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Envisioning the Future
ofHigher Education
REPORT OF THE VIRGINIA COMMISSION ON THE UNIVERSITY
OF THE 21ST CENTURY

By Anne M. Pratt

Graduates of Virginia's colleges
and universities will work allover

the United States, as well as
throughout the world.

They will have to be prepared
for leadership in settings far more

complex than today's.

The author served as staffdirector ofVirginia's Commission on the
University of the 21st Century

Concern for how Virginja higher education will absorb
substantial growth-Up to 24,000 more first-time, full
time undergraduates by 2004-was in large part the
reason for creating Virginja's
Commission on the Univer
sity of the 21st Century.
Charged in September 1988
by Governor Gerald L. Baliles
with envisioning the future of
Virginia higher education, the
commission spent a Ii ttle over
a year gathering lnformation
through public hearings all
over the state, invited brief
ings in Richmond, and sponsored colloquia in the
Commonwealth's public and private institutions. On
November 15, 1989, the commission presented its rec
ommendations concerning rugher education's fu ture,
offering Virginians a vision for change.

In its report, the conunission concluded that
accommodating growth ought not to obscure the
compelling reasons why Virginia's colleges and

universities----€very one of them-should carefully
examine what they teach and how they go about their
business. Whether the enrollment increasesor not, com
mission members suggested, our children and grand
children will need knowledge and skills that many of
them are not learning in colleges today.

In view of this, the com
mission guided its inquiry by
a question that it considers
basic to higher education's fu
ture success: "How can Vir
ginia cause constructive and
fundamental change to occur
within its colleges and univer
sities so they will be ready to
meet the demands of 21st
century life?" Commission

members posed trus question with a sense of urgency
for all citizens, because the world's social and economic
orderspre changing at an unprecedented pace. While
uncertain of what shape these changes might take, the
commission members were nevertheless firm in their
belief that education is the key to helping Virginians
adjust and thrive anud change.
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The curriculum
for undergraduates
should be changed
so that global
perspectives are
pervasive in all fields
of study and
technological
competence is taught
to all students.
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Forces of Change

Commission members identified
several reasons that make them see
change within Virginia's colleges
and universities as imperative.

AGlobal Economy
Virginia is moving rapidly from an
agricultural and smokestack manu
facturing economy to one driven by
information technology and service
industries. Virginia companies will
do $7.7billion in business outside the
United States this year. But many
students are ill-informed about the
customs, economics, and politics of
our potential trading partners
throughout the world. They are not
prepared to deal with conflicts of
ideologies and value systems in in
ternational affairs.

Not onlyare Virginians doing
business all over the globe, but also
the world is corning to Virginia.
Virginia is the site of 419 foreign
owned business facilities, employing
approximately 30,000 citizens.
Thirty-five of these foreign-owned
businesses came in 1988 alone. Firms
from the United Kingdom head the
list of these companies, employing
the most Virginians and investing
the most in the state's economy. In
1985, five Japanese manufacturing
companies were located in the state.
Now there are forty, representing an
increase in investment from $50
million to $500 million. Foreign
investment in Virginia is but a sig
nal of global changes that mark the
beginning of an era.

Diversity in the Workforce
By the year 2000, only 15 percent of
persons entering the national
workforce will be Caucasian males.
In many parts of the United States
the majority of the population will
be racial and ethnic 'minorities.'
Graduates ofVirginia's colleges and
universities will work all over the
United States, as well as throughout
the world. They will have to be
prepared for leadership in settings
far more complex than today's.

For example, commission
members heard from a cultural an
thropologist that it was important for
conversationalists in any situation
regardless of subject (love, business,
science)-to get to know each other
well enough to realize what each
person is and is not taking into ac
count. Different cultures (even
within the same country) read words
and gestures differently. Where one
person might find a pat on the back
acceptable and even welcome, an
other might take it to be aggressive
and offensive. Moreover, since

-spQken language may account for
only 10 percent of the communica
tion that goes on in a culture, it be
comes even more important to
understand the nonverbal aspects of
communication, especially when
dealing across cultur s.

