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LAST MARCH, ARTHUR LEVINE, the president of Columbia University’s Teachers College, predicted in a New Yor,
Times op-ed article that information technology may soon make the traditional brick-and-mortar university obsolete
With schools facing growing pressure to reduce costs and with students increasingly demanding the convenience an¢
flexibility assoctated with “a utility company, supermarket, or bank,” Levine pointed to online education—the deliver
ot courses, even full-fledged degrees, via the Internet—as a natural solution.

“It 1s possible nght now for a professor to give a lecture in Cairo, for me to attend that lecture at Teachers Collegc
and tor another student to attend it in Tokyo,” explained Levine. “If we can do all of that, and the demographics ol
higher education are changing so greatly, why do we need the physical plant called the college?”

Levine is hardly alone in believing that online education will radically transform~if not altogether displace-
traditional universities. In recent years, academic institutions and a growing number of Internet companies have been

. racing to tap mto the booming market in virtual learning, which financia!
By Eyal Press & Jennifer Washburn analysts like Mernll Lynch estimate will reach $7 billion by 2003.

Already, more than half of the nation’s colleges and universities deliver
some courses over the Internet. Dozens of schools, including large, well-known universities like Scton Hall and the
University of Colorado, offer bachelor’s and master’s degrees entirely online via a virtual education company called
¢College. Many more have chosen not to grant degrees under their own names, but instead to license their course
and *brands” to Internet companies. Harvard and Duke provide “courseware” to the Silicon Valley-based company
Pensare. Columbia, Stanford, the University of Chicago, and several other elite schools have signed marketing
agreements with UNext.com, an Internet firm bankrolled in part by tormer junk-bond trader Michael Milken.

What excites online entrepreneurs is the prospect of turning college courses into prepackaged “content” that can be
marketed and sold—for a profit—over the Internet. Instead of attending classes, students simply go to a Web site, click
on a digital recording of the professor’s lecture, and download the day’s assignment. Gone, the technology’s promoters
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promise, is the need to build expensive campus facilities;
millions of students can access a top-flight education,
from anywhere in the world, via their Internet browser.

It’s an enthralling idea, yet a troubling one. While
most educators support using technology to broaden
educational opportunities, a growing number fear that
commercial rather than pedagogical considerations are
driving the distance-leaming trend. “Universities should
be asking: How can this new technology enhance the
quality of learning?” says Risa Lieberwitz, a professor of
labor law at Cornell University. “Instead, the question
seems to be: How can this technology generate profit?”
Comell recently launched its own for-profit subsidiary
to market courses on the Internet (Temple and New
York University have done the same), a decision that
aroused strong opposition among professors.

Many educators fear that universities are rushing to
cash in on the online craze before they learn much
about it. While using the Internet to transfer informa-
tion is easy enough, little is known about the actual
quality of the online education experience; it’s unclear,
for example, how students will fare as face-to-face con-
versations with professors and peers, and the personal
and professional relationships often forged on campus,
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are replaced by virtual communication. Far from democratizing
education, many critics argue, online learning could facilitate the
rise of a two-tiered educational system—prestigious campus-based
diplomas for the children of elites, mass-marketed online degrees
for those less fortunate.

What's more, virtual education threatens to shift control over
the learning process from college educators to administrators and
marketers, many of whom advocate using the Internet to tailor

- education more closely to the needs of industry. It’s a
vision that appeals to commercial interests, but one
that also risks blurring the line between higher educa-
tion and business as never before.

nvesting in technolOgY rather than bricks and

mortar is also serving as a convenient rallying cry for

government officials reluctant to commit resources to

public education. Anticipating a boost in demand for

postsecondary degrees, but loath to raise taxes to pay for

it, many have already embraced distance learning as
a way to expand on the cheap. “Just building campuses is a very
expensive proposition,” Jeffery Livingston, associate commissioner
for the Utah System of Higher Education, told reporters in 1996.
“Governors see [online education) as a way to not spend as much
money in the future to meet growth.”

In 1997, facing a projected 50 percept increase in the state’s stu-
dent population over the next decade, Utah governor Mike Leavitt
announced the formation of Western Governors University, a cyber-
college backed by governors from 19 states that now offers online
courses from 40 schools. “We are turning around the old notion
that to be educated one had to go somewhere,” Leavitt declared in
a speech before the U.S. Senate’s Commerce, Science, and Trans-
portation Committee. “We are going to bring the knowledge and in-
formation to the learner,” providing students with a high-quality
education “while holding costs in check.”

