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ABSTRACT

Thi s paper explores the many possibilities for a "virtual
uni versity" by rethinking the experiences of building the
Virginia Tech Cyberschool and then counterposing them agai nst
anot her vision for the virtual university, nanely, the Wstern
Governors University. Along the way, it considers how the idea
for a virtual university expresses broader changes, including the
i nformationalization of the econony, globalization in society,
and the digitalization of cultural discourse. It concludes that
| earning on-line represents a new technoculture, or the
col l ective understanding of social acts and artifacts organi zed
around technol ogi es, that should direct our attention to
reassessi ng how | arger changes in the culture, econony, and
society affect the university instead of arguing over whether or

not conputers belong in the classroom



O Prol ogue: Cyberspace as Environnent

| nasnmuch as individuals and groups now choose, or are
coerced, to conmmuni cate, keep accounts, publish, buy products,
wor k, access docunents, or learn on-line in conputer networks,
the digital donain is becom ng an i nescapabl e venue for the
conduct of life. Al of these activities are mgrating out of
anal og settings into cyberspace. Cyberspace today, however, is
evolving into a heterononous gl obal anarchy with many
proliferating |layers in which new woul d-be authorities are
conpeting to control its uses in a self-help systemof platform
wars, chip races, and operating system alliances.

Di zard characterizes these networks of networks as "the
Meganet , " or,

...a powerful but enigmatic engine of change, the

bi ggest and nost conpl ex machine in human history. |Its
ef fects are paradoxically universal and parochial,
uniting and dividing, constructive and destructive. It
wll create a new communi cations culture, overlaid on

old ethnic, economc, religious, and national patterns
and attitudes. An electronic environnent is evolving
in which old guideposts are subnerged in a stream of
bits and bytes exchanging a bew | dering variety of
messages anong billions of individuals (1998: 14).
Unli ke many overw ought cel ebrations of cyberspace, this analysis
hi ghl i ghts how the machinic infrastructure of boxes and wres,
cables and satellites, servers and relays that underpin the
conputer networks are, in turn, generating a new technocul ture.
The expansive telenetries of the digital domain are
di spl aci ng, subsum ng, and reshaping the material markets of

closed territorialities in the real world (Deibert, 1997). Wile



the nane is anachronistic, this "wired world" plainly is nuch
nore than its boxes and wres:

It is an entirely new product space. It is an entirely

new mar ket space. The Internet product space, conbined

with the World Wde Wb nar ket space, establishes one

of the nmost powerful platforns ever contrived for doing

business. The Wred Wrld is to the friction-free

econony what the interstate highway system air cargo

system and tel ephone/fax systemwere to the old

econony (Lewi s, 1997: 115).

Even t hough ent husiasts continue to effuse over "a near-infinite
supply of products, services, and ideas" that this friction-free
econony apparently produces "a near-zero cost" (Lewis, 1997:
115), its nodul arization, specialization, acceleration, and
conponenti zation of many goods and services on-line actually is
not generating a free friction econony. |ndeed, because it is
scorching many who feel its first effects.

Cyber space cannot be dism ssed as an epheneral playground of
el ectronic fantasies, transnational businesses instead are
turning it into a tenporal environnent in which inportant daily
events are set and at which new social discourses are addressed
(Cairncross, 1997). Cyberspace is becom ng the basis for
rei magi ning community (Anderson, 1991), because it now materially
surrounds individuals and groups as an environnent. |t nedi ates
econom c forces, articulates political directives, and circul ates
social constraints as informational effects. Wrk is
acconpl i shed t hrough cyberspace, culture is refashioned out of

cyberspace, and power is transmtted within cyberspace. 1In these

ways, as the digerati (Brockman, 1996) assert, it now operates as



a primary scene of society and essential setting for the econony.

l. The Virginia Tech Cyberschool: Basic Foundations

To understand the significance of using conputers to teach
col l ege and university courses, however, one ought not to fixate
upon the machi nes thenselves. The shopworn humani st | ament over
boxes and w res ensnaring autononous personal devel opnent in a
telematic tangle of electronic alienation utterly m sses what is
really happeni ng under its upturned nose: epochal changes in
human culture. The acts and artifacts used to reproduce
col |l ective understandi ngs anong specific social groups are
changi ng profoundly: print discourses, face-to-face cl asses,
paper docunents are being displaced by digital discourses, on-
line classes, electronic docunents. The fornmer will not entirely
di sappear, but so too can they not be counted upon to reign
hegenonic. The latter will never fully be perfected, but so too
can they not be expected to remain oddities.

Sone m sconstrue this change as a confrontation of humans
wi th machines, but it is, in fact, a conflict between two
di fferent technocul tures--one older and tied to nechanism print,
and corporal enbodi nent, another newer and wired into
el ectronics, codes, and hyperreal telepresences. Building the
virtual university is one piece of this new technoculture, just
as the first founding of nedieval universities articul ated yet
anot her technoculture tied to the scriptorium |ecture hall, and
auditor. Even though they can throw nuch Iight upon each ot her,

t hese new university technocul tures do not exhaust the full range



of structural change occurring with informationalization in the
gl obal econony and soci ety.

This paper, then, wll reposition the virtual university--
with its many perils and prospects--am dst these broader shifts.

First, it hopes to reveal why existing university practices are

so difficult to change, and, second, it will try to suggest how
sone energent technocultural values |ead nore easily toward
change. Yet, it also worries about what sort of changes, and
defined by whomin the |arger society? Mst inportantly,
however, it advocates building virtual universities as a
suppl enment to existing university institutions, which m ght
enable themto create truly new | earning communities and | earned
di scourses, rather than turning theminto a substitute for
present-day universities in a msguided effort to comodify they
have al ways done, but what should not be sold.

The Cyberschool faculty in the College of Arts and Sciences
at Virginia Tech are a | oosely organi zed, bottom up network of
i ndi vi dual scholars working with technol ogy, but their activities
illustrate, once again, how technology is not, as many believe,
"just technology.” It also is culture, economcs, and politics;
and, when technology is conbined with education, it becones even
nore culturally unstable, econom cally demandi ng, and politically
threatening. On one side, many exponents of technol ogically-
enhanced teaching envision it as | eading to new discursive
formations, intellectual conventions, and scientific practices.

On the other side, many opponents regard any efforts taken toward



effecting such change as mal formati ons, unconventionalities, and
mal practices. Along with their individual attenpts, then, to
transformtheir own courses, the Cyberschool faculty also operate
as an advocacy organi zati on or social novenent to further
publicize and popul ari ze the use of conputer-nedi ated

communi cation in university instruction. This very inportant,
because despite what many futurists claim technol ogy does
nothing on its own. Technically-driven change is neither
automati c nor easy; and, every apparent technol ogical innovation
often is hobbled by significant anti-technol ogi cal resistance.
Yet, the nyths that nost people share about machi nes makes it
quite difficult to think outside of the box when it cones to
technology. |If nothing else, the experiences of the Cyberschool
faculty at Virginia Tech have exposed the enptiness of these
myt hs as these schol ars have constructed the basic foundations
for one virtual university.

Virginia Tech began constructing its virtual version of
itself in 1993 with the [aunch of the Faculty Devel opnment
Initiative. An experinent in the inplenentation of distributed
conputing, the FDI put a new Appl e desktop conputer, a suite of
applications, and nearly a week's worth of hands-on training into
the hands of ordinary faculty with the hope that they, first,
woul d quit using the old, expensive VIVML mai nfranme system and,
second, mght start playing around with the new personal conputer
in their teaching, research, and service. Wthout this first

pi ece of al nost accidental history, much | ess would be occurring



around this particul ar canpus because it got conputers out of the
control of those who everyone once knew shoul d have thent-

engi neers, conputer scientists, chemsts--and into the possession
of those who many still think do not need them -phil osophers,
political scientists, poets. Once those who did not need or
coul d not use personal conputers got a hold of them everything
began to change rapidly, fundanentally, and unpredictably.

A small group of faculty in the College of Arts and Sci ences
was charged by the new Dean, Robert C Bates, to think about how
to use conputers to break the credit-for-contact paradigm Led
initially by Associ ate Dean Lucinda Roy, this commttee advanced
a proposal to construct a virtual college in Novenber 1994 (Luke,
1994) around a series of on-line courses: the Virginia Tech
Cyberschool. Because of the Blacksburg Electronic Vill age,
students and faculty had the Internet access and technical skills
to make this vision a reality in sumrer 1995 with the first
Virginia Tech Cyberschool courses. At the sane tine, a major
Sl oan Foundation grant led to the devel opnent of new conputer-
enhanced i ntroductory biol ogy courses in the ACCESS project, and
a mx of totally on-line courses was offered at a di stance over
the Net in sumer 1996. The university self-study of 1996-1998
aimed its energies at reimagining Virginia Tech around its high
t echnol ogy strengths, including the enhancenent of its on-Iline
teaching capabilities. Totally on-line and conpl ete MA degree
prograns in physical education and political science went up on

the WWVin 1996-1997, and Virginia Tech On-Line--a full service



virtual campus site--was activated in 1997-1998. All graduate
theses and dissertations were required to be archived as digital
docunents in 1997, and all entering students will be required to
have personal ownership of a conputer in 1998.

Five years after the first FDI cohort, Virginia Tech has
scores of fully on-line classes up and runni ng, hundreds of
faculty participating in this grand rethinking of the
university's affairs, and thousands of students trained and
equi pped to deal after graduation with the digital cultures of
work, leisure, and public life that are burgeoni ng off-canpus.

Al nost all of this change cane fromw thin the faculty ranks, but
it has been assisted significantly at every turn by a snal

dedi cated cadre of technical specialists in the Ofice of

Educati onal Technol ogies. G ven the scope and depth of these
noves toward a virtual university, the original pioneers at
Virginia Tech have broken out of the skunkworks box they occupied
in 1993 or 1994; indeed, the notion of a "virtual university" now
chal | enges, questions or even threatens the working ways of the
"material university" at Virginia Tech in many fundanental ways.
And, this collision of values and practices is obviously one of
contradictory technocul tures. Like Lucinda Roy, | too feel that
we at Virginia Tech have made it through the first phase, but
these cultural contradictions require us "to assess what we've

| earned and start anew with sone new approaches” (Young, 1998c:
A24). Therefore, these remarks here are based on four years of

experience wwth the Virginia Tech Cyberschool. They outline a



start toward, first, assessing what we have learned at Virginia
Tech and, second, sone thoughts about these new approaches in a
br oader national context.

