Online Distance Learning: An
Idea for the Times

A consortium approach extends the benefits of online programs to schools
that might otherwise be left out

By Tom Kennedy

ver the past 20 vears, idepen.

dent, nonprafit collepes and

universitles across the country
have relied on adull clducation to pro
at consideralle
praitit—tov subsidize then opetatinag inad-
pets, Recently, luswover, many of these
sarm collepes biave seen static on declin-
i eredt-honer generation o their aduly
progracs. This change can be ateributed
L smevera | Frctors, including
& [ncreased adult cducation competition

{1om peer institutions and {rom [or-

[rrefies;
man adult population that has seen

work hours increase, putting tine

demands on them and their tamilies:
and

® traffe gridlock in populated arcas of
the country, wliicli restricts access to
classraoin courses,

i etfect of this situation is an ese-
lating appeal [rorm these instirutions for
assislance in developing distance leame-
ing capacity. At the Regis University
Otfice of Mew Ventures, we recognized
Uhal b titne had come for a network of
national and internalional colleges and
universities working together to develop
and deliver online courses,

Vi tuibion revermes

Problem

Arecent Sloan study! provides strong
evidence thal small- to medivm-sized
independent colleges lag behind the
lechnodogy boom at public higher
education and for-proft institutions.
In [act, according to Sloan, the growth
of online peograms now exceeds that of
classroom-based adult education,

Although many institutions under
slammd the prowth Opportunitics in dis-
tance learning technologies, many lack
the resources, both human and finan-
dial, to develop and implement effective
distance ll:.'dtt‘:tl'.}_:_ prrograms. Budgetary
restochors inhibir the implementation
ot enline acadenuc prograts, Fstimates
o stant a guality program can be as high
45 81 million, with each coursc canting
as much as 525,000 1o S35, (K1,

Withuout existing human resources
anil financial SUppoLL, cguepgneny and
stathng such a venture ofren can be
overwhoelming, Scarce financial and
nme resources present obstacles that are
exacerbated by Rucolty concems about
iission consistency and the cifed on
the perceptions of those who came to
the instilution beeause of its reputation
as 4 smiall, iberal arts college that pives
personal attention to its smudents.

Some colleges have turmed o onbine
comrse and platform providers, which
can assist collepes in ways they cannol
castly do for thernsealves. Still othwr insti-
rutions would prefer to manage their
oWl programs without involvement of
an putside vendorn The resule? Hesita-
tion, procrastination, and hibematon.

Solutions

Like a nuuntar of other colleges and
utiiversities, Hegis University in Denver,
Colorado, has developed a wealth of
online courses, offered since 1993 to
students in the School for Professional
studies. In all, more than 200 under-
graduate and graduate coutses support
e hachelors and six master's degress

As @ pronece in the beld of online olu-
catton, Regls often s approoacherd by
smaller sclienls loking tor advice in
developing thelr own distlanue prog-
grams. For nearly a decide, the Office
ol N Vinbures at Regls his cxplored
anline collaborations with olther ool
leges and wnlversities,

Ohver & slx-month period e 2005,
the author and two colleagnes met
with representatives from more i
a3 independent colleges 1y pather
ldews, understand problems, and pro
posce passible solutlons Baly ideas
were abandoned, cullivaled, ar eom-
pletely changed us  result of the mecl-
trngs. Par example, we determined that
shared courses should nor be consid-
ered Leansbor credit. Although it might
serve students, transfer credit fails to
meet the needs of unlividual colleges
secking tuibon revenue. It also pres-
e#ntsa prablém to the provider instity
tion because cach student weuld be
reguired to gothrough its application
and enrollment process.

