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FEATURE ARTICLE
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States represent a wide variety of purposes and clienteles.

Major research universities, selective liberal arts colleges,
religiously oriented colleges, state college systems, and private
and public two-year colleges are all part of the multifaceted
$200+ billion American higher education industry. Within
that industry, the Chronicle of Higher Education reported in
January 1998, the fastest growing sector is for-profit higher
education, at that time totaling 564 institutions. The
Chronicle commented that “Within little more than five
years, post-secondary proprietary education has been trans-
formed from a sleepy sector of the economy, best-known for
mom-and-pop trade schools, to a $3.5 billion-a-year business
that is increasingly dominated by companies building region-
al and even national franchises.”

The most highly publicized for-profit institution has
probably been the University of Phoenix. It offers graduate
and undergraduate degree and certificate programs to work-
ing professionals around the world. In summer 2000, it had
85 campuses and learning centers in the United States,
Puerto Rico, and British Columbia and a growing number of
on-line programs that know no boundaries. With 68,000
students enrolled, it claimed to be the largest private accred-
ited university for working adults. According to its web site,
the University is exploring opening campuses in the
Netherlands and Germany and will eventually enter markets
elsewhere in Europe and Asia.

At a recent conference on distance education sponsored
by the New England Board of Higher Education, Jorge Klor
de Alva, then President of the University of Phoenix,
described the purpose and various facets of his institution.
The University’s clear and highly systematic approach to the
implementation of its programs was impressive. The sharp-
ness of its objectives and organization stimulated me to ask
how the University of Phoenix and, by extension, other simi-
lar for-profit institutions differ from traditional colleges or
universities. Such a comparison would add both an under-
standing of how for-profits like Phoenix stand apart from
traditional colleges and a heightened awareness of what is
distinctive about traditional institutions that needs to be
emphasized and strengthened if they are to maintain their
position in higher education. For the purposes of this com-

The 3,500+ institutions of higher education in the United

parison, I will contrast the University of Phoenix with the
kind of traditional college that sits at the far end of the spec-
trum of traditional and nontraditional institutions. I realize
that U.S. higher education institutions fall along numerous
points of this broad spectrum and that the comparison for a
particular institution would need to be adjusted accordingly.

For many [faculty], evaluation of
student learning is an unscientific process

that often has little impact on the delivery
of the course the next time around.

Focus

The University of Phoenix has concentrated on one slice of
the higher education pie: the education of working adults with
already-established career goals. To enroll in a Phoenix pro-
gram, you must be over age 27 and employed full time.
Phoenix course goals could be described as tactical rather than
strategic, focusing on the knowledge and skills that have
immediate payoff. They are the competencies these individuals
need right now for advancement along a chosen career path.
Focusing on this narrowly defined student population enables
Phoenix to pursue its mission unfettered by the multiple con-
cerns or clienteles that preoccupy traditional institutions.

The traditional college usually targets a different age
group and generally encourages full-time study while dis-
couraging full-time employment. These institutions usually
offer the “college or university experience,” a broad range of
educational, extracurricular, artistic, social, and athletic pro-
grams that make up the academic experience and stimulate
growth both inside and outside the classroom. The focus of
the traditional college is a liberal education, an experience
that seeks to “free” the students from prejudice and ignorance
by confronting them with fundamental human questions,
exploring different responses to these questions, insisting
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that students develop their
own positions, and challenging
them to live the “good life.”
While some undergraduate
degree programs may have a
professional focus, it is usually
within the broader context of
the traditional aims of a liberal
education.

Metaphors

Institutions of higher educa-
tion are both educational cor-
porations and communities of
scholars. As corporate entities,
colleges and universities
depend on expertise in finance,
higher education law, accredi-
tation, marketing, customer
relations, etc., to survive in the
highly competitive environ-
ment of American higher edu-
cation. While every institution
must also be an efficiently
functioning corporation if it is
to maintain its viability, the
concepts of higher education as
an “industry” and students as
“customers” are relatively
recent developments. Framed
by the industrial metaphor, a
college or university is an edu-
cational corporation, part of
the $200+ billion industry that
delivers education and training
services to consumers.
Scholarly individuals who pro-
vide the knowledge base and
the expertise in pedagogy and
evaluation are an essential
component of any institution
of higher education, traditional
or for-profit. Viewed as a com-
munity of scholars, the univer-
sity is not a business but a
“sacred” institution with a spe-
cial societal mission; students
are not customers but co-learn-
ers with or apprentices to fac-
ulty in the communication and
discovery of knowledge.

