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Abstract. On November 16, 2017, the
University of Colorado Board of Regents
voted unanimously to allocate US$20
million for a number of online program
initiatives including the development of
an online-only master’s degree and an
only-only bachelor’s degree with a total
fixed-cost—including tuition, books, and
fees—of US$15,000 each. The price for
the online-only bachelor’s degree will
be roughly 75-percent cheaper than a
traditional on-campus degree. This ar-
ticle examines lessons learned from the
success and failures of an online ad-
vocate at the senior leadership level of
an institution—the board of directors—
that helped make the development of
these new degrees possible. From these
lessons, the paper argues that United
States higher education culture is hold-
ing back the rapid expansion of online
programs, preventing many universities
from fulfilling their social contract with

the public and serving more students
in the mission of access. The article ex-
plores how the dominant mental frame-
work in higher education—the prestige
economy—unconsciously drives deci-
sions by many faculty and administra-
tive leaders, and it argues that repu-
tation unto itself does not necessari-
ly equate to a higher quality academic
experience for students. As a recourse
to the academic prestige economy, the
article maps one individual board mem-
ber’s experience, tracing the importance
of vision, leadership, and determination
in creating coalition of the willing com-
mitted to institutional change. The arti-
cle ends with a series of thought ques-
tions intended as conversational prompt
forinstitutions, regardless of size or mis-
sion, to examine their own academic cul-
tural bias and institutional barriers that
prevent embracing online programs or
change in general.
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The problem is clear.

The world needs more university-educated individuals, and gov-
ernments don’t have the resources, nor the available talent, to quickly
scale brick-and-mortar universities to meet demand. With the explo-
sion of broadband and mobile data access, the solution also seems

clear: scalable online education.

One major obstacle: higher education culture.
While | argue for the rapid expansion for online programs, | view
these programs as supplementing traditional universities, not replac-
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ing them. We don’t need to throw out tradition or traditional universi-
ties; they will always have their place. Rather, we need to acknowledge
and address how our current structures and biases are holding back
the development of online programs that can quickly and effectively
serve more students. And, we need to be honest about the individual
and societal costs of that failure.

I’ve come to this conclusion after serving nearly twelve years as
a member of the University of Colorado Board of Regents (Colora-
do, USA). We, as a board, oversee four campuses—one R1 research
university with five Nobel Prize winners that is part of the prestigious
American Association of Universities; one R1 research medical cam-
pus that is among a handful of academic medical centers in the United
States that combine teaching, research, and clinical care; one urban
research university; and one regional research university. They share
a combined annual operating budget of US$4.5 billion and nearly
65,000 students.

As a Regent | have served as vice-chair of the Board, and chair of
the academic affairs, strategic planning, budget and finance, and laws
and policies committees. During my tenure the University entered into
the Massive Online Open Course market, with more than two million
unique enroliments in the coursework to date and has significantly ex-
panded online degree offerings. | have personally championed efforts
to create a three-year, cross-institution, online-only bachelor’s de-
gree; the development of a US$15,000 online-only master’s degree,
and a US$15,000 online-only bachelor’s degree. Those prices include
tuition, books, and fees.

As a higher education policy maker, as someone committed that
our universities fulfill their mission to serve the communities to which
we owe our founding and ongoing existence, and as a former non-tra-
ditional student that had a life-transforming experience because of
affordable public higher education, | see online education as a nec-
essary and critical component of our delivery model. Done properly,
online education provides access to those who have the mental ca-
pacity and rigor to succeed, but do not have access to a campus due
to geographic, family, work, and/or other limitations.

After initial investments, which can be significant, online education
can begin to lower the costs of undergraduate and graduate educa-
tion through scale. Like large undergraduate lecture classes that are
revenue positive (profitable), scaling classes to a few thousand paying
students can generate enough revenue that will cover costs, generate
revenue, and allow universities to charge less. That, in turn, makes a
university education affordable to more people.

There is no question that universities and academic societies have
benefited their host countries and all of humankind through teaching
and the advancement of knowledge through research. Decades of
success and general high regard, combined with little oversight, have
left too many universities and faculty self-satisfied, however. Com-
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Mental Framework

“Prestige in higher
education is like prof-

it is to corporations.”
Jeffery J. Selingo,
College (Un) Bound
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fortable with their positions and accompanying rewards, institutions
and faculty have become more insular. This comes at the cost of bet-
ter serving those that ultimately make academic institutions viable—
taxpayers.