Anether initial hurdle was man-
agernent. Representatives [wn many
schaols felt they shoulid be & part of the
mallaguement process, despite having
full-tfime responsibilitics at their col-
leges. In this scenario, too many manag-
ers cqualed no managars,

lovassist resource-challenged colleges
inentering the aolirne market as soon
as pmssible, we considered two polenital
srraregies:

B Purge voline courses ol all references
bor Regis and lease those courses to
other colleges,
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m Allowe other colleges’ students o enroll
iry Regis courses as visiling studentsin
4 censartiurm arrangement,

Purging, or cleansing, each course s
that another institution could brand
the course with s own identification
and loge seemed Lo beoan ideal solu-
Lien for many schonls, bt the process
af ining so would have been labor-
intensive. A consorlium, with Regis
as-the “prewiden,” appeared to involve
tar tewer technological complicalions,
Alter evaluating a namber of aptions,
wee established the Online Consortium
of Independent Colleges und Universi.
Hes (OCIC, wineh wonld be managed
by the Oithice of New Ventures al Regis,
with inpul foan participating calleges
il wrversities,

The proposed consortivim needed 1o
address Lwer aithier 1saes;

m A frue consortium would involve
several providers, not just Regs,

m Al of 1he resenrrev-chal lenged colleges
bl o strong desire 1o ultimately
have ke cwn online conrses and
[Hemgrams in the futire,

The solution was Lo recrult several
other providers to offer a multtude
of conrrses and academic programs. 1o
addition, the GCICU would make a
concerted effort to help consortium
members begin to develop ther own
online programs within a hve-vear
Lirme frame.

e might ask why Regis would reach
out and poleotially create competitors
P its omling programs. We considered
this question and decided that the nepa-
live inpact om the Regis academic pro-
grams would be marginal, Moscwver,
the Regis mission can be surmnmed up as
follows: We develop leaders in the ser-
vice of others. Leaders can be defined ax
individual sludents or s arganizations,
inchulingother calleges and universitics
whose purpose Is toexlend their respec
Hwe missions.

Challenges

The concept of 1 comsortivm that fune.
tiomed without geographic boundarics
required a new understanding of the
Ll becduse prosimite of consortium
mermherswas notimportant, The bigeest
challenges, however, revolved around
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academic amd administrative fssues,
strict adherence to academic guidelines
and approval processes was nevessany for
member colleges to accept onling courses
and facuity as thelt own. Faculty at mem-
Ler institutions: had to be involved in
decisions concerning the consortium
to alleviale fears that students would
cliwrse consortium courses that com-
peted with the member schools” courses.
Inn the GCICU, member schools have
full rontral over which online courses
they make available to their students
lnstead of offering the full range of online
comrses through the consortivim, mem-
ber institutions select only the courses
they decide are needed, choosing courses
mtended only to supplemient or comple
ment L'.\nl:::g nth-r;ng':

Another challenge we [aced related
o technology ssues amd administrative
procedures of each institution. Provider
schools use a variely of course matuge-
ment platfors, resulting in the poten-
tial for students at member schools to be
undfamiliar with the platform for a given
course. Tor acdidress this problem, OCICU
reduires prosdder Institutions to offor an
onentaton and a sample course online

A mure signiticant challenge focused
on the administrative procedures at the
home nstitutions, HRemsrrars, fnanclal
aid ofhees, and business offices wiere li-
tiallv apprehessive about the consortinm
arrangement ol they undestood that
smidents regisier and pav for cach counw
at the home institution and thar the
mnstitunion "owns” the online course,

One of the greatest challenges we faced
was conmunicatin hetween membes
colleges.and the provider institutions.
Key individuals al each institution mase
be kepl mformed on matters that affect
them directly or indirecthv, We lound
that the mosl effective approach to
cusuring adequate communication is
to designate a Tidison al cach college
to handle e communication eftorts,
with New Vennires as the coordinatot
and nianager.

Financial Aspects

The OCTCLU cosls 53,500 to join, plus
anannual fee of 10000, In order to
maintain an actve membership, cach
member school is tequited to generate

aminimum ol 15 enndlments annually,
Members pay provider institulions S800
per student for undeggraduate and $700
[or graduate courses (three credit liours
each). As the manager of Lhe consor-
titm, Mew Ventures receives 2 percent
per course enrollment. These fees were
determined after ascerlaining prowider
schools eapinses and estimating the
potential volume that could be gener-
ated from member suhools, Fach mem-
ber schonl charges (85 regular tuition
tor an online course, which might he
FL200, Membuer fnstitutions have no
cirect expenses, however, because
providet college pays for faculty and
relatud vxpreries,

vine of the great advantages of th
OUCICL 15 that general members do niot
rweetl ta allocate additlonal personil
to run the program. Mumber schiools
cany sienply assign g polnt person (e
liakson) to coordinate and communivate
with existing olfoes al theie institntlons
arl with the comnsortium.

