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Universities in the 21st century are being pressed to assume a new role, one for which they are poorly prepared, a role which separates them from their history and their comfort zone.  Universities are being asked to assume a posture of stewardship toward their regions and their communities which is unprecedented.  Engagement is stewardship, and stewardship is the 21st century role of the University.  I am happy to report that The University of Toledo, Ohio is among the world’s leaders in stepping up to this challenge.

Universities are among the oldest of the world’s institutions.  Brief reference to the origin of Universities may elucidate to some degree how radical is the change that is being required of us.  The earliest Universities emerged in Italy and in France.  Without any organizing force or formality, students migrated to Bologna and Paris and other cities for their own individualistic purposes, driven one hopes at least by intellectual curiosity.  But the 21st century university is being asked to engage upon stewardship and altruism.

Under this conceptualization, we are no longer free to teach what we like to teach; no longer free to teach what we have always taught.  We are not free to research only our own interests, but must focus on the larger good of the society.  This job of the university is not finished when a student graduates; the university must assume responsibly for student becoming a productive member of society.  The work of the university is not complete when research results are published in a scientific journal; the 21st century university takes responsibility for the licensing, commercialization and ultimate production of the outcomes of research so that the work has a salutatory impact on the human weal.  

I believe the role of the university in the 21st century is stewardship; stewardship locally and globally; of health and prosperity; of the present and for subsequent generations.  Stewardship is precisely contrary to isolationism; stewardship is never inward looking but always outward looking.   
Now this conceptualization of the role of the university is the 21st century connects exactly with the notion of sustainability.  Good stewardship sustains.  Sustainability in a world of entropy requires a stewardship.  The two notions are really not separate, but two sides of a single coin.
The word sustainability is on everyone’s lips these days.  The word sustainability is being included in the names of Colleges, in the name of conferences and in political discussions.  This is of course appropriate, but one cannot help but think that this obsession is related to our sneaking worry that the current world is not sustainable.  I believe that worry is not born of paranoia; I believe the world as we know it not sustainable; improved stewardship is obviously in order.  

We might want to speak of many aspects of sustainability.  Fiscal sustainability is threatened by the balance of trade, the invention of new and esoteric market derivatives, and the overspending of governments and local institutions.

Governmental sustainability is threatened by population growth, diseases such as AIDS, borders like the Rio Grande, and ironically enough, the aging of our population and advances in medicine.

Much has been said and written about sustainability and the profligate use of energy by modern civilized societies.  As threatening as the exhaustion of fossil fuels is, the threat posed by oxidation products and other pollutants from their use entering the atmosphere may be even greater.  The University of Toledo has much to be proud of in this area.  Our world recognized leadership in renewables, particularly in photovoltaics is a legitimate source of pride.  
A fourth crisis of sustainability derives from changes the stewardship of knowledge itself.  We have come to recognize that knowledge is no longer owned by individuals or institutions.  Knowledge is now fluid, moveable, and exists in cyberspace.  This externalization of knowledge has caused some to speculate that the mind itself is being externalized.  Whether this makes sense or not, we can probably agree that the externalization of mankind’s knowledge stores and computational power probably constitutes the world’s greatest revolution.  The “Life of the mind” is now a communal life; the reclusive scholar is not merely an anachronism, it is impossibility.
These crises of sustainability for our world call upon universities in the 21st century to be engaged in stewardship in four areas or domains.  In each of these domains, a change of perspective is required; we are oriented to societal needs; we see ourselves as others see us.  


Universities, of course, have always been in the human capital formation business but have characterized their enterprise in terms of the impact on individuals.  The individual impact was calculated in terms of undergraduate and graduate and professional degrees granted and the qualification of individuals for various professions.  By shifting to a viewpoint focused on human capital, the engaged university seeks to fulfill societal needs for workforce in various occupations and professions.  At The University of Toledo, engaged for stewardship as it is, all form of education and training are so oriented.  This includes meeting the need for teachers for K-12, the matching of nursing degrees to the needs of the profession, and most saliently at present, an attempt to increase graduates in the STEMM disciplines of science, technology, engineering, mathematics, and medicine.

Measures of success in this domain for a university, college or institution should include measurements of success in these endeavors.  For example, the Dean of the College of Education is judged on the adequacy of the teacher workforce in the Toledo Public Schools.


A second way that engaged universities provide sustenance and stewardship is to build an innovation system for their communities.  Such systems are defined by activities that begin with basic and applied research, discovery, and creative works in general.  These activities then include the communication of these intellectual products in a way that creates successful application of new knowledge to solve problems in public policy, community services and new products, service, or manufacturing processes.  


The innovation system is thus broader than traditional “technology transfer.”  Indeed, The University of Toledo has created a unique structure which actually invests dollars in spinoffs and related enterprises.  Thus the university’s research should not be limited to work in the STEMM disciplines, but encompass all aspects of human activity.  Most of all, however, the problems chosen for work must be important and not just interesting.  The function of the innovation system include, in addition to basic and applied research, technology management, incubation, acceleration, business support, and entrepreneurship.  

Measures of success in this domain should ultimately include not only patents and licenses; but incremental employment opportunities created, and other measures of community prosperity.  


The health care and wellness of a community is, or should be enhanced by the presence of an engaged university.  Therefore, this domain encompasses not only clinical quality and efficiency, but also health policy, cost analysis, and the promotion of wellness in the community.


The adequacy of the health care workforce is similarly the responsibility of the engaged university.  A nurse or physician shortage must be responded to appropriately by the university engaged for stewardship.  Universities set the community bar for the quality of health care; there are many conditions for which there is no adequate care outside of a major university hospital.  Mortality from a myocardial infarction for example, may be expected to be demonstrably lower in a community which is home to a university health care system.  The Dean of the College of Medicine in an engaged university may appropriately be held responsible for low infant birth weights in the host community.  

Engaged universities enhance the quality of their place.  This term indicates all those factors in a community, urban place, or region that make it a desirable place to live for families; attractive to the knowledge workforce; and an attractive, fertile place in which businesses grow or locate.  It can mean good local regional governance; high-quality health care; strong schools; a vibrant local economy with career and business opportunities; attractive neighborhoods; urban amenities; artistic and cultural resources; and a viable cost of living.

Measures of success in this domain might include education attainment rates as well as population trends.  The president of an engaged university should feel responsibility for the population growth or loss in the host community.  

In summary, modern universities must be engaged for stewardship.  Engagement for stewardship is engagement for sustainability; we are currently experiencing multiple crises in worldwide sustainability.  University engagement is the only long term approach to these problems.  

This engagement for sustainability requires a shift in viewpoint as well as a commitment to fulfilling societal needs.  Engaged universities carry out this mandate by working in four areas:  the production of human capital, the building of an innovation systems, the taking of responsibility for community health and wellness, and the creation of a quality place in its environs.
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