While traditional colleges
attempt to maintain them-
selves as scholarly communities
in both their rhetoric and
operation, for-profit colleges

like Phoenix are content with
their role as competitors in the
higher education industry effi-
ciently and effectively deliver-
ing the knowledge and compe-
tencies students need at a price
they can afford. Thus, if one
were to arrange all institutions
of higher education along a
spectrum whose ends were
“community of scholars” and
“educational corporation,” it
seems clear that the for-profit
model like Phoenix and the
traditional college would land
at opposite points.

Faculty

One of the most interesting
facets of the Phoenix model is
the “unbundling” of the teach-
ing component of the faculty
role. In the traditional college,
the faculty member, like a
craftsman in a cottage industry,

is the knowledge expert, the

course designer, the presenter,
and the evaluator. In the
Phoenix model, the faculty
functions are separated: con-
tent and curriculum experts
design the course objectives
and materials; practitioners
hired as part-time faculty deliv-
er the course, adding their real-
world insights; and evaluation
experts, rather than the
instructors, design assessments
for the course. In the tradition-
al setting, where the typical
faculty member performs all
these functions, there are con-
siderable quality variations as
result of the uneven talents of
individual teachers. Some fac-
ulty may be outstanding
knowledge experts but be weak
in course design or presenta-
tion. For many, evaluation of
student learning is an unscien-
tific process that often has little
impact on the delivery of the
course the next time around.

What constitutes scholarship, teaching,

and service; how these activities interrelate;

and in what ways they can be carefully

and reliably assessed are issues that individual

faculty, departments, and disciplines
in the range of colleges and universities

are reexamining.

The Phoenix model identi-
fies experts in each phase of
the course design, delivery, and
assessment processes. It resem-
bles more a systems approach
in which precise competencies
or outcomes are identified, a
course experience is designed
to produce these outcomes,
and an assessment is developed
to measure them. Curriculum
designers are responsive to cus-
tomer assessment and revise
courses based on student eval-
uations. The results of the
assessment are used in a feed-
back loop to improve the
course design or teaching per-
formance. In the traditional
setting, the faculty member
holds the central position,
controlling the educational
process throughout its various
stages within general guide-
lines provided by the depart-
ment or college. The model
emphasizes the unique talents
and creativity of individual
faculty members, but often
produces inconsistent results.
In the Phoenix model, the
instructional system is central
and controlled, plugging the
various knowledge, design,
delivery, and assessment
experts into their appropriate
slots. The model emphasizes
rational design, consistency,
and continuous improvement
but minimizes the creativity of
individual faculty members,
except in the delivery phase.

Traditional college faculty
members are affiliates of
departmental, school, and uni-
versity communities that pro-
vide professional context not
only for their own growth but
also for the development of
their disciplines. Traditional
college faculty members are
expected to teach (the “bun-
dled” responsibility described
above), be engaged in scholar-
ship, and perform various
kinds of internal and external
service. The Phoenix model
not only separates instructional

continued on next page
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process into its various parts,
but also eliminates the research

and service elements for the
classroom teachers. In the
Phoenix model, the classroom
instructors are individual con-
tractors, technicians imple-
menting and supplementing a
preset instructional design. As
even traditional colleges
become more complex in
response to a changing world,
there is an inevitable impact on
traditional faculty roles. What
constitutes scholarship, teach-
ing, and service; how these
activities interrelate; and in
what ways they can be carefully
and reliably assessed are issues
that individual faculty, depart-
ments, and disciplines

in the range of colleges and
universities are reexamining.
Also affecting faculty roles are
the means by which many
institutions are linking
academic and student affairs—
traditionally the “customer
service” arm of the organiza-
tion—in an effort to promote
fuller, more integrated learning.

Students

The terms used to describe stu-
dents give an additional clue to
the difference between for-
profit and traditional institu-
tions. As noted above, the
Phoenix model views the stu-
dent as a consumer seeking a
businesslike relationship that
will deliver the skills and com-
petencies he or she wants. The
connotations of the words
“consumer” and “customer” are
quite different from those that
surround the word “student.”
In a traditional institution the
student/faculty relationship is
viewed as a helping relation-
ship in which the student feels
that the faculty member has

his or her best interest at heart.
Teaching has traditionally been
regarded as a “vocation” not
unlike that of the doctor or
clergyman. The concept of
customer or consumer, on

the other hand, symbolizes

a relationship in which the
provider’s ultimate concern is a
literal bottom line. This is not
to suggest that the goal is not
first-rate service and consumer
satisfaction, but that the ulti-
mate motivation for these
intermediary goals is corporate
profit and growth.

Knowledge

The traditional college or uni-
versity has always had discov-
ery of knowledge as one of its
main goals. It aims not only at
the communication of the

continued from previous page

citizenship” or “development of
the whole person” symbolize
the often intuitive but rather
vague goals of the traditional
institution. A Phoenix educa-
tion, on the other hand, is a
“just in time” experience: The
student learns just what he or
she needs and can apply imme-
diately, predominantly in a
career setting.