1. Power/Know edge and Digitalization

As Foucault suggests, the nodernization project lies at the
heart of all present-day disciplinary systens of authority and
control, but this project is also always contested, inconplete,
and on-goi ng rather than accepted, conplete, and over with. He
al so indicates how the econom c take-off of Western industrial
growh saw "the traditional, ritual, costly, violent forns of
power" exercised by traditional sovereign authorities in corporal
forms of conmand suppl anted by "a subtle, cal cul ated technol ogy
of subjection"” (Foucault, 1979: 221) managed by nodern
pr of essi onal -t echni cal experts through many nore non-cor por al
forms of control. To understand the workings of nodern econom es
and societies, "the two processes--the accunmul ati on of nmen and
t he accunul ati on of capital--cannot be separated; it would not
have been possible to solve the problem of the accumul ation of
men without the growth of an apparatus of production capabl e of
bot h sustaining them and using them conversely, the techni ques
that nade the cumulative multiciplity of nen useful accel erated
the accunul ation of capital" (Foucault, 1979: 221).

These rel ati ons cannot be ignored today in the reflexive
noder ni zation projects of informational enterprises,
transnational capital, and neoliberal reginmes. As Bow es and

Gntis (1976: 11-17) assert, a correspondence principle fuses the



wor kpl ace and schooling in the political econony of contenporary
society. Yet, a contradictory dynamc also plays out here. On
t he one hand, schools typically stabilize and protect nodes of
cultural instruction better suited to past systens of econony as
t hey sustain cultural reproduction, while businesses, on the
ot her hand, often innovate and undercut fixed nodes of
instruction in devel opi ng new systens of econony as they
revol utioni ze econom ¢ production. The node of instruction packs
many ancient traditions in its vast baggage, but it is forced to
carry all of this on quicker, nore frequent trips to destinations
where they are not needed, not wanted, and not appreci ated.

A The Corporal Basis of Teaching

On one level, as Ed Neal (1998: B4) clains, many university
faculty do have "a healthy skepticisnt about the efficacy of
el ectronic technology in teaching. On another |evel, however,
nost educators al so cannot break with traditional nodes of
authority as they follow their everyday procedures of
professorial |abor. Foucault's sense (1979: 3-69) of the
coercive juridical power welded by traditional sovereigns
survives in the status and role of university |level "professing;
and, it is very clear that a lot of resistance to the Virginia
Tech Cyberschool, for exanple, conmes fromthose who are anxi ous
about losing this power. |In many ways, there still is a
consi der abl e nmeasure of personal sovereignty attached to the
professorial role, which conveys legitimcy to the |earning

derived fromthe old nedieval |ector/auditor relationships of the



| ecture hall. Wen and where the professor, and his/her
disciplinary faculty, decide to supply their know edge is the
tinme and location at which students are called to appear. Like a
prince in his feudal court, the professor stands in front of and
over the students working with clear spatial displays of
superiority, and these relations repeat thenselves in the
conveni ng of exam nations, arrangenent of office hours, giving of
grades, and provision of witten recommendations for students in
any given class. This nuch derided "sage on the stage" nodel of
education is stable recapitulation within a nodern institution of
feudal practices fromthese old systens of personal sovereignty
inasmuch as its legitimacy and authenticity is tied to command,
control, comunication and intelligence over bodies: it is a
regime of/or corporal instruction. Professors say that they nust
see the students, have them appear physically in sem nar roons
and offices, observe themdirectly doing seat tinme in |lecture
hal | s, nmake themsit for exam nations, and watch them performin
labs in order to attest to their learning. Attendance in class
sitting below the lectern, |ike appearance in court kneeling
before the throne, is the corporal sign of subm ssion to
professorial authority as well as the physical validation of
student |earning taking place in the presence of professorial
power/ know edge. Successful corporal instruction inculcates
knowl edge to these authorities, because it develops, if nothing

el se, Sitzfleisch

As petty as this seens, many educators cannot forsake these
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smal | shreds of personal sovereignty. It is a source of

i ndi vi dual enpowernent, professional identity, and vocati onal
legitimacy that ought not in their eyes to be abridged in any
way, particularly those that interpose conputer-nedi ated
communi cati ons between teachers and | earners. Becom ng, as the
standard tag |ine suggests, "a guide on the side" represents for
them a profound | oss of personal sovereignty as well as a | oss of
corporal control over the student body. The legitimation
guestion becones paranount: if we do not see them if they do
not conme to class, to |labs, to our offices, maybe even to canpus,
then how do we know that they are |earning, studying, or even
doing the work? The innate suspicion of professors about student
di shonesty and i ndol ence runs wld before the screens of on-Iline
education. Wile these concerns are real, these sanme professors
often ignore how students find clever neans to evade their
personal sovereignty in systens of corporal instruction.

Physi cal presence guarantees, in and of itself, nothing unless
and until the spectacle of professorial authority engages
students in active learning. And, it seens quite clear now that
on-line education actually requires nore student activity in

| earning, but it often jars the professor inasnmuch it uses nostly
noncor poral and postsovereign forns of educational practice.

Prof essori al anxieties about on-line |earning, then, should
probably center nore correctly upon the rapid intrusion of nore
disciplinary forns of control being exerted over themrather than

worryi ng about the dimnution of their already m croscopic
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remmants of personal sovereignty (Foucault, 1979: 195-288).

The corporal quality of conventional higher education also
is expressed by its enplaced, on-supply, synchronous forns of
practice. On-line education's disenplaced, on-denmand,
asynchronous practices do not require the sanme cor poral
interactions inplied by contact institutions, which often proves
hi ghly di sconcerting to both professors and students. Many
believe that their professorial powers wll not work unless and
until the student body materializes on canpus in accord with the
vener abl e agrari an cal endar that once freed students fromthe
fields to study through the fallow nonths foll ow ng the harvest.

The university is heavily enplaced at special geographical sites
in bricks-and-nortar buil dings devoted to uni que educati onal
purposes, its faculties decide when and where they will supply
their learned teachings to students physically assenbl ed on
canpus, and material inparted directly to | earners presunes their
constant attendance in a physical presence. Higher education,

i ke many other essentially carceral institutions, has been a
system of corporal instruction, follow ng closely on behind

equal ly corporal exercises for teaching at the primary and
secondary | evel s of education. To push purposely beyond corporal
nodes of engagenent through telematics is a fundanental shock to
this highly routinized pedagogical tradition

B. F2F vs. On-line: A Platform War?

Thi s opposition of on-line courses to F2F (face-to-face)

cl asses sparks a great conflict in the academc world; yet, this
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controversy al so enables us to see how nmuch of struggle m ght be
reinterpreted, given a cybernetic netaphor, as a battle between
different "operating systens." The presunption of anti-

t echnol ogi cal proponents of F2F traditional teaching is that
their styles of professional operation are rooted in unnedi ated
human contact free fromany technical contam nants, while on-line
courses represent totally alienating subm ssion to the cold

cal culi of conputers w thout any neani ngful hunman contact

what soever. These human(ist) (m s)readi ngs of conputer-nediated
communi cation, on the one hand, fruitlessly collide, on the other
hand, with technified cel ebrations of human/conputer interactions
as just another technol ogy, which really is believed to be
not hi ng new, even though it is thought to be qualitatively
better.

Here a fresh recognition nust be nade. Traditional teaching
in F2F classes is not pure unnedi ated human contact; these
courses also unfold within, and because of, a conplex collective
of technologies. |In fact, many commonpl ace criticisns of
traditional university teaching inplicitly targets drawbacks
built into many of these technologies. First, a built
envi ronnent of special purpose buildings anchors the F2F pl atform
for education, channeling the conduct of teaching through spaces
where students sit and listen while professors stand and tal k.

Cor poral attendance and nmental attentiveness are expectations of
the |l ecture/ exam nation hall as a central processing technol ogy

of F2F cl asses, but this apparatus is also supported by the
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associ ated technol ogies of dormtories, dining halls, stadia, and
playing fields to support the student body as well as libraries,
research | abs, studios, and arts centers to devel op the student
m nd. Second, technocultures of print discourse, oral argunent,
bureaucratic record keeping, literary interpretation, witten
exam nation, and degree granting nedi ate facul ty-student
interactions in a fashion that nmany have excoriated for
cultivating passivity, sophistry, indifference, pedantry,
irrelevance, and futility. Time serving and rote recapitul ation
of enpty orthodoxi es can be perforned, according to sone, in
exchange for degrees, but few question this cycle of self-

per petuati ng del usi ons because they too want the union cards or
lunch tickets represented by w nning degrees.

F2F teaching, then, persists, because it is a sinple,
resilent, and ubiquitous operating system accepted al nost
universally as a technol ogy, despite its many intrinsic flaws.
Its qualities as an operating system al so are now conpletely
naturalized and virtually unquestioned, but technologies with
very certain quiddity constitute its fundanental matrices of
functionality. |If technology is "know how," then many streans of
st abl e know how nake F2F teaching at universities possible. Such
know how so perneates everything we know and do that everything
i s now known and done at the highest |evel of education in these
technol ogical terns, but to assert that F2F teaching is
uncontam nated by technology sinply is too clever by half. Such

posi ti ons, whether conscious or not, only m stake the contingent
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artifices of one operating systemas not being conparable to
fixed verities in another now nore naturalized system of
oper ati ons.

