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Chapter 1 

E-Learning and the Transformation of Higher Educationi 

By Bruce Chaloux and Gary E. Miller 

 

E-learning has been a disruptive change in American distance education and, indeed, for 

distance education worldwide. It has brought into the field many institutions that had no 

previous involvement in distance education. It has stimulated the creation of new higher 

education organizations, including for-profit universities. And, in the process, it has 

brought into leadership roles academics and other professionals for whom distance 

education is a new venture and who have little connection with the preexisting distance 

education community. For that reason, we begin this book on leadership with an 

overview of the field, starting with a brief history of distance education in the United 

States, followed by a survey of the many aspects of higher education that are being 

transformed with the full flowering of the information society. The chapter concludes 

with a summary of the leadership challenges facing the field. 
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A Historical Perspective 

For many higher education professionals, distance education is viewed as a recent 

phenomenon, launched by the e-learning innovations of the 1990s. The roots of e-

learning run much deeper; distance education in its earliest form in the United States was 

correspondence education dating from the 1890s and was created because of the need to 

find new ways to extend access to agricultural education at the height of the Industrial 

Revolution. The evolution of distance education is the story of how our college and 

university leaders have sought to use a variety of the strategies and technologies of the 

day over more than a century and a half to help their institutions adapt to dramatically 

changing social needs. A long view of the evolution of distance education is essential to 

understanding the leadership challenges facing the field today, as online distance 

education emerges as one key to how higher education generally will adapt to a new 

cultural environment. As we begin our look at the leadership challenges associated with 

the current transformation of higher education, a quick look backward will help us 

understand the challenge of leadership in today’s e-learning environment. 

Distance Education and the Industrial Revolution 

The Industrial Revolution began in the 1850s as a transportation revolution—from 

steamships that created new markets for U.S. goods to railroads that opened the continent 

for rapid development. Industrialization sparked a twofold transformation. First, growing 

industry stimulated urbanization as people moved from rural areas to rapidly growing 

cities to work in the new mills and factories. At the same time, the United States 

experienced a massive immigration as new citizens came from all over the world, 

attracted by the promise of a fresh start in the new industrial democracy.  
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 These factors, in turn, stimulated a transformation in American higher education. 

Policy makers recognized that the industrial economy would require new kinds of 

professional skills in the workforce, engineers, managers, scientists, city planners, and so 

forth. Also, a serious concern was that given the burgeoning immigrant population, the 

country would need to pay more attention to primary and secondary education so the 

children of immigrant families would acculturate to their roles as citizens of a democratic 

society. Moreover, new kinds of public higher education institutions were needed and 

indeed emerged in response to this challenge. Traditionally, higher education had been 

focused on the liberal arts and the preparation of students for the clergy and other 

traditional professions and was accessible only by the wealthy and socially elite. The 

Industrial Revolution demanded new institutions that could serve the growing middle 

class. The Morrill Land Grant Act of 1862, now considered a cornerstone of higher 

education in the U.S., had as its stated purpose: 

without excluding other scientific and classical studies and including 

military tactic, to teach such branches of learning as are related to 

agriculture and the mechanic arts, in such manner as the legislatures of the 

States may respectively prescribe, in order to promote the liberal and 

practical education of the industrial classes in the several pursuits and 

professions in life. 

Federal lands in each state were sold, and the proceeds were used to establish a land grant 

college in each state to focus on “the mechanical and practical arts,” along with “normal” 

schools designed to produce the teachers needed by the growing public schools.  In the 

end, the Morrill Act of 1862 and  the Second Morrill Act of 1890, which created many of 
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the historically Black colleges and universities, established the foundation for U.S. higher 

education for the next century, including the emergence of the distance education 

movement. 

The Roots of Distance Education 

When Pennsylvania State University, the University of Chicago, and the University of 

Wisconsin launched the first tertiary-level correspondence programs in the United States 

in 1892, the country was a generation into the Industrial Revolution and in the midst of a 

social transformation the likes of which had not been seen since the Renaissance. Only 

the year before, in 1891, the federal government had announced the western frontier was 

officially closed; the United States was settled coast to coast. However, there was also a 

concern that the nation would not be able to sustain industrialization and the urbanization 

and immigration that fed it unless it was accompanied by a revolution in agriculture. The 

land grant colleges took the lead on improving agricultural production, but policy makers 

were worried about how to keep them down on the farm. Rural life was isolated and hard, 

especially when compared to the growing consumer luxuries of urban life, electricity, 

telephones, and public transportation. One solution was to create a communication 

lifeline for rural families by extending home delivery of mail to rural areas, called Rural 

Free Delivery. It also provided a new delivery system that higher education institutions 

could use to reach learners. Although it was still experimental when the three institutions 

(two of them land grants, the third a new research university, all products of the Industrial 

Revolution) launched their first distance education programs in 1892, it was the genesis 

of modern university outreach efforts.  
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 For much of the first half of the 20th century, correspondence study led the 

development of distance education in the United States. Most public programs were 

housed at land grant institutions. Some focused on agriculture and related issues, and 

were centralized in continuing education units and offered a wide variety of 

undergraduate courses. Some also offered high school courses via correspondence. While 

institutions competed with each other, they also collaborated, producing integrated 

catalogs, for instance, and licensing print-based course materials to each other.  

