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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.  The 21st Century University’s role is to provide societal coherence and cohesion, to provide the glue to which holds our society together.  The University of Toledo welcomes this challenge. 
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.  The job of the university is not finished when a student graduates; the university must assume responsibly for that 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 condition.  

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 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 is not sustainable; improved stewardship is obviously in order; and the very existence of the University, as we have known it, will be changed by its new mission of stewardship and engagement.  

A further complication faces higher education, which may be even more fundamental, derives from changes in the structure of knowledge itself.  Susan Henderson of Queens College in New York suggested the hypothesis that “Technology allows students to…construct their own knowledge.”  This implies, of course, that the structure of knowledge is subjective, not objective; and that it is heavily influenced by the external world.  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 an impossibility.
There are many important corollaries of this notion, but there is also a set of practical conclusions to these observations.  Partnerships are now indispensible.  No single mind can encompass the breadth of knowledge required in today’s world.  A go-it-alone strategy is obsolete.  Indeed, rugged individualism may have a place in one’s personal life but no longer works well in the workplace or the world of business.  
Universities must, therefore, build relationships with other institutions of government, higher education as well as hospitals and other health care institutions, and perhaps most of all with corporate America.  Relationships between universities and economic development agencies are essential to carry out the engagement mission of the 21st Century University.  Individuals from The University of Toledo, for example, occupy board seats on the Toledo Lucas County Port Authority Board, the Lucas County Improvement Corporation as well as the Regional Growth Partnership Board.  

I’d like to describe more fully the partnership with the Northwest Ohio Regional Growth Partnership, which is the recipient of Northwest Ohio’s Entrepreneurial Signature Grant from Ohio’s Third Frontier programs.  

UT or its foundations have invested nearly two million dollars in the RGP and the Rocket Ventures Fund.  UT faculty and staff sit on the RGP Executive Committee, the Rocket Venture Investments Committee, the Board of Managers, and the Rocket Ventures Advisory Group.

Conversely, several RGP employees are adjunct faculty of The University of Toledo and occupy board seats and investment committee seats.  The interdigitation of the Regional Growth Partnership and the University of Toledo falls just short of a complete merger.  It exemplifies what a 21st Century University and Regional Economic Development entity should be doing together.  I would like to close by asserting that the greatest potential for collaboration lies not in relationships between universities, nor between universities and government agencies; the greatest potential lies in relationships between universities and the International Corporate World.  Corporate America or Corporate Ohio will also be important partners.  This is where we should concentrate.    
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