Handout for NASASPS Conference Session on

Regulating Distance Learning: The Case for Reciprocity
Effective August 14, 2008 the Higher Education Opportunity Act added a new definition of the term "distance education" that replaces the term "telecommunications."  This is included in regulations governing Federal student aid programs and the recognition of accrediting agencies.
Distance education means education that uses one or more of the technologies listed in paragraphs (1) through (4) to deliver instruction to students who are separated from the instructor and to support regular and substantive interaction between the students and the instructor, either synchronously or asynchronously.  The technologies may include--

(1) The internet;


(2) One-way and two-way transmissions through open broadcast, closed circuit, cable, microwave, broadband lines, fiber optics, satellite, or wireless communications devices;


(3) Audioconferencing; or


(4) video cassettes, DVDs, and CD-ROMs, if the cassettes, DVDs, or CD-ROMs are used in a course in conjunction with any of the technologies listed in paragraphs (1) through (3).

Regulations effective July 1, 2010 include a definition of "correspondence course" in 34 CFR 600.2 (Federal student aid General Provisions) and of "correspondence education" in 34 CFR 602.3 (accrediting agency recognition).  The two definitions are basically the same.  The one below is from the regulations governing the recognition of accrediting agencies.
Correspondence education means:

(1) Education provided through one or more courses by an institution under which the institution provides instructional materials, by mail or electronic transmission, including examinations on the materials, to students who are separated from the instructor.


(2)  Interaction between the instructor and the student is limited, is not regular and substantive, and is primarily initiated by the student.

(3) Correspondence courses are typically self-paced.


(4) Correspondence education is not distance education.

The regulations also have a provision, in 34 CFR 602.17(g), addressing the authentication of student identity:  

An accrediting agency demonstrates that it--

(g) Requires institutions that offer distance education or correspondence education to have processes in place through which the institution establishes that the student who registers in a distance education or correspondence education course or program is the same student who participates in and completes the course or program and receives the academic credit.  The agency meets this requirement if it--

(1) Requires institutions to verify the identity of a student who participates in 

class or coursework by using, at the option of the institution, methods such as--

(i) A secure login and pass code;


(ii) Proctored examinations; and


(iii) New or other technologies and practices that are effective in verifying 

student identity; and



(2) Makes clear in writing that institutions must use processes that protect student 

privacy and notify students of any projected additional student charges associated 

with the verification of student identity at the time of registration or enrollment.