By January 2000, Western Governors University had enrolled a
mere 200 degree-seeking students. But the unimpressive numbers
have not dampened the enthusiasm of higher education officials in
other states. In 1998, after Washington governor Gary Locke
appointed a commission of business and community leaders to
create a blueprint for the future of higher leaming, Wallace Loh, his
top postsecondary education adviser, delivered a speech extolling
the “brave new world of digital education.” Using technology to
create a “virtual university,” Loh announced, would help hold
down costs while accommodating the estimated 80,000 new stu-
dents projected to enter the state’s higher education system over
the next two decades.

Despite what politicians may hope, however, there is little evi-
dence that distance learning will save taxpayers money—at least if
quality is to be maintained. A recent University of Illinois study found
that “high quality online teaching is time- and labor-intensive” and
is therefore “not likely to be the income source envisioned by some
administrators.” Because professors find conducting virtual discus-
sion groups and responding to student emails enormously time-
consuming, “teaching students online at the same level of quality as
in the classroom requires more time and money,” the study con-
cluded, not less.

Beyond the dubious assumption that distance education will lower
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expenditures lie important questions about the nature of teaching and
learning. At the University of Washington, more than 850 faculty
members responded to Governor Locke’s distance-learning initia-

tive by signing an open letter that decried “visions of education_

‘without bricks and mortar.”” Noting that Washington ranked in the
bottom half among states in higher education spending, the letter
argued that before diverting public funds “from ‘live’ education into
techno-substitutes,” officials should consider that learning cannot
be reduced to “the downloading of information, much less to the
passive and solitary activity of staring at a screen.”

Faculty members were not rejecting technology, says University
of Washington professor of education Theodore Kaltsounis, but
rather arguing against its misuse. “We feel very strongly that you can-
not have a university without interaction between faculty and stu-
dents,” he says. “Technology may facilitate that interaction, but it is
not a substitute forit.”

Nicholas Burbules, a professor of education at the University of
Tllinois who has used the Internet in his own teaching, echoes this
concern. “The most frequently used term is that this is a new deliv-
ery system,” explains Burbules. “But that is a poor and very narrow
description of teaching. It fits the lecture and textbook models, but
for most people the enduring aspects of higher education are writing
skills, critical-thinking skills, leé.m’mg to learn. Can seminars, critical
dialogues, active inquiry become part of online media? None of those
things can be understood on a ‘delivery system’ model.”

Which is not to say, Burbules adds, that online leaming cannot be
used effectively. “The technology has great potential,” he notes. “And
we are beginning to see a student clientele that is more and more
receptive to the distance-education model. You can take courses
on your own schedule, you can doiton
your own time—all of that has tremen-
dous appeal to students who are older,
students with jobs and families.”

ut while some students may
prefer the convenience of online cours-
es, there is also a danger that distance
learning could split higher education
into “brick universities” that provide
traditional degrees for those who can
afford them, and “click universities” that offer a form of glorified
vocational training for everyone else. Already, the majority of col-
lege students juggle course work, a job, and, in many cases, a fami-
ly; according to the National Center for Education Statistics, fewer
than half of the 12 million undergraduates enrolled in U.S. univer-
sities fit the mold of the “traditional” student who takes courses full
time and completes a degree before age 24.

“] see this as a class issue,” says Carole Fungaroli, a professor of
English at Georgetown University and the author of Traditional
Degrees for Nontraditional Students, a book that argues that even
adults with families and careers can and should pursue on-campus
education. “Who is going to end up in these distance-leaming cours-
es? Single moms, working parents—the very people who most des-
perately need social contact as part of their educational experience.”
When Fungaroli interviewed students enrolled in online courses at
various universities, she discovered that “most of the students I
talked to were extremely discouraged by the isolation.”

Teresa Ebert and Mas’ud Zavarzadeh, professors of
English in the State University of New York system,
sound a similar warning. In a recent Los Angeles Times
op-ed article, they suggest that in the future, traditional
colleges will train a select group of students in critical
thinking and problem solving, “while mass univer-
sities will deploy distance learning to deliver low-cost
content...necessary to turn working-class students
into performers for low- and mid-level jobs in the
global economy.”

