at a Crossroads—
What Price Quality?

For distance learning to flourish, higher education must
address several challenges, including volume versus quality

By Stephen R. Ruth, Martha Sammons, and Lindsey Poulin

( :an the e-learning juggernaut
continue at its current rapid
pace? Courses at a distance

already reach close to 20 percent of

college students in the United States,
and growth rates are significantly higher
than those of traditionally taught pro-
grams. New offerings seem to be spring-
ing up everywhere, and some existing
ones are bursting at the seams. Will
the number of students taking college
courses at a distance double or triple by

2010? What barriers or obstacles might

slow this rapid growth?

We briefly examine five issues that
seem pivotal, either spurring dramatic
gains or slowing them:

m Rationalizing the role of part-time
instructors

m Quality of e-learning programs

m Incentives and disincentives for teach-
ing online

m Faculty productivity

m Willingness of the academy to con-
sider institutional innovation

Demographics

The demographics are straightfor-
ward. Over 17 million students par-
ticipate in the U.S. postsecondary edu-
cation system at all levels: certificate,
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associate, bachelor’s, master’s, and PhD
programs. Over 3 million of them, pri-
marily undergraduates, are currently
enrolled in e-learning programs taught
by about 100,000 faculty members—
approximately 10 percent of all college
faculty, full-time and part-time.! About
half the e-learning enrollments are in
associate degree programs at commu-
nity colleges, and another third are in
doctoral/research and master’s-granting
institutions, with smaller enrollments
in baccalaureate-only and specialized
colleges. Between fall 2004 and fall
2005, the enrollment of online students
increased 35 percent, or 850,000 addi-
tional students, and there are no indi-
cations that an e-learning enrollment
plateau has been reached.?

At community colleges, about one-
fifth of the full-time faculty have doctoral
degrees, and at doctorate-granting insti-
tutions, about one-fifth do not.? Close
to two-thirds of the faculty (face-to-face
and online combined) at community
colleges are part-time.* Although many
institutions aim for half their online
courses to be taught by permanent fac-
ulty, many notable exceptions—includ-
ing University of Phoenix (187,712 e-
learning enrollments in the 2006-2007

academic year), University of Maryland
University College (40,009), Baker Col-
lege (17,633), Central Texas College
(22,723), Walden University (22,168),
and Capella University (13,907)—have
fewer than 15 percent of full-time fac-
ulty teaching online courses.®

Rationalizing the Role of
Part-Time Instructors

A major factor for e-learning’s growth
potential is the part-time or adjunct
instructor. Each adjunct costs about 20
percent (or less) of a full-time counter-
part on a per-class basis.® An adjunct
professor often receives no office, phone,
mailbox, computer, health benefits, and
so forth, and needs another full-time
job to survive.

For distance-learning enrollments to
increase significantly during the next
few years, the biggest problem could
be finding and integrating tens of
thousands of new adjunct professors
as partners in the academy. The growth
of part-time faculty has been significant:
according to the American Association
of University Professors (AAUP), dur-
ing the period 1975 to 2003, full-time
tenure-track positions increased by 18
percent while full-time non-tenure-



track and part-time positions grew at
10 times that rate.” Are there enough
qualified men and women available to
teach for $1,000-$3,000 per course or
less and to accept working conditions
that differentiate and isolate them from
their full-time colleagues, financially
and socially?

Considerable evidence exists that
many adjunct faculty members double
or even triple their course load. Some
function as online teachers at different
colleges, often in different disciplines at

the same time. One report describes an
adjunct online professor who teaches
a prodigious course load—so many
classes, in fact, that she did not want
to be specific for fear that one of her
many college employers would become
concerned.’

A study by AAUP described the range
of earnings of a hypothetical part-time
college faculty member in the context
of the 2003 poverty line in the United
States:

According to the poverty thresholds

computed by the U.S. Census Bureau,
one person living alone in 2003 with
an annual income of $9,573 or less
would have been classified as living
in poverty. Using the median per-
course pay rate...and assuming an
eight-course annual load, a part-time
professor at a public associate college
would have earned 140 percent...at
a public master’s university would
have earned 150 percent...[and]
at a private baccalaureate college
or master’s university would have
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earned between 163 and 178 percent
of it. The highest-paid part-time
faculty members—those teaching
at doctoral universities—would have
earned between 245 and 251 percent
of the poverty level for a household
of one in 2003 if they had taught
full time at their part-time rate of
pay. Part-time faculty members with
families to support would find their
incomes closer to, or even below, the
poverty level, which was $12,015 for

a family of two in 2003 and $14,680

for a family of three.’

