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D
uring the last several months,
there has been quite a lively dis-
cussion about the strategic im-
portance of IT infrastructure to
the health and vitality of an or-

ganization. As most EDUCAUSE Review
readers know, in the May 2003 issue of
Harvard Business Review, Nicholas Carr
suggested that IT infrastructure has be-
come a commodity, much like electricity,
and thus its strategic importance has di-
minished.1 In the November/December
2003 issue of EDUCAUSE Review, Dr. Jack
McCredie made a strong and convincing
case that IT has yet to transform teaching
and learning and that the IT infrastruc-
ture indeed matters a great deal to the
strategic plans of the college and univer-
sity.2 It is my view that this critical discus-
sion has focused far too heavily on the
importance of wires and computer pro-
grams. The single most indispensable ele-
ment to the coming transformation of the
higher education institution by IT has
been largely ignored—namely, the faculty.
Significant changes to the structure of the
new university will come from the use of
the current IT infrastructure by the fac-
ulty, higher education’s greatest asset.

It should come as no surprise to the
reader that those in charge of IT services
at colleges and universities will see a
strategic value in expanding the infra-
structure. Most, if not all, IT managers
witnessed firsthand the transforming ef-
fect that the build-up of this new infra-
structure had on their institutions during
the expansion of the 1990s. I believe,
however, that the IT infrastructure is
quickly approaching build-out for the
majority of colleges and universities and
that the time has come to focus energy

and money on encouraging users to de-
velop new ways of employing the power
of the infrastructure for teaching and
learning. This is not to say that IT man-
agers in primarily teaching institutions
should ignore advancements in technol-
ogy or discontinue expenditures on sys-
tem upgrades. Rather, I am suggesting that
chief information officers need to start
shifting their primary emphasis from
wires to users. This view is in agreement
with the opinions expressed by Drs. Ed-
ward Ayers and Charles Grisham in an ar-
ticle published in the same issue of EDU-
CAUSE Review as the article by Dr.
McCredie. The authors state: “We now
need to invest in people and content in the
same ways that we’ve invested in hardware
and lowest-common-denominator in-
structional software. We need to encour-
age the key people in our institutions—the
best teachers and scholars—to build what
they want and need. We’ve built around
the content of teaching and scholarship;
now we need to build within teaching and
scholarship.”3 The strategic value of IT to
transform teaching and learning does not
and will never arise from a piece of hard-
ware. Rather, the strategic value of IT to a
college or university will be determined, as
it has always been determined, by the inge-
nuity of its faculty.

Dr. McCredie argues: “Without a con-
sistent IT architecture and infrastructure,
and an appropriate IT governance model,
modern colleges and universities are sim-
ply not able to recruit and retain first-rate
scientists and scholars in most disci-
plines. Without a competitive IT infra-
structure, they cannot win in the increas-
ingly complex competition for research
grants and contracts.”4 This is certainly

true in the case of the research university.
However, Dr. McCredie overstates the
importance of IT infrastructure for the
vast majority of higher education institu-
tions, whose primary business is teach-
ing. The National Center for Education
Statistics lists only 262 (6.2%) of the 4,197
accredited colleges and universities as
having research as their primary objec-
tive.5 Moreover, research universities can
use IT infrastructure for strategic plan-
ning because they have an enormous ad-
vantage over teaching institutions. Re-
search universities are able to develop
and implement “advanced” IT infrastruc-
ture projects from the funds received
through the indirect costs (overhead) as-
sociated with research grants and con-
tracts from federal agencies such as the
National Institutes of Health and the Na-
tional Science Foundation. Such funds
simply do not exist, to any great degree, at
the small liberal arts colleges or the large
teaching institutions, which constitute
the majority of higher education institu-
tions in the United States. Dr. McCredie is
correct in his assessment that the re-
search university can still gain a strategic
advantage over its competitors by invest-
ing heavily in IT architecture and infra-
structure. Indeed, the new research fields
of bioinformatics and computational bi-
ology will demand powerful new tech-
nologies, many of which have yet to be in-
vented. For the remaining 94 percent of
colleges and universities, those whose IT
budgets are tied to their general fund, I
see no strategic value in increasing ex-
penditures on an already underutilized
IT architecture and infrastructure. 

There is little controversy in the sug-
gestion that the core of higher educa-
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tion—teaching and learning—has yet to
be transformed by the information revo-
lution. The didactic lecture methods
used in the classroom of today remain
virtually identical to those of the first
universities in Egypt some eleven hun-
dred years ago. Given that faculty are un-
derutilizing the existing IT infrastruc-
ture for teaching activities, it is difficult
to understand how increasing comput-
ing power through expenditures on new
technology, such as terabyte bandwidth,
will transform teaching and learning.
Moreover, inexpensive and accessible
Internet connections, course manage-
ment systems (i.e., WebCT), and e-
learning design tools (i.e., Macromedia’s
eLearning Suite) ensure that colleges
with small student enrollments, and un-
doubtedly similarly sized IT budgets, can
remain competitive with the larger pub-
lic teaching institutions. It is, therefore,
even more difficult to understand how
increasing expenditures for IT infra-
structure will give one college a strategic
advantage over another—since all col-
leges will always have, to a large degree,
similar computing capacity. 

Those who direct IT services must
find ways of encouraging faculty to use
the IT infrastructure. Simply increasing

computer power and services to the fac-
ulty is not the answer. No matter how
inviting the next generation of hardware
may seem, it is of no benefit to teaching if
faculty do not use it. All too often I have
observed well-meaning faculty commit-
tees agree to purchase new technology
based on the recommendation of simi-
larly well-meaning IT professionals, only
to find the device or service fall into dis-
use either because it is too complicated
for most faculty or because it has limited
applications. However, persuading fac-
ulty to increase their use of technology is
not the sole, or even the primary, respon-
sibility of IT staff. This responsibility falls
squarely on the shoulders of the academy.
Among most faculty members, there is a
widespread misunderstanding regarding
the value and use of technology in the
classroom. As a result, faculty have often
allowed the IT department, a non-
academic unit, to make critical decisions
about teaching. Even today, my campus
does not have a standing Academic Sen-
ate Committee on Technology or guide-
lines for the evaluation of proposed on-
line courses. The academic governance of
colleges and universities can no longer af-
ford to ignore a simple economic reality:
technology will transform the way we

teach. The academy can either choose to
define technology’s use in the classroom,
or the academy can have this use thrust
upon it.

We are entering a time of great change
in the structure of the higher education
institution. The paradigm that shaped the
current university and that has lasted for
over one thousand years is coming to an
end, due largely to the dramatic develop-
ments in IT and in IT infrastructure dur-
ing the past ten years. In light of these de-
velopments, I agree with Dr. McCredie
that IT infrastructure does matter. How-
ever, I disagree with his assessment that
IT infrastructure will have a strategic role
in shaping the new institutional para-
digm. Because most of the IT infrastruc-
ture is already in place and available, fur-
ther advances in this area are unlikely to
elicit additional changes in teaching and
learning. Rather, the most significant
changes to the structure of the new uni-
versity will come from its greatest asset,
the faculty. I believe that in developing
the new institutional paradigm, U.S. col-
leges and universities should follow the
same model that was used to create the
world’s most sophisticated and accessible
system of higher education. That is, cam-
puses should provide faculty with the
best-possible infrastructure while simul-
taneously supplying the necessary re-
sources, incentives, and freedom for ex-
perimentation. It is only through faculty
experimentation with institutional mod-
els that the best use of technology in the
classroom will be developed. 
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