Even Levine of Columbia—who likens online learn-
ing to the GI Bill in its potential to “extend the reach of
American higher education”—admits to similar wornes.
“My big fear,” he says, “is that we will provide personal,

_ highly interactive campuses for those who can afford

them, and the rest will be given virtual higher education.”

The pros and cons of this digital divide are quickly
emerging at New School University (formerly known as
the New School for Social Research) in New York City,
which boasts one of the fastest-growing online depart-
ments in the country. Launched in 1994, the program
now offers almost 400 courses to approximately 1,300
students each term, with enrollment increasing by
40 percent a year.

Many of the courses are surprisingly basic in design.
In an upper-division course on Victorian literature, for
example, the syllabus lists readings from Dickens to
Tennyson. Several times each week a professor posts
questions based on the current assignment and students
reply via email. Students also write two term papers and
take a final exam—all submitted and graded online.

Michelle Ciarrocca, a 27-year-old researcher who has

Far from democratizing
education, many critics
argue, online learning
could facilitate the rise of
a two-tiered educational
system—prestigious
campus-based diplomas
for the children of

elites, mass-marketed

online degrees for those
less fortunate.




taken several online courses at the New School, says completing
an Internet-based class requires tremendous self-motivation. “If you
are a very disciplined person and it is your only option, it can be
a good one,” she says. “The downside is that if students are not
motivated, it is very easy not to do the work.” Ciarrocca, who holds
a full-time job, says she valued the ability to “come home at mid-
night, log on, and start working on a course.” But, she adds, “I don’t
think I'd want my whole college education to be that way. I just
think you need some person-to-person contact in your education.”

Indeed, the New School has felt compelled to create a digital fac-
simile of campus life for its online students. Participants in Internet-
based courses have access to a virtual student center called Bar Six,
i where they can post messages and chat online.
The center, it turns out; is named after an actu-
al café in Manhattan where students can meet
in person, if they happen to be in New York City.

or the New School, online learning has
served as a logical extension of a curriculum
focused on evening and weekend courses for
working professionals. But proponents say in-
teractive software also may soon replace most
= of the introductory lectures at traditional uni-
versities, espec1ally at large schools where a substantial portion of
teaching has already been turned over to graduate students.

“Lecturing was always a very silly system,” contends Roger Schank,
founder of the distance-leaming firm Cognitive Arts. “But it works
economically for universities, so they don’t want to change it.”
Schank notes that Cognitive Arts is working with Columbia to create
complex programs (costing as much as $1 million each to develop)
that challenge students to tackle real-world problems: Students in
an economics class, for example, may engage in an online simula-
tion of a crisis in a developing country.

But Schank acknowledges that many existing online classes are lit-
tle more than lecture courses translated to the Intemet. And once a
course is placed on the Web, the responsibility for teaching it can be
farmed out to just about anyone—a matter that has begun to attract
notice among faculty.

“Qur concern is that professors’ intellectual work may be taken
from them and controlled by management,” explains Barbara
Bowen, head of the faculty union at the City University of New York.
Administrators could pay professors a flat fée to design courses, she
notes, then hire low-paid part-timers to administer online discus-
sions and grading,

Such concerns have made intellectual property—the question of
who owns the rights to online “courseware®—one of the most hotly
contested issues on campuses these days. Traditionally, teachers
have been considered the owners of lectures and course materials.
But the market potential of online education has led numerous
schools to attempt to claim these rights, prompting protests from
faculty organizations, including the American Association of
University Professors.

In one controversial case, the extension program at the University
of California-Los Angeles in 1994 signed a contract that allowed
an outside vendor, OnlineLearning.net, to create and copynght
online versions of UCLA courses. The contract was amended in
1999 to affirm professors’ rights to the basic content of their courses.
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But Ed Condren, a UCLA professor who is critical of
the agreement, points out that even under the amended
contract, OnlineLearning retains the right to market
and distribute those courses online, which is the crux of
the copyright dispute.

