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Education and the internet. Where does the future lie? LSE is a founding
partner in two ventures, UNext.com and Fathom, both aiming to
revolutionise the way education develops while offering all-important
quality content.

In July, Andy Rosenfield testified before the US Web-based Education
Commission on the role of web-based education. In this summary, he
talks of his vision for the internet and UNext. Then Ann Kirschner
explains the knowledge trails and concept of Fathom.

Educational alchemy: will the web change the way we learn?

The internet learning

dream
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for internet education is to serve as a pure
complement to facilities-based education. This
it can do in two ways. First, it will efficiently and
effectively provide continued lifelong learning
throughout work and retirement to those peo-
ple fortunate enough to obtain tertiary educa-
tion at a facilities-based school. Second, tech-
nology-based education delivered over the
internet will become part of the standard
apparatus used on campuses to make educa-
tion active, exciting and convenient to full-time
students. In these cases technology-based
education serves as a complement to, and not
a substitute for, physical classes and congre-
gated living and learning. 

To see why ‘scalable’ distance-learning edu-
cation is the only answer, consider what may at
first impression appear to be a pathological,
but shocking, example. If China were to
achieve the college participation rate of the US
(and it obviously lacks the resources to do so
quickly, but make no mistake it will achieve this
goal and likely faster than most people today
think possible) it would need to build perhaps
as many as 18,000 average US-sized colleges.
Put differently, China has about one-seventh of
the world’s population and at most one thou-
sandth of the world’s universities – an unsus-
tainable ratio. But the level of investment
required to address this problem solely through
the construction of facilities-based universities
surely is unfinanceable and would take a
tremendous amount of time. Distance delivery
can be effected immediately without a massive
commitment of physical capital that is both
immobile and irreversible.

My colleague and friend Gary Becker, winner
of the 1992 Nobel Prize in Economics and a
director of UNext.com, developed the concept
of human capital. Human capital means edu-
cation, training, and skills that give people
greater command over knowledge so that they
are more productive. Our time should be called
‘the age of human capital’. This is because
how well individuals and economies succeed
will be determined mainly by how successful
they are in investing in and commanding the
growing stock of knowledge. Estimates sug-
gest that the stock of education, training, skills
and even the health of people constitute about

75 per cent of the wealth of a modern
economy. In other words, the stock of
physical capital accounts for about one-

quarter of aggregate wealth. 
John Dewey, the distinguished

educational theorist and philoso-
pher, created the Laboratory

School at the University of Chicago
and was a great proponent of learning

by doing. Dewey hated passivity in learn-
ing. He tells the story of looking for appropri-

ate desks and chairs for his school and finally
speaking to a furniture dealer who explained
why Dewey could not find what he wanted:
‘You want something at which the children may
work; these are all for listening.’ 

Dewey predicted that technology would be
part of the process of change: ‘Now the
change which is coming into our education is
the shifting of the centre of gravity. It is a
change, a revolution, not unlike that introduced
by Copernicus when the astronomical centre
shifted from the earth to the sun. In this case,
the child becomes the sun about which the
appliances of education revolve; he is the
centre about which they are organised.’

The time is at hand. 
Many today attack distance learning

as a lesser or diminished or denuded
experience when contrasted with full-
time facilities-based educa-
tion. It is much less a
handmade experience
than full-time facilities-
based education. This is
because we use scal-
able methods and our
students lack the 
benefit of physical con-
gregation and the luxury of
full-time devotion only to the
process of learning. But, in many ways,
it is a greater experience and a noble activity.
It provides access to quality education to
many, for whom no access would otherwise
be available. 

With UNext.com we are not creating a TV
university. We are developing just-in-time inter-
active learning because we believe that
employed adults throughout the world have a
hunger for education. 

