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Brief overview of the book

			©2026 Richard F. Heller, CC BY 4.0 https://doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0520.00

			Inequity is everywhere in higher education. There is inequity in the dissemination of knowledge, with global, regional and social variation in access to higher education; there is inequity in the creation of knowledge through the way the experiences of populations and groups are under-represented in research; there is inequity in the publication of research and in resulting educational resources. The higher education sector is failing in its mission to focus on public good, and allows inequity within the sector itself. 

			Corporatisation of the knowledge economy is largely responsible, with universities becoming large business enterprises. Intrusive managerialism is rife, staff lack the autonomy to which they aspire, and there is gross inequity between high-paid executives and academic staff—many of whom are on precarious contracts. Education has become a commodity rather than serving a societal purpose. Advances in the way that information is transmitted today are relegated to the periphery of learning practices. The provision of educational technology is dominated by the private sector for profit (and for captured data), and the publication of research findings dominated by big business. There is an urgent need to transform the sector so that it can survive and prosper to serve and respond to the challenges of today and tomorrow.

			Luckily, help is at hand. Universities are staffed by committed people who offer hope for the future of the sector. There are many wonderful examples of innovative ways in which knowledge can be distributed, both in terms of its delivery as education, and its production through the performance and publication of research. There are many ways in which education has evolved that offer solutions to some of the barriers to achieve knowledge equity. Most of these solutions are based on new digital options. The lecture is no longer the primary gateway to knowledge; online materials offer broad access, though they must be curated to ensure quality.

			AI plays into the digital revolution in ways we are only just beginning to appreciate (however, care must be taken as the private sector and its profit motive plays an increasing role). Knowledge can be distributed online to population groups that currently miss out. There are new ways of accessing and publishing knowledge in an open manner to make it more accessible. A distributed framework can engage a more diverse population in accessing and contributing to education, and can also help universities to become more ethical organisations that respond to global needs and are responsive to climate change. The basic thesis of this book is that we can, and should, take action to distribute knowledge more widely to reduce inequity. The book proposes a framework for distributing both education and knowledge production in order to transform higher education and address structural inequities. Some of the background was covered in my previous book, The Distributed University for Sustainable Higher Education (Heller, 2022); this volume extends and develops these ideas further.

			The book offers a potential set of solutions where, in a move towards equity, education is largely online and utilises a distributed model where large campuses are replaced by local hubs—which can be physical or virtual. Educational resources are open and can be shared, research involves under-represented populations, and publication focuses on Diamond Open Access journals and books which are community-driven, academic-led, and academic-owned. The carbon footprint of higher education would be drastically reduced, leadership distributed, and thereby managerialism reduced and academic autonomy increased. Collaborative development and sharing of Open Educational Resources reduce the drive to the commodification of education, and open publishing reduces the power of commercial publishers. These various initiatives will increase knowledge equity. The distributed model is consistent with societal moves towards decentralisation of the internet (Web 3.0 and 4.0) and federated IT infrastructures (such as the Fediverse for social media) as well the new Decentralised Autonomous Organisations (DAOs). The adoption of such a model would encourage new locally driven academic environments and research initiatives responsive to societal needs, and increase knowledge equity. 

			The book ends with a discussion on how to transform towards a distributed model with equity as its defining purpose, and a call for interest in advocating for such change. Each chapter concludes with a series of steps to be taken towards distributing knowledge for equity, designed to help guide transformation of the higher education sector.  

			The book takes the reader through these stages:

			Part A. Values guiding knowledge equity

			Part B. Reducing inequity in creating and publishing knowledge

			Part C. Reducing inequity in access to education

			Part D. Infrastructure requirements

			Part E. How to make the transformation work

			Each stage contains chapters that follow the framework for distributing knowledge for equity.

			Framework for distributing knowledge for equity

			The steps for distributing knowledge for equity are summarised in this graphic which describes a framework with various components that underpin a distributed approach, and which form the structure of the book.
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			Fig. 0.1 Framework for distributing knowledge for equity. Heller & Leeder, 2025, CC BY 4.0.

