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The Promise of Information Technology:
Implications for Higher Education

Lisa A. Petrides, PhD, assistant professor of educa-
tion in the Department of Organization and Leader-
ship at Teachers College, Columbia University, of-
fers her perspective on IT in higher education.

Q: Is information technology the driver behind
change in higher education?

A: As in any complex system there are a range of
factors that influence change, of which technology
is, of course, just one. For example, the Internet has
revolutionized the process of collaboration and schol-
arly discourse. Other influences include the prolif-
eration of personal computers on campuses and
the current trend to mobile and ubiquitous plat-
forms. However, technology alone will never be
the driver behind change in education. There are
certain conditions under which successful strate-
gies can be designed and implemented in higher
education in order to increase the chances that trans-
formative processes occur. While technology is a
powerful tool that allows administrators to better
understand and manage the academic enterprise,
we must look at not only planning and manage-
ment processes, but also the impact on people and
culture and the changing environment of teaching
and learning. In other words, we are really looking
at an ecological model of transformation.

Q: How are the forces of transformation in
higher education affected by information tech-
nology?
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A: The examples are as extensive as the changes taking
place. There are very few, if any, transformations cur-
rently taking place that are not profoundly and dramati-
cally related to technological innovations—information
sharing, communications, publishing, and resource man-
agement, just to name a few. The very nature of transfor-
mation and the rate of change itself has been forever
changed.

Q: What are some of the problems in higher educa-
tion that can be solved by information technology?

A: Fundamentally technology does not solve problems.
Technology, if and when used appropriately, and in the
hands of skilled and experienced academics and adminis-
trators, can provide the foundation for systems improve-
ment for change. For example, organizations create knowl-
edge systems that are supported and elevated by technol-
ogy networks, where all members of the educational learn-
ing community have expertise not only in managing infor-
mation and knowledge-based systems, but also in assess-
ing and taking action to promote organizational change in
terms of educational management, attitudes, organizational
behavior, and policy.

Q: What role does information technology play in main-
taining goals of quality, efficiency and effectiveness in
higher education?

A: As we all know we can’t manage what we can’t mea-
sure. Information technologies, especially the new inte-
grated enterprise resource planning and relationship man-
agement systems offer educational administrators the
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Q: How can administrators assess the value of information tech-
nology in their own institutions?

A: Technology assessment, just as the adoption of technologies is an
ongoing process. Today’s complex information management systems
and the life cycle of today’s complex information management sys-
tems extend beyond traditional needs assessment technology selec-
tion. The successful organization will move to a more ecological or
continuous learning model.

Q: Where do information technology and organizational trans-
formation intersect?

A: Opportunities for the synthesis of these two disciplines abound,
yet the challenge is to weave together the needs of both disciplines as
they apply to higher education institutions. There is a great deal that
practitioners in both these fields can learn from and offer each other.
For example, resource management can provide a foundation and
mechanism for effective organizational evolution and change. And
there is much that technologists can learn from organizational devel-
opment professionals about how the success of technological ven-
tures are dependent on fundamental theories of organizational dy-
namics.

Q: When designing and implementing information technology,
how can the focus be kept on teaching and learning?

A: Faculty and other teaching practitioners must be involved in all
phases of project design, technology assessment, systems integra-
tion, training, implementation, ongoing evaluation, and the dissemi-
nation of learning. Institutions would be well served to look beyond
the confines of their own institution’s experience and to draw from
the successes and the failures in academe of those who have at-
tempted to implement management and learning technologies.

Q: What are some of the biggest changes for students?

A: The promise is that the organization of higher education is further
streamlined and made more transparent, therefore being able to better
serve the academic needs of the student. It’s really using technology
that makes learning and the pursuit of knowledge run more smoothly.
For example, it’s easier to check out books at the library, to schedule
classes, to pick up financial aid checks and register in the same after-
noon. Information technology can make it easier to use institutional
resources by streamlining access to them, such as computing, food,
and library services. The theory is that the organization runs more
efficiently, and then there are more resources for instruction and
services. At the end of the day, students will get the better deal, more
value for their educational dollar.

Q: What are some of the biggest changes for educators?

A: Things could be done that we didn’t think could be done. For the
first time, the educator is freed from the physical constraints of the
classroom and from pre-set times for classroom and office hours.
There are expanded opportunities for student-teacher interaction and
collaboration, both within the institution as well as beyond the con-
fines of a single institution. Colleagues now write papers together
remotely. In fact, entire books are done via the Internet. All submis-
sions, outreach, reviewing, and subsequent drafts, and right down to
the final edits are done via the Internet.

Q: What do you see for the future of information technology in
higher education?
A: This is indeed an exciting time to be working in this field. The

changes and the challenge, the promises and the problems are at our
doorstep. Societies throughout the world are being faced with unprec-
edented demands for new ways of living, working and leaning. As
information technologies facilitate new avenues for communication,
the lines between formal higher education and lifelong learning pro-
cess are blurring. The need for access to critical information and
resources, and decision support tools is growing. And the promise of
information technology is to keep up with the pace of these dramatic
and profound transformations.

Dr. Petrides is an assistant professor of education in the Department
of Organization and Leadership at Teachers College, Columbia Uni-
versity. She is the coordinator of the Education Leadership and Man-
agement EdD-MBA program, a joint degree program offered by the
Educational Administration Program and the Columbia Business
School. She is also a senior research associate at the Community
College Research Center at Teachers College. She is the editor of the
book Case Studies on Information Technology in Higher Edu-
cation: Implications for Policy and Practice, published by Idea
Group Publishing, Hershey, PA (265 pages, © 2000, http: //www.idea-
group.com, 800-345-4332). She has worked as an information man-
agement consultant, developing management information systems for
government contracts and business management. She currently works
with a wide array of Internet-based technologies for classroom teach-
ing. She received a PhD in education from Stanford University and an
MBA from the School of Business and Economics at Sonoma State
University and was a postdoctoral fellow at Educational Testing Service
in the Education Policy Research Division.
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