What policies need we adopt to foster this
revolution? Here are some that I advocate:
• Recognise that the amount of financial and
human capital needed to create online learning
solutions is immense but that free markets –
those free of undue governmental bureaucracy
and regulation – are ideally suited to address
this task.
• Treat virtual universities without prejudice or
discrimination. Demand excellence; but pro-
vide all the usual advantages government pro-

vides students at physical universities without
distinction or difference.
• At the same time we must remain vigilant in
our support of traditional colleges and universi-
ties and in particular of research universities.
These institutions, as I have explained, are key
to the creation of new knowledge and are the
best source of education of youth.
• We need to hasten the development of
broadband internet technologies. Again my
belief is that unfettered competition is the best
way to accomplish this task.
• We need to provide universal access to the
internet. It is futile to think that access to edu-
cation will be transformed by technology if
many in our country lack access and the abili-
ty to participate in the new programmes that
are made possible only on this new medium.
To do this we need a wise tax and transfer pol-
icy that allows the poor to make an investment
in themselves. 
• Recognise that tertiary education is probably
the United States’ best non-exported product

because the US enjoys profound com-
petitive advantage and leadership in
the marketplace of ideas. For these
reasons, impound distance learn-

ing into our export policies and be
forceful in making sure that tariffs, taxes

and other impediments to success are not
enacted strategically by our trading partners to
burden our ability to serve the world.

The existence of firms like UNext.com and
others – firms that can flourish because of

their access to financial and human cap-
ital – will, with modest support from gov-
ernment and with a steely commitment
by government not to regulate where no
regulation is needed, succeed in trans-
forming educational opportunity.

And with that comes the opportunity for
people here in the US and all over the world

to realise their hopes and dreams because they
can finally make an investment that pays the
best return. ■

I
nternet learning has the power funda-
mentally to transform educational
opportunity and to democratise
access to education worldwide. At
the same time, however, we must be
mindful of the enormous and
immutable advantages of facilities-
based learning and we must make
assurance double sure that we do not

diminish support for, and nurture of, the great
colleges and universities that today provide
the core of our basic research and also
excellently educate the young. Technology-
based education neither sounds the death
knell for traditional facilities-based universi-
ties nor reduces the importance of passion-

ate and skilled teachers. This is a period
of greatness – perhaps hegemony –
for traditional universities.

Internet-based education has pro-
found advantages for two groups.

Firstly, those who, because of
the happenstance of

financial and geo-
graphical circum-
stance, never
could hope to
attend a physi-
cal college or
university on a
full-time basis,

and secondly,
those who already
have completed
their university edu-

cation and seek 

continued lifelong learning to maintain their
edge or simply to enjoy the pleasure of 
learning at a time, place and pace convenient
to themselves.

Internet education is less costly to provide 
per student than is facilities-based education
when it is delivered in ‘scale’. It is also signifi-
cantly less costly for learners relative to full-time
matriculation at a physical university, because
students typically remain employed while con-
suming internet-delivered education. Even with
these advantages, however, one must be mind-
ful of the shortcomings of internet-based edu-
cation. The greatest economy of distance
learning – the ability to learn while at work – is
the central reason that distance learning is not
as effective as full-time immersion in a learning
community. Learning is most effective when it is
a student’s full-time job. Learning only happens
when students do – when they think, read,
reflect, challenge, argue, debate and question –
not when they listen passively to a lecture. And
that, of course, is why the great colleges and
universities correctly pride themselves on sem-
inars, breakout sessions, small classes and the
recruitment of inquisitive and intelligent stu-
dents who challenge faculty and one another,
read texts critically and think and speak 
for themselves. 

That is why distance learning via the internet
presents massive opportunity. It is active 
and engaging – learning that mandates doing
instead of watching. Internet education can
and will bring very high quality learning oppor-
tunities to people who could not possibly afford
a full-time education at a facilities-based
school. These students can learn on their own
schedule, while employed, and thus can avoid
the largest component of educational expense:
foregone earnings. Another fundamental role

ANDY ROSENFIELD 

IS FOUNDER, CHAIRMAN AND CHIEF EXECUTIVE OFFICER 
OF UNEXT.COM, A GLOBAL LEADER IN ONLINE EDUCATION.
THROUGH CARDEAN UNIVERSITY, THE COMPANY
COLLABORATES WITH ITS ACADEMIC CONSORTIUM OF 
LSE, COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY, STANFORD UNIVERSITY, THE
UNIVERSITY OF CHICAGO AND CARNEGIE-MELLON
UNIVERSITY TO CREATE BUSINESS EDUCATION FOR 
GLOBAL COMPANIES. FIND OUT MORE AT WWW.UNEXT.COM© THE IMAGE BANK

*Mag Winter LIVE (715)  28/2/05  10:32 am  Page 4