			
			Starting the framework at 12 o’clock, we identify the societal requirement for reducing inequities, which is covered in Part A of the book (chapter 1: Societal values: Regional, national, and global needs). 

			Going round the framework in a clockwise direction, we first find that knowledge creation must be distributed to make sure that population groups whose experiences are often neglected do find their way into research studies. Next, research has to be published openly so that findings are readily accessible by those who would put them into practice—through a transparent process. These aspects are in Part B of the book (chapters 2 and 3: Distributed knowledge creation; Open publishing, reviewing, and curating).

			Switching across to 11 o’clock for Part C, we explore how best practice in online education is key to effectively distributing education (note that just putting lectures online is not best practice!). Online education must be organised within a coherent structure, such as the distributed university model, supported by the creation and use of Open Educational Resources and Open Educational Practices (chapters 4, 5, and 6: Best practice in online education;  Distributed education delivery structure; Open educational resources and practices). 

			Part D goes back across to 4 and 5 o’clock on the framework to discuss infrastructure needs. Each of the concepts we cover in this framework has to be underpinned by policies and open publishing licences and by building the capacity for each step. At 6 o’clock, we turn to the need for digital infrastructure and the methods required to distribute both education and knowledge creation. At 7 o’clock, curated repositories for educational resources complete these infrastructure needs, enabling the identification and sharing of best practice resources (chapters 7, 8, 9, and 10: Curated repositories for educational resources; Policies and licences; Digital infrastructure; Capacity building).

			In the middle of the framework circle, the need for collaboration in development and delivery is identified as an important component of each area, and comes in the final part of the book—Part E (chapter 11 Collaboration in development and delivery). Part E then discusses how to get started in the transformation of higher education, based on the individual components of the framework for distributing knowledge for equity. 

			
			Within the parts of the book, A to E, each chapter takes one part of the framework for distributing knowledge for equity, and explores the reasoning behind it and how the higher education sector can come together to make it happen.

			References
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Part A. Values guiding knowledge equity

			Introduction

			As will be seen in Chapter 1, there are large variations in the way individuals are able to access education between countries and regions within countries, as well as across various social groupings. While learning ability differs among individuals, the population groups they belong to play an important role in determining their access to learning opportunities. In parallel, the experiences of different people and their environments are unevenly captured by researchers, leading to uneven representation in the research literature and, consequently, in educational programmes. Often, the same groups who are missing from research (and therefore the educational programmes that draw on it) are also those least able to access such programmes. This is what can be termed knowledge inequity, as the stock of human knowledge is biased towards some population groups and away from others.

			While we might consider this at any level of education, from primary school through to university and beyond, this book will focus on the university level. It is here that both education and research are performed, often by the same people, and where these issues are explored and where solutions may be found.

			Unfortunately, it is the universities themselves that create part of the problem. We see increasing commodification of knowledge through corporatisation of the knowledge economy where universities become large business enterprises. This results in a failure to reduce global, regional and social inequity in access to education as well as in the way knowledge is created. Survival as individual institutions, and a belief that this depends on competition rather than collaboration between them, dominates universities’ approach in many societies.

			
			Take the example of international students. In many countries, including Australia and the UK, the fees from international students are higher than the cost of providing their education and the profits are used to cross-subsidise education and research for the university as a whole. Students from rich countries (and their rich parents) are represented much more highly among the international student population than those from countries at greatest need for capacity building—which tend to be much poorer. This ethical dilemma is usually ignored both by the universities themselves and their governments’ policies.

			Similarly missing is a lack of real attention to mitigate the effects of universities on climate change through their carbon footprint. Buildings and the travel required to reach them, by staff and students (particularly international students), as well as university practices such as student field trips and conference attendance all leave a carbon footprint. Despite a number of ways in which the sector says it is attempting to deal with this issue, some of which are genuine and others no more than greenwashing, the structure of the current university makes it impossible to achieve real impact. 

