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1
e L E A R N I N G  A N D  T H E 

T R A N S F O R M AT I O N  O F 
H I G H E R  E D U C AT I O N

Gary E. Miller

eLearning began two decades ago as a disruptive change in higher  
education, centered around the use of online technology to transform 
the century-old practice of extending higher education to off-campus 

adult students through distance education. Today, it is emerging as a means 
by which higher education institutions can more effectively respond to 
diverse societal changes wrought by a maturing Information Revolution, 
helping students prepare for their roles as citizens and professionals in a rap-
idly changing environment. We begin this book on leadership with an over-
view 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. 
This chapter concludes with a summary of emerging leadership challenges 
facing the field.

A Historical Perspective

Many higher education professionals perceive distance education as a 
recent phenomenon, launched by the eLearning innovations of the 1990s. 
However, there is more to the story. The evolution of distance education is 
the story of how for more than a century and a half our college and university 
leaders have sought to use a variety of the strategies and technologies of the 
day to help their institutions adapt to dramatically changing social needs. A 
long view of the evolution of distance education can be helpful as we try to 
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4  the leadership context

understand the leadership challenges facing the field today. Online distance 
education is emerging as one key to how higher education generally is adapt-
ing to the changes created by the Information Revolution. 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 chal-
lenge of leadership in today’s eLearning environment.

The Roots of Distance Education

Distance education has its roots in the Industrial Revolution, which began 
in the 1850s as a revolution in transportation—from steamships that cre-
ated new markets for U.S. goods to railroads that opened the continent 
for rapid development. Industrialization stimulated urbanization as people 
moved from rural areas to rapidly growing cities to work in the new mills 
and factories. It also stimulated immigration, as new citizens were attracted 
by the promise of a fresh start in the new industrial democracy.

Policymakers recognized that the industrial economy would require new 
kinds of professional skills in the workforce: engineers, managers, scientists, city 
planners, and so on. They also recognized that the combined impact of immi-
gration and urbanization education would require a more strategic approach 
to the primary and secondary education of immigrant children and newly 
urbanized rural families. 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 Act, 
or Land-Grant College Act of 1862, now considered a cornerstone of higher 
education in the United States, arranged for federal lands in each state to be 
sold and the proceeds used to establish a land grant college in each state to 
focus on “the liberal and practical education of the industrial classes in the 
several pursuits and professions in life” (Morrill Act, 1862, section 4). In addi-
tion, normal schools—teacher education colleges—were created to produce 
the elementary and secondary school teachers needed in the growing public 
schools. In the end, the Morrill Act of 1862 and the Second Morrill Act of 
1890 (United States Department of Agriculture, National Institute of Food 
and Agriculture, n.d.), which created many of 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.

There remained a concern that the nation would not be able to sustain the 
combination of industrialization, immigration, and urbanization that fed the 
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elearning and transformation of higher education  5

Industrial Revolution unless it was accompanied by a revolution in agriculture. 
The land grant colleges took the lead on improving agricultural production, 
but policymakers were worried about how to “keep them down on the farm.” 
Rural life was isolated and hard, especially when compared to the growing con-
sumer luxuries of urban life. One solution was to make rural life more attrac-
tive by extending home delivery of mail to rural areas: Rural Free Delivery 
(RFD). RFD was still experimental in the 1890s when institutions, including 
the University of Chicago, Pennsylvania State College, and the University of 
Wisconsin, launched the first college-level correspondence study programs, giv-
ing birth to distance education as part of higher education’s outreach mission.

For much of the first half of the 20th century, correspondence study 
led the development of distance education in the United States. Most pub-
lic programs were housed at land grant institutions. Some were focused on 
agriculture and related topics. Others offered a wide variety of undergraduate 
courses. Although institutions competed with each other for students, they 
also collaborated, producing integrated catalogs, for instance, and licensing 
print-based course materials to each other.

The Coming of the Information Age

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 com-
munity colleges, 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. A new form of media-based edu-
cation emerged—the telecourse—that combined recorded video lectures  
with traditional textbooks, printed study guides that contained discussion 
and assignments and, in some cases, periodic class meetings. Through the 
1960s and into the 1970s, telecourse delivery tended to be limited to the 
broadcast area of the local public television station. This began to change in 
the 1970s as states built public television networks and as colleges gained 
control of local cable TV access channels. Still, access remained close to the 
campus of the sponsoring institution.