The Coming of the Information Revolution 

If the Industrial Revolution began as a transportation revolution, the information 

revolution began as a communications revolution. By the late 1950s and into the 1960s, 

institutions around the nation, especially community colleges (themselves a product of 

the late industrial period), began using local public television stations (some of which 

were owned by community colleges, school districts, or public universities) to extend 

access to college course lectures. Early efforts such as Sunrise Semester showed the 

promise of using technology to reach learners remote from traditional campuses and 

established a base of institutional experience that paved the way for today’s e-learning 

efforts. A new form of distance education emerged—the telecourse—which combined 

recorded video lectures with traditional textbooks and study guides that contained 

discussion and assignments, and in some cases, occasional class meetings. Throughout 

the 1960s, telecourse delivery tended to be limited to the broadcast area of the local 

public television stations. In the 1970s, however, the coverage range extended as states 

built public television networks and as colleges gained control of local cable TV access 

channels.  
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 Several projects emerged that demonstrated the potential of reaching remote 

students, such as the Appalachian Educational Satellite Program. Funded by the 

Appalachian Regional Commission, it used the experimental Applications Technology 

Satellite-6 (ALS-6) of the National Aeronautics and Space Administration to deliver 

telecourses and other educational programs in areas such as nursing and teacher 

education and firefighter training to a multistate area along the Appalachian Mountains. It 

demonstrated the potential of satellite technology to bring higher education and K–12 

support units together across state boundaries to serve widely dispersed adult student 

populations. 

 The telecourse format also underpinned a major international venture in open and 

distance education: the formation of the British Open University in 1970. Now called the 

Open University (OU) of the United Kingdom, it combined video programs produced by 

the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) with highly developed printed materials and 

original readings to produce interdisciplinary courses delivered to adult learners 

throughout the United Kingdom through BBC broadcasts, complemented with classroom 

sessions at regional study centers. The OU became a model for the development of open 

universities throughout the world. In the United States, the International University 

Consortium for Telecommunications in Teaching was created by the University of 

Maryland University College to adapt the OU materials to the North American 

curriculum and then to license the resulting materials to its member institutions. Other 

consortia also began to emerge. Community colleges that produced telecourses created 

the Telecourse People to jointly market their programs to other institutions. The To 

Educate the People Consortium brought together colleges and universities in Michigan 
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with the automobile industry and unions to extend education to working people in that 

industry.  

 In 1978 satellite delivery took center stage as the Public Broadcasting Service 

(PBS) began to distribute its programs to public television stations via satellite and make 

its excess capacity available to educational institutions to deliver other kinds of 

educational programs. PBS established the Adult Learning Service to be a national 

aggregator of telecourse distribution. PBS-ALS acquired the distribution rights to 

telecourses from many different institutions and then, through its network of local PBS 

stations, licensed local institutions to offer the courses for credit when they were 

broadcast locally. In the early 1980s, the Annenberg Foundation granted $150 million to 

the Corporation for Public Broadcasting to support the development of high-quality 

telecourses in an effort to ensure that all adults would have access to key elements of the 

undergraduate curriculum. 

 While prepackaged telecourses dominated media-based distance education at the 

undergraduate level, some graduate schools, especially in engineering, began to use 

telecommunications to extend live classes in engineering and the sciences to workplaces 

near graduate schools. As satellite technology became more readily available, a variety of 

national higher education/industry partnerships emerged, such as the National 

Technological University and the National University Degree Consortium. The National 

University Teleconference Network was developed to provide a means to coordinate 

national delivery of noncredit professional training programs, while the Agricultural 

Satellite (Ag*SAT) Corporation (later renamed the American Distance Education 
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Consortium) was created to use satellites to deliver agriculture-related training among 

cooperative extension services nationally and internationally.  

Online Learning Emerges 

By the early 1990s live, interactive telecommunications-based delivery was becoming a 

major trend in distance education. As technology shifted from satellite to telephone lines, 

lowering the cost of infrastructure and the cost per minute of delivery, many thought this 

would be the future of distance education. This changed in 1993 when the University of 

Illinois launched the first Internet web browser. Within three years, the Worldwide Web 

had become an international phenomenon, and the modern e-learning environment was 

established.  