			There have been many calls for the ‘Good University’ where social outcome is the primary goal. Many individual committed academics with a social conscience work hard to pursue a social goal in their teaching and research, but structural transformation will be required to achieve real change. So, the book starts in Chapter 1 with a discussion of inequities and the societal values that should underpin the delivery of higher education.

		

		
		

			
1. Societal values: 
Regional, national, and global needs

			©2026 Richard F. Heller, CC BY 4.0 https://doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0520.01

			
							This chapter identifies the major sources of inequity in access to education—and hence the need for improvement—while also examining the role of the university in developing theory and practice relating to major societal issues and discussing whether universities are ethical in their response to societal need. The chapter then starts to identify how a distributed approach can reduce knowledge inequity.

						

			Regional, national, and global needs

			Inequity is everywhere in higher education, between countries, between regions, and social and economic groups within countries. These graphs demonstrate some of the issues.

			Starting with a world view, we can explore a whole series of graphs from Our World In Data (Ritchie et al., 2023). Here are just two. Don’t worry about the actual figures, it is the variation between countries that should interest us: 

			
				
					[image: World map showing the share of people enrolled in tertiary education in 2023, shaded from very low to very high gross enrolment ratios. North America, Europe, Russia, Australia and parts of East Asia appear darkest, while much of Sub-Saharan Africa is lightly shaded or has no data, highlighting large global differences in access to higher education.]
				

			

			Fig. 1.1 Share of people enrolled in tertiary education, 2023. Ritchie et al., 2023, CC BY 4.0.

			
			You can’t get to university if you have not completed secondary school, and some never get to school at all:

			
				
					[image: World map showing the share of the population aged 15 to 64 with no formal education in 2020, using a pale-to-deep red scale. Most of Europe, the Americas and East Asia are near zero, while much higher shares appear across several countries in West and Central Africa and parts of South Asia, revealing the uneven global burden of educational exclusion.]
				

			

			Fig. 1.2 Share of population with no formal education, 2020. Ritchie et al., 2023, CC BY 4.0.

			A composite picture of total years of schooling is seen here:

			
				
					[image: World map of learning-adjusted years of schooling among children in 2020, shaded from lower to higher years of effective learning. Countries in Europe, North America and parts of East Asia are darkest green, while many countries in Sub-Saharan Africa are much lighter, illustrating differences in both schooling duration and learning quality.]
				

			

			Fig. 1.3 Average learning-adjusted years of schooling among children, 2020. Ritchie et al., 2023, CC BY 4.0.

			However you look at the data, there are large global variations in access to education. 

			
			Data published by UNESCO (2025) further emphasise the global inequity in higher education (Figure 1.4). Graduation rates, number of graduates from a first-degree tertiary programme as a percentage of the relevant age group, have risen between 2000 and 2023. Globally from 17% to 27%, but from Sub-Saharan Africa only from 2.6 to 4.0.

			There are also large variations within countries. Figure 1.5, from the paper ‘Wealth-Based Inequalities in Higher Education Attendance: A Global Snapshot’ by Elizabeth Buckner and Yara Abdelaziz (2023), shows wealth-based variation in access to higher education. Two-year university completion rates vary from 63% in the richest 20% of the population in the high-income group of countries to 2% among the poorest 20% low-income countries. 

			
				
					[image: Multi-panel regional line chart of gross graduation ratios from first-degree tertiary programmes between 2000 and 2023. Most regions trend upwards, with especially strong growth in Eastern and South-Eastern Asia, modest gains in Europe and North America, and very low but slightly improving levels in Sub-Saharan Africa; a note highlights that more than one in four young people graduated worldwide in 2023.]
				

			

			Fig. 1.4 Gross graduation ratio from first degree programmes (ISCED 6 and 7) in tertiary education: number of graduates from first degree tertiary programmes (at ISCED level 6 and 7) expressed as a percentage of the population of the theoretical graduation age of the most common first-degree programme. UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2025, CC BY-SA 3.0 IGO.