Several projects emerged that demonstrated the potential of video to 
serve more distant students. One example was the Appalachian Education 
Satellite Program (AESP) (Bramble & Ausness, 1974). Funded by the 
Appalachian Regional Commission, it used a then-experimental communi-
cations satellite, supported by local educational institutions, to deliver tele-
courses and other educational programs in areas such as nursing, teacher 
professional development, and firefighter training to a multistate area along 
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6  the leadership context

the Appalachian Mountain range. It demonstrated the potential for satellite 
technology to bring both higher education and K–12 support units together 
across state boundaries to serve widely dispersed groups of adult learners.

A variation on the telecourse idea also underpinned a major interna-
tional innovation in open and distance education: the formation of the 
British Open University in 1970. The British Open University (now the 
Open University of the United Kingdom) combined video programs pro-
duced by the BBC with highly developed printed materials and original 
readings, complemented by classroom sessions at regional study centers, 
to create interdisciplinary courses offered to adult learners throughout the 
United Kingdom. The British Open University became a model for the 
development of open universities throughout the world. In the United States 
the University of Maryland University College created the International 
University Consortium for Telecommunications (IUC) to adapt British 
Open University 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 
Telecourse People to jointly market their course materials to other institu-
tions. In Detroit, Michigan, the To Educate the People Consortium brought 
together local colleges and universities 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 local stations via satellite 
and to make its excess capacity available to local stations affiliated with educa-
tional institutions to deliver other kinds of educational programs. PBS estab-
lished the Adult Learning Service (ALS) as a national aggregator of telecourse 
distribution. PBS-ALS acquired distribution rights to telecourses from many 
different institutions and then, through its network of local stations, licensed 
local institutions to offer them 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 using this delivery system in an effort to ensure that all 
adults would have access to key elements of the undergraduate curriculum.

PBS satellite service allowed local stations to not only receive program-
ming but also originate programs to other stations nationally. This stimu-
lated other partnerships. One such partnership, the National University 
Teleconference Network, was developed to coordinate national delivery of 
noncredit professional training programs. Another partnership, AG*SAT 
(later renamed the American Distance Education Consortium), was created 
to use satellite to deliver agriculture-related training among Cooperative 
Extension Service offices nationally and internationally.
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elearning and transformation of higher education  7

eLearning Emerges

By the early 1990s, live, interactive, telecommunications-based delivery was 
becoming a major trend in distance education. As technology shifted from 
satellite to interactive telephone lines, lowering both the cost of infrastructure 
and the cost per minute of delivery, many thought that telephones 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 
internet became an international phenomenon, and the modern eLearning 
environment was born.

There were experiments with online degree programs before the web 
browser. In the early 1990s, for instance, The Pennsylvania State University 
experimented with incorporating computer and telephone into a synchro-
nous delivery system to support delivery of a graduate degree in adult educa-
tion 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 using a 
version of the Plato computer language.

In 1997, the Western Interstate Cooperative for Higher Education—a 
regional collaborative of governors of 14 western states—launched the 
Western Governors University, which focused on the use of online technol-
ogy to reach the widely scattered populations of these states. It helped stimu-
late a broader interest in developing the potential of eLearning (Western 
Governors University, n.d.). At about the same time, the Alfred P. Sloan 
Foundation launched its Asynchronous Learning Networks (ALN) Program 
(Mayadas, 1997). Over time, the foundation’s ALN Program provided more 
than $40 million to help institutions launch mission-centered, sustainable 
eLearning programs.

Standards for a New Field

As the field has developed, several organizations have articulated standards for 
the field that build on early experiences and set the stage for quality control as 
eLearning moves into its second generation. This section will highlight major 
contributions by the Online Learning Consortium and the Association of 
Public and Land-grant Universities (APLU).