The self-focused university culture is enabled and rewarded by
business, government, university trustees, accrediting bodies, philan-
thropies, donors, professional organizations, scholarly societies, me-
dia rankings, and alumni that fail to challenge the status quo. Without
strong pressure from these groups, and the general public, there is no
urgency for universities to change.

This is not some conspiracy, nor is it ill intent; rather we are limit-
ed by current policy structures and mental frameworks of how we un-
derstand, reward, and govern higher education. The challenge is not
whom we are serving today, which we do reasonably well, rather whom
we are leaving behind, which is many. This is where online education
brings us hope.

My experience, success and failures, with the University of Colo-
rado system provides insight as to how policy makers can influence
the expansion of online education. While no two institutions or situa-
tions are identical, extensive literature has shown similarities in higher
education culture in universities, large and small, public and private,
throughout the world.

These insights, provided below, can provide useful prompts to fur-
ther dialogue on how to identify and work through institutional and cul-
tural barriers regarding development and implementation of signifi-
cant online programs. This includes the necessity of understanding
the mental framework of higher education; that academic reputation
does not necessarily equate to a quality academic experience; how
reward systems are built to maintain the status quo; the importance
of leadership; the limits of board power; and the necessity of forming
coalitions of the willing.

Academic reputation has been conflated with overall academic quality
and/or academic experience. These are separate issues. An improv-
ing reputation does not automatically equate to a better student ex-
perience. Nor does an increasing reputation mean that an institution
is actually fulfilling its mission in the way that is generally understood
through the existing social contract between universities and the pub-
lic/government that funds them." Yet, reputation remains the curren-

" In my analysis, the social contract between the people and universities looks
like this: We, the people and government, will support your university with
money and tax-free status and, in turn, you will dedicate yourselves to edu-
cating individuals, at a reasonable price, across a range of disciplines that,
ultimately, will benefit society. And, for some institutions, we will encourage
you to conduct research that will further advance society. Do that, and we
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What Can You Do?

For those committed to
vastly expanding access to
higher education through
online education there are a
number of actions that can
be taken. Here are some
suggestions:

Presidents/Chancellors

m Clearly explain how on-
line programs will help stu-
dents and fulfill your public
mission. This will be key in
winning over reluctant fac-
ulty and garnering donor
support.

m Set firm expectations
about online program
goals; be clear that failure
is not an option.

m Bring all stakeholders to-
gether to ensure collabo-
ration.

m Provide proper funding
and time.

m Provide other necessary fi-
nancial incentive programs
that encourage faculty and
staff to embrace online ef-
forts.

m Develop dedicated areas
of online excellence and
expertise; ensure they are
connected throughout the
university.

m Create campus awards for
online efforts.

m [nclude online perfor-
mance measures for Prov-
ost, Deans, admissions of-
ficers, etc.

m Ensure you have the right
technology and other ac-
ademic support structures
and staff in place.

m [f your campus leaders
won’t innovate, replace
them.

Trustees/Regents

m For fastest results within
a university system, direct
the president/chancellor
to develop an online-on-

cy of higher education and that poses major challenges for
quickly developing significant online educational programs.

Prestigious universities don’t want, or need, the un-
washed masses. Meaning, there is no interest in students
that are not practically guaranteed to succeed in the class-
room. They want, as do many universities, the “best and
brightest” students, those straight out of high school with
stellar academic records. The faculty wants to teach the
“best” students [DeMillo 2011]. Media rankings reward ex-
clusivity. Alumni and lawmakers love increased prestige. Do-
nors reward “success.” These universities have more stu-
dents applying than they can ever serve, so outside of some
public shaming and liberal guilt, there isn’t a lot of incentive
to change.

While educating a miniscule fraction of the global pop-
ulation of higher education students, these prestigious uni-
versities set the standard to which many higher education-
al institutions aspire. They have become the mental model
of what a university “should” be [Selingo 2013]. While there
is only one Harvard, universities spend a disproportionate
amount of time working to bolster research, often at the ex-
pense of less attention on undergraduate education, in an
attempt to climb the academic reputation ladder [Chris-
tensen, Eyring 2011].Reputation, the lifeblood of higher ed-
ucation, has become its poison.

Decisions about who is hired, what degrees are offered,
what institutions call themselves, what costs are incurred,
which students are admitted—or kept out—are influenced
by how those decisions will impact reputation. The thinking
goes, if reputation is improving than the university must be
doing the right things.