For faculty members, says Condren, the debate over
intellectual property rights is really about academic free-
dom. If universities can lay claim to the content of a
professor’s lecture notes, syllabus, or textbook, he main-
tains, “it would undermine the legal protection that
enables faculty to freely express their views without fear
of censorship or appropriation of their ideas.”

It might also radically diminish professors’ job se-
curity. In a recent paper prepared under the auspices of
Educause—a consortium of 1,700 universities and more
than 170 corporations that seeks to enhance academic
“productivity”’—education scholars William Massy and
Robert Zemsky argue that universities must use tech-
nology to trim teaching expenditures. “With labor ac-
counting for 70 percent or more of current operating
cost,” they assert, “there is simply no other way.”

In a 1998 report entitled “The Transformation of
Higher Education in the Digital Age,” the Wall Street
consulting firm Coopers and Lybrand went further, not-
ing that technology can eliminate two significant cost
factors. “The first is the need for bricks and mortar; tra-
ditional campuses are not necessary. The second is full-
time faculty. [Online] learning involves only a small
number of professors, but has the potential to reach a
huge market of students.”

Leading players in the for-profit online education busi-

“Behind all of this
technology,” says City
University of New York
professor Barbara Bowen,
“there is a very real
concern about a seismic
shift in the control

and direction of the
university—from people
who have spent their lives

teaching, to managers
who are under pressure
to decrease costs.”
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ness already rely extensively on part-timers. The online branch of the
University of Phoenix—a for-profit school often cited by academics as
a major competitor to traditional colleges—employs no full-time pro-
fessors but uses more than 1,400 “practitioner faculty,” who are not
eligible for tenure or benefits. At Florida Gulf Coast University, a
new public college that does not offer tenure and has enrolled one-
quarter of its students in online courses, Dean of Instructional Tech-
nology Kathleen Davey hopes to boost participation in virtual
learning by hiring “additional instructional staff-whether grad stu-
dents or people with a master’s in the
community—[to] take some of the
load off correspondence and grading.”

ut the growth of online leaming
threatens to change far more than the
quality and size of a school’s faculty.
“Behind all of this technology,” says
Bowen at the City University of New
York, “there is a very real concern about
a seismic shift in the control and direc-
tion of the university—from people who have spent their lives teach-
ing, to managers who are under pressure to decrease costs.”

‘What worries many critics is the trend toward a “consumer-
oriented,” more corporate-friendly model of higher education.
Consider the vision laid out in “The Virtual University,” a report
that grew out of a joint Educause/1BM roundtable held in 1998. By
2007, it states, “a model of mass customization” will replace the sys-
tem in which professors alone decide what goes into a course and
how it is taught.

The report envisions academic programs created “through a con-
tinuous process of market research” with “input from business and
industry.” Consumers, it predicts, will shop for online courses tailored
to their job and career goals; the role of professors will be “disag-

gregated” as instructors “move
from being content experts to
being a combination of content
expert, learning-process design
expert, and process-implemen-
tation manager.”

Columbia’s Levine outlines
a similar vision. The traditional
degree, he suggested in a recent
article in the Chronicle of Higher
Education, may soon be supplant-
ed by an “educational passport”
cataloging “the specific informa-
tion that the student knows or the
skills that he or she can perform.”
Those skills, he added, could be
taught by any number of institu-
tions: “Why should a credential
from Microsoft University...be
less prestigious than one from a
regional state college?” Schools
that fail to adapt to the market’s
need for “lifelong learning” and
high-tech convenience, Levine
warns, could find themselves beaten out by for-profit
competitors, much as traditional booksellers were over-
taken by Amazon.com.

Yet the business leaders whose needs are so often cit-
ed by promoters of online education seem far less cer-
tain about the quality of virtual degrees: A study
conducted last October by Vault.com, an online firm
that offers information on companies to job seekers,
found that 77 percent of the human-resources officers it
surveyed did not consider a degree from an online-only
institution to be equivalent to a campus-based diploma,
and more than 60 percent said they were concerned that
students in online courses lacked social interaction with
peers. “Some employers feel like students are getting a
degree-lite or a watered-down degree,” Vault co-founder
Mark Oldman told the New York Times.