			
				
					[image: Four-panel grouped bar chart comparing educational progression by wealth quintile across country income groups. Each panel shows secondary completion, tertiary attendance and two-year tertiary completion rates from the poorest 20% to the richest 20%, with higher values at every step of the wealth scale and the widest disparities in upper-middle- and lower-income settings.]
				

			

			

			Fig. 1.5 Cross-national averages of educational outcomes by country income groups. Buckner & Abdelaziz, 2023, CC BY-NC 4.0.

			 The authors conclude:

			Unsurprisingly, our findings point to large inequalities in higher education attendance rates both within and between countries […] while also supporting and enriching the substantial literature on the durability of educational inequalities […] We find that the magnitude of inequality increases at each additional level of education—secondary completion rates are more equal than tertiary attendance rates, and in most country income groups, tertiary attendance rates are more equal than 2-year tertiary completion rates. This finding is in line with the substantial literature that finds students from wealthier backgrounds are able to use their family resources to facilitate the transition to higher education and to remain enrolled in higher education (pp. 550–551). 

			Among the large regional variations in access to higher education within countries here are Australian data from 2021 (Ferguson, 2022). Among those aged 25-34 years from major cities, 49% have a university qualification—which for the same age group compares with 27% from inner regional areas, 21% from outer regional areas, and 17% from remote or very remote regions (Ferguson, 2022).  The following factors were suggested to explain the poor higher educational attainment in regional and remote areas ‘limited local higher education study options, the financial, emotional, and social challenges associated with relocating to study, differences in student experiences and aspirations and other forms of disadvantage that correspond with location, such as being from lower socioeconomic status households, being Indigenous, and/or studying part time (p. 1)’. 

			The above data are likely to reflect regional differences in wealth, which the report did not mention explicitly. Average Australian household wealth (data from 2016) was reported as $1,184,230 for capital city regions and $764,924 for (non-mining) regional areas (Price, 2020). 

			There are many more examples of regional variation from other countries, and other sources of variation including gender, the presence of disability, and family background. For example, an extensive systematic review across diverse global contexts (Fitzgerald et al., 2024) identifies six intersecting factors which influence educational inequality in access to higher education—socioeconomic status, parental education, ethnicity, previous schooling, gender, and geographic location.

			Parental education is a key determinant of going to university yourself. The figure below comes from OECD (2025) data.

			
				
					[image: Bar chart showing the share of 25–34 year-olds with tertiary education by parental educational attainment across OECD countries in 2023. For every country, the bar for young adults with at least one tertiary-educated parent is much higher than the bar for those whose parents did not complete upper secondary education, underlining strong intergenerational inequality.]
				

			

			Fig. 1.6 Share of 25-34 years old with tertiary education by parental tertiary education, 2023. OECD, 2025, CC BY 4.0.

			
			In an important review, Alan Morris (2024, p. 221) starts by identifying the reason that educational inequality is a critically important societal issue: ‘It is evident that a central institution reproducing and intensifying inequality in contemporary society is the education system’. 

			Morris explores ‘how education in Australia feeds into and perpetuates inequality from early childhood education to university’;

			Australia’s education system is one of the most developed globally and also one of the most privatised. Despite the substantial expenditure by state governments and the federal government, it is profoundly unequal with respect to access, funding, resources, and results from early childhood education to university. The inequality has class and spatial features, and Indigenous Australians are at the bottom of the rung [...] the education system, whilst certainly allowing for some mobility, facilitates the reproduction of the existing class structure (p. 221).  

			There have been many calls for better access to higher education from those at social or geographical disadvantage and some concrete ideas and initiatives. Dani Payne (2025) has offered a framework for universities to drive local social mobility, which includes educational and job opportunities for local people, using research to address local needs, and involvement with local and regional civic leaders. Stephen Downes (2025) supports this and emphasises the need to connect universities with their communities and become an essential part of the community, offering engagement and empowerment. As we will see, this is highly consistent with the distributed university.

