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In spite of impressive resources directed
toward undergraduate reform in the
past 30 years—no revolution (that is, a
quantum change in results) has occurred.
There can be no revolution, because the
current system is in a stable state. Fur-
thermore, until the whole system is
changed, beginning with graduation
requirements, there will be no further
substantive improvement. While
implementation of quantum system
change must of necessity be develop-
mental (taking as long as 30 years to
complete fully), the term “incremental-
ism.” as used here, means partial or
marginal change that does not clearly
have as its superordinate goal from the
beginning to fundamentally alter the
mission, goals, design, control, and
results of the whole system.

“There have been changes, but hardly
a ‘revolution.™
—TeD MARCHESE
n his farewell editorial in the May/
June 2000 Change, Marchese sug-
gests that, after 30 years of under-
graduate education reforms, there
is little evidence that we are any
better off today. Lazerson, Wagen-
er, and Shumanis, in the same
issue, agree with Marchese, point-
ing out that “for all the pedagogical
innovations—even the advent of
the Web—there has been precious little
deeper reform.” Schneider and Shoen-
berg, a year earlier in Change, describe
persistent “organizational realities—
structural features...that work silently but
powerfully to undo™ curricular reform.
But in spite of consistent failures, all
three authors continue to be hopeful—
as have many others for the past three
decades. Marchese has expectations for
the Web, new competitors, certificates,
and accreditation. Schneider and
Shoenberg speak of “building more
purposeful, powerful, and integrative
forms of undergraduate education.”
Lazerson et al say that “the need is to
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weave together the incremental changes
that have occurred in assessment and
teaching practices into a pattern of sys-
temic reform,” and they hope that “if
enough incremental changes are woven
together, perhaps one day institutional
prestige in higher education will be
based on teaching and leaming, not just
resources and research.”

“A goal beyond the capability of the
system will not be reached.”
—W. EpwaRrDs DEMING

Weaving incremental changes into
the existing stable system of undergrad-
uate education cannot result in signifi-
cant improvement. Why? It is precisely
because most pedagogical, curmicular,
and other educational reforms are aimed
at partial and incremental improvement
of a stable system that they will continue
to fail. From a systems-theory point of
view, it is folly to expect substantial im-
provement in outcomes from an obso-
lete and stable system.

Deming emphasizes repeatedly—
over 10 times in Out of the Crisis—ithat
a stable system is simply not capable of
continued improvement. “If you have
a stable system,” he writes, “then there
is no use to specify a goal. You will gat
whatever the system will deliver. A goal
beyond the capability of the system will
not be reached.”

Orther systems theorists agree. Peter
Senge insists, “Every system is perfectly
constructed to produce the results that it
achieves.” David Langford explains,
“The system always wins.” Industry lead-
ers of change concur. Robert W. Galvin,
former CEO of Motorola, for example,
asserts, “For quality, one must first have
a quality system in place. Then, one must
measure the right things.”

Stable system improvements will be
marginal for another reason as well:
there are limits to improving an obsolete
system piecemeal by adding improved
parts. The concept of technological dis-
continuity explains that when any given
technology approaches its limits, a shift
to a new technology with greater poten-
tial must be made to stay competitive.

Adding state-of-the-art replacement
parts to a Model-A Ford may marginal-
ly improve performance, but certainly
not to current standards. At some point,
the only way to achieve further im-
provement is to design an entirely new
car using new technology.

It is conceptually similar with human
organizational systems. Try running a
high-tech information technology firm
using Max Weber's concepts of bureau-
cracy or Henry Ford's ownership con-
trol model. The failed reform programs
of the past 30 years are clear evidence
of the need to shift to a new technology,
a new system. We know that systems
control behaviors and outcomes. We
know that a system in a stable state will
have stable outcomes.

“Today's problems come from
yesterday's solutions.™
—PETER SENGE

The prevailing core learning process
for undergraduate education is based
on the course-credit model, developed
circa 1890. This model was designed
by administrators to track students effi-
ciently in, through, and out of the insti-
tution—just count credits or courses
completed and compute a cumulative
grade point average. These measures
tell us nothing about students’ develop-
ment of intellectual skills or the ability
to make conceptual connections across
a variety of disciplines, of course. But
the purpose of the course-credit model
was to increase efficiency, not effec-
tiveness. Learning theory, or talent
development, did not drive design.

The course-credit model has been
accepted largely because of the ease of
measurement and the high degree of in-
dependence it gives to faculty and de-
partments. [t fails because 1) institutional
purpase (mission-in-use) is to maximize
resources and reputation, not learning; 2)
the goals for the core process are ill-de-
fined, and means (courses) are taken
as ends; 3) operational definirions and
measurement of core process goals are
practically nonexistent; 4) the core
learning process is not designed for
continuous assessment and improve-
ment (this is known as the Shewhart cy-
cle), and thus incremental improvement
is infeasible; 5) the model encourages
competition and discourages coopera-
tion, thus instilling fear and driving out
learning; and 6) the control structure
encourages independence rather than
interdependence and cooperation.

We clearly have a systems problem
that requires a systems solution. The
course-credit system has been and con-
tinues to be in a stable state. The now-
famous phrase that seemed so effective
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