Technology and Learning
Technologyalready has changed the
workplace. In a background brief
ing, the commissioners learned that
technology's potential would make
it possible in the future for a person
to work, shop, pay bills, communi
cate with friends, and be enter
tained-all without leaving horne. A
person could live this way, the com
mission acknowledged. But is this
the future people want?

Some colleges and univer
sities are beginning to realize the ex
tent to which technology can change
teaching, learning, and research. The
changes can make our lives either
more humane and satisfying, or
more impersonal and empty. All
students-not just engineering and
science majors-need sophisticated
knowledge about technology. It is
a prerequisite for good citizenshipas
well as for professional competence.

One excellent document from
which the commission drew sub
stantiallyon the use of technology in
higher education is the "Report of
the University Task Force on the
Impact of DigitalTechnology in the
Classroom Environment," presented
early in 1989 at Virginia Polytechnic
Institute and State University. This

report suggests that the constraints
of space and time will be reduced by
thoughtful introduction of tele
communications and computers into
the instructional mission ofcolleges
and universities.

For centuries, students have
earned academic credit for hours
spent in contact with an instructor,
making it essential that student and
teacher be in the same place at the
same time. Technology can make it
possible, for example, for students to
receive lectures wherever there is a
television. Such change, says the

e€h report, will be positive only if
the amount of faculty contact with
students outside the formal class
room increases as classroom contact
itself decreases. But this will require
different architectural conceptions
that offer faculty and students infor
mal gathering places. The distinc
tions among classroom and labora
tory buildings, libraries, student
centers, residence halls, and faculty
offices will become much less clear
than they are today. More impor
tantly, such change will require dif
ferent skills from faculty, for which
they will need different preparation
and rewards.

Changing Demographics
The changing demographics call for
new approaches to both students
and faculty, encompassing the entire
spectrum of teachers and learners
from kindergarten through higher
education. For example, the major
ity of students in Virginia higher
education are women, but they are
not well represented in a number of
disciplines, especially the technical
ones. The rate of black high school
graduates continuing on to college
has not changed in ten years. They,
too, are not well represented in the
technical disciplines.

There are too few women and
black faculty members. Their per
spectives can help to make our col
leges and universities places that
recognize a greater range of human
experience and that are more able to
educate persons whom we badly
need as productive citizens.
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Collegesand universities have
tended to viewinvolvement with the
public schools as an ancillary social
responsibility. In fact, it is one of the
most central responsibilities of
higher education. Education should
offer a seamless web of learning op
portunities for every age.

Link Between Theory and Practice
Employers told the commission that
too many young people are not
functionally literate. They also re
ported that, on a higher level, too
many lack the ability to thinka prob...
lem throug ,develop an answer,
and communicate it effectively to
others. Moreover, the inability of
many college graduates to link the
ory with practice continues to pres
ent problems in the workplace. For
example, the commission heard that
it is possible for an architect to come
out ofan academic studio experience
today with knowledge about the
technical aspects of constructing a
building, but with little know-how
regarding the placement of that
building in relation to the sun and
wind. Placing a building involves
probl~m-framingthat, in the com
partmentalized approach to knowl
edge prevalent in many institutions,
might not be incorporated into the
technical requirements for the par
ticular area of study. Teaching how
a model works needs to be better in
tegrated with teaching about ques
tions of whathappens in the world.

Imporlance ofResearch
Research is far more than the engine
that drives the economy. It is the
wellspring from which America
draws most of its new ideas, solu
tions to problems, and visions of
what is possible. This nation's re
search universities are the envy of the
world. But Virginia is not as strong
in this area as it should be. While
Virginia has the 11th largest system
of higher education in the nation, its
universities rank only 20th involume
of sponsored research among the
states.

All scholarly inquily, whether
sponsored byexternal sources or not,

is central to higher education's role
as a primary creator of new knowl
edge. More scholarship and research
should be encouraged in all fields in
which Virginia's institutions have
faculty strength.

An Expanding Information Base
The library is more than a place to
store and use books. It is a hub in an
extensive electronic information
network that includes national data
bases (patent data, census data, case
law, and so on), indices to the hold
ings of major research libraries
around the world, government rec
ords, and other material. Everyone
should be looking ahead to libraries
from which vast amounts ofdata are
available electronically in our homes,
dormitory rooms, or offices.

