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INTRODUCTION
On Thursday, September 22, 2022, the Committee on Higher Education, chaired by Council Member Eric Dinowitz, will conduct an oversight hearing on Online Degree Programs: Past, Present, and Future. Witnesses invited to testify include representatives from The City University of New York (“CUNY” or “University”) Administration, the University Faculty Senate, the University Student Senate, the Professional Staff Congress at CUNY (PSC-CUNY), experts on online degree programs, and other interested stakeholders.
BACKGROUND
An Overview of Online Degree Programs  
Over the past two decades, distance education[footnoteRef:2] has become increasingly popular, and the COVID-19 pandemic has likely made online learning, in particular, even more so. The National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) reported that, in 2000, the percentage of undergraduate students enrolled in at least one distance education course was only about 8 percent and the percentage enrolled in a distance education degree program was only about 2 percent.[footnoteRef:3] By 2016, those percentages had increased more than fivefold just for online courses and degree programs—to about 43 percent and 11 percent, respectively.[footnoteRef:4] When the pandemic hit in spring 2020, about 84 percent of undergraduate students suddenly found themselves pushed into online learning for some or all of their courses,[footnoteRef:5] perhaps for the first time.  [2:  “[A] distance education class was defined as a course taken for credit during the academic year that was not a correspondence course but was primarily delivered using live, interactive audio or videoconferencing, pre-recorded instructional videos, webcasts, CD-ROM or DVD, or computer-based systems delivered over the Internet. A distance education degree program was defined as a program taught entirely through distance education classes.” National Center for Education Statistics, Learning at a Distance: Undergraduate Enrollment in Distance Education Courses and Degree Programs (October 2011), available at https://nces.ed.gov/pubs2012/2012154.pdf]  [3:  Id.]  [4:  National Center for Education Statistics, Digest of Education Statistics (2022), available at https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d18/tables/dt18_311.22.asp.]  [5:  National Center for Education Statistics, 2019–20 National Postsecondary Student Aid Study (NPSAS:20): First Look at the Impact of the Coronavirus (COVID-19) Pandemic on Undergraduate Student Enrollment, Housing, and Finances (Preliminary Data) (June 2021), available at https://nces.ed.gov/pubs2021/2021456.pdf.] 

A Harvard Business Review article in September 2020 noted that education has been “one of the least digitized and most people-intensive economic sectors”[footnoteRef:6] and that “higher education’s overdue technological transformation has been rapidly accelerated by the events of 2020.”[footnoteRef:7] For example, the University of Illinois used technology to reduce “faculty labor to scale programs to thousands of students at a discounted cost of $22,000 for an entire M.B.A.”[footnoteRef:8]—and, as a result, ended its on-campus M.B.A. offering. Georgia Tech developed an online master’s degree in computer science, priced at just $7,000, and enrolled more than 10,000 students for fall 2020.[footnoteRef:9] [6:  Sean Gallagher and Jason Palmer, “The Pandemic Pushed Universities Online. The Change Was Long Overdue,” Harvard Business Review (September 29, 2020), available at https://hbr.org/2020/09/the-pandemic-pushed-universities-online-the-change-was-long-overdue#:~:text=This%20is%20already%20happening%20in,U.S.%20Department%20of%20Education%20data.]  [7:  Id.]  [8:  Id.]  [9:  Id.] 

Some other universities, however, have been providing a substantial number of online degree programs for decades. Western Governors University (WGU) had been providing its academic programs almost exclusively online since it was founded as a private nonprofit university in 1997.[footnoteRef:10] WGU was established based on the collective idea of 19 United States (U.S.) governors, who believed that a high-quality college education should be affordable and accessible to working adults who have busy lives.[footnoteRef:11] One of the largest U.S. universities in enrollment, WGU enrolls about 130,000 full-time students nationwide, including in New York City (NYC), in online bachelor’s and master’s degree programs in its four colleges—College of Business, The Leavitt School of Health,[footnoteRef:12] College of Information Technology, and Teachers College.[footnoteRef:13] WGU’s average bachelor’s degree tuition of about $7,450 per year and master’s degree tuition of about $7,850 per year are based on a flat rate paid each six months for as many courses as a student takes in that term.[footnoteRef:14] In this case, taking more courses at a time allows a student to graduate sooner and pay less overall. [10:  Western Governors University website, https://www.wgu.edu/online-degree-programs.html.]  [11:  Id.]  [12:  Telephone interview with Dr. Rebecca Watts, Regional Vice President, Northeast Region, Western Governors University, September 6, 2022.]  [13: . Western Governors University website, https://www.wgu.edu/online-degree-programs.html.]  [14:  Id.] 

Two other examples of U.S. universities that have served massive populations of online degree students nationwide and abroad for decades are Southern New Hampshire University (a private nonprofit university serving over 135,000 online students[footnoteRef:15]) and the University of Phoenix (a private for-profit university serving about 90,000 students in 2020[footnoteRef:16]).  [15:  Southern New Hampshire University website, https://www.snhu.edu/about-us.]  [16:  https://datausa.io/profile/university/university-of-phoenix-arizona.] 