While higher education means well, when a university’s
resources, attention, hiring practices, reward systems, and
brainpower are aligned behind the goal to increase reputa-
tion, other areas suffer through a lack of attention and in-
vestment. As numerous reports have pointed out there are
common issues across all of higher education including un-
dergraduate retention rates, six-year graduation rates, ac-
cess, affordability, diversity, transferability, and in-class in-
struction. Short-changing these areas as a sacrifice for
other goals is a violation of the social contract. It’s no won-
der higher education continues to lose public support.

will generally continue to give you money and leave you to your
own devices.
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ly campus or unit that has
its own set of rules and re-
ward systems.

m [nclude online perfor-
mance measures for Pres-
ident/Chancellor/Campus
Leadership.

m Ensure proper funding for
online programs.

m Ensure proper metrics to
measure online performan-
ce: recruitment, retention,
graduation rates, non-du-
plicated students, etc.

m Ensure proper technology
infrastructure is in place.

m Understand demograph-
ics and trends for on-
line learners as these are
changing rapidly.

m Ensure online programs
are aligned with your mis-
sion and community/coun-
try needs.

m Ensure proper policies are
in place.

m |f you choose to use out-
side pressure:

+ Universities react most
quickly to:

—Threats by lawmakers to
take away autonomy or
funds.

—Bad media coverage.

- The also respond, but less
quickly, to:

—Threats from the Board of
Directors

—Upset major donors

—Large numbers of angry
students/alumni

m |f your leaders won’t inno-
vate, replace them.

Policy

m Align tenure and promo-
tion rules so they reward
and do not punish faculty
that teach online.

m Provide greater flexibility to
gain tenure through teach-
ing and teaching online.

m Create better permanent
career paths for online in-
structors (non-tenure fac-
ulty).

http://vo.hse.ru/en/

The 2018 Survey of [U.S.] College and University Presi-
dents: A Study by Inside Higher Ed and Gallup found 80 per-
cent of respondents asked about race relations on their own
campus, “describe them as ‘excellent’ or ‘good,’ compared
with 20 percent who say the same about race relations on
U.S. campuses generally.”2When these results were shared
on March 12, 2018 at the American Council on Education
conference in Washington, D.C.—the audience laughed.
The higher education leaders in attendance immediately rec-
ognized the obvious bias of the survey respondents, “We are
doing well, while others are not.” How likely would similar re-
sponses be when university presidents are asked about bal-
ancing growing reputation with other goals?

The higher education cultural bias towards reputation
came into full view when | first joined the CU Board of Re-
gents. At the time, | proposed CU should create a version
of what had been operating in the University of California
system for decades—a guaranteed admission program for
community college transfer students.3

Two of our general campus chancellors had no interest
in such a program. They didn’t need the students, it hurt
their rankings, and it might cost them some tuition mon-
ey. The chancellors were more interested in prestige and an
easy budget model over the mission to create more access
for students. There was no obvious reward to changing the
status quo.

There are limits to what an individual board member can
accomplish on one’s own, as any board member only has
one vote. A typical higher education board member wields
three generally accepted types of power: the ability to ask
questions and gather facts; the ability to request and secure
meetings with key leaders; and the ability to influence and/
or persuade key stakeholders and other board members.

In this effort to secure a guaranteed admission program
| asked questions, gathered facts, and was initially unsuc-
cessful in persuading leaders that the program was the right
way to move forward. Not happy with that result | decided
to break the unwritten “rule” to keep university business in-

2 https://www.insidehighered.com/system/files/media/2018 Pres-
idents Survey Final.pdf

3 In the United States, community colleges, also called junior col-
leges, are institutions that grant two-year associate degrees.
Community colleges students are, generally speaking, from low-
er socio-economic backgrounds and underserved student pop-
ulations. These colleges have a dual mission: prepare students
to transfer to four-year universities and/or vocational training.
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= Make clear articulation
agreements about transfer
credits for online courses
with area feeder colleges.

Faculty/Staff

m Build your own coalition of
the willing.

m Tenured faculty—use your
position to advocate for
change.

mUnderstand the context
you are operating in and
speak to people’s valid
concerns.

= \Where possible, collabo-
rate across departments.

m Seek grant funding for on-
line programs.

m Advocate for online pro-
grams with department
chairs, deans, and prov-
osts.

mEncourage faculty and
staff governance groups
to advocate for online pro-
grams and university po-
lices and investments that
support online education.