On-line teaching is obviously an operating system if only
because it is nediated continuously through conputer operating
systens. Even so, the tacit assunptions of its system of
operation do not necessarily conformto the allegations laid
against it by traditionalists. First, any built environnent can
pronote alienating experiences, but so too can it enhance
communi cative outcones for human interaction. The enotiona
intensity and psychosocial diversity experienced in having an on-
I i ne persona suggests that conputer-nedi ated communi cations are
not necessarily just fornms for distant dehunani zed soci al

di sengagenent. Second, the rhetorics of representation used in

on-line comunication can rival, if not surpass, those used to
advance cultural, intellectual, and social nessages in the built
environnents of contact institutions. |In addition to text and

graphics, on-line instruction can interweave audi o, video, film
voi ce, and data through a single site to appeal to many different
types of learning styles in ways that ordinary |ectures, sem nars
or | abs conducted in a F2F style cannot. A nmuch hi gher degree of
active student participation is needed sinply to navigate through
on-line instructional sites, and the possibilities for team
based, collectively organi zed, and jointly created docunents
for/of learning are possible frommany different points in ways

t hat F2F contact teaching cannot easily approxi nate.
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G ven these operational practices, on-line education has not
been warmy wel comed on many university canmpuses. Sonme resist it
because it obviously will require nmassive new investnents in
rapi dly changi ng expensive infrastructure. Ohers resist it
because it forces themout of confortable fixed routines as they
adapt to the demands of another nedi um grounded in | ess acaden c
and nore post literate styles of interaction. Still others
resist it because it interposes a conplex machinic apparatus
bet ween teachers and |learners. And, a fewresist it because it
demands a reallocation of their tine and energies away from
research in the troubling and taxing pursuits of instruction.
Utimtely, however, it is opposed, because its practices do not
work well with the personal sovereignty of professors.

C. I nformationalization and I ndividualization

On-line education m ght seemnore au courant, because it
articulates technologically and institutionally deeper structural
changes in advanced industrial societies associated with greater
i ndi vidualization, increased personal choice, and |esser social
solidarity. Yet, it also cannot be disassociated fromthe
changes that telematics have pronoted in the workings of
uni versities, the operations of this workplace, the provisions of
st at e-supported public goods, or the conventions of |earned
di scourse. No discussion of on-line education should ignore its
second and third order consequences in the econony and society by
focusing solely on its first order of business in the acadeny.

As Bow es and G ntis assert, there always is a powerfu
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correspondence principle at play in the organi zation of

i nstructi on whose nodes of delivery on canpus are expected to
prefigure practices off canmpus in the organization of production
and its node of labor. To discuss |learning on-line, then,
inplies a broader investigation of the | essons those off-Iline
want such educational activities to anticipate, if not actually
convey, in the mssion of teaching.

The operational practices of on-line education nesh quite
closely with today's deconcentration of collective solidarities
and reorientation toward highly individualized |ife situations.
What were the essentially fixed necessities of collective
exi stence for economc class, political inequality, and soci al
status in earlier fornms of industrial society are being displaced
by increasingly flexible options of personal choice under
contenporary forns of informational society. As Beck asserts,

I ndi vidualization in this sense nmeans that each
person's biography is renoved from gi ven determ nati ons and
pl aced in his or her own hands, open and dependent on
decisions. The proportion of |life opportunities which are
fundanentally closed to decision-making is decreasing and
the proportion of the biography which is open and nust be
constructed personally is increasing....In the
i ndi vidual i zed society the individual nust therefore |earn,
on pain of permanent disadvantage, to conceive of hinself or
herself as the center of action, as the planning office with
respect to his/her own biography, abilities, orientations,
rel ati onships and so on (1992: 135).

Under these conditions of social reproduction, class distinctions
persist; but, at the sanme tine, they often | ose significance as
signs of social nobility, they are redefined as socially

aggr egat ed out cones of individual choices, they lead to flexible
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everchangi ng political coalitions, and they frequently resurface
in sets of conflicts defined by ascribed traits |ike race, gender
and ethnicity.

On-line education essentially is the organi zation of
instruction around delivery systens and di scursive nodul es that
can be accessed by individuals fromtheir |aptop or desktop
conputers on demand. Wiile small groups of students can
col |l aborate in many di fferent kinds of educational experiences,
the basic target of nobst educational activities for on-line
teaching is the individual. Indeed, highly individuated options
are expected out of on-line instruction by individuals to fit
seam essly into and around the other clusters of choice their
life histories gel wthin as they develop socially and culturally
over tinme. Inasnuch as their technical designers can foresee
these new realities, many course sites presune entrance and exit
into their | essons by individual s--discretely, asynchronously,
flexibly, and unrestrictedly--in order to function. Narratives
of national unity, stories of scholarly worth, and di scussions of
civilizational purpose can be entirely extraneous at such sites
because individuals are seeki ng personal goals, vocational
benefits, and individual ends that usually stand separate and
apart fromany traditional collective entity.

In conplete conformty with gl obal nmarkets, on-line
education can both isolate and standardi ze individuals in their
life experience. The private sphere is not a realmof |iberty

apart fromall environnental connections; it is instead a zone
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where "the outside turned inside and made private, of conditions
and deci si ons nmade el sewhere, in the television networks, the
educational system in firms, or the |abor market...w th general
disregard of their private, biographical consequences" (Beck,
1992: 133). Individual strings of choice are often threaded into
and around | oose collective institutions that foster joint
dependency rather than real independence. Normality, however, is
less and less institutionally planned, socially validated, and
politically enforced. Instead the marketplace and | abor
assignnments becone the central organizing force of identity for
many i ndividual s, who are left assenbling their lives out of a
bevy of options in the sphere of school and work. "The key to a
livelihood," as Beck asserts, "lies in the |abor market.
Suitability for the | abor market demands education. Anyone who
is denied access to either of these faces social and materi al
oblivion. Wthout the proper training the situation is every bit
as devastating as with training but wthout correspondi ng jobs"
(1992: 133).
On-1ine education captures these currents in its nmechanics.

For the nost part, it is a quick, cheap and effective way to
turn inside deliberation into outside instruction, while bringing
those with jobs (businesses) and those with training for jobs
(woul d- be enpl oyees known as students) into a nutually satisfying
equilibriumout in the market. The |arger needs of corporate
enpl oyers demanding a | abor force can be matched with the snmaller

wants of individuals exercising their individual options wthout
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preparing everyone en nasse with skills that private enterprise

m ght not need en bl oc.

I11. AVirtual University or Virtually a University?

The Virginia Tech Cyberschool has an interesting history,
and its devel opnent has enabled many to see the cl ose
i nterconnections between digitalization and power/know edge in
technocul tural clashes over F2F or on-line teaching. At the sane
time, Virginia Tech's Cyberschool is only one anong the nearly
one thousand on-line universities that Forbes now counts out on
the WW and it is only one of the 999 other virtual university
experinents that have been eclipsed by the hoop-la over the
Western Governors University. Here the possibilities for on-line
| earning at the university |evel acquire sonme of their nost
interesting and insidious inplications, which deserve further and
much cl oser consi derati on.

A consortium of seventeen Western states under the auspices
of the Western CGovernors Association (WGA) resolved in February
1996 to collaborate together in the creation of a "virtual
university." This new entity, or the Western Governors
University (WRUJ), ains to push beyond the |iberal education of
traditional degree progranms to "enhance the marketpl ace for
denonstrat ed conpetence through certification that is wdely
accepted by enployers and traditional institutions of higher
| earni ng" by prototyping "expected conpetencies" fromany WU
course of study (Western Governors Associ ation, 1997). Most

inmportantly, the WBU intends to operate as a broker for

20



"mul tiple-source instructional inputs,” whose acceptance for
vendi ng through the WU will require "an explicit statenent of
the conpetencies that should be achi eved upon conpl etion, as well
as an indication of the assessnent nethods that will be enpl oyed
to certify these conpetencies" (Wstern Governors Associ ation
1997). Because the WU nmust function in "the tel econmuni cations
age," the WGA directs that "flexibility and adaptability" be
regarded as survival skills for individuals and institutions:
"This prem se,” the WGA believes, "is no |less applicable to | egal
form governance, organization and structure than it is to
technol ogy and content” (Western Governors Association, 1997).
Qddl y enough, the Western CGovernors University was | aunched
as the nation's nost preeminent "virtual university" at a Western
Governors Association neeting during 1996 in Las Vegas, Nevada,
the nation's forenost "virtual city." Pushed by Governor M chael
O Leavitt of Utah and Governor Roy Roner of Col orado, the WU
operates as a nultistate conbine. Wth its chief academc
offices in Denver, its chief admnistrative offices in Salt Lake
Cty, its main library support services in Al buquerque, and its
basic registration and billing units in Pullmn, Washington, the
WEU is imagined to be a "virtual corporation” created by an
inter-state "governnment consortium"™ Like nost virtua
corporations, these WAU headquarters are small, |ow overhead
offices that only set quality control standards, fix policy
expectations, and devel op governance rules. Real academc

servi ces, however, will be outsourced fromindependent commerci al
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vendors or provided locally by public institutions at many

distributed sites as WaU "franchi ses."” By undercutting the
average annual student costs of $9,000 at a typical state
university, the WaU ains to serve nontraditional ol der students,
traditional college students needing extra courses, enployees
seeking various sorts of retraining, and life-long learners in
t he personal enrichnment market. Conpetency-assessnent, and not
degrees, is to be the nmain neasure of student success, but the
WEU now offers a nulti-track Associate of Arts degree (Western
Governors University, 1998).

The W&U, then, will have no traditional collegiate forns.
Its internal structures essentially are those of a functional
shell as "a matter of operational convenience and efficiency"” to
inplenment its "degree-granting, |licensed and accredited" m ssions
wi thout "the creation of a substantial overhead conponent”
(Western Governor Association, 1997). By conbining
"technol ogi cal | y-del i vered educati onal progranm ng”" with a
certainty of "certification through conpetency assessnent," the
design criteria of the WaU are those shared by nobil e,
transnational capital formations, only now put into an academ c
setting: market-oriented, independent, client-centered, degree-
granting, accredited, conpetency-based, non-teaching, high-
quality, cost-effective, quickly-initiated, and regional in form
and substance. Rather than trying to do everything, |like a
conprehensive state institution or a culturally enriching private

school, the WAU ains to be a flexible, refl exive, holl owed-out
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telematic junction for packagi ng/ pronoting/ providi ng "outsourced
content" through a regionalized network of know edge networks
al ready operating on the |ocal, state, national, or international
| evel. Thus, as CGovernors Leavitt and Ronmer advocate, its
great est val ue-addi ng potential is to be centered on four
discrete tasks in today's fast capitalist econony:
1. Creating broader markets for existing educational and
assessnment services rather than by creating an
i ndependent capacity to provide those services.
2. Fostering the devel opnent of new products and/or
provi ders where unnet needs are identified and where

sharing the costs of materials devel opnent and
pronotion is possible.