Pillars of Quality

Throughout the 1990s, eLearning proved to be a truly disruptive innova-
tion. It attracted many institutions that had no prior tradition in distance 
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8  the leadership context

education and, as a result, no familiarity with the historical research in the 
field. Often, the institutional starting point for an initiative came from 
individual academic departments and faculty. As a result, a new leadership 
community was needed to help define the quality parameters for this new 
environment. The Sloan Foundation facilitated this by funding national 
meetings of Sloan Foundation grantees from institutions around the United 
States. These eventually matured into a formal professional association (now 
called the Online Learning Consortium), a refereed journal, and a series 
of annual conferences that brought the community together to discuss 
issues and share research findings. The foundation also supported a decade 
of annual surveys that provided comprehensive information about enroll-
ments, institutional trends, and challenges among U.S. institutions.

The Sloan Foundation also worked with institutions to establish a 
framework for institutions to address quality. Mayadas, the foundation’s lead 
online learning officer, described the resulting framework as the Five Pillars 
of Quality: access, cost-effectiveness and institutional commitment, learn-
ing effectiveness, faculty satisfaction, and student satisfaction (Moore, 2002). 
Together, the Five Pillars of Quality map the necessary scope of leadership 
responsibility in this new arena.

Access reflects the vision that eLearning will enable all qualified and 
motivated students to complete courses, degrees, or other goals in their 
discipline of choice. Ensuring access begins by ensuring technical qual-
ity. However, it also means ensuring that prospective students are aware 
of online learning opportunities through institutional marketing, brand-
ing, and program information provided through the web and other media. 
Ensuring access also requires that institutions make curricula available in 
their entirety and that programs provide students with adequate options 
and clear program information. Access should be seamless, from readi-
ness assessment to navigation within courses and access to other learning 
resources. Access also involves ensuring quality in student support (tutor-
ing, advising, and library resources), administrative support (financial aid 
and disability services), and technical support (a help desk that is available 
when students need it). The access pillar, then, requires leadership involve-
ment in delivery technology; marketing and public information; curricu-
lum and program design; learning resources; and academic, administrative, 
and technical support. All are fundamental to a successful online learning 
service.

Cost-effectiveness and institutional commitment include the leadership 
responsibility to balance quality and cost to ensure long-term sustainability 
of the eLearning program. The goal is to control both fixed and variable 
costs for not only course delivery but also course development and updating 
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elearning and transformation of higher education  9

over the life of the program. This requires that leaders take responsibility 
for continuous improvement; compare costs and benefits of different deliv-
ery modes; and track such things as retention rates, faculty workload and 
compensation, technology and infrastructure cost, and long-term loyalty 
of students. Ensuring long-term success may also require ongoing review 
of institution-wide policies to ensure that they do not inhibit growth or 
cost-efficiency.

Learning effectiveness speaks to the leader’s responsibility to guard the 
instructional quality of online courses and programs: Is the student’s learn-
ing in these courses equivalent to that of students in traditional classroom 
courses? This requires a process in which instructors and course develop-
ers work together to ensure that courses make effective use of the unique 
capabilities afforded by the online environment and that the organization is 
involved in core functions such as instructional design, faculty development, 
assessment, retention, student support, and other factors that contribute to 
learning outcomes.

Faculty satisfaction reflects faculty’s broad acceptance of online technol-
ogy and instructional strategies that enhance the teaching–learning environ-
ment. Leaders must ensure that faculty find value in their online teaching 
experience—that the technology is used in ways that help them meet learn-
ing objectives. Several factors can be used to measure faculty satisfaction: 
the quality of faculty–student and student–student interaction, the pace of 
student learning, and the degree to which the environment provides more 
flexibility for both faculty and students. Leaders should also work to ensure 
that faculty are recognized and rewarded for improving course development 
and delivery and that the system reflects workload considerations, online 
support, and student learning outcomes.

Student satisfaction reflects not only student acceptance of learning out-
comes but also the extent to which they enjoy the eLearning environment 
itself, how they interact with faculty and other students, and the degree 
to which their expectations are met. This pillar becomes especially impor-
tant as more students—especially those who live close to campus—enroll 
in online courses for convenience or to balance work, family, and study 
responsibilities.