Institutional Rewards and Incentives
Many ofthe most important changes
will have to occur in the rewards and
incentives to which institutions are
currently responding. Virginia and
other states tend to provide money
to institutions based on how big they
are, rather than how well they per
form. There is a tendency to reward
success in obtaining research grants
more than proficiency in teaching,
and a similar tendency to provide
young freshmen with fewer teachers
than seasoned graduate students.
Commission members noted that
this kind of reward system also helps
to perpetuate the myth of the "vi
cious versus": research versus teach
ing; quality versus quantity; autono
my versus cooperation. Such either/
or distinctions discourage change
and limit creativity. Both on the cam
pus and in the capital, the rewards
and incentives being used tend not
to yield the behavior needed now
and in the years to comi-behavior
that is experimental, restless, open to
change, willing to take risks.

Enrollment Growth
Enrollment growth will happen. The
students who will graduate from
high school in 2004 were born last
year. But the 24,000 first-time, full
time undergraduates are only part

of the story. In addition to them, we
shall see more older, part-time stu
dents enrolling in higher education.
Only major shifts in economic pol
icy will stop people and industries
from moving to Virginia.

Yet accommodating more
students is the easy part of the chal
lenge. Twice before in the last fifty
years higher education has handled
even greater growth: after World
War II and when the baby-boom
children came of age in the 60s. This
time the Commonwealth can use
growth as an occasion for making
essential changes, the commission
suggested. But planning must begin
now, or Virginians will end up react
ing to what happens rather than
creating the desired future.

Higher Education's Future Role

Considerable confusion exists about
higher education's role in societyand
its role in responding to society's
needs. The great need for financial
support from the private sector,
emphasis upon involvement in
economic development, stress upon
training a workforce that has basic
skills, efforts to convert research and
scholarship into intellectual prop
erty-all have given rise to questions
about the proper role of the univer
sity in contemporary American life.
Clearly, that role has changed; and
it is changing further as colleges and
universities enter into new partner
ships that are essential to their re
search and instructional mission, but
nonetheless call into question their
role in society.

Our society has many deep
problems to solve: drugs; poverty;
crime; homelessness; the absorption
of new immigrant populations
whose traditions do not include
participatory government; great
difficulties in public school educa
tion; an aging population; the cost
and availability of health care; the
lack of civic responsibility among
individuals and corporations. It
would be arrogant to claim that
higher education can solve these
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While other states
have universities
that are twice the size •
of Virginia's largest,
and while some
of those are quite
good, Virginia has
chosen another
approach that has
worked well and
should be continued.
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problems (an error that was made in
the 1960s). Yet it is irresponsible to
ignore them. What higher education
can do immediately is to provide
leadership in bringing about the
educational transformation required
so that people will begin thinking
about solutions.

Commission's Recommendations For
Change

The first step toward change-minded
leadership in higher education is
recognizing that the universityof the
21st century is not just a place. It
offers a new way of looking at our
selves, others, and the world in
which we live. It also is a network
of resources linked together either
electronicallyor physically. These re
sources are people, ideas and infor
mation, and equipment.

Changing the Curriculum
The curriculum for undergraduates
should be changed so that global
perspectives are pervasive in all
fields of study and technological
competence is taught to all students.
The curriculum should recognize
that the United States always has
been a multi-eultural, multi-racial,
and multi-ethnic society-and is be
coming even more so.

Advanced graduate educa
tion should be re-examined with an
eye toward shortening the time re
quired to earn the doctoral degree
and teaching potential faculty how
to teach.

Teaching and learning
throughout higher education should
be reexamined to ensure that ad
vanced computing and telecommu
nications equipment is used to in
crease both the learning capacity of
students and faculty contact with
students, rather than to diminish
them.

Community colleges should
offer more students the first two
years of the bachelor's degree. This
will help ease enrollment pressures
throughout the system of higher
education and ensure that low-<::ost

higher education is available. A
strong general education program in
all communitycolleges is a necesscny
precondition to achieving this goal.

Preparing and Supporting Faculty
Faculty must have time and re
sources to develop new skills,
courses, programs, and perspectives.
Virginia higher education will not
change for the better unless the fac
ulty have the resources they need to
make it happen.