It's possible, of course, that tens
of thousands of additional qualified
adjunct professors are ready to work
for low wages as new e-learning pro-
grams spring up, especially instructors
already working in the areas of special-
ization they teach. But there is a point
at which using all these adjuncts could
cause quality to suffer. That point might
already have been reached.

Quality of E-Learning
Programs

Extensive use of part-time faculty has
a negative effect on an important mea-

sure of quality: graduation rate. One
multi-institution study concluded that
for each 10 percent increase in part-time
faculty, there is a 2.65 percent decrease
in graduation rates.’® Professor Dan
Jacoby's recent analysis using summary
data from all U.S. public community
colleges shows a highly significant nega-
tive relationship between net gradua-
tion rates and part-time faculty ratios.!!
This relationship points to added costs
for society as increasing numbers of stu-
dents fail to graduate—lower salaries in
the work force, leading to a lower stan-
dard of living for more people; reduced
skill levels among workers, hampering
productivity; and potentially more job-
less benefits paid out.

Where does accreditation fit into the
discussion of quality? Nearly all college
distance-learning courses are regionally
accredited, but accreditation from a pro-
fessional body, such as the Association
for Advancement in Collegiate Schools
of Business (AACSB), is much less com-
mon. The most recent annual study by
U.S. News & World Report'? indicates that
the majority of online graduate students
take courses not accredited by profes-

sional bodies; Table 1 shows a summary
of these data. Of the 50,000-plus online
MBA students, the largest five enroll-
ments are at University of Phoenix, Uni-
versity of Maryland University College,
Walden University, Capella University,
and Touro University, totaling well
over half the MBA enrollments. None
of these MBA programs is profession-
ally accredited®; in fact, only one of
the 10 highest-enrollment online MBA
programs is accredited by AACSB.

Master’s programs in education, rep-
resenting over 42 percent of all gradu-
ate online learning enrollment, fared
better, with 64 percent professionally
accredited. Nursing and library science
online programs show high percentages
of professional accreditation—97 and 80
percent, respectively—but account for
less than 10 percent of total online pro-
gram enrollments, even if online public
health programs are included.

The Sloan Consortium certification
standards for full-scale distance-learning
programs at colleges and universities
are also useful in determining program
quality. Over 900 online programs are
included in the Sloan-C list, ranging

Table 1

Professional Accreditation of E-Learning Programs

Program Total Accredited Nonaccredited | Top Three in Enrollment

Business 94 (49,611) 48 (9,762) 46 (39,849) U. Phoenix (13,232)**; UMUC (6,570)**;
Walden (3,415)**

Education 121 (68,517) 78 (29,039) 43 (39,478) Walden (12,412)**; U. Phoenix (9,874)**;
West Texas A&M (5,218)*

Engineering 64 (10,036) 32 (5,080) 32 (4,956) USC (1,222)**; Columbia (547)*; Georgia
Tech (525)*

Library Sciences | 20 (5,899) 16 (4,915) 4 (984) San Jose State U. (1,440)*; U. South Florida
(750)*; U. Wisconsin—Milwaukee (550)*

Nursing 67 (9,142) 65 (9,116) 2 (26) U. Phoenix (3,377)*; Regis U. (513)* SUNY
Stonybrook (358)*

Public Health 18 (6,292) 9 (1,288) 9 (5,004) U. Phoenix (2,359)**; Touro (1,068)**;
Walden (1,007)**

Grand Total 384 (149,497) 248 (59,200) 136 (90,297)

* Accredited by professional accrediting body

** Not accredited by professional accrediting body
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from elite universities like MIT and
Carnegie Mellon to rural community
colleges. Sloan has established peer-
review programs that continually evalu-
ate and update the list."* In terms of
master’s programs, a miniscule number
have achieved both professional accred-
itation and Sloan-C certification.