Higher Education Profes-
sional Organizations and
Academic Societies

= Acknowledge how you are
complicit in preventing
rapid adoption of online
education and the impact
that is having.

= Develop workgroups
around best practices in
higher education, ensur-
ing rigor.

m Create prestigious soci-
eties, awards, and other
recognition programs for
online programs, teaching,
and faculty.

Philanthropy/Donors

m Take responsibility for your
part in perpetuating the
current system.

= Develop dedicated grants
for the creation of online
programs.

house and brought external pressure, a fourth form of power,
to force change. | developed an advocacy video calling on
state lawmakers to pass a law requiring guaranteed admis-
sion programs for community college transfer students at all
of Colorado’s four-year public universities, including those
outside the CU system. | lobbied elected officials, higher
education regulators, and local media to embrace the idea.

Between the time the University initially turned down a
guaranteed admission program and my lobbying effort, the
Regents had hired a new University of Colorado President,
Bruce Benson. Benson was more sympathetic to the plight
of transfer students and, after sharing with whom | was
speaking and the goal of those conversations, he agreed to
take a fresh look at the issue. While that review took place,
| suspended my external lobbying efforts to provide him
an opportunity to see what the University could come up
with. Because he put his leadership behind the measure,
the University changed course and now has one of the best
guaranteed admission programs for community college
transfer students in the country.4 And, none of the feared ill
effects ever came to be.

While the lobbying effort had worked, it came at a cost.
My relationships with other board members and university
leadership had been strained. They felt | had gone around
them—which | had—and they didn’t appreciate it. If | was
to avoid being marginalized, a fate inflicted on previous
board members and a common practice in group dynam-
ics, | needed to maintain strong relationships with both my
board colleagues and university leaders. That meant, when
it came time to advocate for online education, | had to play
by the rules.

It had become painfully clear, as others had learned long
before me, that higher education culture and the many re-

4 See https://www.denverpost.com/2010/11/16/cu-guarantees-ad-
mission-to-community-college-students-with-30-hours-and-2—
7-gpa/ and https://www.denverpost.com/2010/11/18/two-years-
of-college-good-four-years-even-better/ The requirements for
guaranteed admission to the liberal arts program of University of
Colorado’s Boulder, Colorado Springs, or Denver campus are:
— High school diploma or GED 30 semester hours of transferable
Colorado community college coursework, with a GPA of 2.7 or
higher A cumulative GPA of 2.7 or higher for all college course-
work—including credits from attendance at other institutions—
with consistent or improving grades Completion of Minimum Ac-
ademic Preparation Standards (MAPS): http://tiny.cc/CUMAPS
Completion of an admissions application and submission of all
required documents by published deadlines.
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m Create scholarships for
online-only students.

m Develop an “X” prize for
driving the cost of a de-
gree down by using online
delivery.

m Develop prestigious
awards for online educa-
tion innovation.

m Endow online education
chairs.

m Fund projects that ad-
vance online teaching ex-
cellence, ensure rigor, and
spread best practices.

Lawmakers

m Take responsibility for your
part in perpetuating the
current system.

= Gain a better understand-
ing of online capabilities
and what is currently being
done in your country.

= |f you feel universities are
not doing enough, threat-
en to regulate.

mDon’t allow the haze of
nostalgia to impact your
decisions.

m Hold institutions to ac-
count for graduation rates
and accessibility.

m Prevent mission creep
from universities that
would encourage exclusiv-
ity over access.

Business Leaders

m Change the way you look
at hiring and find ways to
become more accepting
of online credentials.

m Provide internships for on-
line students.

m Partner with universities
for online programs that
are needed for your work-
force.

m Encourage executives to
serve on university adviso-
ry boards and advocate for
online options.
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ward systems in place for faculty and administration are too
entrenched to expect a quick embrace and implementation
of any significant changes [Bok 2006]. As reputation is the
currency of higher education, institutions and individuals do
not see how rapidly expanding online education helps them
win the reputation game.

That’s why in 2013, | argued the easiest and fastest way
to create and expand online programs at CU would be to de-
velop an entirely new, online-only campus dedicated to dif-
ferent goals, models, and reward systems that were com-
pletely focused on online education. It would be the fifth
campus in the university system that would have relation-
ships with, but would be separate from, the other institutions.
The idea was not that radical; other institutions had already
taken a similar approach.