To David Noble, a historian at York University in
Toronto and co-founder of an advocacy group called
the National Coalition for Universities in the Public
Interest, the rush to online education is eerily reminis-
cent of an earlier distance-learning expenment. In a
recent article distributed widely on the Intemet—the lat-
est in a series he has written under the title “Digital
Diploma Mills”~Noble notes that at the turn of the
century, the same fervor now shown for online educa-
tion was bestowed on correspondence courses delivered
through the mail. William Rainey Harper, a distance-
education pioneer who would go on to serve as president
of the University of Chicago, predicted in 1885 that
“the day is coming when the work done by corre-
spondence will be greater in amount than that done
in the classrooms of our academies and colleges.” As of
1919, more than 70 universities [continued on page 82)
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[continued from page 39] had launched corre-
spondence programs, entering into competi-
tion with a legion of companies that, by the
mid-1920s, operated 300 for-profit corre-
spondence schools with a combined income
of more than $70 million.

Much like the promoters of online learn-
ing, correspondence schools emphasized
the benefits of learning in the comfort of
one’s home, at one’s own pace. Yet, Noble
shows, while universities initially promised
that courses would be taught by regular
professors, they soon resorted
to an assortment of pootly paid
“readers” and associate instruc-
tors in order to offset rising ad-
ministrative costs. Schools like

panies that are banking on the Internet to
revolutionize education—and generate wind-
fall profits—in the years to come. (In fact,
not all analysts are so sanguine: Many on-
line education companies, like other dot-
coms, have recently had difficulty attracting
investors, who are beginning to wonder
whether these firms can actually deliver a
quality product.)

In language more reminiscent of Wall
Street than the academic world, panelists at
the forum debated topics like “The Business
of Education: Growing Minds and Bottom
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correspondence programs of 70
to 80 percent, and critics began
to assail the practice of induc-
ing students to enroll under a no-refund
policy while providing shoddy instruction
in return. “The whole thing is business, not
education,” wrote the distinguished scholar
Abraham Flexner in a scathing 1930 critique
that marked the beginning of the correspon-
dence movement’s demise. ‘

The primary impact of online learning,
Noble warns, will be an ever greater blend-
ing of academic and commercial interests.
During the last two decades, he argues, uni-
versities’ research priorities have shifted to
accommodate the needs of business, and
the same process now is underway with
regard to teaching. Both times, he says, the
push toward commercialization has come
from outside the university—first from “indus-
trial corporations seeking indirect public sub-
sidy of their research needs,” and now from
“private vendors of instructional hardware,
software, and content looking for subsi-
dized product development and a poten-
tially lucrative market.”

The commercial forces Noble de-
scribes were on striking display at the Inter-
active Knowledge Forum, a conference on
distance learning held last fall at Columbia
University. Co-sponsored by the Internet
consulting company Jupiter Research and
Fathom, an online education firm whose
investors include Columbia, the event at-
tracted representatives from a host of com-
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blending of academic
and commercial interests.

Lines.” An analyst from Jupiter Research
presented charts on “Paid Content, Licens-
ing, and Syndication” and the latest trends
in online advertising. Afterward, Fathom
CEO Ann Kirschner explained that her
experience launching the Web site for the
National Football League had provided her
with a model for the online higher educa-
tion business. “What I learned is that you
could take an important brand and use a
new technology to extend its range,” she
said; like sports franchises, she added, uni-
versities “need to extend their resources in
as many quality ways as they can.”

Notably absent at the conference was
any discussion of whether it is appropriate
for universities to market themselves as
brands. Nor did a single panelist raise ques-
tions about the conflicts of interest that can
arise in joint ventures between nonprof-

it, tax-exempt educational institutions and

for-profit Internet firms.

Highlighting that danger is the agree-
ment the University of Chicago has signed
with UNext.com. (UNext is among the
ventures of Michael Milken, who turned
to the online-learning business after serv-
ing a prison term for securities fraud in the
early 1990s.) Though details of the con-
tract have not been disclosed, the Chronicle
of Higher Education reported in 1999 that
UNext offers its partner schools an esti-
mated $20 million in royalties over five to




J——

eight years—plus the option to convert those
royalties into shares in an initial public
offering—in exchange for the right to use the
schools’ names in marketing jointly devel-
oped online courses.

