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March 17, 2000
Robert L. Bartley,  Editor
The Wall Street Journal
200 Liberty Street
New York, NY 10281

Dear Bob:

I don’t know if you recall me or not, but in 1957 and 1958 I was one of your fraternity brothers at Iowa State University.  In any case, would you please forward this as a Letter to the Editor.  Thanks!

On March 16, a portion of Mr. Saylor’s editorial reads as follows on the Editorial Page of The Wall Street Journal:

It's time to create a universal knowledge database on video -- a cyber-library made available to everybody. It could feature not just calculus courses taught by leading mathematicians, but Warren Buffett on investing, Scott Turow on writing, Steven Spielberg on how to direct, John Williams on how to compose, Issac Stern on how to play the violin, and Michael Jordan on how to play basketball. All Nobel laureates on the subject that won them recognition; all Pulitzer Prize winners on their books.
This online library could be a resource not only for those living in the U.S. but in Calcutta and Beijing. For some it might replace a traditional university; for others, it would be a supplement, allowing them to take a course or two in a subject that interests them. There would still be plenty of reason to attend traditional colleges, but this would fill nooks and crannies not served by existing institutions.
A letter from Bob Jensen to The Wall Street Journal
In academe, we are always grateful to our benefactors.  I would like to point out that, for Mr. Saylor's lofty goals, not even a $100 billion gift would not go very far in achieving these goals.  I hope that his generous $100 million gift will help to seed a knowledge base that will serve academe in carrying out his vision.

In a recent essay ( http://www.trinity.edu/rjensen/000aaa/newfaculty.htm  ), I asked the following question:

What is the most frustrating aspect of modern technology?  
My Answer:  The pace of change in scholarship that we should be teaching.  In the past, scholarly publications came out at discrete points in time such as every three months.  If we put learning materials on library reserve at the beginning of the semester, the materials probably were relevant for the entire semester.  Now thousands upon thousands of scholarly publications are put on the web every day.  There are search engines to help us and electronic media to signal what appears where, but each morning we awaken to a whirling blizzard of new happenings in our discipline.  All academic documents should be subject to change at any time.  What was posted yesterday to the web may be changed if and when you assign it for your students to read.  Unless we accept being stamped "blissfully out of date," we will perpetually live at a pace that ruins our fingernails, harms our families, impairs our diets with fast foods, reduces friendships to email messages, creates encounters as fleeting as passing trains, and bewilders our students because what we taught last week is out of date this week.

Mr. Saylor mentions that his vision of a knowledge base is video-centric.  In the present world of technology, this is the wrong place to begin when constructing a knowledge base.  The most important ingredients in a knowledge base are text and links to references.  Text is cheap to store, efficient to transmit across the Internet, is somewhat easily translated into other languages, can be searched very efficiently, and can be sliced, diced, quoted, and reassembled for a particular contextual purpose.  The second most important ingredient is a file of graphics to accompany text.  Graphics allow students to efficiently visualize some aspects of knowledge that are ineffectively demonstrated in text.  Graphics can also be animated for greater understanding.  The third most important ingredient is audio.  Audio is a great learning tool when hands and eyes are occupied elsewhere such as when driving, cooking, jogging, etc.  Audio can aid memory and attracts attention more than text.  The fourth and least important ingredient of a knowledge base on the Internet is video.  Video streaming in at about 30 images per second along with accompanying audio is extremely expensive to store and transmit across clogged network bandwidth.  Both audio and video are extremely inefficient to search electronically and are difficult to slice, dice, and reassemble for teaching in a particular class on a particular day.  The main drawback, however, is the cost and difficulty of editing and updating old audio and video files in a knowledge world that keeps changing in real time.  

And even if Mr. Saylor's generous gift serves to unite other institutions to cooperate in building a multimedia knowledge base for educational purposes, that knowledge base is only a small part of the educational process.  Think of our primary duties in academe other than to create knowledge bases.  Some of these other duties are as follows:

· Academe has the primary duty to attract students and motivate students to want to learn.

· Academe has the primary duty to determine what miniscule parts of a knowledge base should constitute a curriculum.

· Academe has the primary duty to educate students and adapt to the individual differences and special needs of each student, to say nothing of helping that student mature and decide what to do with his or her life.

· Academe has the primary duty to assess how much has been learned and to assign a grade or otherwise certify the level of educational attainment.

· Academe has the primary duty to help graduates transition into further education and/or employment.

· Academe has the primary duty of integrating the bridging gaps between needs of professions and research and scholarship that might help those professions.

To accomplish the above duties on the global scale envisioned by Mr. Saylor requires trillions of dollars.  This can only be accomplished in the combined efforts of government and industry with educational foundations and educational institutions the comprise what we refer to as academe or the higher education "academy."  With the help of Mr. Saylor and the other major players in this effort, the academy can and will adapt to newer technologies to deliver quality education to all parts of the earth.

In closing, I once again want to stress that the generous gift of Mr. Saylor can help the academy do its job if the money is spent at a more basic level of knowledge base.  Shooting thousands of hours of video of experts frozen in time is not the place to begin.  Instead, Mr. Saylor's gift would better serve us at a grass roots level of knowledge where we will soon be attempting to build knowledge bases of text and graphics in a multiple language Resource Descriptor Format (RDF).  This is not the place to delve into RDF, but RDF will be to knowledge what HTML was to the world wide web.  Readers can learn more about RDF and the efforts underway to create a world RDF standard at http://www.trinity.edu/rjensen/xmlrdf.htm.  Readers interested in academe and the efforts of academe to adapt to changing technologies are encouraged to explore some of the links at http://www.trinity.edu/rjensen/bookbob.htm .  My homepage devoted to helping academe is at http://www.trinity.edu/rjensen/.

In any case, let me once again thank Mr. Saylor for his lofty goals for education and his generous gift.
Very truly yours,

Robert E. Jensen
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