For the reasons stated above, this proposal was by the
rules. That meant asking the president and campuses to
explore the idea, determine its strengths and weakness-
es, calculate costs, and make a recommendation back to
the board. Some external pressure did come, as the largest
newspaper in the region endorsed the idea.®

Campus leaders hated the proposal and killed it.

In a move typical of large bureaucratic institutions with
various and competing interests, an initial recommendation
by an internal group of experts was set aside and never pre-
sented to the board. Why? There were three main reasons:
1) concerns about losing revenue at some unknown point
in the future when they got around to significant online of-
ferings; 2) they didn’t want start-up costs diverted to a new
campus when that money could go to them; and, 3) they
wanted to maintain control and continue to operate with the
current reward systems. In short, they didn’t see any upside
for this new venture for themselves and they didn’t want a
new direction imposed upon them. They did, however, pres-
ent the board with a plan to move online efforts forward. It
was uninspired, slow, and protective of the academic cul-
ture status quo, but it was a plan where none had previous-
ly existed.

Being a board member means trusting the leadership
team you have in place. If that trust fades, or your leaders
don’t meet goals and expectations, it’s time to get new lead-
ers. For this effort, we had to wait and see the results.

5 https://www.denverpost.com/2013/12/05/cu-online-plan-is-
groundbreaking/
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Over the next couple of years, the CU Board of Regents saw new
online programs from our campuses progressing at the typical aca-
demic pace, lacking true direction, with no urgency, and limited inno-
vation.

While the campus response was beyond frustrating, we shouldn’t
have been surprised. When leaders are reasonably successful un-
der the current rules and rewards there is an immense avoidance to
change and risk. Senior leaders worked their way up the academic
ladder, they know the culture, they know the rules, they know how to
work them to their and their institution’s advantage. It appears more
logical to double down on the current course than to venture into un-
known areas. Why mess with what worked in the past? The challenge
of getting organizations to embrace innovation and change is not
unique to higher education [Christensen 1997].

Universities that were quick to embrace and deliver a high number
of quality online programs had strong leaders that demanded, funded,
and built a culture of expectation and support around it.6 These excep-
tions highlight what is possible and, in contrast, how moribund tradi-
tional academic culture can be.

Taking lessons from the failure of developing an online-only cam-
pus, the Regents proposed a solution that embraced parts of high-
er education culture, rather than trying to fight it, while encourag-
ing a reluctant university community to become more innovative. We
put together a grant program calling for faculty proposals to develop
a three-year online-only degree that includes the following require-
ments’:

+ Degree must be offered completely online

 Provide for three-year completion option

+ Classes offered had to originate from at least two of CU’s three
general campuses.

In addition to developing a three-year, online-only degree, the goals
of the program were: get the campuses and faculty to think and devel-
op new ways for program delivery; force cooperation among campus-
es; align classes for faster degree completion by motivated students
which, in turn, would save them money; and lower university costs by
sharing resources across campuses.

The grant from central administration funds provided money for
degree development costs and stipends to the faculty and staff on the
winning proposal team.

6 Two of the earliest adopters of significant online program offerings in the Unit-
ed States, the University of Arizona and Southern New Hampshire Universi-
ty, followed this model.

7 https://www.cu.edu/sites/default/files/online-degree-grant_guidelines2016.
pdf
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Coalition of
the Willing

“Culture eats
strategy for
breakfast.”
Peter Drucker,
Ph.D.
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The campus leadership agreed to this approach for two main rea-
sons: campuses maintained control, and brought revenue back to the
campuses. Faculty liked the grant proposal approach, as it was part of
the existing academic culture.

This three-year program is launching in the fall of 2018. It is a mod-
est success, at best, as projected enroliment is low, there is limited en-
thusiasm for the program because it is not wholly owned by one cam-
pus, and the forced inter-campus cooperation met with a great deal
of resistance.

Like the previous efforts, this experience provided new insights
into how to move future online programs forward. In hindsight, us-
ing the development of the three-year program to force cooperation
among competitive entities, without strong leadership demanding it
and holding people accountable, was overly optimistic if not outright
naive. Getting a creative online program set up and launched within
the current academic culture is difficult enough without tying it up in
other institutional baggage.