Provider institutions have a greater
need, boswever, for administrative -
peret trom thelr schools, That's not 1
say they need addituonal persone!, b
the point person needs a team of sup-
port peaple from a variely ol offices,
including laculty suppart, Omee agaln,
communieation and collaboration age
vital to ensuring high-guality service
Lo DCHCD mcemnber sehools,

Status and Academics

Croce the muslel for the OCICL togl;
shape, the consortium grew capidly,
attracting colleges cager to particlpate
i the program, The first two member
schools to join were Culbver-Stockton
College in Missouri and Cabrini College
in P'hiladelphia. Other early miembers
included Losvola University New Orleans
and the College of Notre Dame in Balti-

‘mare. At the time of this wiiling, there

were five providers (Tegis Universily,
Coluradi; 5t Lea University, Florida;
Southern Mew Hampshire University;
Bobert Meonds Unaversity, Pennsyleania;
amd Chapman University, California)
and 0l members. Most of the providers
and membes joined the consortinm 1o
th past 12 manths, We anticipate Lhal
Fiy the end of 20060, the OUICL will offer



appresxitnately SO0 courses to the mem-
bership. We alsoexpect an enrollnent o
300 students from member schools and
o that mimber to donble next year

For Lovola University, the launch
o the CHOICLT was particularly bimety,
Lovola signed on in 2005 to ofter onling
courses Lo students displaced by Hurri-
cane Katrina., “The comsortiom allowed
our displaced students to continue
pursuwing their degrees and Lo stay con-
nected with Loyola until they could
eturn to Mewe Chleans,” said Marcel [
Pramwestre, dean of City Clollege=lovola
Linfwversity MNew Orleans, Although the
cotisartium s geared primanily toward
Fhe adalt peygnadation, Domestre noted
that in the fall 2005 semester, 29 ra-
ditienal-ape students participated i
CHOTOLD online courses trom ditterent
patls of e countiy,

Moew Vientures bangdles Tracking anad
billing and manages the consortium
relying o the advice of moember oste-
tatinns, New Ventires las o stathof sy
with extensive adult education expe-
rlenee, includiog academies, advising,
and administrative svstems, The con
sorlium receives direction ftom several
aedvisory pronaps, primarily composed
ol the first 20 member schools, the first
(v provider wodversities, and an adve
sary committes that inchides presidents
from the fellowing schools. Alvernia
Callege, Pennsylvama; Acadia Univer:
sity, Pennsvivania; College ol Notre
Dame, Movland;, Culver-Stockion
College, Missouri; Heritage Lniversity,
Washingtorn; 5t. Leo University, Florida;
and The Sage Colleges, New York,

Prowviders adhere to onling quality
standards that are the norm for the
trdustey and are being approved Dy e
provider institutions

Future Plans

Membership iy OCHCU i limited to
colleges Lhat are independent, nol-for-
profit, twi- and four-vear instituions,
‘There are limits to the number of mem
brees the consorlivm can acconmmodale
while puarantesing appropriate levels
of quality and support.

CUTCTTS goal 15 1 have 80 invnlaer
sehawals by the end af the 2007 academic
vear, with six major providers, Bevond

that, the vaportiom hopes to grow o
inciude 140 major providers.and at least
five minot providers, with member
instifufions numbering 1040

The corisortiom representsa low.wisk,
anteffective method for mcmbier insti-
tutions to ofter their students access to
2 multitude of online courses. [t also
provides a nietwork of sirmifar sehools to
which member insttutions can market
their own unigue online courses, while
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the consorlivm handles the adminislia-
tive overhead. £
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