Investments and
Organization

As noted above, the University
of Phoenix focuses on a narrow
segment of the higher educa-
tion market and, within that
market, on one set of needs:
the knowledge, skills, and com-
petencies needed for career
advancement. As a result, it

This comparison also raises questions for
faculty, staff, and students alike: What must

remain ‘sacred” in order for a college to

remain a college?
O

intellectual, historical, and
cultural traditions but also at
the extension and expansion
of this heritage. The University
of Phoenix does not seek to
discover new knowledge but to
teach students how to apply
existing theory and research to
practical situations and real
work issues.

Klor de Alva describes the
traditional college as providing
a “just in case” education—

a broad education in which
most student learning is not
related to an immediate objec-
tive or application. Statements
like “preparation for life or

targets its investment on the
development of a content, ped-
agogy, delivery, and assessment
system that can produce these
outcomes. The more tradition-
al college or university makes
major infrastructure invest-
ments in libraries, classrooms,
athletic facilities, theaters, labo-
ratories, dining facilities, resi-
dences, student unions, infir-
maries, etc. A traditional col-
lege (especially if residential)
aims to be a total environment.
Colleges or universities, with
their many and varied goals
and the requirement that they
involve multiple constituencies

with widely varying interests,
are notorious for a glacial pace
of change and decision mak-
ing. An organization like
Phoenix, on the other hand,
sharply focused on a narrow set
of objectives and required to
satisfy only its corporate lead-
ership and its consumers, can
adapt much more quickly to
changes in the environment.

Educational Model

The traditional college operates
on a scholarly discipline model
where the disciplines are the
context for conveying cultural
heritage, for posing the ques-
tions that have perplexed
humankind over the ages, for
engendering new questions,
and for teaching the methods
of inquiry that have developed
in particular disciplines.
Students interact with the best
ideas and minds, both histori-
cal and contemporary, through
a variety of educational means.
The Phoenix model, on the
other hand, has a more behav-
jorist starting point that focus-
es on the competencies that
the student needs and the most
efficient and effective ways to
deliver these outcomes to the
student. These different start-
ing points, perhaps more than
any of the other differences
noted above, illustrate the con-
trast between the goals of the
University of Phoenix and a
traditional institution.

The table on page 7 sum-
marizes what I have suggested
are the differences between a
traditional college and the
University of Phoenix.
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Conclusion

I proposed that by comparing
the University of Phoenix with
a traditional college, we could
learn something about both. I
am impressed with the sharp
focus and efficient organization
of the Phoenix plan. It is likely
that they will provide a good
service to the clientele they have
identified and will be successful

NERCHE

and profitable. Their stated
intent is not to displace the tra-
ditional college or university
but to serve a currently under-
served clientele in a more tar-
geted and efficient way. At the
same time, for-profit institu-
tions could have a significant
impact on not-for-profit higher
education institutions that focus
on adults who need education
or training for career advance-

TRADITIONAL COLLEGE

ment, or on traditional institu-
tions that have “profitable”
adult career education as part of
their portfolios.

This comparison challenges
more traditional institutions to
examine how effectively they are
delivering on their lofty, even if
less precise, goals. At the New
England Board of Higher
Education meeting mentioned
above, the moderator asked

whether traditional colleges and
universities were really genuine
“communities of scholars,”
whether students are actually
receiving the level of personal
attention necessary for develop-
ing the “whole person,” whether
these institutions are efficiently
using their substantial resources
and effectively engaging stu-
dents in an exploration of

the perennial questions.

continued on page 14
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The question implied was that if traditional colleges cannot
demonstrate that they are providing an experience that
distinguishes them from a more delimited and efficient
for-profit education, will prospective students and their
families be willing to continue to support this much more
expensive alternative?

The University of Phoenix, with its clear focus on one
segment of higher education, provides a sharp contrast to the
world of traditional higher education with its commitment to
a broad and complex spectrum of goals and constituents.
Phoenix markets a stripped down, but more efficient, version
of higher education targeted to the career ambitions of a nar-
row clientele, with the ultimate goal of making a profit for
the provider. Traditional colleges and universities, in their
role as major societal “institutions,” view themselves as the
places where humankind does its thinking, where the insights
and knowledge that guide society and power the economy are
generated, and where the new generation of citizens learns
how to deal with challenges of the future. At the same time,
the contrast between these two approaches and the challenge
offered by the for-profits is for traditional institutions to be
more effective both in achieving their goals and in articulat-
ing to their various publics the critical role they have played
and must continue to play in society. This comparison also
raises questions for faculty, staff, and students alike: What
must remain “sacred” in order for a college
to remain a college?