The agreement has sparked controversy
in part, the Chronicle noted, because Andrew
Rosenfield, the head of UNext and a close
friend of Milken’s, happens to be a member
of the University of Chicago’s Board of
Trustees, which approved the deal. Daniel
Fischel, dean of the University of Chicago
Law School, has also invested in UNext, as
have two Nobel Prize-winning economists
at the school.

Such ties have prompted some professors
to question whether decisions will be made
in the best interest of the university, or of
UNext’s shareholders. “We should not be set-
ting up an incentive system that will tempt
us in the wrong directions,” Richard Shweder,
a professor of human development, wrote to
the academic committee reviewing the agree-
ment. “I don’t think it is healthy for mem-
bers of our board (even when they are ‘good
guys’ who love the university) to personally
profit from their appointment as trustees of
our intellectual heritage.”

One of the dangers, according to critics,
is that universities will diminish their repu-
tations by lending their imprimatur to what
remains an essentially untested commercial
product. When customers enroll in one of
UNext’s “University of Chicago” courses,
will the quality be comparable to classes
taught on campus—or might people come
to associate the university with a second-rate
product more akin to the correspondence
courses of an earlier era?

But universities rushing to embrace dot-
com education may risk more than the po-
tential dilution of their “brand.” As former
Harvard president Derek Bok once warned,
when academic institutions grow too close-
ly involved in commercial activities, “they
appear less and less as charitable institutions
seeking truth and serving students, and more
and more as huge commercial operations
that differ from corporations only because
there are no shareholders and no dividends.”
Many universities seem to fear that if they
don’t keep pace with the distance-learning
revolution, they will fall behind the times.
There is an equal danger, however, that in
rushing to profit from the business of on-
line education, they could undermine the
case for their own existence. m

silence in the fields

[continued from page 47) then Pl go with my
family; they’re far away, in California. I
don’t know if they fire me, how I'll be able
to get there, but I have to do it. 'm not
afraid of that anymore.”

But he doesn’t call the association. In-
stead, unable to tolerate his situation any
longer, Madrigal bolts. He and his brother-
in-law flee the camp a few days after the
church service, and a rumor spreads that
they’ve found work in another Southern
state. His co-workers take the escapes in
stride; Madrigal and his relative are not the
first to run away. Nor does his employer
seem disturbed. “He just asks the associa-
tion for two more,” says Javier Ortiz, who
worked alongside Madrigal. “I don’t think it
causes him much trouble. He requests how-
ever many extra people he needs.”

Madrigal is hardly alone. Although
Congress approved the H-2A program on
the premise that it would reduce the need
for undocumented workers, government of-
ficials openly acknowledge that the program
has actually created a new conduit for illegal
immigration. State reports show that grow-
ers sometimes ship in more workers than
they need, and no one keeps track of how
many workers return when the season ends.

Billy Green, who monitors the H-2A pro-

gram for the North Carolina Employment
Security Commission, alerted the feds in
1998 that the 10,000 workers imported by
growers were four times as many as re-
quired. “On the ground, you need 2,500,
Green wrote in a memo to the Labor De-
partment. “The others are bogus.”

With plenty of extra labor on hand, the
harvest never slows—no matter how many
workers abandon their jobs. According to
officials in North Carolina, the Growers Asso-
ciation reported that 4,164 workers didn’t
complete the 1999 season—suggesting an
AWOL rate of 40 percent. (Eury, the associa-
tion president, insists the report counts
duplicate names and transfers between
farms, but refuses to say exactly how many.)
In private, many regulators use strong lan-
guage to denounce the lack of accountabili-
ty; one internal state memo refers to the
association as “the largest alien smuggling
ring in this nation’s history.”

While H-2A workers flee, growers con-
tinue to turn away U.S. farmworkers. Bland
Farms, the nation’s largest Vidalia onion
grower, insists that no domestic workers
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« Beautiful hand-crafted cedar hot tubs
« Unique wood-burning hot tub heater
* A truly relaxing way to hot tub

Discover Snorkel wood-fired hot tubbing

Since 1979

snorkel hot tubs

Affordable & Enjoyabie

For FREE information call or visit our web site:
Snorkel Stove Company Wood Fired Hot Tubs Dept. Mu0117
4216 6th Avenue S. Seattle, WA 98108

800-962-6208 www.saorksl.com
S —————————

Circle #42 on the reader service card between pages 84-85.