 There had been experiments with development of online degree programs before 

the web browser. Two examples illustrate the kind of innovations that were under way. In 

the early 1990s, for instance, Pennsylvania State University incorporated computers and 

telephones into a synchronous delivery system to offer its master’s of adult education 

degree to students in Mexico and Europe. Around the same time, the University of 

Maryland University College launched a baccalaureate degree in nuclear science as a 

contract program with several major energy companies; it used a version of the Plato 

computer language. However, the advent of the World Wide Web greatly lowered the 

cost of entry and stimulated a number of early experiments, many built as for-profit 

entities. Many of these early attempts failed. Columbia University’s Fathom and 

AllLearn—a collaborative effort among the universities of Oxford, Princeton, Stanford, 

and Yale—were two examples of very visible experiments that failed in part because they 
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were not rooted in the institutions’ culture and mission and instead focused on visions of 

financial success during the dot-com bubble. 

 However, in 1996 the Western Interstate Cooperative for Higher Education, a 

regional collaborative of governors of 14 western states, announced the formation of the 

Western Governors University in an attempt to use the online environment to better serve 

the widely scattered populations of these states. This stimulated other states, regions, and 

institutions to take a serious look at online learning as a way to advance their core 

mission of providing access to education. Western Governors University ultimately 

focused its work on competency-based programs. However, the initial energy on a 

multistate online initiative stimulated institutions in other states to act. 

The Sloan Five Pillars of Quality Online Education: Standards for a New e-learning 

Community 

The first decade of the 21st century was marked by the rapid growth in enrollments in 

online programs, the near ubiquitous adoption of e-learning by colleges and universities 

(particularly public institutions), and lately, the influx of proprietary institutions into the 

e-learning market. Online learning moved distance education into the mainstream of 

higher education and made it a central of focus of a growing number of institutions.  

 Online learning has proven to be a truly disruptive innovation in the distance 

education community. For instance, it has attracted institutions that had no prior tradition 

in distance education and, as a result, no familiarity with the history research in the field. 

Often the starting point for online learning initiatives was with individual academic 

departments and faculty. As a result, a new leadership community was needed to help 

define the quality parameters for online distance education. In the United States, the 
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development of this new community was spurred on in large part by the Alfred P. Sloan 

Foundation, which launched its “asynchronous learning networks” initiative in the mid-

1990s, providing more than $40 million to help institutions launch mission-centered, 

sustainable online learning programs. The foundation’s initiative resulted in the creation 

of a new a professional community (the Sloan Consortium), a refereed journal (Journal of 

Asynchronous Learning Networks), and a strong research base. It supported the first 

national survey of online learning designed to document enrollments and to capture 

responses from institutional leadership. Published annually for eight years, the survey 

provides the most comprehensive information about online enrollments and challenges in 

the United States. Moreover, the Sloan Foundation’s initiative established a framework 

for institutions to address quality. Defined metaphorically as pillars for online learning 

by the foundation’s lead online learning officer, Frank Mayadas, the community has 

embraced the Five Pillars of Quality Online Education: access, cost-effectiveness and 

institutional commitment, learning effectiveness, faculty satisfaction, and student 

satisfaction (Moore, 2002). Together, the pillars of quality map the territory of leadership 

responsibility in this new arena. 

 Access represents the vision that online distance education will provide the means 

by which all qualified and motivated students will be able to complete courses, degrees, 

or other programs in their discipline of choice. This pillar begins with ensuring technical 

quality. However, quality in access also means ensuring that prospective students are 

aware of online learning opportunities available to them through marketing, branding, 

and program information through the Web and other media. Access also requires that 

curricula are available in their entirety, that online programs have adequate options, clear 
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program information, and seamless access from readiness assessment to navigation 

within courses and access to learning resources. Access also involves three areas of 

student support: academic support in the form of tutoring, advising, and library resources; 

administrative support, such as financial aid and disability services; and technical 

support, including a help desk that is available when students tend to study. The access 

pillar, then, requires a leadership involvement in delivery technology, marketing and 

public information, curriculum and program design, learning resources, and academic, 

administrative, and technical support. These elements are fundamental to an effective 

online learning service. 

 Cost-effectiveness and institutional commitment are factors that contribute to the 

institution’s ability to sustain its commitment to an online learning program over time. It 

deals, in part, with the balance between high quality and cost-effectiveness. The goal is to 

control fixed and variable costs, not only for the delivery of a course but to recover its 

original development costs and the cost of updating the course over time. Leaders take 

responsibility for continuous improvement of processes and policies and for developing 

cost-effectiveness metrics, comparing costs and benefits of different delivery modes 

across diverse disciplines and program levels (undergraduate versus graduate for 

instance), and tracking retention rates, faculty workload and compensation, technology 

and infrastructure costs, and satisfaction levels. These metrics can be used to develop 

strategic plans for marketing that focus not only on generating new student enrollments 

but also ensuring the long-term loyalty of students, employers, and other constituents. 

Moving efforts to scale may also require ongoing review of institution-wide policies that 

inhibit growth or cost-efficiency.  
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 Learning effectiveness refers to the instructional quality of online learning: Is the 

online student’s learning equivalent to that of traditional on-campus students? This 

requires that instructors and course developers work together to ensure that courses take 

advantage of the unique characteristics  of online technology. Ensuring quality in this 

area means that leaders must involve their organization in a variety of functions, from 

instructional design to faculty development, assessment, and retention, and other factors 

that reflect learning outcomes.  