3. Utilizing incentive (market) rather than regul atory
mechani snms to ensure the effective functioning of the
WGU.

4. Working to renove barriers to interstate fl ows of

educational activities and conpetency-based assessnents
(Western Governors Associ ation, 1997).

The bottomine here is "the bottomine" as the market reckons it,
or the neoliberal faith that "the W3U can provi de significant
benefits to all of its constituent groups at |ower cost than
current approaches"” (Western Governors Association, 1997).

The whol e point of innovation for the WGU since its | aunch
in 1996 has not been technological: it has instead been
institutional, using technology and conpetition "to break down
the barriers of regul ations, bureaucracies, tradition, and turf"
(Western Governors Association, 1997). And, this approach has
attracted considerable corporate interests, including a | arge
grant in February 1997 fromthe AT&T Foundation. As R ck Bail ey,
AT&T's | aw and government public affairs vice president and WU

Board of Trustee's nenber asserts, "AT&T is commtted to
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supporting projects that benefit education and serve the needs of
the public...The Western Governors University is clearly such a
project. It's a bold, 'break the nold" approach to higher
education in the western states"” (Wstern Governors Associ ati on,
1997). Wiile the WaU features a few schools wth established
academ c reputations, like the University of Hawaii, WAshington
State University, and Northern Arizona University, many of its
menbers are much | ess distinguished, |ike Eastern New Mexi co

Uni versity, Colorado Electronic Community Coll ege, and Chadron
State Coll ege (Nebraska), as sites of scholarly research or
university-level teaching. Despite this obvious |ack of solid,

hi gh-qual ity academ c foundations, the WBJ s devel opnent pl ans
for the virtual university, even though the school has yet served
fewer than 100 students, already have acquired awesone nythic

di nensi ons. Indeed, the WBU has exploited this bizarre fane in a
canned Power Point denonstration on its websites, which begins
wth this screen: "Wstern Governors University...at tines,
reputation precedes reality" (Wstern Governors Associ ati on,
1997).

Critics of higher education on traditional canpuses, |ike
Governors Leavitt and Roner, fall prey to the fallacy of
generalization, believing the resistance to change that they see
in one state or at one institution is true of all other states
and institutions. |In fact, nmuch of the innovation, as the
Virginia Tech Cyberschool indicates, driving the depl oynent of

conputers in higher education begins first, and voluntarily so,
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on many different university canmpuses. Sonething else, then
cones into play with criticisns |ike those from Governor Leavitt
of Utah, which articulates the cost-cutting agendas of neo-
liberalismin the political econony of post-Cold War wel fare

st at es.

| f we can associ ate |Indiana University, Colorado University
or North Carolina State University wth the states that have
taxed their citizens and businesses to support them then "the
virtual university" by the WU nust be recogni zed as a very
contenporary artifact of the current neoliberal era: "the
virtual state." Instead of standing for a political community's
vision of its self and society as a special site for civic
Bil dung, like the traditional university has always tried to do,
the WBU is a creature of states that have virtually repudi ated
their sovereign mssion in favor of franchising out once public
authority to private concerns as well as facilitating the
busi ness ventures of big corporations. W3J puts corporate and
commercial providers as well|l as other sovereign state providers
of educational services on a par wth public universities from
within its home base states by submtting all to its conpetency
regi ne of degree accrediting.

Even though it is a non-profit, private corporation, the WU
hopes to make noney by brokering know edge sources to | earning
clients--private individuals, corporate concerns, and other
public entities. By 2006, or ten years after its inception, the

WGEU hopes to enroll 8,000 students in its conpetency based degree
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prograns, or that market where states have traditionally
supported public education, but it also wants to see 15, 000
students in its job skills-oriented certificate prograns, 30,000
students in corporate training prograns, and 42,000 students
taking classes fromother institutions--public and private, state
and corporate, intro-W3UJ state and non-W3U state--to neet its
busi ness pl an obj ectives (Blunmenstyk, 1998: 21). The
virtualization of state is readily apparent in these goals, which
center upon not the ultimate socialization of 18-to-23 year olds
but rather upon the job training of over 25 age students.

These tendencies toward the virtualization of state power at
this virtual university also are supported by its admnistrative
structures. Only two of its fourteen trustees, Clara M Lovett
and Sarmuel H. Smth, respectively Presidents of Northern Arizona
Uni versity and Washi ngton State University, are, in fact,
academ cs. The board of trustees are co-chaired by Mchael O
Leavitt, Governor of U ah, and Roy Roner, Governor of Col orado.
Anot her eight trustees are corporate and big not-for-profit
foundati on executives: Rick Bailey, VP for Federal Governnent
Affairs at AT&T; Eric A Benhanou, President and CEOQ, 3Com
Corporation; David Gardner, President, WIlliam & Flora Hew ett
Foundati on; Barbara Gordon, VP for d obal Accounts at Sun
M crosystens; Frank Mayadas, Senior Program O ficer and Executive
Director, Alfred P. Sloane Foundation; Eric Schmt, CEO of
Novel I, Inc.; and, Anne-Lee Verville, former General Manager of

A obal Education Industry, IBM Two other politicos fill out the
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ranks: Jim Geringer, Governor of Wom ng, and David Powers,
Executive Director of the Nebraska Coordi nati ng Conm ssi on on
Hi gher Education (Bl unenstyk, 1998A: A22).
This capability for on-line |learning at Western Governors
University is intriguing, but critics wongly m stake these
t echnol ogi cal bell s-and-whistles as the real innovations of W3U.
In fact, on-line | earning al ready has been avail abl e at many
ot her schools, including Virginia Tech, for three, five or nore
years. The bigger changes at Western Governors University are
enbedded in the institutional assunptions behind its operations
and structures. Utah Governor Mchael O Leavitt, one of W&aU s
mai n architects, attacks the synbolic econony of "academ c
credits" that underpins higher education, arguing its systens of
val ori zation are antiquated, nonopolistic, and irrational.
Because its value is tied to institutional prestige, its
transportability is limted due to incommensurate transferability
standards, and its worth is weighed only in the aggregate as
pi eces of conpleted degrees, Leavitt's analysis of higher
education is sinple--it is a "kind of feudal system'--and his
solutions for its nodernization is direct--conpetition from"the
Internet, newinstitutions like the for-profit University of
Phoeni x....a plethora of corporate-sponsored training prograns
are creating vast opportunities for the kind of lifelong |earning
that many Anmericans now are seeking....'the market is driving it.
Peopl e are demanding it" (Blunmenstyk, 1998B: A23). In turn, the

WU will create its own new system of academ ¢ know edge units of
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val ue for easy exchange, conmon neasurenent, and permanent
storage in a new "kind of 'currency' --the tests of conpetencies
that will show whether the students have mastered the course
material....so that enployers and other institutions can at | east
be assured of what the student knows" (Bl unmenstyk, 1998B: A23).
Western Governors University, then, is about constructing a
new type of educational center, which essentially serves as a
br oker of know edge between outsourced content providers and
i ndividual client |earners whose joint coproduction of |earning
is then vetted by a common new regi ne of accreditation grounded
upon conpetency exam nations. As Governor Leavitt suggests, the
WU wil | operate as

a kind of New York Stock Exchange of technol ogy-
delivered courses.' He envisions a catalogue with
listings fromhundreds of institutions, corporations,
and publishers, giving students ready access to
t housands of educational opportunities” (Blunmenstyk,
1998A: A23).

Once it opens nore broadly in the com ng nonths, the WaU wi | |

push other regions toward this nodel, as one already sees with

t he Sout hern Regi onal El ectronic Canpus and the California

Virtual University.

Thi s nodel of higher education already has many devot ees.

Beneath it, the state would elect to end its financial support

for state university systens, seeing themas bastions of "a
feudal systent for outnoded guild privileges, and to shift its
financi al backing to systens of individual choice, giving

students vouchers to spend where the narketpl ace and conpet ency
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regi mne show t he best education can be had. Beside it, the market
coul d ball oon for savvy public-supported or clever for-profit
privatel y-backed institutes of higher |earning, building off of
popul ar frustrations with high taxes, elitist universities, and
declining degree values. And, behind it, business supposedly
woul d find many nore skilled workers faster, cheaper, and easier
than it does now, and at a | ower cost, as W3EUJ styl ed educati onal
consortia reduce the need to pay for expensive public university
systens. The real innovation of the WaU is this new synbolic
econony of academ c achi evenent, noral econony of persona

choi ce, and public econony of |ower costs.

The W&U nodel of building a virtual university is so
unfortunate, because it seens purposely devoted to devel opi ng
substitutes for traditional public and private universities by
undercutting their mssions of |iberal education, civic
soci alization, and universal enlightennent with narrowy focused
| abor force training agendas. |Instead of inviting traditional
universities to reformthenselves fromwthin, the public
senti nent behind the WBU pushes conpetitive marketpl ace pressures
onto the university canpus to conpel academ cs to nake change.
This nodel may work, but it also mght destroy many qualities of
university life that have nmade it so innovative for the econony
and society at large. Fortunately for now, the WU | acks a great
deal of credibility: it comes fromthe weakest, newest, and npst
powerl ess part of the US, or the Mountain West. Not one of its

menber institutions is considered a top-tier school in teaching
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or research, and only two small, regional state universities--
Northern Arizona and Washi ngton State--have representatives on
its governing board. In many ways, it is nore a "virtual junior

college,” than a virtual university.

O her states and traditional universities, which do not want
to forsake their sovereign mssion or historical roles, can,
nonet hel ess at the sane tinme, |learn sonething fromthe WU
virtual university, and begin to apply it in their own policies
and prograns at a supplenent to, instead of a substitute for,
tradi tional nodes of F2F education. These noves m ght add
sonet hing new to existing styles of teaching, serve new
constituencies of place-bound over-25 students, and provide
hi gher quality academ c credits, degrees, and lessons to a
changi ng mar ket pl ace before comrerci al providers nake nore
inroads into this vitally inportant dinension of our collective
life.

V. M©More Markets, Mre Questions

Most di nmensions of |life connected to econonm c production, as
the W&U i ndi cat es, have been col oni zed and captured | ong ago by
instrunental rationality and the | ogic of commodification. The
worl d of work and circuits of consunption see conpetitive markets
setting their exchange value, and defining, in turn, the
practical standards for their business operations. Even so,
there are spheres of existence still relatively untransforned by
such forces, and nost of themlie in the dinensions of cultural

reproduction. Wiile there are obvious exceptions to these rules,
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many people still believe that famly life, religious faith,
artistic work, national identity, and general education should
not be subject to the same naked rel ations of nodern buying and
selling out in the marketplace. And, when such relations do
occur, they often are associated with poor quality, bad taste or
even fundanental immorality.