			Despite all the evidence of inequity in access to higher education, it is far more difficult to demonstrate that improving access will, in turn, change the underlying factors that shape that access. A nice example comes from a simulation exercise in the US exploring the potential impact of increased rates of college attainment (Hershbein et al., 2020). The study found:

			[…] increased rates of bachelor’s and associate degree attainment would meaningfully increase economic security for lower-income individuals, reduce poverty and near-poverty, and shrink gaps between the 90th and lower percentiles of the earnings distribution. However, increases in college attainment would not significantly reduce inequality at the very top of the distribution (Abstract). 

			
			An Australian study (Australian Government, n.d.a.) which controlled for a wide range of demographic factors, found ‘Higher educational attainment leads to higher total incomes, more diverse sources of income and reduced reliance on the aged pension’. In addition, the study found (Australian Government, n.d.b.):

			[…] that increasing levels of educational attainment were positively associated with community engagement, advocacy and volunteering, trust and tolerance, healthy behaviours, environmental conservation activities, employment and business management. These benefits contributed to improved income and wealth accumulation, reduced financial stress and reduced reliance on government support payments (para 5).

			A preprint from the Congo by Steve Mboko Ibara (2025) suggests ‘[...] a strong correlation between university education level and poverty reduction’ and makes a number of recommendations about the financing of higher education to reduce poverty in Sub-Saharan Africa. This supports a study from 38 countries by Jian Li and colleagues (2024) who ‘showed that the population segments with higher education had a significantly positive impact on GDP growth. Moreover, an increased proportion of the population with higher education, of working age, was found to be a contributing factor to GDP growth’. 

			Going even further, a report on a recent conference sponsored by the Council of Europe (2025) emphasised the importance of education for the maintenance of democracy. The report, headed ‘Erosion of Academic Freedom: Council of Europe Calls for Stronger Safeguards—Protecting Academics Essential to Democratic Resilience’, stated: 

			From political interference and restrictive laws to the loss of institutional autonomy and intimidation of scholars, the space for independent research and academic debate is shrinking. When academics are silenced, societies lose critical voices that safeguard truth, accountability, and human rights. Protecting academic freedom is therefore a shared responsibility, essential to preserving democratic resilience (para 1.) 

			So, there is much evidence for societal benefit from education, but is anyone listening?

			
Climate change

			The role of the higher education sector in intellectual leadership should extend to the development of theory and practice relating to major societal issues. None are more important than tackling climate change. 

			While there is excellent and vital university research to quantify and find solutions to a warming climate, universities have been reluctant to make fundamental changes to reduce their own carbon footprint. Online education has a much lower carbon footprint than face-to-face teaching. A paper by Sara Becker and Daniel Otto (2019) suggests:

			Digital learning […] saves resources and CO2 emissions, thus contributing to the protection of the climate […] it democratizes the educational sector by making learning resources more easily accessible to learners all over the world; it helps to connect people from different cultures by allowing for intercultural exchange among students without additional travelling; fourth, it facilitates a self-regulated learner-centered style of learning that is well-suited to empower learners to become agents of a sustainable development (Conclusions, para 3).  

			Online learning has been shown by Sally Caird and colleagues (2015) to reduce carbon emissions by over 80% compared with the physical version, with a large component due to reductions in travel (Versteijlen et al., 2017). A Chinese study showed large reductions in carbon emissions from university students during the switch to online education during the Covid epidemic from electricity consumption and travel (Yin et al., 2022).

			In ‘Challenging Climate Hypocrisy in Higher Education Learning and Teaching’, Adrian Gonzales (2025) identifies student field trips as an example of the need for universities to ‘walk the talk’ in dealing with the environmental impacts of their activities. Similarly, and likely more important in terms of carbon footprint, is the impact of international student travel and migration from low to high emission environments. My small study (Heller et al., 2021) found that 128 international students studying online rather than travelling to and living in the UK from their homes in Africa and India for a master’s course were estimated to have saved nearly a million kg of carbon dioxide.

