropa University 
Regis University 
University of Colorado at Boulder 
University of Colorado Denver 
University of Denver 
University of Northern Colorado

Connecticut 
Central Connecticut State University 
Eastern Connecticut State University 
Sacred Heart University 
Southern Connecticut State University 
University of Connecticut 
University of New Haven
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District of Columbia 
American University 
Catholic University of America 
George Washington University 
Georgetown University 

Delware 
Delaware State University 
University of Delaware

Florida 
Embry-Riddle Aeronautical University 
Kaplan University 
Northwest Florida State College 
Rollins College 
Saint Leo University 
Stetson University 
University of Miami 
University of South Florida 
University of West Florida

Georgia 
Emory University 
Georgia Institute of Technology 
Georgia Southern University 
Kennesaw State University 
Mercer University 
University of Georgia

Hawaii 
University of Hawaii at Manoa

Iowa 
Iowa State University 
University of Iowa

Idaho 
Boise State University 
Lewis-Clark State College

Illinois 
Chicago School of Professional Psychology 
DeVry University 
Dominican University 
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Eastern Illinois University 
Lewis University 
Loyola University of Chicago 
North Park University 
Northern Illinois University 
Northwestern University 
Southern Illinois University, Carbondale 
Triton College 
University of Chicago 
University of Illinois at Chicago 
University of Illinois at Springfield 
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign 
University of Illinois System

Indiana 
Ball State University 
Indiana State University 
Indiana University-Purdue University Fort Wayne 
Purdue University 
University of Indianapolis 
University of Southern Indiana

Kansas 
Emporia State University 
Fort Hays State University 
Kansas State University 
University of Kansas

Kentucky 
Lipscomb University 
University of Louisville 
Western Kentucky University

Louisiana 
Louisiana State University 
Tulane University 
University of Louisiana at Lafayette

Massachusetts  
American International College 
Bay State College 
Berklee College of Music 
Boston College 
Boston University 
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Brandeis University 
Bridgewater State University 
College of Our Lady of the Elms 
Curry College 
Fitchburg State College 
Framingham State University 
Harvard University 
Lasell College 
Massachusetts College of Art and Design 
MCPHS University 
MGH Institute of Health Professions 
Mount Holyoke College 
Northeastern University 
Salem State University 
UMassOnline 
University of Massachusetts Amherst 
University of Massachusetts Boston 
University of Massachusetts, Dartmouth 
University of Massachusetts, Lowell 
Wentworth Institute of Technology 
Westfield State University 
Worcester State University

Maryland 
Goucher College 
Johns Hopkins University  
Morgan State University 
University of Baltimore 
University of Maryland Baltimore County 
University of Maryland College Park 
University of Maryland University College

Maine 
Saint Joseph’s College of Maine 
University of Maine 
University of Southern Maine

Michigan 
Central Michigan University 
Eastern Michigan University 
Ferris State University 
Grand Valley State University 
Michigan State University 
Oakland University 
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University of Michigan–Flint 
Western Michigan University

Minnesota 
Bemidji State University 
Capella University 
Metropolitan State University 
Minnesota State University, Mankato 
St. Catherine University 
St. Cloud State University 
University of Minnesota 
Winona State University

Missouri 
Columbia College 
Missouri State University 
Truman State University 
University of Central Missouri 
University of Missouri, Columbia 
University of Missouri, St. Louis 
Washington University in St. Louis

Mississippi 
Mississippi State University 
University of Mississippi

Montana 
Montana State University, Billings 
Montana State University, Bozeman

North Carolina 
Appalachian State University 
North Carolina State University 
Pfeiffer University 
Queens University of Charlotte 
University of North Carolina at Charlotte 
University of North Carolina at Greensboro 
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill 
University of North Carolina at Pembroke 
Western Carolina University

North Dakota 
Minot State University 
North Dakota State University 
University of North Dakota
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Nebraska 
University of Nebraska  
University of Nebraska, Lincoln 
University of Nebraska, Omaha

Nevada 
University of Nevada, Las Vegas 
University of Nevada, Reno 
 
New Hampshire 
Granite State College 
Southern New Hampshire University

New Jersey 
Centenary College 
College of New Jersey  
Fairleigh Dickinson University 
New Jersey City University 
Ramapo College of New Jersey 
Rowan University 
Rutgers the State University of New Jersey 
Seton Hall University 
William Paterson University

New Mexico 
University of New Mexico

New York 
Adelphi University 
Buffalo State College 
Columbia University 
Elmira College 
Excelsior College 
Fordham University  
Long Island University 
Marist College 
New York University 
Pace University 
Purchase College, State University of New York 
Sarah Lawrence College 
State University of New York at Stony Brook 
State University of New York Empire State College 
State University of New York Institute of Technology 
State University of New York Oneonta 
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SUNY College at Oswego 
SUNY System Administration 
Syracuse University 
University at Buffalo–SUNY