Strangely enough, however, distance education has been one
area where these negative associations are often nade, but not
al ways and usually for the wong reasons. On-line teaching is a
fast growi ng distance educati on node, but, as the WaU s pl ans
show, it usually is pitched at "mature" students beyond the
typical 18-23 year old market. On-line teaching arguably is best
suited for the life-long | earning student, and the acceptance of
it has increased as the proportion of these nmenbers of the
student body has grown. In 1972, 28 percent of college and
university students were over 25, a figure that rose to 34
percent in 1980, and 41 percent in 1994 (CGuberni ck and Ebeli ng,
June 19, 1997). Consequently, there has been an expl osi on of

di stance learning in the 1990s. During 1993, Peterson's Coll ege

Quide listed 93 schools with on-line courses avail able for

enrollment. 1997's edition tallied up 762 such institutions, and
over 1 mllion college and university students are taking on-line
courses as opposed to 13 mllion in traditional contact
institutions (Gubernick and Ebeling, June 19, 1997). Merely
nmeeti ng these nounting needs, however, is not what distance

| earning i s about.
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A D stance Education as Market Thinking
As Forbes confidently asserts, "Mdern technol ogy brings

education to the students rather than forcing students to
subsi di ze fancy canpuses and feather bedding faculties (Gubernick
and Ebeling, June 19, 1997: 3). Once liberated from such
overdone sites of subsidy, in turn, Forbes al so believes students
"Wll willingly dispense with the beer drinking, dating, and
fell owshi p* of on canpus life, because "the aimis to deliver a
basi ¢ product at a reasonable price" (Gubernick and Ebeling, June
19, 1997: 4). Here education as |abor force training is being
substituted for personal |iberation and social cultivation in the
assunption of delivering "a basic product at a reasonable price."

Busi ness wants it both ways. First, it knows higher education,
as even the Education Comm ssion of the States found, is one of
the top two or three priorities of nost political jurisdictions
(Schm dt, 1998: A38). Still, it does not want to pay taxes to
cover these social overhead costs, because it serves the
interests of its profits. And, second, it still needs a skilled
wor kf orce equi pped with basic, reasonably priced education to run
its firnms and factories. Hence, it agrees with MIton Friednman
that universities could dispense with athletics, research, and
student services and provide cyberstudents a degree "at a
fraction of the cost of attending a traditional |vy League
col | ege" (Q@ibernick and Ebeling, June 19, 1997: 4). In turn, the
upper crust can then send their offspring to expensive, contact

institutions, like Princeton, Yale or Harvard, to get the best
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education that face-to-face contact can buy wi thout interference
fromthe working classes.

The capitul ation of many hi gher education outlets to the
mar ket pl ace | eaves the original mssion of nodern universities
hanging in linbo as state governors, university governing boards,
and sonetines even the public increasingly expect different
outcones froma coll ege education. The purposes of civic Bildung
requi red by Al exander von Hunbol dt or the freedons of I|i beral
| earni ng hoped for by Cardi nal Newman are being tranpled in the
guest to retrain "the labor force" to suit the corporate sector.
As CGovernor Paul E. Patton of Kentucky, chair-elect of the
Educati on Commi ssion of the States, asserts with regard to
col | ege graduates, "we have busi nesses demandi ng a product that,
in many cases, they are not finding....It's not that we're doing
a bad job. W're just not doing enough" (Schmdt, 1998: A38). A
recent survey of thirty-five governors by the Education
Comm ssi on di scovered that these chief executives believe nost
col |l eges and universities are unresponsive to state needs,
faculty tenure should not be protected, and research that offers
no clear benefit to the state ought to be halted. Speaking about
t hese issues with sone apparent omi science, Kay M MOC enny, the
vi ce-president of the Education Comm ssion, said the governors
were drawi ng distinctions between academ c research "that is
fundanental ly inportant and to society versus the stuff that is
generated to pronote tenure" (Schm dt, 1998: A38).

In this zone of active antagonismto |iberal education and
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academ c freedom the allegedly inefficient dinmensions of
education are being redlined for sacrifice to create savings and
i nprove services. Under the banner of accountability, higher
education is being pushed into the service of the corporate
sector, making econom c productivity, consunmer satisfaction, and

grow h pronotion the sine qua non of effective university

policies. And, to accelerate these market-buil di ng changes,
greater marketization is being pushed upon university

adm nistrations and faculties. |Indeed, 37 percent of state
governors agreed that Mcrosoft or D sney ought to be encouraged
to conpete with colleges and universities (Schm dt, 1998: A38).
Al'l of the governors polled by the Education Conm ssion of the
States believed "coll eges should be held nore accountable for
nmeeting state, local, and regional needs, and nearly all thought
it was inportant for states to |ink spending on colleges with
institutional performance, put nore enphasis on faculty
productivity, give students incentives to pursue careers in
certain fields, and reorgani ze sectors of education into a

seanl ess system covering kindergarten through the first two years
of college,” while, at the sanme tine, helping to stinmulate
"conpetition anong hi gher-education institutions and between the
field s private and public sectors, have coll eges collaborate

W th businesses in developing their curricula, and integrate
applied or on-the-job experiences into academ c prograns”

(Schmi dt, 1998: A38).

This structural shift toward the virtual university rel eases
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sonme of its nonentumin existing colleges and universities,
pushing digital discursive tools and electronic docunents into
the everyday practices of teaching, departnmental adm nistration
and professional academ c research. At Virginia Tech, al

faculty are given new personal conputers every few years in
exchange for sitting with educational technologists in a series
of two, three or four day workshops, at UCLA the Instructional
Enhancenment Initiative is building web pages for every course at
the university, and a the University of Florida all 42,000 of its
students will be required to have personal conputers in the 1998-
1999 academ c year (Young, 1998: A 29; and, MCol lum 1998: A27-
29). These specific initiatives are illustrations of how shifts
in university technocul tures are being backed by institutional
prograns to transfer new techniques and tools to those who need
to thrive in the energent technocul ture.

Yet, fewrealize how these are neither one-tinme expenditures
nor finished projects. Instead, these strategic decisions are
structural reorientations in the manner of professional work, the
nmode of conmuni cati ng know edge/i nfornmati on/wi sdom and the
matricul ation of students at American universities. Not all of
the critics' charges are unwarranted, but the substantive
manageri al prejudices tipped in favor of business, the
willingness to |let private sector solutions rule sinply because
they are privately exercised, and the dangerous acceptance of
busi nesses designing curricula are all marks of a sinplistic

i deol ogy at work inasnmuch as there is little sign of any reasoned
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anal ysis of the facts. The gl obalization of business over the
past fifty years is not a story in which private entrepreneurs
worried much about the civic life or noral autonony of those they
were selling to, buying from or |eaving behind in search of
profit. Allow ng business to set the standards for intellectual
activity wll quickly lead to liberal |earning, individual
aut onony, and cultural Bildung being witten off as inefficient,
unproductive, and wasteful. And, while graduates m ght be |ess
ill-prepared for the | abor force, they will be essentially
unprepared for the rigors of their civic life or personal
devel opment during their days in the working class.

B. Nai ve Instrunmentalismvs. Paranoid Anticomercialism

Worries about enploynent |evels and job control at the
virtual university are very valid concerns for professors,
especially given all of this raw market rhetoric; but, it is not
clear that technol ogy per se is causing enployment to be |ost or
personal autonony in the workplace to be abridged. On the one
hand, it is evident that tenure-track enploynent |evels have been
declining as university admnistrators hire nore part-tine and
non-tenure track professionals out of the swelling contingent
| abor force of PhD-holding workers. AAUP figures from 1995
indicate that the proportion of the professorate working on non-
tenureabl e contracts rose from 19 percent in 1975 to 28 percent
in 1995, while tenure track contracts fell from29 percent to 20
percent in the sanme period (WIlson, 1998: Al12). Overall

proportion of tenured professors held constant at 52 percent in
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1975 and 1995, but the nunber of non-tenure track professors
working full tinme nearly doubled from 1975 to 1995 as the nunber
of full-time tenure track professors fell 12 percent (WI son,
1998: Al12). Part-tiners and non-tenure track talent is estimted
at 42 percent of all instructors nationwde in 1998, while this
figure stood at only 22 percent in 1970 (Wl son, 1998: Al2). On
t he ot her hand, however, these figures show that tenure track
enpl oynent has been erodi ng dangerously for nearly three decades,
and at this point technol ogical innovations cannot be bl amed for
causing this tendency. Still, the wllingness to use part-tine
and tenure track enpl oyees to save noney also cones with a
W llingness to pressure theminto utilizing these technologies in
their work. David L. Potter, provost at George Mason University,
notes "we get a |lot of energy out of non-tenure track people,"”
and "these people cone cheaper than a tenure-track hire" (WIson,
1998: Al14). Because they work for |less, have no job security,
and are entitled to no academ c freedom these kinds of workers
can be expected to adapt thenselves to technol ogy-intensive
teaching in which they mght nerely tend software structures,
contribute nothing creatively to the teaching m ssion, and
conformto soneone el se's standardi zed curricul um

The job control issue is one that can cut both ways with
t echnol ogi cal | y enhanced teaching. At this juncture, before an
extensive | ock-in has had a chance to solidfy, the first waves of
i nnovat ors have trenendous opportunities to exercise

extraordi nary autonony in a context of great fernment as they
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experinment wth many radi cal changes in the acadeny. Yet, the
prospects of big noney to be nmade here are nobilizing hardware,
orgware, and software manufacturers. And, once their devel opnent
contracts and production cycles |ock many universities into using
their goods and services, there will be nmuch | ess personal
control by professors over their workplaces. Even now, existing
forms of on-line teaching are constrained by strict |icensing
agreenents, intellectual property rights, rigid copyright rules,
i nconpati bl e machi ne platforns, spotty ISP services, and bl oated
equi pnent interfaces, all of which |essen individual creativity
and freedomin teaching.