More than half of online enroll-
ments are in two-year community col-
lege programs, for which professional
accreditation may not be an appropri-
ate indicator. Some of these programs
offer valuable professional training
accredited by an industry group and
result in a completion certificate, not
a degree. Of the more than 1,000 com-
munity colleges in the United States,
only about a dozen appear on the
Sloan-C list; nevertheless, some of the
largest and most comprehensive pro-
grams are represented—the Northern
Virginia Community College system,
Central Texas College, Rio Salado Com-
munity College in Arizona, and Uni-
versity of Phoenix’s online associate
degree courses.

An additional quality-related issue
in predicting the future direction of
distance learning in postsecondary
education is the status of the offering
institution. The several hundred top-
tier universities in the United States
seem to have aimed more for individual
courses than for full-scale programs.
There are exceptions, of course, such
as Penn State, the University of Florida,
and the University of Massachusetts,
which have relatively large online pro-
grams. Stanford University, the Uni-
versity of Southern California (USC),
Columbia University, and Georgia Tech
are enrollment leaders in online engi-
neering master’s programs. Not coin-
cidentally, they also are leaders in cost
per semester hour, electing to invest
the needed resources to develop high-
quality programs.

Are status and institutional prestige
predictors for quality online programs?
Perhaps. But the majority of top-tier
institutions have found that full-scale
online programs may not be in their
strategic interest, unless they generously
fund and staff those programs. The cost-
versus-quality debate will probably play

out in community colleges and non-
elite institutions, where most distance-
learning enrollment occurs.

Incentives and
Disincentives for Teaching
Online

If an adjunct e-learning professor’s
per-class stipend is a small fraction of
a full-time counterpart’s and can even
be classified in the context of U.S. pov-
erty measurements, pay would seem to
be a significant disincentive for part-
time faculty. But full-timers also worry
about disincentives. Many are reluctant
to teach at distance. Among the exten-
sive literature on this subject appear
permanent faculty’s concerns about
perceived loss of productive time for
other academic pursuits,' added work-
load for preparing distance courses,'®
insufficient development time,'” lack
of technical support,'® lower opportu-
nity for gaining tenure,!” and many
more. Also, the recently released Sloan
Consortium report on a survey of 5,000
institutions found that in response to
the question “Do faculty accept the
value and legitimacy of online educa-
tion?” the percentage who disagreed has
risen from 2.7 percent to 8.8 percent for
doctoral-granting, 12.2 percent to 19.2
percent for private nonprofit, and 7.8
percent to 17.6 percent for profit institu-
tions from 2003 to 2006.%° So as use of e-
learning increases, its perceived legiti-
macy among faculty is decreasing. Non-
tenure-track professor Julie Chisholm
commented on the frustration that
results from tenured colleagues’ unwill-
ingness to teach online:

Senior faculty who have job security
can usually choose not to teach
asynchronously if they so desire,
but younger teachers are especially
vulnerable to the trap, especially
when their job descriptions
include the phrase “teaching online
courses.”?!

Since many full-time faculty
seem unwilling to teach in distance-
learning format, a major increase in
online classes probably would rely
mostly on adjunct faculty—if current
pay scales can attract them. Remember-
ing that over half of online teaching

occurs at junior colleges, the incentive/
disincentive balance would be particu-
larly worrisome given relative inflexibil-
ity in trading full-time faculty positions
for longer-term or “permatemp” slots. If,
in fact, graduation rates are negatively
affected by higher levels of part-timers,
why not trade even greater numbers
of budget lines formerly allocated to
permanent positions—which cost four
to five times as much as adjuncts for
the same teaching work—and foster
longer-term, nonpermanent agree-
ments with highly qualified adjuncts?
Many institutions are unwilling to trade
permanent lines in this way, but the
advantage would be a larger number
of qualified teachers under multiyear
contracts. Under this arrangement, the
overall cost per class for full-time faculty
would drop (the contract employees
would have salaries below permanent
personnel, but drastically above the
wages in their former adjunct jobs). At
one stroke, this approach removes sev-
eral disincentives:

m Fewer permanent employees have to
teach online, since the new perma-
temps are more qualified and more
willing to do so—that would be a basis
of their hiring.

m Current adjunct faculty might be more
satisfied with their admittedly poor
wages if they saw a path to a multi-
year contract and improved status and
benefits with the institution.

