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Last week when I first had the opportunity to visit the University College of the Caribbean as its new president I was informed of the opportunity to prepare and present a paper to this group. Considering such short notice I have tried to assemble some of my thoughts on this topic between traveling back to the US, packing, tying up loose ends for my former employer and coming back to Jamaica….all in less than a week. So I ask for your indulgence for not having a printed version of my response to this important topic in the proceedings. I will upon request be very happy to email a copy to you.  

As the title of the session suggests the first question to answerer is education a commodity or service? I suggest, like many others who have pondered this question say it is both. 

Many courses or degree programs from various universities are very similar in structure and content and are designed around set criteria that must satisfy both local scrutiny as well as regional and professional accreditation standards. Length of contact time and delivery is also very standardized. Some feel by offering courses online is innovative and unique…but considering the sheer number being offered either on the internet or via other venues this also appears to fit the bill of being a commodity. I could go on but I think you get the point. 

To meet the criteria as a service people perform in front of assembled groups. The individuals are paying hundreds of to thousands of dollars to absorb as much information from a professor, who are basically providing a service. Depending upon methodology, styles, or activities students are engaged in the process of learning. There is interaction… questioning, debating, discussing…some serious and abstract…some humorous and very simplistic. Combing all this activity/service over a three to four year period leads hopefully to a position with a corporation, business or industry. Or by partaking in additional service activities as a graduate student. 

So,  why the debate? 
It appears that much of the concern involves the development of the World Trade Organizations General Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS) initiative… its purpose to reduce or eliminate barriers to trade. With the removal of such constraints education, especially higher education, will allow institutions from other counties to infringe upon others service/commodity activity. Thus causing competition, a perceived lowering of standards (diploma mills?), and the possible elimination of programs at a local level.  
Additionally, with the globalization of education some argue that education will become increasingly seen as a commodity to be purchased by a consumer in order to build a “skill set” to be used in the marketplace or a product to be bought and sold by multinational corporations, academic institutions that have re-engineered themselves into businesses. No longer will education be seen primarily as a set of skills, attitudes, and values required for citizenship and effective participation in modern society—a key contribution to the common good of any society. Sounds like an argument between what is liberal arts education versus professional programs designed to prepare individuals for careers rather than commodities versus services. 

I do not think members of the WTO intend to devalue or allow their countries heritage, social mores, values not be protected as foreign entities offer a brand of education within their borders. And I further argue that these institutions (public, private, non-profit or for-profit) do not intend to change/challenge the political structure, heritage, or customs in any of the countries in which they enter into an agreement. Coming from an institution that works on a for-profit scheme I can tell you first hand the “students” the “clients” come first. And customer satisfaction is priority one and that includes faculty and staff. 

Critical thinking, written and oral expression, mathematical computation, ethics and professionalism are emphasized along with the development of a highly technological competent individual that is valued for their skill-set and problem-solving ability. If we did not produce such an individual then he/she would not secure a position needed to pay back the loans/grants that they have taken to participate in the higher education experience. There standard of living would be the same or for that matter worse if their education could not be used in a “profitable” way.  (Side bar: actually my former school has a 92% placement rate within the chosen industry) 

Several years ago, Eliahu Goldratt, wrote a book called “The Goal.” Maybe several people in the audience read this most interesting case study of program improvement.  In it Goldratt emphasized the fact that companies must always make more money in the current year than they did the previous year. If not, then they will not be in business the following year…. It’s the price for doing business. In addition, continual financial growth has to be coupled with increased productivity (number of graduates), increased quality (meeting/exceeding standards), and a decrease in inventory (cutting the wait time for individuals to enter and retain).  But higher education is not following this path. 

New Models

For instance if we look at what is happening in higher education, especially in the US, tuition and fees are being raised to counteract the decrease in state appropriations to higher education, thus making it harder for students to enter. States such as New York, Maine, Utah, South Dakota, and New Jersey are telling public higher education management that they must become “state assisted” institutions and not “state supported’ or face closure. With this mentality or a lack of it cutbacks in the number of seats available, student services, and athletics are inevitable unless colleges and universities become more entrepreneurial, innovative, and most importantly business minded. 

On the other hand the demand for higher education and technological professional related courses and programs offered in a variety of delivery modes, is increasing rapidly in most countries. This is due to: the growth of the knowledge economy, movement to lifelong learning, and changing demographics. While demand is growing, the capacity of the public sector to satisfy the demand is being challenged. As mentioned above this is due to budget limitations, the changing role of government, and increased emphasis on the economy and privatization. 

The commercial or profit motive for higher education is a reality today, and applies to both private and public providers. In short, the business side of higher education is growing rapidly and is a target of the WTO/GATS. It is therefore important for institutions to be cognizant of the impact of liberalization on higher education and are taking urgent steps to maximize the benefits and minimize the threats to a robust and quality higher education system. 

The argument here is that individuals must recognize that globalization works best if all parties believe that developing partnerships with win-win results is the ultimate goal. Accepting nothing else, like compromising, is not acceptable.

The UCC Board of Governors and its leadership team have adopted such a vision for the institution. Instead of seeing what happens when GATS is adopted and becomes the law of the land, UCC is taking an active role in developing strategic alliances with several universities and industrial groups. By blending local programs, local talent, with that of foreign educational institutions UCC is being able to offer more Jamaicans, the Caribbean,  a choice in when and where they want to attain a higher education. 

We strongly believe in economic development and increasing the standard of living for all and feel that this can only happen if quality tertiary education is available and affordable and we encourage other institutions to join with UCC in accomplishing this goal for all peoples in the Caribbean. 