The five pillars help show how technology is transforming the higher 
education landscape. They also illustrate the intricate challenges to insti-
tutional eLearning leaders who must either build services in each of the 
five pillar areas or work with existing support services to ensure quality as 
eLearning moves into the mainstream of their institution. Chapter 12 will 
go into greater detail about how the five pillars apply to the OLC Quality 
Scorecard for the Administration of Online Programs.
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10  the leadership context

Institutional Leadership Lessons From APLU

In 2009, APLU published its report on a two-part benchmarking study of the 
leadership factors that contribute to a successful eLearning initiative at public 
research universities (McCarthy & Samors, 2009). The report noted that 
the study “was designed to illuminate how public institutions 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 insti-
tutions that 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 40,000 faculty mem-
bers across the teaching spectrum: full-time and part-time, tenure track and 
nontenure-track, those who had taught online and those who had not. APLU 
received nearly 11,000 completed surveys from faculty at 69 institutions.

The report (McCarthy & Samors, 2009) included seven general observa-
tions about effective eLearning programs:

1. “Online learning programs may work most effectively as a core compo-
nent of institutional strategic planning and implementation.”

2. “Online learning initiatives benefit from ongoing institutional assess-
ment and review because of their evolving and dynamic nature.” 

3. “Online learning programs are strengthened by the centralization of 
some organizational structures and administrative functions that support 
and sustain the programs.”

4. “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.”

5. “Online learning programs need reliable financing mechanisms for sus-
tainability and growth.”

6. “Online learning programs succeed with consistent and adequate aca-
demic, administrative, and technological resources for faculty and 
students.”

7. “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 mis-
sions and priorities.”
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elearning and transformation of higher education  11

The report emphasized the critical importance of communication, with 
all campus administrators, leaders, and faculty working together to ensure 
and improve quality, and the need for administrators to better understand 
what motivates faculty to teach. The report also recommended that admin-
istrative and academic governing bodies regularly reexamine institutional 
policies and incentives and develop strategies to acknowledge and recognize 
faculty investment of time and effort in online courses compared to face-to-
face teaching (McCarthy & Samors, 2009).

The leadership interviews and faculty survey suggested four broad lead-
ership strategies for a successful eLearning program: (a) developing the initia-
tive within the context of institution-wide strategic planning, (b) building an 
organizational structure that recognizes shared authority for different aspects 
of the program, (c) designing a financial model that ensures sustainability 
for both administrative and academic investments, and (d) communicat-
ing within the institution in a way that dispels myths and builds a sense of 
community.

Strategic Planning
The report noted that institution-wide task forces or advisory councils have 
played critical roles in successful eLearning initiatives. Several campus leaders 
noted

the benefit of maintaining 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. (McCarthy & Samors, 2009, p. 16)

This helps campus leadership remain sensitized to the issues that may 
resurface or emerge in unanticipated ways once a program is underway. 
Groups should monitor needs at the unit level and enterprise level, such 
as academic oversight, program scope, financing of all aspects of a program 
(including faculty and student resources), nonfinancial faculty and student 
support, and quality control and assessment (McCarthy & Samors, 2009). 
Typically, such groups should be charged by the president, the provost, or 
the faculty senate.

Organizational Structure
The report cited the tradition of shared authority in higher education—with 
decentralized academic authority and centralized administrative and support 
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12  the leadership context

services. It identifies three essential elements that should be considered in 
developing an institution’s eLearning organizational structure:

1. Administrative oversight and faculty support should be housed within 
academic affairs, which could be organized as a new central administra-
tive unit or made as a new charge to an existing unit.

2. Curricular control should be seen as a fundamental responsibility of 
 academic departments, always, the report noted, residing in academic 
affairs.

3. Technological elements should be the responsibility of an information 
technology unit.

The report noted that while there is no obvious single organiza-
tional home for the instructional design function, which supports faculty 
in developing courses and works closely with the technology itself, “the 
majority of institutions sampled provide instructional design through aca-
demic affairs or a separate distance education unit” (McCarthy & Samors, 
2009, p. 23).

