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OVERSIGHT: Off-sight Education and Online Degrees: the Benefits, Challenges and Impact on Higher Education at the CUNY.
            On April 29, 2008, the Committee on Higher Education, chaired by Council Member Charles Barron, will hold a hearing to examine the benefits and challenges of distance learning and online degrees at the City University of New York (“CUNY”).  The Committee has invited representatives from CUNY and other interested parties to testify.

Online Education

Online education, also referred to as distance learning, is an approach to teaching and learning that uses the Internet to communicate and collaborate in an educational context.  This approach utilizes technology that supplements traditional classroom training with web-based components.
  There are variations to online learning (see Table 1). A typical online course has at least 80 percent of the course content delivered online.
  Blended education courses are defined as having between 30 to 80 percent of the course content delivered online and a web facilitated course has 1 to 29 percent of the content delivered on-line.

Table 1  

	Proportion of Content Delivered Online
	Type of Course
	Typical Description

	0%
	Traditional
	Course with no online technology used – content is delivered in writing or orally in a classroom

	1-29%
	Web Facilitated
	Course which uses web-based technology to facilitate what is essentially a face-to-face course.  Uses a course management system (CMS) or web pages to post the syllabus and assignment, for example.

	30-79%
	Blended/Hybrid
	Course that blends online and face-to-face delivery.  Substantial portion of the content is delivered online, typically uses online discussions, and typically has some face-to-face meetings.

	80+%
	Online
	A course where most or all of the content is delivered online. Typically has no face-to-face meetings.


Source: “Entering the Mainstream: The Quality and Extent of Online Education in the United States, 2003 and 2004,” The Sloan Consortium, 2004.

CUNY Online Baccalaureate Program
CUNY is the nation's largest urban public university. CUNY comprises 23 institutions: 11 senior colleges, six community colleges, the William E. Macaulay Honors College at CUNY, the Graduate School and University Center, the CUNY Graduate School of Journalism, the CUNY School of Law, the CUNY School of Professional Studies and the Sophie Davis School of Biomedical Education.
 The University serves more than 231,000 degree-credit students and 230,000 adult, continuing and professional education students.
 The University offers online baccalaureate degrees through the School of Professional Studies (“SPS”) and individualized baccalaureate degrees through the CUNY Baccalaureate Degree.

SPS launched its first wholly online degree program, the CUNY Online Baccalaureate, in the fall of 2006.
  The CUNY Online Baccalaureate offers those with unyielding schedules the opportunity to obtain a high-quality bachelor's degree while balancing career and personal obligations. The Online Baccalaureate currently offers two majors – the Bachelor of Arts (“B.A.”) degree in Communication and Culture, and the Bachelor of Science (“B.S.”) degree in Business, preparing students for careers in the business, government, and non-profit sectors. Both of these accredited degrees use an interactive online format for students to take full advantage of current technologies. Students are connected to one another through internet-based communication, and become part of a virtual community, interacting with others in discussion groups and chat rooms, and are given access to abundant electronic materials.

The interdisciplinary Online B.A. in Communication and Culture draws on a variety of fields in the social sciences and communication studies.  Course offerings include Research Methods, Communications and Media, Global Culture and Diversity, and Analyzing Organizational Structure and Change.
  The courses focus on interpreting and evaluating various forms of communication, understanding and using effective communication strategies and techniques, and conducting innovative research on specific questions related to communication and culture.
 











The Online B.S. in Business offers a networked, core business curriculum infused with ethics and corporate social responsibility principles.  Course offerings include Accounting, Business Law, Economics, Finance and Investments, Information Technology, Management and Marketing.
 Students in these courses learn finance, technological connectedness, ethical integrity and corporate social responsibility.  Additionally, courses focus on increased intricacy of interrelationships between consumers, shareholders, businesses and governments, as well as international or transnational relationships.  
The Online program emphasizes ethics and corporate social responsibility.  In addition,   the online courses, according to CUNY, help students cultivate a commitment to lifelong learning, which is essential to success in a global economy that changes rapidly and requires continuing education.
  CUNY also emphasizes on its website that online learning requires students to have good time management skills, the ability to communicate well in writing (since most interaction in online courses is done in writing), commit significant time to each course and log on to each course at least three times each week.

In 2006, when the CUNY Online program was initiated, 398 students enrolled.
 Currently, there are 551 students enrolled in the program of which 398 are candidates for the B.A degree in Communications and Culture and 153 are candidates for the B.S degree in Business.
  Over eighty percent of the Online Baccalaureate students are New York State residents and 89 percent are twenty-five years old or older.
  The demographics of students taking classes online are 26 percent African-American, 23 percent Hispanic, 6 percent Asian/Pacific Islander, and 70 percent women.
 