 Faculty satisfaction means broad acceptance by faculty for the use of technology 

and online pedagogical strategies that enhance the teaching and learning environment. 

More specifically, it addresses the need for faculty to find value in their online learning 

experiences, the quality is sound, and the technology helps them to meet learning 

objectives. A variety of factors help to measure faculty satisfaction, in particular, high-

quality and continuous faculty-student and student-student interaction, the pace of student 

learning, achievement, and the freedom associated with online learning. It also includes 

rewards and recognition for course development and instruction, workload 

considerations, online instructional support, and student learning outcomes. 

 Student satisfaction is student acceptance of learning outcomes, enjoyment for the 

technology-based learning environment, the levels of interaction with faculty and 

students, and that expectations are met or exceeded. Historically serving students who 

otherwise did not have easy access to traditional campus-based offerings, dramatic 

enrollment increases suggest other students are seeking online programming. More and 

more students are enrolling in online courses for convenience and for balancing work, 
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family, and study responsibilities, in addition to a growing number of students who live 

on or close to campus. 

 The pillars serve as a useful tool in framing the transformation of the higher 

education landscape. They also illustrate the scope of the challenge facing institutional 

distance education leaders, who, in order to address all five dimensions of quality, must 

either build services in each area or work with existing support units to ensure quality. 

Disruption: The Nature of the Current Transformation 

Just as the United States was a generation into the Industrial Revolution when it 

reinvented higher education and, in the process, provided a national delivery system for 

the first generation of distance education. If Rural Free Delivery was the information 

highway of the 19th century, the World Wide Web marked the road ahead for the 

information society. The societal implications of the information revolution were as 

profound as the changes brought about during the Industrial Revolution, but even more 

rapid in their impact on education.  

 Globalization. Perhaps the most visible dimension of the current revolution is that 

global communications have eliminated geography as a natural barrier. Immigration, 

which helped to fuel industrialization and democratization in the 1800s, has been 

replaced by globalization in the information era. We now have a global communications 

system, a globally distributed workforce and, as a result, a global supply chain for a wide 

range of products and services. This includes higher education, which can be viewed as a 

commodity and has been by several countries that export online learning programs and 

services. 

© 2013 Stylus Publishing, LLC www.Styluspub.com



 Redefining community. Globalization is also forcing individuals and organizations 

to redefine community at many levels. Traditionally, we tend to think of communities as 

local. A community is a village or a neighborhood of people who live interdependent 

lives. You may own the town bank, but my son teaches your daughter in the local school. 

The kids we went to school with grow the food we eat, work, run the shops where we buy 

what we need, attend the same churches, and so on. In a globalized economy that kind of 

highly localized interdependence is harder to find. The process of reperceiving our 

understanding of community and how communities are interdependent in today’s world 

is a critical issue. In his book, The World Is Flat, Friedman (2005) calls this Globalization 

3.0 and suggests that the flattening of the world is a product of a convergence of the 

personal computer with fiberoptic microcable with the rise of workflow software. 

 Innovation. The rapid pace of technological and social change is forcing 

employers to put greater emphasis on top-down and bottom-up innovation to stay 

competitive. Knowledge is no longer an end in itself but is increasingly a lifelong and a 

just-in-time experience. Workers are expected to find information, evaluate it in the 

context of their work, and apply it to solve problems. Innovation has become a core skill 

in the information society. 

 Collaboration. A globally distributed workforce and supply chain, combined with 

the need for continuous innovation, have made collaboration and teamwork critical 

workplace skills at all levels of an organization. Current technology allows levels of 

collaboration never seen before that support professionals from different countries to 

compare results, undertake testing/assessments, and to seek solutions in a very different 

© 2013 Stylus Publishing, LLC www.Styluspub.com



work environment. This developed earlier in the higher education research community 

and is now occurring in instructional activities. 

 Emergence of the skills society. Some have begun to call the information society a 

knowledge society, which is less about how quickly information reaches people and more 

about how information brings people and ideas together in new ways. We are beginning 

to realize that in reality the knowledge society is a skills society, a shift that will have a 

significant impact on education at all levels. Officials in U.S. government have realized 

the strategic importance of preparing a workforce for this new environment, and they 

have set a goal for the number of high school graduates who enter postsecondary 

education and complete a credential to increase from the current level of 39% to 50% by 

the year 2020. Reaching this goal will require not only greatly expanded access to higher 

education but also an increase in the percentage of high school graduates who are 

prepared to go on to college. This challenge has spawned a new market of students—

adults with some college but no degree—many, if not most of whom cannot be served by 

traditional campus programs. 