While higher education culture needs to change, there are many tradi-
tions worthy of cherishing and protecting—one of which is the ethos of
broadly disseminating new findings. Demonstrated most often by fac-
ulty in publications, this willingness to share new knowledge has be-
come part of academic DNA. Best business practices around recruit-
ment, admissions, facilities management, cyber security, big data,
and dozens of other areas are shared freely among universities. This
desire to share is especially true for advocates of online education, as
most universities are facing the same issues regardless of location.

In addition to learning from experts within the CU system and
looking to the latest literature, we sought to learn directly from oth-
er university systems.

Under the leadership of Deborah Keyek-Franssen, CU Vice Pres-
ident for Digital Education and Engagement, we met with three sep-
arate university system offices dealing with online education over two
years. These visits were with the University of Texas, with 14 campus-
es, a US$17.9 billion operating budget (2016), and 221,000 students;
the University of Nebraska, with four campuses, a US$2.35 billion op-
erating budget (2014), and 52,000 students; and the State University
of New York, with 64 campuses (two-year and four-year), a US$13.3
billion operating budget (2017), and 1.3 million students.

The teams we met with were comprised of accomplished individu-
als who provided great insight and wisdom. Our team had three broad
goals for each meeting: learn each university system’s overall ap-
proach to online education, gain a greater understanding of their chal-
lenges and how they are addressing them, and have a free-flowing ex-
change of ideas.
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Each university has its own approaches, goals, leadership involve-
ment and/or direction, campus commitments, and funding models
based on their specific circumstances. A consistent theme did arise
across the visits: the necessity to build coalitions of the willing. Coa-
litions were comprised of those faculty and staff who wanted to break
new ground in developing online learning programs and expertise.
Once these initial efforts were successful, others would begin to see
the value and possibility of online—albeit slowly—and begin to join in.
The seeds of culture change were planted.

Something these trips provided that was not immediately under-
stood at the time, was an increase in my credibility around online ed-
ucation with campus leadership and my own board. Working within
proper structures, communicating clearly about the visits, doing oth-
er homework, and remaining a committed advocate for online edu-
cation laid the groundwork for the next phase of our system-wide ef-
forts at CU.

By 2016, it became clear in private conversations that nearly all of
the CU Regents were disappointed with how the university was per-
forming with online education. Because our campuses were function-
ing well in many traditional areas, underperforming in online wasn’t
reason enough to get new leaders. What to do?

Through our general disappointment, the Board of Regents had
become the ultimate coalition of the willing. While individual board
members have limited power (discussed above), the board acting as
whole has the ultimate power to enact change—albeit on paper. With
any large, complex organization trying to force change, unless the
proper support structures are in place, even the clearest board direc-
tives can get derailed.

Based on past efforts and developed expertise, my colleagues al-
lowed me to take the lead on drafting a proposal. We took all the les-
sons learned from our previous successes and failures and brought
forth a dramatic proposal that would be our “moon shot” for CU. On
November 16, 2017 the Regents unanimously passed a number of on-
line directives for the CU system. Excerpts of that proposal include:8

+ RESOLVED: In order to more fully meet the needs of current
and future students; increase access and affordability especial-
ly for first generation college students, working adults, and ru-
ral residents; and ensure that Colorado has the trained workforce
it needs; the CU Board of Regents directs the administration to
meet the goals listed below so that CU can embark on a new era
for online learning

8 The full resolution: http://www.boarddocs.com/co/cu/Board.nsf/got-
0?0pen&id=AT3PJP63BCAO
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- By Fall 2022, develop and launch two online-only degrees with
a total fixed cost to students of US$15,000, including books and
fees, one for bachelor’s level and one for master’s level. These
proof-of-concept online degrees would use techniques such as
asynchronous delivery, multiple start-times per semester, efficient
scaling, and open educational resources.

Noting that the proposed alternate technologies and pedagogies
will require changes to basic infrastructure such as admissions,
financial aid, registration systems and bursar operations, and will
also require support for the faculty, such as instructional design
professionals and studio facilities, the university shall invest at
least US$20 million to reach these goals over the next 4 years.
Additionally, the university shall develop revenue models that will
support the ongoing needs of the online efforts across the cam-
puses after this investment.

The hope is that a bachelor’s degree for US$15,000 will prove to be a
game-changer for higher education.® That aim is to prove that through
scale and online educational resources, the price of higher educa-
tion can be brought under control. It is also intended demonstrate
to governments and governing bodies that proper incentives and in-
vestments in online education can help meet a society’s higher edu-
cation needs.