This question is particularly significant in the 1990s
because of the very hierarchical, top-down fashion in which nost
American universities are managed. Qite often, the higher
central admnistration at any university is staffed by people who
do not teach now, and may indeed have never taught.

Consequently, virtually none of them have used digital teaching
t echnol ogi es, which have energed for the nost part only in the

| ast five years, and only a few really understand what is
involved in using them Yet, these sanme adm nistrators
increasingly treat higher education as a business in which, as
Mary Burgan, AAUP general secretary, says, "you hire and fire at
will" (WIlson, 1998: Al12). The stage, then, is set for people,
i ke Wal | ace Loh, fornmer dean of the College of Law at the

Uni versity of Washi ngton and now hi gher-educati on adviser to

Washi ngton's Governor, Gary Locke, to tout the "brave new world
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of digital education" (Mnaghan, 1998A: 1). On this new terrain,
Loh believes higher education should undergo, and rightly so in
his mnd, "the sanme kind of rigorous reorganization that has
taken place in health care-style in recent years" (Mpnaghan,
1998B: A23). W th new technol ogi es, and am dst a managed care

styl e perestroi ka, Loh believes faculty at Washington's public

col l eges and universities could accommbdat e anot her 20,000 to
80, 000 students by the year 2020 without a massive new i nfusion
of resources, because they would essentially |lose their job
control and professional autonony: "sonme could design course
software, while others could teach or serve in traditional
faculty rol es" (Mnaghan, 1998B: A23). Faculty at the University
of Washi ngton, who do teach and many tines use this technol ogy,
are, of course resisting Loh's vision, arguing it strives to
"carel essly echo corporate fads w thout taking into account the
al ready downsi zed nature of the state's universities and
col | eges” (Mnaghan, 1998B: AZ26).

Loh's cel ebration of cybernetic flexibility | eads hi m down
the road of "naive instrumentalism' as he touts the ommi potence
of networks, claimng before the people of Washi ngton state that
"where you live--even if you live in Forks or Zillah--won't be a
barrier to | earning, because technology will make both teachers
and know edge avail able worl dwi de. So you m ght take a course
froma university in Japan or China or Bel giunt (Mnaghan, 1998A:
3). Loh's naivete here is considerable, but it displays quite

aptly the unconscious equation of nore technology with nore
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personal choice, additional market variety or greater
instrunmental control. The fact that technol ogical availability
itself can be a barrier, where you live is purposely organi zed
to be a barrier to many things, and worl dw de access for a fewis
going to be another barrier for the many escape Loh's
consi deration because it would nmake his "brave new worl d of
di gital education" seemto nuch |ike the cowering old world of
F2F learning. Oher academ cs, |like former banker and now
M chigan State University president, Peter MPherson, actually
wel cone t hese tendenci es as unavoi dabl e natural events because of
mar ket pressures: "every sector of business that has gone
through this struggle has always said "we can't do it.' That's
what health care said, that's what the autonobile conpanies said.
But the markets do work, and change does cone" (Forbes, June 19,
1997: 3). Even though he does not teach this way hinself, Peter
Drucker al so signs off on market nonmentum as necessary and

inevitable. "Universities won't survive," Drucker asserts, "the
future is outside the traditional canpus, outside the traditiona
classroom Distance learning is comng on fast" (Forbes, June
19, 1997: 1).

All of this may be true, but it also displays a high | eve
of naive instrunmentalismwith regard to teaching, |earning,
technol ogy, and tradition. Because conputers are being used, as
with health care, autonobile manufacturing, or business at |arge,

hi gher education is assunmed to be just another business, when it

is clear that it is not. Even so, voices |like Loh's, MPherson's
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or Drucker's naively claimthat the instrumentalities of
conputers can be used to only create greater efficiency,
flexibility or productivity. And, once this occurs, everything
will otherwise nore or less remain equal. 1In other words,
instrunments only do what we believe they will and/or what we
direct themtoward doing. Yet, all indications are that these
expectations are fal se.

Loh's utopian vision of transnational education, for
exanple, is technically feasible, but also socially and
culturally subversive. Education is about social reproduction:
bei ng a Bel gi an, Chi nese, or Japanese i medi ately becom ng
problematic if Bel gians are teaching Chi nese, Chinese instructing
Aneri cans, and Anerican professing before Japanese. For sone it
m ght seem | i ke the pedagogi cal foundations of Kant's perpetual
peace, but the WMWVhonme pages of nost right wing extrem st groups
argue that this is the mark of the beast: the advent of the New
Wrld Order. Business mght want all of them buying the basic
products of workforce preparedness, but Bel gi ans, Chinese, and
Aneri cans have wanted to teach sonething extra: Belgian culture,
Chi nese civilization, American denocracy. The technology and the
mar ket pl ace will flush this all in favor of performativity or
nmor e enpl oyabl e skills.

Drucker' s ideol ogical attachment to markets and technol ogy
ratifies this change: the future is outside, beyond, ahead of
the "traditional" canpus and cl assroom Perhaps, but then again

t hose pl aces are technol ogi es, too, and what has been going on
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there is civic cultivation, personal |iberation, cultural
devel opnent. For sone, athletics is a form of individual
subjectivity to cultivate a type of noral agent, political actor,
and team pl ayer, and for others research has been an effort to
constantly redynam ci ze human cul tural devel opnent. So
Friedman's naive instrunentalismverges upon the tacitly
totalitarian vision of nmany econom sts, once again, know ng best
what all other humans need, want or desire. Distance learning is
comng on fast, but these anti-intellectual dism ssals of the
university are quite distant fromwhat has been understood as
real learning. Indeed, |ike MPherson, these analyses turn
degrees into basic comodities, |ike station wagons, hanburgers,
or full hospital beds, and then pontificate about how their
provi sion nmust follow the same nodes of production as GM
McDonal ds, and Col unbi a HCA

The reality of the commodification m ndset suffusing
Aneri can higher education cannot be denied, especially in the
face of declining public support and governnent funding. A quick

pass through recent issues of The Chronicle of Hi gher Education

reveals this national forumfor sone collective consideration of
the university exam ning "boomtinmes" for the for-profit higher
education industry (Strosnider, 1998: A36-38), the grip of

M crosoft on college and university information technol ogies (The
Chronicle, April 24, 1998: A27-34), visions of profit with
digital presses fromuniversity libraries (Quernsey, 1998. A27-

18), and the struggle over property rights as well as profit
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potentials in the devel opnent of on-line courses (Guernsey and
Young, 1998: A21-23). W live in a capitalist society after the
end of the Cold War, and it seens unlikely that the narketplace
as a general background condition will collapse in the near
future. Nevertheless, this does not nean that everything is now,
or should be in the future, a commodity.

Just as one ought not to be seduced by these visions of
neutral utopian necessity in the naive instrunentalist reading of
conput er - medi at ed communi cation, so too should one not fal
victim |ike David Noble, to a position of "paranoid
anticomrercialisnt in which anything digital is superefficient
capitalismat work. Conputers, in fact, can change everything;
and, if you do not believe that it wll, then sinply listen
attentively to what often quoted enthusiasts |ike Loh, Drucker or
McPherson claim Once brought on-line, education on-line wll
burst on the academ c scene in a big way, but not necessarily at
a profit. Many universities in the USA have econom c devel opnent
officers, corporate research parks, sponsored research
adm nistrators, intellectual property attorneys, and patent
procurenent personnel already hard at work transform ng faculty
into producers of product. So Noble's plaintive call to resist
commodi fication now, because it m ght erode the "independence and
job security of the faculty" (Young, 1998A. A29) clearly is many
days late and a few dollars short.

Again, in not apparently having taught this way hinself,

Nobl e fails to see how noncommodi fi abl e much of human know edge
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actually is. In practice, nost universities are finding Forbes

i deol ogi cal i1 ncantations about intrinsic efficiencies in conputer
based technologies to be utterly wong-headed. Digitalization
costs nore, not less. It takes nore people, not fewer. Optinal
class size on-line often falls, not increases. Conputer
technology is a rapidly obsol esci ng permanent cost, not |ong
payi ng i nvestnents. Students nmust work nore, and far actively,
not | ess and nuch nore passively. Hence, nost distance |earning
is heavily subsidized, like Third Wrld country airlines or the
Soviet mlitary units, by other on-canpus activities, and it
cannot face successfully a rigorous audit. Yet, at the sane
tinme, naive instrunentalismfromabove and the right ought not to
be met only by paranoid anti commercialismfrom bel ow and t he

left. Just as Jereny Rifkin has energed as the bete noire of the

bi ot echnol ogy i ndustry, David Noble, a noted historian of

technol ogy from York University in Toronto/Ontario, is being
pumped up into a knee-jerk critic of all on-line teaching per se
after attacking UCLA's recent efforts to institute a "one course,
one web page" program of conputerization (Young, 1998B: A31l).

In an WAV essay, Noble (1997) attacks all digitalization
efforts as nothing but purposive exercises in commodification by
university admnistrators to sell on-line materials on the open
market. At a conference convened in May 1998 at Harvey Midd
College in Clarenont, California, Noble declared "it's high noon

for higher education," because digital technol ogies boil down to

a "transformation of faculty into producers of product” (Young,
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1998A: A29). The World War/Cold War grant getting ganes of the
1914- 1989 era long ago transfornmed universities and their
faculties into producers of product. This process was far
advanced in 1994 when the WAMVwas insignificant; it did not
suddenly begin only then in strictly marketpl ace terns.
Consequently, the paranoid anti commercialismof people |ike Noble
is msplaced. Digitalization is another sign of deeper changes
al ready af oot before Netscape's advent, and it represents a
bi gger shift in contenporary |earning cultures than the
commmodi fi cati on agendas that have poi soned university life since
at | east the stagflation days of the 1970s.

O course, digitalization will advance new waves of
commodi fication in know edge production, ranging from massive
digital library technologies to tiny desktop courseware packages.