The Impact on Education 

Just as the Internet has enabled globalization at many levels, it has eliminated geography 

as a limiting factor in the relationships between educational institutions and their students 

and faculty. Increasingly, many institutions that do not have a history or tradition in 

distance education are able to serve students well beyond their traditional service areas. 

At the same time, they can provide more convenient access to students on and near 

campus. Moreover, a growing number of traditional students are opting for online 
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versions of courses. While the reasons may not always be academic, acceptance of the 

legitimacy and quality of online learning is growing. 

 Expanding impact. While land grant universities and community colleges, the two 

ends of the public higher education spectrum, continue to dominate the distance 

education environment, many new institutions have entered the field. Class Differences 

(Allen & Seaman, 2010), the eighth annual study of the impact of online learning 

conducted by the Babson Survey Research Group, noted in 2010 that more than 5.6 

million U.S. students (nearly 30% of all higher education students) reported taking at 

least one online course during the fall 2009 term, which is a 21% rate of growth that far 

exceeds the less than 2% overall growth in the higher education student population (p. 2).  

 As these data suggest, the impact of online learning is being felt not only in 

distance education but across traditional campuses as faculty begin to blend online 

elements into otherwise traditional courses. The resulting hybrid courses, in which online 

activities replace between 20% and 80% of classroom activity, provide greater flexibility 

for students and faculty while also introducing new pedagogical elements. Similarly, 

blended programs, which mix a significant percentage of fully online and hybrid courses 

with some traditional classroom experiences or residencies, increase practical access for 

students who live near a campus but who must mix study with job and family 

commitments.  

 The result is an increasingly complex context for online learning at institutions, 

many of which do not share a long history of distance education and as a result are not 

organized to support this new relationship with students. While an institution’s initial 

focus might be on the technology of delivery, once a program is up and running, other 
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questions become critical to sustainability and scalability. These issues, which include 

student support, faculty support, learning effectiveness, and policy, and their implications 

for leadership are explored in more detail in subsequent chapters. 

 New Institutions. The information revolution is also stimulating new kinds of 

institutions to meet the expanding need for professional education in a knowledge 

society. Most visible are for-profit companies that offer either fully online or blended 

learning experiences at undergraduate and graduate levels. Most have sought regional 

accreditation, the gold standard of higher education quality in the United States, which 

opens doors to federal grant programs. Indeed, the top four recipients of federal financial 

aid are for-profit companies. This has stimulated increased federal concern about 

financial aid and student recruiting, which could have an impact on the field in general. 

The national policy implications are explored in depth in Chapter 10. 

 New opportunities for collaboration. Just as technology has eliminated geography 

as a barrier between institutions and students, it is allowing institutions to find new ways 

to work together to meet student needs. The open educational resources movement is 

stimulating faculty members to make their online learning objects available to faculty at 

other institutions around the world. Institutions are collaborating to offer online degree 

programs they would not be able to sustain individually as a way of better serving the 

needs of students in their traditional service areas and to reach new student populations. 

During the late 1990s, a number of networks, many funded by the Sloan Foundation, also 

began working on collaborative online learning. In New York a regional consortium 

initially led by State University of New York (SUNY) Empire State College became a 

statewide entity led by the system administration. The SUNY Learning Network was 
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particularly successful in leveraging online learning with community colleges. 

Collaboration is also emerging beyond state boundaries. One example is the Great Plains 

Interactive Distance Education Alliance, through which research universities in the 

Midwest use online learning to offer degree programs in agriculture and the human 

sciences they would have difficulty offering individually. In this environment, online 

learning leaders must be able not only to lead their operational functions associated with 

online delivery, but they must learn to lead beyond the institution, helping to identify 

partnership opportunities and informing their institution about developments in the field. 

This challenge is the focus of Chapter 11. 

 New students. The U.S. Department of Education’s goal of increasing the 

percentage of high school graduates who go on to college to 50% by 2020 means 

increasing the total student population by almost 50%. That level of growth, and the need 

for rapid response, will greatly exceed the current campus capacity. Online distance 

education will become increasingly important as a strategic response to this need.  

 Another factor is the student population itself. Today, traditional and 

nontraditional students tend to be part of what Diana Oblinger (Oblinger & Oblinger, 

2005) of EDUCAUSE has called the “Net Generation,” students born in or after 1982 

who have grown up with the Internet as a daily factor in their lives. In Educating the Net 

Generation, Oblinger and Oblinger note that as college students the Net Generation 

demonstrate distinctive learning preferences, including 

 A predisposition to work and learn in peer-to-peer teams. 

 A structured environment that sets well-defined parameters and priorities, so 

that they can achieve a goal. 
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 Engagement and an experiential learning environment that encourages 

interactivity and inductive discovery—making observations, formulating 

hypotheses, figuring out rules. 

 A comfort with image-rich environments, rather than with text and with doing 

things rather than just talking about things. 

 Learning within the context of solving real-world problems and focusing on 

“things that matter.” (p. 2.7)  

 The oldest of members of the Net Generation will be 40 in 2010. Increasingly, the 

adult part-time learner, who is the target of most online programs, will consist of Net 

Generation students who have these learning preferences.  