Admission Requirements for CUNY’s Online Baccalaureate
To qualify for admission to either online degree concentration, applicants are required to have completed at least 30 transferable credits (with a maximum of 90 credits) from an accredited college, university, or proprietary school, and have not attended a CUNY college for at least one academic year.  Applicants to the Online B.A in Communication and Culture must have an overall GPA of 2.0., and applicants to the Online B.S. in Business must have an overall GPA of 2.5.  New York State residency is not required.  The CUNY Online Baccalaureate is available to in-state, out-of-state and international students at the same tuition rate. Candidates for the CUNY Online Baccalaureate must demonstrate basic proficiency in reading, writing, and mathematics as required by CUNY policy.
Online Learning is Expanding in Higher Education


The Internet has increased the opportunity for more students to earn post-secondary degrees through non-traditional methods. Undergraduates represent an overwhelming majority (80 percent) of online students, and they more commonly pursue associate’s degrees.
 Online students tend to be older, are often employed and have family responsibilities.
  Institutions of higher education are increasingly embracing online education, and the number of students enrolled in online learning programs is rapidly rising in colleges and universities throughout the United States.
 









According to recent statistics, over 90 percent of traditional institutions provide or plan to provide some kind of program through distance learning.
 In addition, 80 percent of public and 37 percent of private institutions offer both online and blended programs.
 Private institutions expect to increase their online programs more rapidly than any other type of institution, anticipating an increase of more than 40 percent.
  According to a 2007 study, online enrollments across the country have been growing substantially faster than the overall higher education student body (with a nearly 10 percent growth rate for online enrollments and only 1.5 percent growth for the overall higher education student population)
.  The report also found that close to 3.5 million students were taking at least one online course during the fall of 2006 (this figure includes undergraduate, graduate, professional, and other for-credit courses).
 Two-year colleges have the highest growth in online enrollments whereas four-year institutions have the lowest.
 Findings have shown that online instruction improves student access and may help to increase graduation rates.
 
Quality of Online Education

One of the earliest perceptions about online learning was that it was of lower quality than face-to-face instruction.
  In past years, bored students dropped out of online classes, expressing a need for richer and more engaging online learning experiences.
  However, an overwhelming number of academic leaders say that current online learning is equal to or even better than face-to-face learning.
 This belief finds support in a number of surveys conducted by the Sloan Consortium.
 In response to the changes in enrollment demands, many states, institutions, and organizations have been working on strategic plans to implement quality online education. Quality distance learning programs have entire departments dedicated to designing courses, training teachers and continuously updating course content.  A teacher’s performance is easily tracked because all instructional tools used for a class (including notes, lectures, demonstrations, student feedback, and testing) can be examined online.
 





Faculty training and support is another critical component of quality online education.
  Many researchers posit that instructors of online courses play a different role from that of traditional classroom instructors. Such new roles for online instructors require training and support.
  In addition, technology has played and continues to play an important role in the development and expansion of online education. Over the past decade, several efforts have been made to integrate emerging Internet technologies into the teaching and learning process in higher education, such as using blogs to promote student collaboration and reflection.
  Tech support is also vital. Many programs offer help, either through the telephone or CDs, to familiarize students with the software needed for their courses. Such programs include advisers and mentors assisting applicants through the admission process and tutors advising students in writing papers.
  
Another important factor in the success of an online educational program is the quality of interaction between students, students and teachers, and students and information.  Experienced online colleges include interaction and accountability with the teacher and other students in the course.  Online teachers often comment that the depth of online discussions exceeds what they can achieve in the classroom, and advocates of online learning emphasize that class discussions are not limited to the typical 50 minutes of a traditional class.
 Many online teachers base part of the grade on student participation.  Some require participation three to five times a week and not all on the same day.
Through management, teachers can prevent aggressive and talkative students from dominating an online discussion and steer a conversation towards the teacher’s class goals.  Students who would be otherwise apprehensive about talking in the classroom may feel more comfortable engaging in online discussions.
  Additionally, students find that diversity among classmates is an integral part of their online learning experience. Since students can participate from just about any location, classes often include people from other countries.  Not only do students benefit from the experience of working on group projects with students outside the United States, but they also have the opportunity to learn about them.
 

The Legitimacy of Online Degrees
Despite concerns regarding offering quality education through online programs, the acceptance of such degree programs has increased. As more traditional and quality institutions have begun offering these programs, they have become more common and widely accepted. Traditional, brick-and-mortar universities often make no separation between their online and classroom programs and the type of degrees awarded through each.  Recognized, accredited institutions with online degree programs often carry more weight with employers than online degrees awarded by lesser known schools.  Many corporations are hiring applicants with online degrees, or providing tuition reimbursement for these courses.
  
Conclusion

Today, the Committee will examine whether the CUNY Online Baccalaureate program provides students with the same quality education as traditional classrooms, and will explore what benefits, challenges and impacts, if any, have resulted from implementing the online program.
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