Funding
The survey results suggested 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). APLU defined institutional resources as “the combination of 
financial, administrative, and technical allocations made to support online 
learning initiatives” (p. 24) and emphasized the following:

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 initia-
tives. 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. (McCarthy & Samors, 
2009, p. 25)

The commission observed that institutions have developed 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 distribute tuition revenue to cover costs. Still others have estab-
lished separate tuition levels for online courses (McCarthy & Samors, 2009).
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Three areas of nonfinancial support for faculty were seen as equally 
important to the success of an online program: (a) professional support for 
course design and delivery, including faculty professional development pro-
grams and the availability of instructional designers and media specialists to 
work with faculty in course development and delivery; (b) faculty incentives 
for development and delivery of online content, including stipends and pro-
motion and tenure policies that reward younger faculty members for partici-
pating in online course development at the expense of other, more traditional 
activities; and (c) institutional policies concerning intellectual property.

Student support is another important online institutional resource. 
Some institutions, for example, assign the online student a special academic 
adviser who continues to work with the student through their entire aca-
demic program. Some campuses use routine student survey instruments to 
identify the need for these support services.

Effective Leadership Communication
The APLU study found that launching an online program can be a significant 
cultural and operational change for an institution. “A critical and ongoing 
task for campus leaders,” the report noted, “is to provide effective leader-
ship and communication of institutional plans and decisions” (McCarthy & 
Samors, 2009, p. 41). Among the critical leadership skills are the “keen abil-
ity to recognize and articulate the value of online learning, relate it to campus 
mission, and seize organizational changes and planning as opportunities to 
solidify institutional commitment to online learning” (p. 42).

Part of the communication challenge is to effectively respond to the 
culture change that often accompanies the start of a new eLearning ini-
tiative. In this area, APLU found a sometimes marked difference of per-
ception between campus administrative leaders and faculty. The report 
noted the need for campus leaders to directly communicate to dispel myths 
and build a stronger communications environment. It listed four specific 
recommendations:

1. “Campus leaders need to better understand the characteristics of the 
online teaching community on their campus and use communication 
strategies that target and engage all faculty members” (McCarthy & 
Samors, 2009, p. 47).

2. “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 qual-
ity. Campus leaders, administrators, and faculty must all work together 
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14  the leadership context

to improve the quality—or perceived quality—of online learning out-
comes” (McCarthy & Samors, 2009, p. 48).

3. “Campus leaders have the potential to expand faculty engagement by bet-
ter understanding what motivates faculty to teach online” (McCarthy &  
Samors, 2009, p. 49).

4. “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, cam-
pus leaders need to identify strategies to acknowledge and recognize the 
additional time and effort that faculty invest in online, versus face-to-face, 
teaching and learning” (McCarthy & Samors, 2009, p. 49).

Disruption and Adaptation: Elements of the 
Emerging Transformation of Higher Education

Technological innovation can take place quickly, but it can take much longer 
for institutions to fully integrate that innovation into the institution’s social 
environment. The societal implications of the Information Revolution are 
proving to be as profound as the changes brought about during the Industrial 
Revolution, but they are even more rapid in their impact on education. For 
many institutions, online learning has proven to be a major agent of transfor-
mation as colleges and universities adapt to the realities of a new  information 
society. Several factors stand out as indicators of changes that are now unfolding.

Globalization

Perhaps the most visible dimension of the current revolution is that global 
communications have eliminated geography as a natural barrier. Immigra- 
tion, which helped to fuel industrialization and democratization in the 
industrial period, has been replaced by globalization in the information era. 
We now have a global communications system; a globally distributed work-
force; 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 commod-
ity and has been developed as such by several countries that export online 
learning programs and services.

Redefining Community

Globalization is also forcing individuals and organizations to redefine commu-
nity 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 
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elearning and transformation of higher education  15

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.

Acceleration and 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 com-
petitive. Knowledge is no longer an end in itself but is increasingly a lifelong, 
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 as organizations attempt to keep 
pace with accelerating technical change. In Thank You for Being Late, Thomas 
Friedman (2016) noted the importance of innovation in a time of technologi-
cal acceleration. Friedman argued that to keep pace with technology-related 
change, we need to innovate “in everything other than  technology” (p. 199). 
He wrote,

It is reimagining and redesigning your society’s workplace, politics, 
 geopolitics, ethics, and communities—in ways that will enable more citi-
zens on more days in more ways to keep pace with how these accelerations 
are reshaping their lives and generate more stability as we shoot through 
these rapids. (p. 199)

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 dif-
ferent countries to compare results, undertake testing and assessments, and 
seek solutions in a very different work environment.