Ohio 
Kent State University 
Miami University 
Ohio State University 
University of Akron

Oklahoma 
Oklahoma State University 
Tulsa Community College 
University of Central Oklahoma 
University of Oklahoma

Oregon 
Linfield College 
Oregon State University Extended Campus 
Portland State University 
Southern Oregon University 
University of Oregon 
Western Oregon University

Pennsylvania 
Alvernia University 
Chatham University 
Delaware Valley College 
Drexel University 
Duquesne University 
LaSalle University 
Lehigh University 
Millersville University 
Misericordia University 
Penn State University 
Saint Francis University 
Saint Joseph’s University 
Shippensburg University of Pennsylvania 
Slippery Rock University 
University of Pennsylvania 
University of Pittsburgh 
Washington and Jefferson College 
Widener University
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Puerto Rico 
Universidad Metropolitana 
University of Puerto Rico, Bayamon

Rhode Island 
Brown University 
Bryant University 
Johnson and Wales University 
New England Institute of Technology 
Providence College School of Continuing Education 
Rhode Island School of Design 
University of Rhode Island, Providence Campus

South Carolina 
Benedict College 
Clemson University 
University of South Carolina

South Dakota 
Dakota State University 
South Dakota State University 
University of South Dakota

Tennessee 
Austin Peay State University

Texas 
Rice University 
Sam Houston State University 
Southern Methodist University 
St. Edward’s University 
Texas Tech University 
University of Houston 
University of Texas at Austin 
University of the Incarnate Word

Utah 
Brigham Young University 
Southern Utah University 
University of Utah 
Utah State University 
Utah Valley University 
Weber State University
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Virgin Islands of the United States  
University of the Virgin Islands

Virginia 
Bluefield College 
George Mason University 
James Madison University 
Longwood University 
Mary Baldwin College 
Old Dominion University 
Regent University 
University of Richmond 
University of Virginia 
Virginia Commonwealth University 
Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University

Vermont 
University of Vermont 
Vermont Technical College

Washington 
Bellevue College 
Central Washington University 
Eastern Washington University 
Pacific Lutheran University 
University of Washington 
Washington State University 
Western Washington University 
Whitworth University 
 
Wisconsin 
University of Wisconsin, Eau Claire 
University of Wisconsin, Extension 
University of Wisconsin, Green Bay 
University of Wisconsin, La Crosse 
University of Wisconsin, Madison 
University of Wisconsin, Milwaukee 
University of Wisconsin, Oshkosh 
University of Wisconsin, Stout 
University of Wisconsin, Whitewater

West Virginia 
American Public University System
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Wyoming 
University of Wyoming
 
International
McGill University 
McMaster University 
Memorial University of Newfoundland 
Mount Royal University 
Ryerson University 
Simon Fraser University 
Tecnologico de Monterrey 
University of British Columbia 
University of Guelph 
University of New Brunswick 
University of Northern British Columbia 
University of Toronto 
University of Victoria 
University of Waterloo 
York University

Affiliates 
American Council on Education 
California State University, Office of the Chancellor 
DANTES, Defense Activity for Non-Traditional Education Support 
Graduate School USA 
Higher Learning Commission 
Massey University 
NAASS, North American Association of Summer Sessions 
NASPA Student Affairs Administrators in Higher Education 
Pontifical Catholic University of Chile 
Roanoke Higher Education Center 
Southwest Virginia Higher Education Center 
University of Sydney 
Western Veterinary Conference

Corporate Partners
Diamond  
Blackboard
Platinum  
Hobsons 
InsideTrack 
Jenzabar
Gold  
Cooley LLC 
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Entrinsik, Inc.
Silver  
Colloquy 
 
 
Strategic Alliance Partners 
JMH Consulting Inc 
Thompson Coburn LLP 
 
Corporate Members 
12 West Capital 
Augusoft 
Burning Glass Technologies 
Circa Interactive 
Converge Consulting 
Destiny Solutions 
Ed4Online 
Education Advisory Board 
Educational Testing Consultants (ETC) 
India Education Services Pvt Ltd 
Iniciativa Tecnológica del Norte (INTENOR) 
Jaxxon Promotions, Inc. 
Millennium Integrated Marketing 
MindMax 
Parchment 
Pearson 
PlattForm 
Ranku 
Solomon EOS LLC 
story+structure 
StraighterLine 
Triad Advertising 
The Learning House, Inc. 
W.I.T.S. 
World Education, LLC 
Xenegrade Corp 