			
			There is a need for major structural transformation of the university sector to allow it to respond to the challenge of climate change, and I have previously made the case for a distributed education model to respond to this need (Heller, 2023).

			Do we value education enough and who might take responsibility for ensuring access to education?

			The data on global, regional, and social inequity in access to education raise the issue of societal values. Do we value education enough to try to redress the unequal access? What is the role of the higher education sector in attempting to meet these needs? And while we are talking about societal values, should we expect our universities to take an ethical approach to whom they offer education? As we tackle these questions we should keep in mind whether the general thesis of the book—that distributing education and knowledge creation more widely—might help.

			Answers to the question on whether we value education depend on who you ask! Students seem to want to be equipped for the jobs market, although a survey has found (Gupta, 2021) many students do see a broader contribution to society in addition to value to individuals from university education. 

			Michael Sandel and Thomas Piketty in their book Equality—What It Means and Why It Matters (Piketty & Sandel, 2025) discuss the issue of making education a commodity rather than a public good, and Sandel says:

			If education is highly commodified, then of course there is the question of unequal access, for which we’ve discussed a familiar objection. But doesn’t it also lead students to view the purpose of education mainly in instrumental terms—getting a good career, making more money—and doesn’t that crowd out or erode, in the attitude and ultimately of universities, a concern with the intrinsic good and value of teaching and learning? (pp. 19–20)

			Prior to that, in the same book Piketty (Piketty & Sandel, 2025, p. 7) had articulated a broader concern: ‘I think the fact that we’ve sort of given up on an ambitious egalitarian objective for higher education is at the source of many of our problems today—economic, and even more so democratic’. This concept is supported by Raewyn Connell (2019) and Simon Marginson and Lili Yang (2025) who offer their views that universities should serve the public good, although this appears to be no longer the universities’ guiding principle in a neoliberal world.

			Milkessa Gemechu (2025, p. 186) tells us that although education seems to have become a political battleground it is broadly accepted that education is a ‘pillar of social progress and economic development’. This has happened in many environments, including in Africa where education has been manipulated by both colonial and post-colonial institutions and ‘education policies have been manipulated in many African states to serve the dominant interests of the ruling class’.  We will return to this theme in Chapter 2 about biases in the creation of knowledge. A partisan divide in views on higher education has been described in the USA (Parker, 2019), and conservatives may be less likely to support progressive education policy as the more education you have, the more likely you are to hold liberal views (Pew Research Center, 2016). 

			Further discussion about the politics of higher education is beyond the scope of this book, other than to introduce the political complexity of who might take responsibility for correcting inequity in access, however we will return to some aspects of educational policy in Chapter 8 about policies and open licences. A neoliberal agenda that favours individuals over society is unlikely to want to take this responsibility. In ‘The Political Economy of Higher Education in the Era of Neoliberal Globalization: Latin America in Comparative Perspective’, Carlos Torres and Daniel Schugurensky (2002, p. 429) state: 

			Concerns about equity, accessibility, autonomy or the contribution of higher education to social transformation, which were prevalent during previous decades, have been overshadowed by concerns about excellence, efficiency, expenditures and rates of return. The notion that higher education is primarily a citizen’s right and a social investment—which has been taken for granted for many decades—is being seriously challenged by a neoliberal agenda that places extreme faith in the market […] In the emerging knowledge-based society, the polarization between North and South is expected to increase even further if the scientific and technological gaps are not narrowed. 

			
			What is the ethical responsibility of universities to tackle inequity?

			Although universities have paid a lot of attention to making sure that students and researchers behave in an ethical manner (think of all the attention to plagiarism and how many of us have suffered from the complexity of the research ethics approval process), there is less attention to their ethical responsibilities as institutions. 