Emergence of the Skills Society

Some have begun to call the information society a knowledge society, which 
is less concerned with how quickly information reaches people and more 
concerned with 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.
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16  the leadership context

The Expansion of eLearning

eLearning began in the 1990s as an innovation designed primarily to reach 
students—especially working adults—living away from campus. Today, a 
more diverse picture has emerged as institutions use eLearning to respond to 
the economic and social changes that have emerged in response to the inter-
net. The colleges and universities that offer online programs have become 
more diverse. While a few public institutions (e.g., Arizona State University 
and Southern New Hampshire University) have become online mega uni-
versities, an increasingly diverse array of public institutions have entered the 
field. These include a small number of for-profit companies, as well as a 
growing number of public research universities that offer both undergradu-
ate and graduate programs, community colleges, and a number of private 
colleges and universities that offer a mix of fully online and blended degree 
programs.

In 2018, the Babson Research Group published Grade Increase: Tracking 
Distance Education in the United States, the last in a series of annual surveys 
of online learning funded by the Sloan Foundation (Seaman et al., 2018). 
The report described the increasingly diverse experience of institutions and 
students involved in online distance education:

•	 From fall 2015 to fall 2016, the number of distance education stu-
dents grew by 5.6%, with 14.9% (3,003,080) of all higher education 
students taking all their courses at a distance and 16.7% (3,356,041) 
taking a combination of distance and nondistance courses.

•	 Almost half of the students in distance education courses were 
enrolled in just 5% of institutions, with the top 1% of institutions 
(47) accounting for 22.4% of enrollments.

•	 In the for-profit sector, 85.6% of distance education students were 
enrolled in the top 5% of institutions.

•	 The total number of on-campus students not taking any distance 
course or taking a combination of distance and nondistance courses 
dropped by over a million (1,173,805, or 6.4%) between 2012 and 
2016. The largest declines came at for-profit institutions, which saw 
a 44.1% drop, while both private not-for-profit institutions (–4.5%) 
and public institutions (–4.2%) saw far smaller decreases.

•	 While technology eliminates geography as an absolute barrier, students 
are still attracted to nearby institutions; 52.8% of students who took 
at least one distance course also took an on-campus course, and 56% 
of students who took only distance courses lived in the same state as 
the institution in which they were enrolled (Seaman et al., 2018).
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As these data suggest, the impact of eLearning is being felt not only 
in distance education but also 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, and also 
introduce 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 fam-
ily commitments. The result is an increasingly complex context for eLearn-
ing at institutions, of which many do not have a long history of distance 
education and, as a result, do not have a preexisting infrastructure 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 
questions become critical to sustainability and scalability. Increasingly, it will 
be important that online learning leaders fully understand the role of online 
learning within their institution’s mission, the impact on campus-based pro-
grams, and the unmet demand for education within the institution’s tradi-
tional service area and beyond. These issues affect all aspects of the eLearning 
environment, including student support, faculty support, learning effective-
ness, and policy. The implications for leadership are explored in more detail 
in subsequent chapters.

Emerging Issues

As higher education attempts to respond to these and other changes brought 
about by the ongoing Information Revolution, several recent developments 
in eLearning suggest that eLearning leaders will need to attend to an increas-
ingly complex set of leadership issues. Some examples follow.

A K–14 Educational System

One response to this change has been an increasing call for the United States 
to shift its commitment to universal public education from a K–12 system 
to a K–14 system, ensuring that all citizens have the 2 years of postsecond-
ary training needed to develop workplace skills for the new environment. 
In 2017, CNN reporter Katie Lobosco reported that the State of New York 
approved a plan to offer full scholarships for the first 2 years at SUNY and 
CUNY to students whose parents earn less than $100,000 per year (Lobosco, 
2017). The upper limit will increase each year. That same year, Abigail Hess 
(2017) of CNBC wrote that San Francisco now has a Free City program 
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that provides city residents tuition-free access to San Francisco City College. 
These are important steps toward the idea of universal K–14 education, 
which could have a major impact on the undergraduate curriculum and on 
dual enrollment and other cross-sector partnerships.

