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Will the Semantic Web Change Education? 
Not Likely.

Greg Ke a r s l e y

In 1989, Ben Shneiderman and I published a book about hypertext (Hy p e rt e x t
Ha n d s - On! A New Way of Accessing and Organizing In f o rm a t i o n) in which we explore d
the tremendous potential of hypertext, even before the web had appeared and prove d
the point. Howe ve r, we anticipated that the power of hypertext would come fro m
sophisticated forms of linking, not simply the sheer number of links and the ability
to search for documents so easily. In the intervening years, I have puzzled over this.
Indeed, I have spent most of my 25 year career trying to understand the adoption
and use of technology in education (and lack there o f ) .

I have come to the conclusion that no form of technology is likely to have much of
an impact on our education system – at least not for a long time. Schools, colleges
and training departments have a great deal of inertia and self-interest in pre s e rv i n g
the status quo of classroom instruction. It’s directly analogous to why we can’t get
away from the use of fossil fuels or have better mass transit. The technology exists,
but the sociopolitical will doesn’t. On the other hand, I’m optimistic about the use
of technology by individuals for learning – watching kids use the web to explore
subjects they are interested in, demonstrates that clearly. One day the collective
d e s i re of individuals will surely force change in the education system – a
generation or two down the ro a d .

So while there is nothing technically wrong with the ideas of Clark, Parsia and
Hendler for development of a semantic we b, especially RDF and OWL, I don’t see it
having any near-term effect on educational practice. And I certainly don’t think it
likely that many educators will turn into “hyperk rep hackers”. Faculty learn HTML
and create web pages in order to share their own work. I doubt that anyone who be
willing to spend the extra time and effort re q u i red to fully specify the attributes of
their information, unless they are being paid to do as in the case of catalogers or
i n s t ructional designers. For years, authoring systems have included attribute
documentation capabilities and they almost never used. The Achilles heel of the
e f f o rts to develop reusable learning objects is that nobody will complete the specifi-
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cation fields needed to properly catalog the objects in databases. Bottom line: people
c reating web documents for educational purposes are n’t going to do one iota more
w o rk than they absolutely have to.

And that is the reason why I believe hypertext has never pro g ressed beyond simple
u n i d i rectional links – it’s as much effort as a normal person is willing to expend. If
t h e re was financial or personal gain invo l ved in creating semantic webs, that would
be a somewhat different story. So if companies that market educational pro g r a m s
p e rc e i ve that they will have a competitive advantage by developing richer linked
s t ru c t u res, they will do so. Likewise, if some faculty believe that they will be able to
c reate more powe rful re p resentations of their subject areas by being hyperk re p
hackers, they will do it. But this would still re p resent a ve ry miniscule
p e rcentage of the educational world.

In summary, I think these ideas are wonderful theoretical explorations, but nothing
that can have real impact on our education system – which is incredibly resistant to
i n n ovation and change. For a reality check, walk into almost any school or college
c l a s s room and observe what goes on and how little technology is used. But if we
make semantic web capability available to high school and college kids, they will
embrace it and incorporate it in the systems they build in a decade or two.  And that’s
the whole value of pursuing this line of re s e a rc h .
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