At the University of Colorado, a formal
plan for granting tenure to long-term
lecturers was recently proposed.?? Inci-
dentally, some evidence exists that sig-
nificant numbers of the current adjunct
population would be willing to drop
their regular jobs and work full-time
in academia. A Washington State study
determined that over half of community
college part-time instructors would will-
ingly join the college’s full-time ranks
under a several-year contract.?

Faculty Productivity

The steeply rising cost of postsecond-
ary education has prompted frequent
discussions on improving the produc-
tivity of college teaching. Occasionally,
e-learning is suggested as an efficiency-
enhancing approach. The educational
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process is labor-intensive, and produc-
tivity improvements are not as easy to
effect as in industries like manufactur-
ing and retailing. Economist William
Baumol noted long ago that classical
music, education, law enforcement, and
car repair are examples of activities that
have lower potential for productivity
improvements, since they must be so
labor-intensive. And when productiv-
ity growth lags, prices go up.?* It may
be that significant year-to-year reduc-
tions in the unit cost of teaching are
impossible—victims of “Baumol’s cost
disease.” Even with large increases in the
number of low-cost adjunct professors,
university costs continue to rise.

Some interesting approaches seem to
make a significant dent in unit costs.
Rio Solado Community College in Ari-
zona, for example, teaches extensively
at distance and has a student body of
over 50,000, and the college employs 37
adjuncts for every full-time professor.
For most junior colleges in the same
region, the ratio is one part-timer for
one full-timer—a dramatic difference.
Rio Solado claims that its per-class
expense is almost 40 percent below
the average for other Maricopa County
community colleges.?

The high-volume distance-learning
programs—the University of Phoenix,
the University of Maryland University
College, Central Texas College, Baker
College, Walden University—report full-
time to part-time ratios of 15 percent
or less. In fact, the University of Phoe-
nix, the volume leader with a faculty
of 6,000, reports only 0.3 percent as
full-time professors.2

Can many institutions follow the Rio
Solado or University of Phoenix model?
Obviously not—most would consider
such dramatic change beyond their stra-
tegic interests or goals. For an institution
to increase productivity and possibly
improve its revenue stream through dis-
tance-learning programs, a major strate-
gic decision about full-time to part-time
ratios is required, along with many other
strategic choices (discussed below). This
in turn could lead to a rethinking of
the role of the part-time professor as a
valued long-term asset, perhaps with
some significant improvements in sta-
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tus, perquisites, and salary. In commu-
nity colleges, where nearly two-thirds
of faculty are non-full-time already, this
approach is being used with some suc-
cess, and it could transfer directly to
four-year schools.

Institutional Innovation

For distance learning to continue its
dramatic growth over the next few years,
a number of issues must be considered
at all institutions, from prestigious top-
tier universities to two-year community
colleges. These fall under two headings:
strategic and administrative/financial.

Strategic Issues

Strategic issues include planning for
new construction, double- and triple-
booking of existing classrooms through
blended learning programs,?” making
state and regional alliances, and revis-
ing legislative agendas. Every time a
college plans a new building, it makes
a statement of long-term educational
strategy—a 40-50 year forecast. For
example, if the construction design
emphasizes technology outreach—tele-
vision studios, e-learning workstations,
round-the-clock wireless centers for
distribution of course lectures, Wi-Max
connections—and focuses less on tradi-
tional classrooms, the opportunity exists
for significant increases in high-quality
distance-learning activities, rather than
relegating them to a redesign later.

The same logic applies when an insti-
tution chooses to double- or triple-book
classroom space, aiming for blended
learning classes that require a fraction
(one-half or one-third) the face time
with students because of high-quality

technological interventions such as lec-
ture downloads and online exercises.?