 New pedagogy. Providing access, convenience, flexibility, and cost-effectiveness 

will continue to be important issues, but the emerging leadership question for the next 

decade or so is how can educational institutions help individuals learn how to build and 

sustain new communities built around collaboration and sharing of knowledge to solve 

local and, increasingly, global problems? For distance education leaders, the challenge is 

more focused: How can we use what we’ve learned about online distance education to 

help transform our institutions to meet the needs of this emerging society? 

Institutional Leadership Issues: Lessons From the Association of Public 

Land-Grant Universities Study 

In 2009 the Association of Public Land-Grant Universities (APLU) published an 

intensive study of the leadership factors that contribute to a successful e-learning 

initiative at public research universities (McCarthy & Samors, 2009). The report notes 

that the two-part benchmarking study “was designed to illuminate how public institutions 
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develop and implement the key organizational strategies, processes, and procedures that 

contribute to successful and robust online learning initiatives” (p. 5). The first part of the 

study included 231 interviews with key people at 45 institutions who represented at least 

100,000 online enrollments. Interviewees included presidents and chancellors, chief 

academic officers, online learning administrators, faculty leaders and professors, and 

online students (p. 10). The second part was a faculty survey sent to more than 50,000 

faculty members across the teaching spectrum—full-time and part-time, tenure track and 

non tenure track, those who had taught online and those who had not. APLU received 

nearly 11,000 completed surveys from faculty at 69 institutions. 

 The final report included several general observations about effective e-learning 

programs: 

 Online learning programs may work most effectively as a core component of 

institutional strategic planning and implementation. 

 Online learning initiatives benefit from ongoing institutional assessment and 

review because of their evolving and dynamic nature. 

 Online learning activities are strengthened by the centralization of some 

organizational structures and administrative functions that support and sustain the 

programs. 

 Online learning programs overseen by academic affairs units may be more readily 

accepted and may be more easily integrated into the fabric of the institution. 

 Online learning programs need reliable financing mechanisms for sustainability 

and growth. 
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 Online learning programs succeed with consistent and adequate academic, 

administrative, and technological resources for faculty and students. 

 Online learning programs have the capacity to change campus culture and become 

fully integrated if presidents, chancellors, chief academic officers, and other 

senior campus leaders are fully engaged in the delivery of messages that tie online 

education to fundamental institutional missions and priorities. 

 The report’s recommendations emphasized the critical importance of 

communication, with all faculty and administrators, campus leaders, administrators, and 

faculty working together to ensure and improve quality, and for administrators to better 

understand what motivates faculty to teach. The report also recommended that 

administrative and academic governing bodies regularly reexamine institutional policies 

regarding faculty incentives and develop strategies to acknowledge and recognize faculty 

investment of time and effort in online courses compared to face-to-face teaching (p. 6). 

 The interviews with campus leaders and the faculty survey suggested four broad 

leadership strategies for a successful program: developing the online initiative within the 

context of institutional strategic planning, developing an organizational structure that 

recognizes shared authority for different aspects of the program, designing a financial 

model that ensures sustainability for administrative and academic investments, and 

communicating within the academy in a way that dispels myths and builds a sense of 

community. 

 Strategic planning. The study (McCarthy & Samors, 2009) noted the critical role 

institution-wide task forces or advisory councils have played in successful online learning 

initiatives. Several of the campus leaders interviewed noted “the benefit of maintaining 
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standing committees or task forces after online programs have been established and have 

begun to grow and mature. These oversight groups address new or unforeseen issues that 

arise or examine and advise campus leaders on proposed changes in financial and 

administrative structuring, or policies and procedures” (p. 16). Typically, such groups 

should be charged by the president, the provost, or the faculty senate.  

 The report emphasized, “While many issues appear to be resolved prior to launch, 

the Commission believes that campus leaders must remain sensitized to the many issues 

that may resurface or emerge in previously unanticipated ways once a program is 

underway or as it has matured” (McCarthy & Samors, 2009, p. 18). Among the issues 

advisory councils or task forces should monitor are enterprise and unit-level technology 

needs, academic oversight, program scope, financing for all aspects of the program 

(including faculty and student resources), nonfinancial faculty and student support, and 

quality control and assessment (p. 18). 

 Designing the organizational structure. Traditionally, higher education operates 

in an environment of decentralized academic authority and centralized administration and 

support services. The report (McCarthy & Samors, 2009) identified three essential 

elements that should be considered in developing the organizational structure: 

 administrative oversight and faculty support housed within academic affairs, 

which could be organized as a new central administrative unit or a new charge to 

an existing unit; 

 curricular control as a fundamental responsibility of academic departments, 

always, the report notes, residing in academic affairs; and 

 technological elements as the responsibility of Information Technology units. 
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The report notes there is no single organizational home for the instructional design 

function, which supports faculty in developing courses but also works closely with the 

technology itself (McCarthy & Samors, 2009, p. 23). 