Even though it is unclear who will buy such goods, and while

there are thousands of conpeting providers with the sane product,
"the growt h of distance education and the w despread use of
mul ti medi a course material s have convi nced sonme adm nistrators
and faculty nenbers that they're sitting on gold m nes" (CGuernsey
and Young, 1998: A21). The future that Noble fears is possible,
but the present is one in which devel opnment costs, |egal
confusion, bandw dth constraints, cultural inertia, and uncertain
profits all stand in the way of nmuch ranpant econom c success.
Mar kets are markets, as Noble and Drucker both note in their own
ways, but markets for art, gold, stocks, currency or weapons al

behave very differently in the abstract, nmuch | ess concretely in

45



Norway, lran, Thailand, or Brazil. Digitalization will |ead
prof essors to produce product, adm nistrators to clai mownership,
students to purchase use rights, conpanies to distribute access,
but it is not at all clear that this commodification wll
reval ori ze contingent investnents sufficiently to recover any
over head, nuch less turn back serious points on margin. And, if
it does, it will happen very differently at various schools in
many different places.

Critiques like Noble's run afoul of an assunption of
"Disneyification." On the one hand, there is an alliance of
har dware, software and connectivity providers who want to
transf orm education into product through expensive multinedi a
production. This can occur, and there are efforts afoot to work
wonders for learning, particularly for the K-12 narket. In the
future, there m ght be enough basic bandw dth and installed
equi pnent to nake this workable everywhere, but this is not true
now. On the other hand, on-line | earning al ready has been
devel oping at universities for five years using nuch nore basic
and i nexpensive techniques to generate a new m x of active
t el epresence, asynchronous interactivity, and on-line conmunity
t hrough demandi ng fornms of digital discourse. These approaches
nmust adapt to the limted bandw dth, often antiquated equi pnent,
and basic user skills actually existing now. So, nobst on-
| earning is comoditized neither thoroughly nor effectively,
because it assunes a |l evel of user coproduction that evades

Di sneyified comodi fication. Even D sney has discovered this
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reality out in the education market at its new Cel ebration
centers in Florida where it once aspired to teach life-long
education courses in quite substantive areas of study. Alnost no
one took them so Disney is back to teaching French cooking,
musi ¢ appreci ation, and watercol or painting.

V. The Virtual University and Performativity

Having said all of this, the new university technocul tures
of on-line learning still are markers of major cultural,
econom c, and political change. The devel opnent of digital
domai ns on-line erodes the sovereign authority and excl usive
territoriality of nation states by reconfiguring the entire gl obe
into a vast internal market for nobile, flexible networks of

transnational capital. Wile it is not "friction-free," Lyotard
suggests, "econom c powers have reached the point of inperiling
the stability of the State through new forns of the circulation

of capital that go by the generic nanme of mnultinational

corporations,"” and these new nodes of circulation "inply that

i nvest ment deci sions have, at least in part, passed beyond the
control of the nation-states" (1984: 5). These capital
formations, in turn, allow private interests to contest public
authorities in a continual contest wi thin cyberspace over "who
will know' as telematic technol ogies "make the information used
i n decision making (and therefore the neans of control) even nore
nmobi | e and subject to piracy" (Lyotard, 1984: 6).

Such on-line resources are growi ng so pervasive that bits

are becom ng neasures of value, power, and know edge. In the
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tel emetries of cyberspace, know edge begins "circul ati ng al ong
the sane |lines as noney, instead of for its 'educational' value
or political (admnistrative, diplomatic, mlitary) inportance;
the pertinent distinction would no | onger be between know edge
and ignorance, but rather, as is the case with noney, between
"paynent know edge' and 'investnent know edge'--in other words,
bet ween units of know edge exchange in a daily maintenance
framework (the reconstitution of the work force, 'survival')
versus funds of know edge dedicated to optim zing the performance
of a project” (Lyotard, 1984: 6).

Fabricating these digital domains, and then continuously
struggling to master their telenetrical terrain, fulfills
Lyotard' s propheci es about "the postnodern condition."” That is,
"know edge in the formof an informational commodity
i ndi spensabl e to productive power is already, and wll continue
to be, a major--perhaps the major--stake in the worl dw de

conpetition for power," in fact, the struggle over cyberspace
intranationally and transnationally illustrates how fully the
residents of nation-states nust fight for "control of
information, just as they battled in the past for control over
territory, and afterwards for control of access to and
exploitation of raw materials and cheap | abor" (Lyotard, 1984:
5). Today, data/information/know edge in telenmatic forns, on-
line and off-line, "is and will be produced in order to be sold,

it is and will be consuned in order to be valorized in a new

production: in both cases, the goal is exchange" (Lyotard, 1984:
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4). In another register, Negroponte continuously puffs up the
potentialities of this change as "being digital" (1995: 11-20),
which leads to a celebration of digitalization as the | atest
grand nonent of nodernization. The shift froma society
organi zed around maki ng and noving nmatter, or "atons," to one
focused upon inventing and integrating information, or "bits."
In this fast capitalist econony, everything in society, the
mar ket pl ace, and cul ture,
...1s made conditional on performativity. The
redefinition of the nornms of life consists in enhancing
the system s conpetence for power. That this is the
case is particularly evident in the introduction of
telematic technol ogy: the technocrats see in telematics
a promse of |iberalization and enrichnment in the
interactions between interlocuters; but what makes this
process attractive for themis that it will result in
new tensions in the system and these will lead to an
inprovenent in its performativity (Lyotard, 1984: 64).
The social pragmatics of performative capital slowy supplant a
deeply enbedded netanarrative of grounded social contracts once
set-in-place wth the | oosely defined just-in-tinme protocols of
fluid tenporary arrangenents. The inpermanent understandi ng of
personal and social identity in such transnational nmarkets is now
favored "due to its greater flexibility, |lower cost, and the
creative turnoil of its acconpanying notivations--all of these
factors contribute to increased operativity" (Lyotard, 1984: 66).
These observations from Lyotard provide a much needed franme
of reference to place around the project of conputer-nedi ated
di stance education. For better or worse, the node of information

as well as the node of production are reshaping rapidly and rawy
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the node of instruction. The acts and artifacts that anchored
traditional technocultures of teaching are being suppl enented by
t hose devel oping in new technocul tures--both on canpus and off,
during work hours and after, in disciplines and outside of them
Too many enthusiasts for the use of conputers in teaching get
stuck on their machi nes at honme when, in fact, no machi nes stand
al one and apart fromthese | arger changes in conpanies, narkets,
states, and societies all over the world.

The eclipse of national territoriality by transnati onal
telenetry follows fromthe "omipolitanization" of the planet
Earth over the past two or three decades of gl obal capitalist
devel opment. Qmipolitanization flows fromthe
hyper concentrati on of urbani zed val ues and practices in a "worl d-

city, the city to end all cities,” and "in these basically

eccentric or, if you like, omipolitan conditions, the various

social and cultural realities that still constitute a nation's
weal th" give way to unsettled inpermanent fornms of community in
whi ch many social forns of exchange "will no |onger |ook any
different fromthe--automatic--interconnection of financial

mar kets today" (Virilio, 1997: 75). In keeping with Janeson's
expl orations of postnodernity, omipolitanization "is what you
have when the noderni zation process is conplete and nature is
gone for good" (1991: ix). Econony and society, culture and
politics, science and technol ogy assune the qualities of an
artificial second nature with their own tinme wthin/over/beyond

the now | ost rhythnms of first nature's geophysical tine and
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space, which are now |l ong gone in the dust of nultiple
nmoder ni zing projects. Economcs and politics here, as
telenetrical cyberspaces indicate, are increasingly unhinged from
fixed social formations (R fkin, 1995).

After learning on-line, and then working on-line, those who
col | aborate culturally, economcally, and politically in the
col l ective construction of actual transnational communities in
telematic telemetries may, in turn, not necessarily hold as dear
their nomnal nationality within traditional territorial space
(Reich, 1991). Instead, they increasingly slip into other
organi zati onal registers. Once there, in many on-1line
applications, where telematic tine and space |let them work and
live virtually, they often becone co-accel erant, comnotive, or
con-chronous agents of fast capitalist firnms, digital design
alliances or performative professional groups. Myving fromthe
spati o-tenporal perspectives of territoriality to the

accel eration effects of instant communication, "all of Earth's
i nhabitants may well w nd up thinking of thensel ves nore as

contenporaries than as citizens; they may in the process slip out

of the contiguous space, distributed by quota, of the old Nation-
State (or City-State), which harbored the denps, and into the
atopic community of a "Planet-State" that unfolds as "a sort of

omi politan periphery whose centre will be nowhere and

circunference everywhere" (Virilio, 1995: 36). Individuals, in

turn, may judge their personal success in these omipolitan

spaces nore often by the goods and services shared by the other
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"successful fifth" of global coaccelerants than by the condition
of the "failed four-fifths," who while they still are their

coi nhabitants in sone fixed place, they are no | onger commotive
contenporaries riding along with themon the fast capitali st
tracks in polyglot global flows (Reich, 1991).

This nore borderless world of digital exchange al so
constitutes a standing invitation for all to becone even nore
"orderl ess" as such technoeconom c flows displace once heavily
enpl aced social formations and individual activities. As one of
the key architects of these changes asserts, the nost rational
formof global order will be one of conpletely un-stated
(b)orderl essness. Echoing Governors Leavitt's and Roner's hopes
for the WU, the state apparatus, either on-line or off-Iline,
should do nothing to retard global flows. It should instead
serve as an accelerant, changing its services froma civic
national to a private nodal focus "so as to: allow individuals
access to the best and cheapest goods and services from anywhere
in the world; help corporations provide stable and rewardi ng j obs
anywhere in the world regardl ess of the corporation's national
identity; coordinate activities with other governnents to
mnimze conflicts arising fromnarrow i nterest; avoid abrupt
changes in econom ¢ and social fundanental s" (Chrmae, 1990:
appx.).

VI. Epilogue: Digital Technoculture

Universities, like all social institutions, enbed their

practices in very specific technol ogies and cultures in order to
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produce the goods and services of teaching, research and service.
Thousands of people nust master a particular technical know how
and share certain cultural neani ngs nmade mani fest in many
different acts and artifacts for any university to function
effectively. Digitalization represents a profound change in the
t echnol ogi es that many people have used to performtheir work at
universities, and the cultural assunptions used to operate in
pre-digitalized environments will not necessarily nmesh well in
digital systens of operation. On-line education represents a
maj or cultural transformation in university technocul tures, but,
as this analysis suggests, it is only one part of many |arger
social shifts toward digital discourses, docunents, and
disciplines as print is being supplanted by code in the
generation, circulation, and utilization of information.