Another example of strategic inno-
vation is the willingness of states and
regional coalitions to make distance-
learning courses and programs easily
accessible across traditional geographi-
cal and administrative boundaries.
This could take the form of serious rev-
enue sharing across states or regions
for approved programs not necessar-
ily associated with the online learner’s
institution. For example, an acclaimed
online MBA program at one state uni-
versity, accredited by the AACSB and
on the Sloan-C list, should be easily
available to matriculants at all state
schools. It should receive appropriate
financial offsets, even if this would lead
to reduction or cancellation of lower-
quality programs and some revenue loss
to other MBA programs. Similarly, some
courses in engineering, education, his-
tory, math, economics, or nursing could
be deployed across the region, with only
the highest-quality offerings selected,
again with funding offsets to the offer-
ing institution and possible reductions
or loss of lower-quality online programs
at other regional institutions.

This market model is painful for the
institution that loses revenues from
departmental budgets to a higher-
quality virtual program, possibly in the
same city or state. In economic terms,
this is a balance-of-trade approach,
with some institutions net exporters
and others net importers. Most uni-
versities require students to obtain at
least half of their credits at the home
institution, so presumably no dramatic
loss of revenues would ensue, although
there might eventually be a restructur-
ing of traditional sacrosanct boundaries
in schools and departments.

The fourth strategic innovation has
to do with legislation. In some cases
ideas like double-booking classrooms or
revenue sharing cannot be worked out
in negotiations, even though they can
result in significant savings to taxpay-
ers. Legislative action may be needed
to assure the implementation of such
plans, at least at public universities. If
the student base for distance learning
were to double or triple in the next few



years, such strategic changes might
have to be mandated in order to lock
in the benefits statewide or region-wide.
Students and taxpayers would be the
beneficiaries.

Financial/Administrative Issues

Financial/administrative innovation
could take several forms. Intrinsic moti-
vations for both full-time and part-time
professors are useful, but an increase in
one’s paycheck is often more appreci-
ated than a pat on the back. So if in
fact distance learning is more difficult
and time-consuming for the teacher,
the reward structure needs to reflect
this on a continuing basis. Nonetheless,
Catherine Schifter found that incremen-
tal salaries for distance learning were
decreasing,” not increasing.

Another financial innovation could use
the Rio Solado case as a model. It demon-
strates that productivity can actually be
measured and that unusual mixes of full-
time and part-time personnel can have a
high yield—but only under certain con-
ditions. Productivity targets, and excel-
lent rewards for meeting or exceeding
them, could pay dividends. Incidentally,
the Rio Solado student body is almost
entirely working adults. An institution
with a more varied clientele would have
different costs, and productivity norms
would be adjusted appropriately.

The most significant and also the most
difficult administrative/financial inno-
vation would be a complete rethinking
of the pay structure of adjunct faculty.
If a teacher is asked to do the same job
for 20 percent or less of a counterpart’s
salary while enduring difficult working
conditions and ostracism from the aca-
demic unit’s decision-making apparatus,
it should not be surprising to find a
tipping point that leads to lower qual-
ity. The obvious answer would be to
improve the pay and working condi-
tions of these part-time faculty, includ-
ing a generous increase in longer-term
contracts. This would be balanced by
a corresponding reduction in full-time
faculty lines, phased over a period of
time. How many institutions like the
idea of reducing full-time faculty? Not
many, and that poses the challenge.

The AAUP recently proposed three

steps to reach this result for part-

timers:*

m Written terms of appointment and
right to rehearing

m Notice of reappointment or non-reap-
pointment a month before term’s
end

m For those who have served 7 years and
taught at least 12 courses, “compre-

hensive review with a view toward (1)

appointment with part-time tenure

where such exists, (2) appointment
with part-time continuing service, or

(3) non-reappointment”

As another financial/administrative
innovation, consider the idea that dis-
tance learning for relatively small student
populations might be more expensive
than traditional, classroom instruc-
tion if all costs are counted and qual-
ity considerations weighed rationally.
Rather than cutting corners and trying
to make online courses both available
and inexpensive, it would be realistic
simply to budget for the full cost while
limiting online programs to the best
ones in the region, as suggested above.
Why not fund the premier program and
force others to gradually migrate toward
it? Such a solution involves sacrificing
prerogatives—financial, organizational,
and regional—but would benefit stu-
dents and taxpayers.