 Developing sustainable funding and allocating institutional resources. The report 

noted that at the broadest level,  

institutional participant observations and faculty respondent data together 

indicate that campus leaders must consider multiple approaches to 

institutional resource allocation, including strategies that take into account 

the difference between resources needed to start a program and resources 

needed to sustain and/or grow a program. (McCarthy & Samors, 2009, p. 

24). 

 The APLU commission defines “Institutional resources” as “the combination of 

financial, administrative, and technical allocations made to support online learning 

initiatives” (McCarthy & Samors, 2009, p. 24). The commission emphasizes that 

upfront funding for online programs is essential for the development of 

robust strategic online initiatives. Further, institutions must provide the 

necessary resources to sustain and to grow established online initiatives. 

This ongoing need for funding holds true for institutions that are in “start 

up mode” or “re-start mode” with their online learning efforts, as well as 

for those running more mature programs. (p. 25) 

 The commission discovered that institutions have diverse ways to recover costs. 

Some have created new fees attached to registration costs for online learning. Others have 

developed various kinds of revenue-sharing models to distribution of tuition revenue in 
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order to cover costs. Still others have established separate tuition levels (or online courses 

(McCarthy & Samors, 2009, p. 26).  

 Equally important to the success of a program are the nonfinancial resources 

provided to faculty. Three areas were seen as especially important for leaders to address: 

professional support for course design and delivery, including faculty training programs 

as well as the availability of instructional designers and media specialists to work with 

faculty members in course development and delivery; faculty incentives for development 

and delivery of online content, including stipends, but also including promotion and 

tenure policies that reward younger faculty members for participating in online course 

development at the expense of other more traditional activities; and institutional policies 

concerning intellectual property.  

 Another important institutional resource is support for the online student. For 

instance, some institutions assign the online student a special academic adviser who 

continues to work with the student through his or her entire academic program. The 

report noted that some campuses use routine student survey instruments to identify the 

need for these kinds of services (McCarthy & Samors, 2009). 

 Effective leadership communication. The APLU study found that launching an 

online program can be a significant cultural and operational change for the institution. As 

a result, the report states that “a critical and ongoing task for campus leaders is to provide 

effective leadership and communication of institutional plans and decisions” (McCarthy 

& Samors, 2009, p. 41). Among the critical leadership skills are the “keen ability to 

recognize and articulate the value of online learning, relate it to campus mission, and 
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seize organizational changes and planning as opportunities to solidify institutional 

commitment to online learning” (p. 42).  

 Part of the communication challenge is to deal with the culture change that often 

underpins the online initiative. The APLU study found a sometimes marked difference of 

perception between campus administrative leaders and faculty. With that in mind, it 

encourages campus leaders directly communicate to dispel myths and to build a stronger 

communication environment. The following are specific recommendations: 

 Campus Leaders need to better understand the characteristics of the online 

teaching populations on their campus and use communication strategies that target 

and engage all faculty members. 

 Campus leaders should maintain consistent communication with all faculty and 

administrators regarding the role and purpose of online learning programs as they 

relate to academic mission and academic quality. Further, campus leaders, 

administrators, and faculty must all work together to improve the quality—or 

perceived quality—of online learning outcomes. 

 Campus leaders have the potential to expand faculty engagement by better 

understanding what motivates faculty to teach online. 

 Campus leaders and faculty governing bodies need to regularly re-examine 

institutional policies regarding faculty incentives, especially in this era of 

declining financial resources. Perhaps most importantly, campus leaders need to 

identify strategies to acknowledge and recognize the additional time and effort 

faculty invest in online, as compared to face-to-face, teaching and learning. 

(McCarthy & Samors, 2009, pp. 47–49) 
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A Changing State and National Policy Context 

Throughout the 20th century, U.S. distance education courses were subject to very little 

regulation. States could regulate educational institutions only if they established a 

physical presence in the state. Distance education—by correspondence study or by 

telecommunications systems like satellite—was protected by federal interstate commerce 

regulations. Where distance education was part of a traditional college or university, it 

was regulated as part of the institution’s regional accreditation, itself a product of the 

Industrial Age. Other institutions, including for-profit providers, were regulated through 

the Distance Educational and Training Council or other professional bodies. 

 However, the policy context in which online distance education operates promises 

to be quite different for several reasons. The global nature of the policy challenge was 

suggested in a European Commission report, The Future of Learning: Preparing for 

Change (Redecker et. al., 2011), which noted several factors affecting public policy in 

education: 

 The overall vision is that personalization, collaboration, and informalization 

(informal learning) are at the core of learning in the future. These terms are not new in 

education and training but will have to become the central guiding principle for 

organizing learning and teaching in the future. The central learning paradigm is 

characterized by lifelong and lifewide learning, shaped by the ubiquity of information 

and communication technologies. At the same time, because of fast advances in 

technology and structural changes to European labor markets that are related to 

demographic change, globalization and immigration, generic and transversal skills will 

become more important. These skills will help citizens to become lifelong learners who 
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flexibly respond to change, are able to proactively develop their competences and thrive 

in collaborative learning and working environments. 