A four-year bachelor’s degree at US$3,750 per year brings back
the possibility of a student working her way through college without
becoming thousands of dollars in debt. That makes a college educa-
tion possible for those that feel left behind due to price.

The US$15,000 master’s degree is also intended to be a game
changer, similar to above, with the additional bonus of allowing pro-
fessionals an affordable option to further their education and careers
at a reasonable cost.

As a board we did our job: set clear goals and deadlines, and
provided the money to accomplish them. Because there were still
concerns from our individual campuses about future revenue, in-
vestments, and control—similar to those concerns about the 2013
online-only campus proposal—the questions remained which cam-
pus would be required to do what.0

Learning from past experience, rather than fight our current cul-
ture, we decided to work within it. The campuses volunteered to take
accountability for specific goals that they felt best fit their mission
and had a high likelihood of success. At the same time, all campuses

9 Thatfigure is only available to the State of Colorado residents, whose tax dol-
lars directly support the University of Colorado.
10 Typically, a board of directors should have nothing to do with deciding who
should accomplish a task. In this case it was important for the board to pro-
vide that guidance due to circumstances unique to CU.
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would receive investments to improve the necessary technology infra-
structure to help both online and in-person students.

Time to celebrate, right? Not yet. Significant institutional resist-
ance needs to be managed to ensure the university doesn’t revert
back to the status quo. Even with a unanimous board, clear goals, and
proper funding, these measures can fail. Calling back to Peter Druck-
er, higher education culture can still eat strategy for breakfast. As a
board, we have the opportunity to set direction, but it remains to be
seen at what level these initiatives will actually be implemented.

What remains true is that each success and failure provides fur-
ther insight on how online education advocates might approach insti-
tutional change and begin to influence the current academic culture.
Granted, these case studies are for a specific university system with
a specific set of financial, political, and financial circumstances. The
stories of success and failure are offered as a conversational prompt,
not a “how-to” manual. They are intended to help bring forward the
hard questions about how institutional and academic cultural barriers
might be preventing the development of significant online programs
at any given institution.

Conclusion The University of Colorado was founded in 1876, the same year Colo-
rado became the 38th state of the United States of America. The coun-
try itself was only 100 years old. The two most significant technologies
of the day were the steam engine and the telegraph. Railways were
still transforming the wide-open and empty American West. Students
and faculty arrived to CU’s one building, in the middle of an empty
field, via a horse and buggy.

From those humble beginnings what we have become would be
unrecognizable to CU’s first class. Like most universities around the
world, what we now teach and research did not exist when the insti-
tution was founded.

As online advocates look at transforming higher education to em-
brace online delivery, we need to remember that higher education
has always changed and adapted to new knowledge, disciplines and
technology. At one-point microscopes, telescopes, x-rays, typewrit-
ers, and computers were new. The same for disciplines like microbi-
ology, computer science, quantum physics, aerospace, bioengineer-
ing, film studies, sociology, economics, etc. While our traditions have
guided us, they did not prevent us from adapting and growing into
what we are today.

Those who continue to claim online programs have no place in a
university don’t understand the history of higher education. What a
university is, whom it serves, what it offers, how it operates, how it cre-
ates new knowledge, how its reward systems are structured, and how
it delivers information are not permanently fixed. It never was.

Voprosy obrazovaniya / Educational Studies Moscow. 2018. No 4. P. 167-187



https://vo.hse.ru/data/2018/12/12/1144864006/09%20Ludvig.pdf

Stephen C. Ludwig
Higher Learning: Lessons from an Online Advocate

People made decisions to get universities where they are today,
that means we have the power to make different decisions to create
something new.

With current technology, universities have the ability to transform
millions of lives across the globe through online programs. Geogra-
phy and status no longer have to be density. We can empower people
born into the “wrong” place or come from the “wrong” family to chart
their own course. Through online scale, we can help countries with
exploding populations ensure access to quality higher education. In
developing countries, or impoverished regions, online programs can
help workers become more economically competitive which, in turn,
raises a community’s standard of living and improves the overall qual-
ity of life.

To deny individuals access to life-changing education because
universities are committed to the reputation game has become inde-
fensible.

That is why our task is to deal with the headaches and the resist-
ance of well-meaning and respected colleagues; call on lawmakers,
business, philanthropies, donors, and academic societies to think be-
yond the status quo and support developing the necessary infrastruc-
ture that embraces online programming; and take the risks that come

with challenging an entrenched culture—because it matters.
dvisory boards and advocate for online options.
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