The reward systems for all
faculty need to be changed. There
should be more rewards for good
teaching and advising, for contri
butions to curricular reform, for
developing new skills and know
ledge, and for transmitting to the
general public the fruits ofbasic and
applied research.

Virginia needs to prepare for
a potential shortage of faculty. In
stitutions ought to hire new faculty
in advance of the shortage, expected
to begin in 1992-94; and they should
ask selected senior faculty who elect
to continue working past age 65 to
serve as mentors for junior faculty.
In addition, lUgher education should
invite those women and men who
received doctoral degrees in recent
years, when no jobs were available,
to consider joining the faculties. Col
leges and universities should also
introduce students in middle and
high school to college teaching as an
attractive profession.

The number of minority fac
ulty must be increased. Virginia
should seek to form a compact with
other states that are the prime pro
ducers of Ph.D. recipients and em
ployers of faculty to offer minority
students expanded opportunities for
advanced graduate study.

Providing for Research
Virginia should support externally
sponsored research, with that sup
port based on the amount of research
the institutions generate from extern
al sources. Incentives should include
additional laboratory space, support
for graduate assistants and post
doctoral students, and the continued

return of either all or a portion of the
state's share ofoverhead revenues (a
practice begun under the current
administration).

Promoting Cooperative Relationships
Private colleges. and universities
should be encouraged to expand
enrollment, supported by the Tuition
Assistance Grant Program and the
contract for services program.

Minority enrollment has to be
increased. Virginia should provide
a clear statement of its intent to meet
the needs of students who success
fully finish high school and require
financial assistance beyond their
families' means. Business, higher
education, and the public schools
should cooperate to ensure that no
young person is lost due to neglect,
lack of information, financial need,
or inadequate preparation.

Special concern for young
students who tend to drift into the
backwaters, first of education and
then ofsociety, is important to ensure
that Virginia uses all of its human
talent and energy in the years ahead.
High school dropouts are a higher
education problem.

In general, Virginia's colleges
and universities ought to be more
involved with the public schools.
The gulf that separates kindergarten
through twelfth grades (K-12) from
undergraduate education has to be
bridged. The education of teachers
is obviously a key responsibility that
must be taken even more seriously
than it is today. The continuing edu
cation of teachers, especially in the
subjects they teach, is equally impor
tant. Better coordination of secon
dary school and college curricula is
needed to ensure students a contin
uous educational experience.

Colleges and universities
should provide opportunities for
continuing education over a lifetime,
as a broadly educated citizenry is
central to improving even further the
quality of life in Virginia. Adults will
seek to continue their educations
after years away from schooling,
either to stay abreast of change in
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their professional lives, or simply for
personal growth.

The traditionally black col
leges should be maintained as strong
as possible. They still offer oppor
tunities not otherwise available to a
substantial number of Virginians,
and they help to continue a vital
Afro-American presence in the
nation's culture.

Organizing for Change
The current Virginia practice of
permitting its colleges and universi
ties to accept substantial numbers of
students fro other states should be
continued, with out-{)f-state students
paying tuitions that are as high as
competitively possible. Indeed, the
commission encouraged even
greater diversity among those who
come from outside Virginia: not
necessarily more students, but stu
dents from more states and other
nations. The great colleges and
universities of the future will be
global in every dimension.

The architecture of new con
struction and major renovations
should reflect such global dimen
sions through increased use of tech
nology in teaching, research, and
learning. Different patterns of space
use and design should be developed.
Buildings constructed in 1995 will be
used at least until 2035; but if they are
designed for today they will not
meet tomorrow's needs. The state
system's space planning guidelines
should be changed to reflect emerg
ing or desirable patterns of space use.

The state system's operating
budget guidelines also should be
changed, to increase the rewards for
substantive curricular change, better
teaching, and increased productivity.
There are, at present, too many in
centives to grow bigger and too few
to grow better.