Any discussion of financial innova-
tion must recognize that postsecondary
distance learning has several tiers. The
top several hundred universities in the
United States are not proportionately
the largest purveyors of e-learning ser-
vices, representing only about 10 per-
cent of total online enrollment. When
they do provide online learning (as in
the case of Stanford, USC, Georgia Tech,
and Columbia), they usually fund the
program handsomely. Adjuncts are paid
two to four times more than the aver-
age. A different tier is the high-volume
online graduate programs, only a third
of which are accredited by professional
bodies. For these, the $1,000-$2,000 per
class pay scale for adjuncts often applies.
The group with a majority of e-learning
enrollment consists of undergraduate
programs at junior colleges and lower-
tier colleges and universities. Realisti-
cally, members of each tier would need

to examine different financial strategies.
The elite universities have already made
a strategic statement by offering fewer
and higher-quality courses.

Administrative innovations could
also focus on treating part-time fac-
ulty as valuable resources deserving of
special status, greater visibility in the
public-relations activities of the institu-
tion, more facilities to make them feel
welcome, open invitations to faculty
meetings, and so forth. These actions
cost almost nothing. Additional office
facilities, pay enhancements, special
signing bonuses, and the like could
also be established at relatively low cost
when compared with the overhead of a
full-time employee.

Conclusion
Will distance learning continue to
flourish and have the double-digit
annual growth that has been projected?
To achieve this, all institutions—par-
ticularly those that look upon distance
learning as a crucial element of rev-
enue growth—must address several
challenges. The top-tier universities as
a group constitute a small segment of e-
learning total enrollment revenues and
will continue to pick and choose courses
and programs strategically, emphasizing
quality over volume. The community
colleges and non-top-tier schools, with
the lion’s share of e-learning enroll-
ments, are on the verge of a major
growth surge. If the general demand for
online learning continues, especially in
junior colleges, at some point the issue
of volume versus quality must be faced
squarely. This was exacerbated by the
removal in 2006 of the 50-50 restric-
tion by Congress, which means there is
no longer a barrier to allocating federal
scholarship funds to schools that offer
over half their credits online.
We have suggested four areas of
focus:
m First, institutions offering online pro-
grams must attend to part-time faculty,
a group that constitutes nearly half of
all instructors in higher education.
The inequities of pay, for example,
can be reduced by exchanging full-
time slots for longer-term contract
personnel.
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m Second, existing and planned facilities
require institutional innovation in
providing technological support for
online programs.

m Third, the incentives and disincen-
tives that currently characterize
online teaching demand attention.

m Fourth and most important, all insti-
tutions of higher learning would
benefit from a greater openness to
strategic innovation.

Since new construction is the most
obvious statement of strategic direc-
tion, innovative approaches to building
design can easily facilitate more effec-
tive deployment of online learning.
Similarly, existing buildings can easily
increase classroom efficiency through
blended learning by double- and triple-
booking of classrooms. Cost savings
would be available for other crucial uni-
versity programs. Other innovations,
such as sharing revenues across regions
for the premier e-learning offerings,
could also make a big difference.

Whatever major changes take place
in postsecondary distance learning will
need careful monitoring with respect to
quality standards that are more com-
prehensive than regional accreditation
procedures. If the number of online stu-
dents were to increase quickly from 3
to 6 million, for example, all the major
issues mentioned would require signifi-
cant, immediate attention, but espe-
cially productivity and quality norms.
Large-scale, for-profit programs like the
University of Phoenix will not automati-
cally seize this market. Problems with
their growth are reported frequently.®

These are exciting times in postsec-
ondary education, and there’s prob-
ably no issue more significant than the
dramatic proliferation of e-learning.
The foresight and innovative spirit of
academic administrators will deter-
mine whether the next few years of e-
learning are characterized by discipline,
efficiency, and attention to quality—or
unbridled growth, decreases in gradua-
tion rates, and fragmented service.

A new study of the demographics
of online programs found that many
future students will be 35-535 years old.
As the study’s director commented,

While online programs are touted asa
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convenient alternative to traditional
instruction, potential students are
beginning to judge programs on
quality, cost, accreditation, and the
technology being used. If colleges
don’t distinguish themselves,
students will look elsewhere.’> €
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