Open Educational Resources

Open educational resources (OERs) have developed as a potential game 
changer for eLearning since 2007, when a group of institutions met in South 
Africa to discuss what they saw as an emerging opportunity to extend learn-
ing resources globally by sharing online content and, thus, improve qual-
ity and reduce cost. The “Cape Town Open Education Declaration” (n.d.) 
defined OERs as the following:

Educators worldwide are developing a vast pool of educational resources 
on the Internet, open and free for all to use. . . . These resources include 
openly licensed course materials, lesson plans, textbooks, games, software, 
and other materials that support teaching and learning. They contribute 
to making education more accessible, especially where money for learning 
materials is scarce. They also nourish the kind of participatory culture of 
learning, creating, sharing and cooperation that rapidly changing knowl-
edge societies need.

More than 2,900 institutions around the world have endorsed the 
“Cape Town Open Education Declaration” over the past 12 years. In North 
America, the Community College Consortium for Open Educational 
Resources (CCCOER) was formed in 2007 to promote “the awareness and 
adoption of open educational policies, practices, and resources. We believe 
that these practices will expand student access to education while supporting 
academic freedom and faculty choice of openly licensed curriculum materi-
als” (CCCOER, n.d., para. 1). It includes colleges in 27 U.S. states and 2 
Canadian provinces.

OERs have the potential to greatly enhance the education and training 
experiences in our schools—where they can be used by teachers to enrich 
the classroom environment, in colleges and universities, and in workplaces 
and even the home. In some cases, they might be used as stand-alone learn-
ing modules. In others, they can serve as tools for instructors to use with 
students. This kind of sharing has implications across many facets of college 
and university policy and practice; increasingly, eLearning leaders will need 
to work across the organization to facilitate policy and procedure in this 
arena.

Book 1.indb   18 09-06-2020   09:33:19



elearning and transformation of higher education  19

Collaboration

OERs provide new opportunities for institutions to share resources across 
institutional boundaries. At the same time, we are also seeing institu-
tions using online technology to bring faculty together across institutional 
lines to offer collaborative degree programs. One example is the Great Plains 
Interactive Distance Education Alliance (GP IDEA). GP IDEA began with 
a group of human sciences deans at seven midwestern universities who were 
interested in a collaborative master’s degree. By the time the alliance was 
formalized in 2001, it had 10 charter member institutions. Today, it includes 
19 universities across the midwest, west, and south.

The vision is that institutions will create and maintain strategic academic 
alliances that 

allow institutions working together to field graduate programs that are 
greater in reach and significance than any single institution could field 
alone, that manage institutional and shared resources in highly efficient 
ways, and that enrich the teaching experience for faculty and the learning 
experience for students. (GP IDEA, n.d.)

The model assumes that a student will matriculate at their home uni-
versity but take courses online from multiple institutions. The final degree 
is offered by the student’s home institution. Institutions agree on a common 
tuition. Currently, GP IDEA offers 19 graduate degree programs.

A similar collaboration was created by the Big Ten Academic Alliance. 
Called CourseShare, it allows Big Ten institutions to make selected online 
courses available to resident students at other Big Ten institutions. The focus 
is on courses in lesser taught languages and other specialized courses where 
students have limited access to faculty and where campuses may have trouble 
filling seats locally. Students enroll at their home institution and join courses 
online. “To date,” according to the Big Ten Alliance website, “over 130 dif-
ferent less commonly taught languages (LCTLs) and area studies courses 
have been shared using CourseShare including Swahili, Thai, Vietnamese, 
and Islamic and Korean Studies courses” (Big Ten Academic Alliance, n.d., 
para. 4).

We can also point to partnerships among higher education institu-
tions and employers that extend professional and vocational education to 
the workplace. One example in this area is the Energy Providers Coalition 
for Education, which brings together private, public, and government-
owned utilities; energy contractors and suppliers; professional associa-
tions; local unions; and workforce investment boards and four universities 
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to provide online training and education opportunities for workers in the 
energy field.

