
     
The Technology Revolution: Coming Soon to Postsecondary Education 

Commonwealth of Learning CC BY SA 
December 2o11 | Page 1 of 2 

The Technology Revolution: 
Coming Soon to Postsecondary 
Education  

Presentation for ContactNorth/ContactNord, Ontario 

The Technology Revolution: Coming Soon to 
Postsecondary Education, 15 December 2011 

Sir John Daniel, Commonwealth of Learning 

Introduction 

Get ready for a technological revolution that will make postsecondary education better, more available 
and more affordable. 

Technology has transformed most areas of life by making products and services better and cheaper. 
Postsecondary education is ripe for that revolution. 

What do people and governments look for in postsecondary education? They want it to be more 
accessible – anyone, anytime, anywhere. They want it to be of quality – learning that lifts lives and 
livelihoods. They want it to be affordable – efficient, economic and effective. 

Make a triangle out of these three vectors of Access, Quality and Cost. 

We want to stretch the triangle like this: more access, more quality, less cost. But with traditional teaching 
methods we can’t. It is an iron triangle. 

Widen access by packing more students into each class and people will say quality is slipping. 

Improve quality with better learning resources and costs will go up. 

Cut costs and we damage both access and quality. 

The constraints of the iron triangle have hindered the expansion of postsecondary education throughout 
history. They have created in people’s minds – and in your minds – an unhealthy link between quality and 
exclusivity. This link still drives the admission policies of some institutions. They define their quality by 
the people they exclude. 

But that link is unnecessary and technology can break it.  Technology can transform the iron triangle into 
a flexible triangle. 
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Postsecondary education is on the verge of the revolution that will give wider access, higher quality and 
lower cost all at the same time. 

We take this revolution for granted in other areas of life but it is new to teaching and learning. 

How does the technology revolution work? 

Say technology and we think of screens, headsets, coloured lights and machines that ping ringtones at us. 
There are many technologies to choose from. 

But the revolution that breaks the iron triangle works with all technologies because it is rooted in the basic 
principles of technology. Those principles are not new. Adam Smith, the great economist and moral 
philosopher, listed them two centuries ago. 

They are division of labour, specialisation, economies of scale, and the use of machines and 
communications media. 

Those principles were the basis of the industrial revolution – the great discontinuity in history that has 
created societies of abundance in much of the world. 

By using technology and applying these principles of division of labour and specialisation we can create 
the economies of scale that will underpin a society of abundance in postsecondary education. 

These principles date from the industrial revolution but they work even better with the technologies of 
today’s network revolution: the new technologies that let us share, study and socialise simultaneously. 

Through high quality video links we can now provide postsecondary education simultaneously to groups 
in many locations.  We can also offer it online to individuals wherever they are. 

In both approaches technology improves each of the three vital components of the teaching and learning 
system: the three-legged stool on which the student sits. Learning materials and lessons benefit from 
qualities and economies of scale. Student support is interactive and immediate. Administrative services 
allow user control. 

The technology is there, the revolution is at hand, we can stretch the iron triangle. Our only requirement is 
to think of postsecondary education as a system and apply to it the principles of division of labour and 
specialisation in the service of the learner. 

Our reward will be quality postsecondary education that includes everyone.   

 

 

 

  