			We might explore the ethical approach of universities though the framework that is often used in the field of medicine, where the four pillars are commonly accepted: Do good; Do no harm: Respect autonomy; Achieve justice.

			Do good

			While universities do want to do good, commercialisation has led to commodification of education through a business ethic. The business world has adopted the term corporate social responsibility (CSR), although it has been found to have ‘serious limitations, which profoundly affect its ability to reduce the negative social, environmental, and economic impacts that companies generate as they pursue the financial bottom line’ (Hilliard, 2019). A university corollary is university social responsibility (USR) which has been adopted by some universities (USR Network, n.d.). Muhammad Ali and colleagues (2021) find no obvious accountability by universities for their social responsibility, that there is a lack of integration with policies and procedures and state: ‘Universities across the globe need to undertake social responsibility as an integral process of the organization and mould their activities of teaching education and training accordingly’.

			UNESCO (2026) has released a new social contract for higher education:

			Today higher education institutions have a critical role to play in responding to pressing contemporary challenges. Through research, teaching and community engagement, they can provide the critical understanding, scientific expertise and creative imagination needed to tackle complex, multi-layered issues like climate change, biodiversity loss, health crises, persistent inequalities, the devastating consequences of armed conflicts, technological disruptions, democratic backsliding, economic challenges and rapidly transforming work environments. 

			To maximize the transformative potential of the sector, higher education itself needs to be transformed. 

			Although universities have mission statements that usually include some form of public good, it is rare to find statements about how the university will try to reduce global, regional, or social knowledge inequities, or the issues covered by the UNESCO report. The UNESCO report is designed to ‘point the way a new social contract for higher education, and is a call to action to help faculty, students, leaders and stakeholders change the sector into the transformative force the world and future generations need’. I hope that this book will play its part in helping a transformation towards ‘doing good’.

			Do no harm

			Universities are responsible for a high carbon footprint, and although this may be relatively small in comparison with other polluting industries there is considerable room for improvement, especially through a pivot to online education. This matters because, in many countries, at least half the population engages with the higher education sector, which carries a responsibility to lead thinking and model good practice. Universities have also become unpleasant places to work for many staff who suffer under increasing managerialism. Later in the book, I offer suggestions that a distributed model, with distributed leadership, will allow for reduced central oversight and increasing autonomy for staff. Which brings us to the next pillar.

			Respect autonomy

			A declaration by the Global Forum on Academic Freedom, Institutional Autonomy, and the Future of Democracy (2019, item 2) includes the statement that: ‘Academic freedom and institutional autonomy are essential to furthering the quality of learning, teaching, and research […]’. Paul Stacey, one of the thought leaders in open education, introduces us to the idea of openness (to which we return in detail later) in the context of autonomy (Stacey, 2025, paras 4, 9, 10):

			
			Autonomy in education involves empowering students, teachers, and schools to have choices and make decisions. Autonomy generates greater engagement, motivation, better learning experiences and more efficient use of resources. Student autonomy, teacher autonomy, and institutional autonomy are all interrelated and are all affected by external controls […] One of the unique propositions of open education is that it encourages autonomy for learners, educators and institutions […] At a time of high interest in sovereignty, open education provides a means for having choice and reclaiming control over the resources, methods, and systems that shape education […] Open education is only one of many forms of open in higher education. It is part of a broader spectrum of opens including open research, open science, open access, open data, open innovation, open hardware, open source, and open governance. Each open provides additional autonomy. Combining them together creates a synergistic effect that maximizes autonomy for the good of all involved.

			As we explore a distributed model of education through open online education, we will see how this model can create opportunities for increased autonomy.

			Achieve justice

			The continuing presence of inequity, the central theme of this book, is an indication of a failure of the sector to pursue justice. The distributed model is an attempt to rectify this failure.