New Certificates

Another factor is the rise of so-called badges and other nontraditional 
certifications for both credit and noncredit programs. These certificates 
could provide a new pathway for universities to engage students through-
out their careers and career changes. Although many institutions now offer 
badges and certificates, we still need standards that will ensure quality and 
acceptance of these new forms by employers and by other institutions. In 
2019, the International Council for Open and Distance Education (n.d.) 
announced that it is forming a working group on badges and other alterna-
tive digital credentials—an important first step toward creating standards 
in this arena.

“Big” Data

Another development is the rise of so-called big data services that allow insti-
tutions to collect data on how students participate in online elements of 
courses. These data can then be used to help guide students to more produc-
tive study habits and help faculty and course designers improve pedagogy 
and course delivery. Big data—and how institutions use data about indi-
vidual students—may offer powerful new tools for course design and student 
advising and support; at the same time, it raises important questions about 
privacy and student autonomy. Despite concerns, the potential is clear.

Faculty Participation

The early success of initiatives like eLearning depends greatly on how fac-
ulty are motivated to take the risk of innovation. A common concern in the 
formative years of eLearning has been the role of adjunct faculty in online 
courses. Many institutions targeted their eLearning initiatives at the non-
traditional student—working adults living far from campus who are trying 
to fit learning into a busy life; it is an environment in which, traditionally, 
colleges and universities have tended to use adjunct faculty. As programs 
mature, this has become a policy issue for some institutions. There are many 
questions: Should full-time faculty teach these courses as they do  on-campus 
courses? What control should adjunct faculty, who often use online content 
developed by their full-time counterparts, have over the content of courses 
that they teach? Should full-time faculty who develop courses play a role 
in selecting faculty to teach the courses? How can institutions motivate 
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full-time faculty to teach online? Institutions are beginning to grapple with 
this issue as online learning moves into the mainstream. It is an issue that 
many eLearning leaders will need to address at their institutions in the years 
ahead.

Conclusion: An Evolving Leadership Responsibility

The evolution of the online learning environment highlights the unique 
role of the eLearning leader. At most institutions, eLearning initiatives are 
directed to off-campus populations—often working adults who are seeking 
degrees and other certifications to help them in their careers. In this sense, 
the success of eLearning programs is closely tied to the needs of external 
markets. The eLearning leader stands at the doorway of the higher education 
institution. On one hand, the leader must understand the external market in 
order to bring opportunities for program development and sustainable deliv-
ery to academic units and the institutional leadership. On the other hand, 
the leader represents the institution’s culture and is responsible for ensuring 
that programs not only meet market needs but also properly reflect the insti-
tution’s mission and academic culture.

This chapter has attempted to put eLearning into historical context and 
to show how it has continued to develop as part of higher education’s response 
to the Information Revolution. As the examples presented suggest, techno-
logical innovation is continuing to compel our higher education institutions 
to innovate on multiple fronts. In the process, eLearning is moving into the 
mainstream of education at all levels. As more institutions adopt eLearn-
ing, they are discovering the opportunities for innovation in faculty support, 
student support, program design, and credentialing, while also opening new 
avenues for interinstitutional collaboration and cross-sector sharing of online 
educational resources.

eLearning leaders find themselves in the position of championing inno-
vation in a time of rapid social, technological, and financial changes that 
challenge our institutions. In this environment, eLearning leaders must be 
seen within their institutions as much more than technology managers. 
Part of the emerging eLearning leadership role is to help the institution 
understand the opportunities that eLearning presents for faculty, for stu-
dents, and for client organizations in the community. eLearning leaders 
must prepare to participate in policy development around these opportu-
nities. They must understand the multiple dimensions of practice in the 
field—operations, administration, and working within the complex culture 
of a higher education institution—and also function as scholars of the field 
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who can bring the best ideas from other institutions to help shape policy 
around eLearning. Later chapters will explore the breadth of this leadership 
challenge.

Author’s Note

The first edition of this chapter was coauthored with the late Bruce Chaloux, 
who passed away before the first edition was published and to whom that 
edition was dedicated. Many of Bruce’s contributions, especially the discus-
sion of the Pillars of Quality, remain in this updated second edition of the 
chapter.
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