Di scussions of technol ogy and education all too often becone
bogged down in purely technical analysis of the neans-ends
cal cul ations involved in getting nore academ c content out to
students faster, cheaper, better. Wile such debates have nerit,
they m ss the bigger questions of power and know edge inplied by
the nobilization of new technologies in the educational process.
Know how about know how is one of today's nost inportant forns
of power, and education about education is a key form of
knowl edge. A sophisticated awareness of these |inkages soon
di scl oses a great deal about variations in any given group of
i ndi vidual s' overall life changes, relative wealth, and power

potential. Likew se, a decision to use this technol ogy here
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rather than there or that technology later instead of now in
educati onal settings often expresses cultural preferences,
economc realities, and political expectations about i ndividual
val ues and collective goals in quite suggestive ways.
Consequently, these decisions are central rather than peripheral
to the workings of contenporary econom es and societies, and they
need to be considered very seriously.

D senbeddi ng education fromits traditional sites and styles
of provision, of course, imediately raises the probl em of
commodi fication. Yet, one already confronts the commodified
qualities of higher education at the start of every academ c year
i n evergreen newspaper stories about rising tuition costs or on
personal finance TV segnents about nonthly savings progranms to
finance a coll ege degree for new babies. A college education has
been neither mandatory nor free in the United States, and, as a
di scretionary purchase, it has had commodified qualities for a
very long while. Nonetheless, a college degree has al so been a
fairly inmmobil e bundl e of interconnected, place-dependent goods
whose benefits were derived froman extended stay with a specific
faculty to be exposed to their unique curricular prograns of
study, which culmnated as a conpl eted educational transaction
with the student winning a degree. Money was paid and work was
performed to convey education services, but these services are
difficult to quantify or classify apart froma degree. The
degree, as a commonly accepted credential, is what represents,

guar ant ees, and denotes education attained, nmaking its
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commodi fication a very unwi el dy, often nonfungi ble, and basically
a quite conplicated process.

On-1ine education, however, as the WU illustrates, can work
on entirely different planes with many nore di screte
instructional units in a register of valorization tied to
i ndi vi dual conpetencies rather than university degrees. Here
sone regi me of conpetency testing and certification m ght define
know edge bits, skill sets, and functional abilities in ways that
specific short courses of study could capture and then transmt
to learners. Then a standard certification systemwould validate
their conpetency rather than a university faculty and
adm nistration attesting to sone vague ideal of education with a
degree that has been conveyed to the student after two, four, six
or eight years of study.

At the WBU, what was an inperfectly commodi fied product now
can circulate nore freely and widely, and the political econony
of each of its |earning packages changes significantly. Wo owns
it, who produces it, who uses it, what valorizes it, what
certifies it, what sells it, why fund it, why continue it, and
why protect it? These are all questions raised by the new
practices of on-line teaching. The continuing drift toward
greater individualization and broader globalization, as Beck
argues, does provide a new i npetus for conpetency regi nes and
personal certification in discrete skills. Still, the enduring
interest in grounded collective identities with deeper cultural

| ocali zati on supports the disciplines of degree wnning in nore
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uni versal traditions of learning. Nonetheless, the proliferating
possibilities for choice fromso many on-1line nmenus of |earning
will challenge any institutional solution to this problem as
students m x-and-match courses of study from many different
pl aces, and then either ask to include themin prograns of study
for degrees or appear before conpetency boards for skill
certification.

Wt hout being as apocal yptic about it as Birkerts is, the
process of digitalization itself, apart from and beyond
commodi fication, does bring a fundanental transformation in many
fixed forms of being. Wth the advent of conputer-nediated
communi cation, "the primary human rel ati ons--to space, tine,
nature, and to ot her peopl e--have been subjected to a warping
pressure that is something new under the sun....W have created
t he technol ogy that now only enables us to change our basic
nature, but that is making such change all but inevitable" (1994:
15). This change is caused by the nove fromprinted matter to
digital bits to accumulate, circulate, and mani pul ate stores of
know edge. There are, as Turkle (1996: 17) clains, different
"interface val ues" enbedded in each particular nmedium and those
enbodied in print inculcate a special neasured, |inear,
i ntrospective type of consciousness that have anchored our
under st andi ngs of hi gher education for several centuries.

| nasnuch as digital libraries with their own digital
di scourses, docunents, and disciplines supplant libraries of

print, a remarkabl e erasure of experience can indeed occur.
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Again, Birkerts asserts:

our entire collective subjective history--the soul of

our societal body--is encoded in print....if a person

turns fromprint--finding it too slow, too hard,

irrelevant to the excitenments of the present--then what

happens to that person's sense of culture and

continuity? (1994: 20).

Shrewdl y enough, Birkerts recognizes his worries and warnings are
overdeterm ned questions, |eaving no one effective path to take
one strand of the question out at a tine for easy anal ysis.
Instead we are left with a sense of profound | oss and

i mreasurabl e gain as the popularity of digital nodes of

comuni cation builds and spreads. Wthout succunbing to
Birkert's fears that everything changes unalterably, when it is
run through electronic circuitries, and nostly for the worse, we
should realize in the same nonent that everything will not remain
the sane only nowin silicon instead of on paper. Along the
fractures of this faultline, what is new and different in
digitalization nust be found so that we m ght address what i npact
it will have upon the technoculture of universities.

No technol ogy exists sinply as such with its own i manent
dynam cs separate and apart fromthe declared and inplied uses
for it. Some of these m ght be unintended and unanti ci pated, but
they too derive fromhuman use. On-line |earning today
represents a cluster of technical applications that has been
invested with special inportance and power. One does not need to

visit EDUCOM s or CAUSE s websites to wi tness conputer-nedi ated

communi cation tal ked up as being truly representative of "the
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com ng change,” "high tech alternatives,"” or, nost starkly, "an
inevitable future.” Al of this nmay be true, but only if people,
singly and in groups, do many things to turn such collective
anticipation into lived actuality. Quite often, other forces in
governnment, big business or the professions will steer the
realization of the future in particular directions, and the
current nythos of conputerization typically connects the

technol ogies of on-line learning to high paid jobs, the world of
wor k or national conpetitiveness. This collective of causal
forces cannot be ignored in on-line |earning; a quick glance at

t he agendas of EDUCOM or CAUSE i nmedi ately confirns this
observation. Nonethel ess, these technol ogies clearly can support
cultural pursuits beyond the world of work and apart fromthe
conduits of commerce, particularly if people consciously organize
themto serve these ends. But, here again, which people, where,
and for what purposes are questions that are still open.

VWhile all of these possibilities for cultural enhancenents
do exist, there are no assurances that every course in an on-line
format wll feature any or all of them Mreover, as Neal
suggests (1998: B4-5), there is no systematic appraisal of how,
why or when nmultinedi a techniques actually inprove | earning
beyond the "gee whi z" satisfactions of high technol ogy in
operation. Here doing it at all usually is taken as a
qualitative inprovenent, because no one else is doing nuch of it,

and it therefore | ooks, feels, sounds so different. Being

astounded, however, is not the sanme thing as actually making
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i nprovenents, and being different can also not work out well.
Consequently, a truly radical rethinking of educational discourse
in adigital register, which relies upon on-line classes and

el ectronic docunents, is needed in order to devel op guidelines
for a new university technoculture. Until and unless we
under st and how di gital discourses do what they have done in

| earni ng or inprove what has been done in teaching, two unsavory
outcones will continue: neo-conservative questioners of virtua
universities like Birkerts will continue to be heeded, and neo-
liberal reforners |ike Governor Leavitt of Utah will persist in
pushing his vision of the virtual university against traditional
| earning. Both devel opnents are an invitation to |learn nore
about everything that we do in cyberschools so that we m ght
teach nore effectively in defense of what is worth defending.

To say this, however, is not enough. 1In a context that
mlitates against anticipating the nature, direction, and inpact
of change, we nust try to think through the inplications of
digitalization upon the econony and society, culture and
government, individual and group. The containnent fields,

i nformati on banks, and energy sources constructed around print
since the fifteenth century are being put into question by
digital discourses, on-line communities, and el ectronic
docunents, despite what the proponents believe they are doing

Wi th conputers alone. Very few voices are raising issues of this
sort, but these questions need to be considered and coped with

before their unintended consequences derail or disable sone of

59



the positive changes that m ght arise out of these
transformations. The virtual university is a perfect place for
academ cs to enter these discussions. Wio builds it, howis it
built, why it will be built, and where it is built are al
gquestions whose answers will reshape academc life and the | arger
societies served by virtual universities in the years to cone for
better and for worse.

To conclude, there are nany ironies and i nconsi stencies at
work in learning on-line. At one level, getting nore conputers
into the classroomis only about that, and advancing or retarding
that change will help or hinder students in today's econony once
they graduate. Yet, at the sane tinme, naking these changes,
reconfigures settled patterns of behavior and thought--both on
and of f canpus--about what a university education ought to be
about, and how it should be attained. Once these
reconfigurations slip into or out of place, depending upon one's
expectations, everything else fromthe marketpl ace out beyond the
cl assroom abruptly intrudes into view

So, at a second level, building the virtual university,
either as a supplenent to or substitute for traditiona
universities, plays with the issues of nodernization and markets
as one reshapes, or refuses to reshape, teaching around new
conputing technol ogies. To resist conputers, one does, at the
sane tinme, try to stop the gromh of canpus conputing and al so
resist, if only for a nonment, the advance of an innmense

i nformational econony. This seens to validate the claimthat
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universities are only bastions of feudalism opposed to any
change. Yet, to advance conputerization, one wll, at the sane
time, assist the informationalization of econony and aid, if only
in sone small way, the proliferation of marketized behaviors
where it may be unappropriate and unwant ed.

Likewise, in an institution that val ues enduring collective
traditions, like the university, conputerization ironically is a
mechani sm for accentuating greater individualization through
relations tied to one student, one conputer, or, one |earner, one
node. Yet, for an institution that al so pronotes individual
achi evenent, conputerization can be a tool for accessing other
di mensi ons of many collective traditions through relations of
grounded in different cultures, different networks or nmany
collective identities, many websites. |In the final analysis,
noderni zation is neither a uninodal nor a unidirectional event,
and | earning on-line should be able to devel op al ong many
different paths in responding to its pressures, which can
preserve and el aborate upon its traditional m ssions of personal
liberation and civic cultivation without submtting entirely to

the dictates of excessive commercialization.
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