 In the United States, several interrelated factors have combined to create a 

dramatic change in the policy context in which online distance education operates. First,  

the federal government recognizes that the nation’s ability to compete in a global 

knowledge-based economy requires that a greater percentage of high school graduates 

earns a college degree. The U.S. Department of Education has set a goal of increasing the 

rate from the current level of 39% to 60% by the year 2020. This goal has made the 

government increasingly sensitive to the effective use of federal support for education, 

including federal financial aid to students, especially in light of the rise of for-profit 

degree-granting organizations, which, according to a Chronicle of Higher Education 

report, “receive nearly 90 percent of their revenue from federal student aid”). The top 

three recipients of federal financial aid are for-profit companies. 

 A 2011 EDUCAUSE policy review reported that, while the Department of 

Education has “reiterated the historical interpretation of state authorization—that is, to 

participate in federal financial aid programs, an institution had to be authorized to offer 

postsecondary education by the state in which it was physically located,” regulations 

proposed in October 2010 inserted a new requirement for distance education programs 

(Cummings, 2011, p. xx). “In essence,” the review notes, “the new regulation clearly tied, 

for the first time, the financial aid eligibility of students in distance learning programs to 

whether their institutions are authorized by the state in which the student, not the 

institution, is located” (p. 1). 
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 The rise of for-profit degree-granting organizations has also had an effect on 

regional accrediting agencies. The six regional accrediting agencies had all developed a 

common set of standards for online distance education as early as 2001 (Levin). 

However, some regional accreditors have come under scrutiny as the number of 

regionally accredited for-profit degree granters has increased. The Government 

Accountability Office “alleged widespread abuses in the recruiting and enrollment of 

students at for-profit colleges” (Levin), challenging the standards and accreditation 

review processes of the regional agencies. 

 The regulation and policy issues are highly interrelated at the state, regional, and 

national levels. This environment requires distance education leaders at higher education 

institutions of all types to be ambassadors. They must not only focus on building 

effective policy and practice at the institutional level, which itself requires a great deal of 

tact and diplomacy, but they must be prepared to represent their institution’s needs with 

external agencies and simultaneously translate regulatory concerns within the institution 

and help construct institution-wide responses. A more detailed discussion of policy issues 

can be found in Chapter 10. 

 Coupled with these myriad factors, a larger financial cloud hovers over the world 

economy. In the United States this portends radical changes in federal support for 

education. Public institutions in most states are witnessing reduced state support, are 

increasing tuition and fees, and are being asked to be more efficient and effective, 

particularly in regard to degree attainment.  

The Leadership Challenge for Distance Education 
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All these factors will change the landscape of higher education institutions, which will be 

asked to do more with less. Few believe the current capacity of institutions can respond to 

the challenge, which opens a window of opportunity for online learning. 

 A new mainstream. We can envision a broader strategic horizon in which distance 

education is a key part of a more complex picture, one that includes fully online courses 

offered to students on campus and at a distance, hybrid courses offered on campus and 

through continuing education, blended programs that mix distance education and site-

based experiences, and more generally, an academic environment in which e-learning is 

seen as a utility available to all faculty and students. Access will continue to be a critical 

strategic issue, along with efficiency on campus and, perhaps most important, continuing 

to develop a new pedagogy that responds to the new needs of Net Generation individuals 

and their communities. 

 Strategic focus. Increasingly, online education in all its variations is seen as 

central to the strategic future of institutions. Allen and Seaman (2010) noted that “sixty-

three percent of all reporting chief academic officers said that online learning was a 

critical part of their institution’s long term strategy” (p. 2). The perception was greatest 

among public universities; almost 75%  reported positively on this topic. However, a 

much higher percentage of for-profit companies actually included online learning in their 

written strategic plans. 

 New relationships. Online learning is also blurring distinctions between higher 

education institutions and other sectors. Online learning facilitates dual enrollment 

courses in which students simultaneously earn high school and college credit. It also 

opens new opportunities for partnerships between institutions and employers. The Energy 
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Providers Consortium for Education is an example of industry and education 

collaborating to build critical workforce skills. It brings together four higher education 

institutions, a virtual high school, and more than 20 energy companies, unions, and 

industry associations to offer undergraduate degrees and certificates in areas such as 

renewable energy, electric power, nuclear power, and electrical engineering. 

 A chance to lead. The transformation suggested by these trends is an opportunity 

for those involved with online learning to accept the challenge and lead institutions into a 

new era, one built to respond to student needs, one built on flexibility that technologies 

now and those in the future support, one that expands access to quality education, and 

one that can be more cost-effective and efficient than current models. It is a time for 

action and bold leadership in higher education. 
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