The entire budgeting proce
dure need not be changed, however.
Changing the base funding proba
bly is not possible anyway, as pro
ponents of program budgeting have
discovered. The base is a given, with
relatively minor adjustments, unless
and until the governor and General

Assembly decide simply to cease
providing a certain service to the
citizens of the state. So instead, the
commission recommended that
Virginia focus on the incremental
funding available to higher educa
tion in each budget, and devise a
way to use that money to leverage
the greatest possible change in the di
rection of transforming the curricu
lum, teaching, and learning.

The commission suggested
one approach to change: the estab
lishment of a grants committee to
evaluate institutional proposals and
recommend the a location of funds.
While a striking departure from
Virginia's current system, the com
mission suggested that such a shift
is necessary to encourage substantive
change in curricula or management
practices.

Guiding Growth
Instead of offering a detailed plan for
expanding the Virginia system of
higher education, the commission
offered a set of policies on which
decisions for programmatic im
provements or increased enrollment
should be made.

• Planning ought to be done not
only by institutions but also
among them. This is not a call for
sameness, but for cooperation in
a system where there is compe
tition among ideas but not for
territory.

• The current policy and practice of
keeping Virginia's state-sup
ported universities relatively
small in comparison with those
in some other states should be
continued. Smaller institutions
are an attractive and distinctive
characteristic of Virginia higher
education. Particularly at the
undergraduate level, many Vir
ginia colleges and universities
have reputations as places in
which students receive personal
attention. While other states have
universities that are twice the size
of Virginia's largest, and while

some of those are quite good,
Virginia has chosen another
approach that has worked well
and should be continued.

In addition, Virginia has a
coordinated system of colleges
and universities whose strengths
balance one another. For any of •
its universities to become
massive, multi-eampus institu
tions would upset the delicate
political and educational balance
upon which the present system
depends.

Undergrad ate growth sod
occur across an array of institu- •
Hons that reflects the diversity of •
Virginia high school graduates.
Growth should be approved at
highly selective and moderately
selective institutions, and at those
to which admission is actually or
virtually open.

• Wherever growth occurs, it
should be accompanied by cur
ricular improvement. Institutions
that propose to offer students
new perspectives upon the arts
and sciences, technology, and the
professions should be the first
authorized to accommodate
more students if they propose to
do so.

• Funding for growth that takes
place along with specific curricu
lar improvement should be
greater than that for enrollment
growth alone.

• Proposals for curricular improve
ment from institutions that
choose not to increase their en
rollments should be encouraged.
Growth is not a prerequisite for
change.

• Proposals to accommodate more
students should place special
emphasis upon the education of •
minorities and women, both of •
whom will become more impor
tant participants in our society
and the workforce.

The current Virginia
practice of permit
ting its colleges and
universities to accept
substantial numbers
of students from
other states should be
continued,
with out-of-state
students paying
tuitions that are as
high as competitively
possible.
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• The enrollment growth should
consist primarily of Virginians,
especially at colleges and univer
sities that now enroll substantial
numbers ofout-of-state students.
In this way, the percentages of
out-of-state students should
decrease while their absolute
numbers will not.

• Funding for growth should be
separately identified to ensure
that it does not occur at the ex
pense of existing students, espe
cially undergraduates. Institu
tions that propose to grow should
be providing adequate services to
their present students. The cur
ricular needs of existing students
should be kept in mind as insti
tutions consider new curricular
approaches designed to accom
modate growth.

• Many adults will need continu
ing, advanced education within
commuting distance of their
workplaces or homes. This edu
cation should be provided by
faculty on-site and by telecom
munications where possible and
appropriate. Either electronically
or physically, faculty ought go to
these students rather than vice
versa.

*

The commission further
recommended that each state
supported institution be directed,
and each independent institution be
requested, to develop a detailed plan
responding to this report and setting
forth its own view of the future. This
report would be completed by June
30, 1991 and submitted to the
Council of Higher Education.

Finally, the commission sug
gested that money be appropriated
in the 1990 Session of the General
Assembly to permit the Council of

Higher Education, in cooperation
with the institutions, to plan in re
sponse to these policies. Virginia
higher education has a momentum
that should be maintained. As a
system, the Commonwealth's col
leges and universities are on the
verge ofbeing recognized as among
the nation's best; individually, some
already have achieved that recogni
tion. The commissioners observed
that this is a rare opportunity to
assume national leadership.
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