			Hypothetical ethical perspectives

			The last section of this chapter is taken from a submission to the Australian Universities Accord, a wide-ranging review of the higher education sector which reported in 2024. A slightly different version appeared in Heller & Leeder (2025). It imagines the hypothetical ethical perspectives of various parts of the higher education sector once universities adopt the distributed model discussed in this book.

			The student  

			“In order to respect the principle of autonomy, I can choose the courses for my interests and future career options. I can choose the timescale over which I take the courses. I can live and work anywhere while accessing courses.”

			“For my university experience to do no harm, I appreciate the move towards a low carbon footprint.”

			“For my university to pursue justice, as I live in a rural town, I can continue to access most of my courses online, and attend a regional hub for those activities which require face to face contact. This will encourage me to enrol in university in the first place, and I am more likely to remain in a rural environment after graduation.”

			The academic

			“In order to respect the principle of autonomy, I am pleased to be trusted to have control over my professional activities including course development and delivery and to have a collegiate relationship with university administration. Intrusive managerialism has gone. I can expect the same respect and academic rewards for my teaching as for my research.”

			“For my university to do good, and to pursue justice, I appreciate the opportunity to practice in a distributed university environment. Its multimodal operation, which requires some in-person training or assessment, with the remainder being exclusively online is satisfying for me as teacher as well as for my students.”

			“I enjoy using high quality open access educational materials in my teaching, making the material I produce available online to other academics in other places. This fits with the evidence that online is not inferior to face-to-face learning. Distributing knowledge as well as its production has allowed me to include a diverse set of experiences into my research and thence into my teaching, and has led me into valuable research collaborations.” 

			The Vice Chancellor (and other senior administrators)

			“For my university to do no harm, I have refashioned the composition of the University Council to increase the representation of people with a social mission. I am seeking to reduce unhealthy competition in both education and research as we push towards the social mission of the university. I have reduced the size of the administration, and we are replacing managerial oversight with collegiate relations with academics.”

			“The distributed model will reduce the need for centralised campus buildings, so I will work with local and national government to convert several current buildings to social housing and other community functions. There will be no new buildings, other than those that might be required to house innovative infrastructure to support distributed research.”

			“We are appreciating the opportunity to work with industry and community partners to develop a set of social responsibility parameters and appropriate accountability.  I look forward to my university being ranked according to the extent to which we honour our social responsibility. I am commissioning a rigorous examination of the carbon footprint of all aspects of the institution, and will act to reduce it.”

			“One of my major ethical concerns relates to the injustice of reliance on international student fees. Without this fee income, the support given by the government will be insufficient to support much of our research and teaching. I will band together with my colleagues across the sector to lobby the government for adequate research funding.” 

			The Vice Chancellor of a university in a developing economy

			“Respecting the requirement of Australian universities to do good, and to pursue justice, I look forward to joining and collaborating with an online global network of Australian universities. This will allow us access to the high quality of Australian universities rather than losing our brightest young people to them. We can double badge awards, keep students in Africa and build capacity in my own staff as well as collaborating on research.

			“I am sure that my Government will look favourably on the Australian Government as it acknowledges the importance of helping to reduce global inequalities in access to higher education, rather than just using international students to generate income.”

			
			As we work though the book, covering the various features of the  framework for distributing knowledge for equity in turn, we will circle back to each of these ethical perspectives.

			Steps towards distributing knowledge for equity

			
					The role of the higher education sector in thought leadership should extend to the development of theory and practice relating to major societal issues. 

					Adoption of a distributed education model with its lower carbon footprint can allow the sector to respond to the challenge of climate change, society’s most pressing challenge.

					There is extensive inequity between and within countries in access to education, a critically important societal issue, requiring concrete ideas and initiatives.

					Universities, hampered in their approach to equity by the commodification of education resulting from the commercialisation of the sector, should however adopt an ethical response to tackle inequity.

					Moving to a distributed model will allow the university of the future to conform to the ethical principles of ‘Do good; Do no harm: Respect autonomy; Achieve justice’.
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