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The formalized teaching-learning process is one of 

civilization's vital elements and one of the most funda- 
mental to its survival. This is the route by which a rapidly 
growing body of theoretical principles, practical know- 
ledge, and cultural heritage is transmitted from genera- 
tion to generation. To be entrusted with the guardianship 
of a segment of that process is one of society's highest 
callings. Those of us who are fortunate enough to be in- 
volved in teaching undergraduates at a college or univer- 
sity need bow to no one when it comes to social sign- 
ificance of our efforts. 

The Role of the Modern University 
The dynamics of change in higher education with re- 

spect to knowledge generation and information dis- 
semination warrant a review of the role of the modern 
university as a key element in the teaching-learning pro- 
cess. The university is our environment; it is the institu- 
tion that is viewed with sufficient confidence by taxpay- 
ers (and contributors) to justify their expenditure of 
funds and by students to justify their expenditures of 
time. It is the institution that is viewed by students as 
having sufficient legitimacy to justify a life-long 
professional identification. 

Not unlike the gross national product, population 
growth, the federal budget, and various other indicators 
of 20th century giganticism, institutions of higher educa- 
tion have become marvels of budgetary growth and diver- 
sity. Evidence of diversity within the luniversity of today is 
everywhere - in public service programs launched, re- 
search undertaken, and courses of study offered. The 
pre-World War II president of an educational institution 
would be impressed and probably bewildered to see high- 
er education in the late 20th century. 

The easy conclusion would be that the size and 
diversity of institutions of higher education attest to the 
approbation lavished by a grateful and generous public. 
At no other point in history has the university possessed 
such vast resources. It can likewise be said that at no 
other point in history has the university shouldered such 
vast obligations. 

But that argument is too easily made and too quick- 
ly demolished to serve as a dependable scaffolding for 
higher education policy. Optirnality of performance can 
scarcely be measured by viewing singularly the marginal 
productivity of what "is" in terms of extant programs. 
Assessment of what "might be" is elusive and trouble- 
some - but vital if the highest level of stewardship is to 
be assured for the resources entrusted to higher educa- 
tion. 

In its earnest attempt to be responsive to societal 
needs, the university is always in danger of losing sight of 
its own uniqueness as it functions in juxtaposition with 
government, foundations, and institutions in the private 
sector. (These are also evaluated on the basis of serving .- 
the same public.) With substantial public and private 
monetary support, in addition to student fees, and with 
some of the better minds in the world stabled in 
academia, institutions of higher education possess enor- 
mous capabilities. The possibilities for allocating those 
scarce resources are almost limitless. 

Maintaining a sense of perspective as to the func- 
tions of the university that are vital to its continued uni- 
queness in terms of contribution to the human family 
should be an important criterion in the resource alloca- 
tion process. For example, other institutions may be able 
to carry out part of the research function, possibly with 
unrivaled intensity and singleness of purpose. Others 
may be in a position to undertake public service activity, 
perhaps with greater efficiencies than could be attained 
by a university. 

And this is not to say that research or public service 
are unworthy or inappropriate adjuncts of a great univer- 
sity. Their value to society is not seriously questioned. 
Rather, the point is that the one function that is central 
to the mission of the university is the renewal of civiliza- 
tion by developing the potential of creative minds cap- 
able of critical and independent thought, with the ability 
to communicate effectively. 

This function has been the unique responsibility of 
higher education. 

Not that learning, development of minds, creative 
thought, and detached criticism cannot take place else- 
where. They can, and do. But the university more than 
any other institution provides an environment for de- 
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