Ivy League institutions (“Ivy” or “Ivies”)[footnoteRef:17] have come around to online degrees more slowly—except for Columbia University, which “actually got an early start 35 years ago at the dawn of the digital age, when it launched its Video Network that now produces about a dozen online engineering master’s degrees.”[footnoteRef:18] Fully online degree programs are still offered sparingly at the Ivies, with most of those degrees being at the master’s level.[footnoteRef:19] Author Robert Ubell cites two reasons for Ivy reluctance: first, the Ivies’ presumption that “close-knit groups of students and faculty living and studying together immersively on campus”[footnoteRef:20] is the best form of teaching and learning; and, second, their concern that online education will “damage their centuries-long accumulation of prestige, undermining what have become the world’s most coveted academic brands.”[footnoteRef:21] Yet, the University of Pennsylvania launched an Online Learning Initiative in 2012, asking faculty to propose online degrees where they saw “a clear need—not only master’s, as at other Ivies, but also, uncommonly, a bachelor’s and a pair of doctorates, rare for most colleges.”[footnoteRef:22] Thus, the trend toward online learning seems to have reached these more traditional institutions as well. [17:  The Ivy League institutions are Brown University, Columbia University, Cornell University, Dartmouth College, Harvard University, Princeton University, the University of Pennsylvania, and Yale University.]  [18:  Robert Ubell, “Why Most Ivies Offer Few Online Degrees—And What’s Happening to Change It,” EdSurge (October 4, 2021), available at https://www.edsurge.com/news/2021-10-04-why-most-ivies-offer-few-online-degrees-and-what-s-happening-to-change-it.]  [19:  Id.]  [20:  Id.]  [21:  Id.]  [22:  Id.] 



Online Degree Programs at CUNY
Public universities, like CUNY, also offer online degree programs. CUNY offers 13 online associate’s degree programs and 19 online bachelor’s degree programs in the liberal arts and career fields as well as 32 online master’s degree programs in career fields through the Borough of Manhattan Community College, Kingsborough Community College, Queensborough Community College, Hunter College, John Jay College of Criminal Justice, Lehman College, Medgar Evers College, Queens College, The City College of New York, the Graduate School of Public Health, and the School of Professional Studies (CUNY SPS).[footnoteRef:23] CUNY’s online associate’s, bachelor’s, and master’s degree programs cover a broad array of liberal arts and career fields, including accounting, adolescent special education, business, communications, community health, counseling, criminal justice, data science, disability studies, economics, emergency management, epidemiology, hospitality, human rights, information systems, liberal studies, museum studies, nursing, organizational leadership, psychology, public policy, security management, sociology, Spanish, and youth studies.[footnoteRef:24] [23:  The City University of New York website, https://www.cuny.edu/online/#1631225011600-0dec142d-b0a4.]  [24: . Id.] 

CUNY SPS, which has been offering online bachelor’s degree programs since 2006 in addition to its classroom-based programs, was ranked #10 (out of 361) by U.S. News & World Report in the publication’s list of the best online bachelor’s degree programs in 2022.[footnoteRef:25] CUNY SPS provides bachelor’s degree programs—for students who have already earned at least 24 credits at another college—as well as master’s degrees.[footnoteRef:26] For students who are unsure whether their technical skills are sufficient for taking online courses, CUNY SPS makes available Test Flight, a free one-week online simulation, which introduces prospective students to the online course format “through readings, videos, infographics, audio messages, and an assignment.”[footnoteRef:27] CUNY SPS also, notably, offers its low in-state tuition rate to all online students, regardless of where they live.[footnoteRef:28]  [25:  U.S. News & World Report website, https://www.usnews.com/education/online-education/cuny-graduate-school-and-university-center-4063/bachelors.]  [26:  The City University of New York School of Professional Studies website, https://sps.cuny.edu/academics/undergraduate.]  [27:  The City University of New York School of Professional Studies website, https://sps.cuny.edu/admissions/undergraduate-admission/test-flight.]  [28:  The City University of New York website, https://www.cuny.edu/online/#1631225011600-0dec142d-b0a4.] 

CUNY SPS’s vision statement includes the ideas that CUNY SPS “is dedicated to being the University’s premier school for adult learners” as well as being “the University’s leader in online learning.”[footnoteRef:29] Those two visions are linked at CUNY within SPS as they often are at other colleges that are competing for busy adult learners in today’s education marketplace.  [29:  The City University of New York School of Professional Studies website, https://sps.cuny.edu/about/mission-and-vision-statement.] 


A New Vision for the Future
On the other side of the country, one institution has taken a considerable leap into the future and created a new vision for online degree programs—the University of Colorado Boulder (“CU Boulder”), the flagship campus of Colorado’s public university system. In a recent Inside Higher Ed interview with Robert H. McDonald, CU Boulder’s dean of the University libraries and senior vice provost of online education, McDonald reflected on CU Boulder’s experiences since launching its first online performance-based degree, a master’s of science in electrical engineering (M.S.-E.E.), on Coursera[footnoteRef:30] three years ago.[footnoteRef:31]  [30:  Coursera “is a global online learning platform that offers anyone, anywhere, access to online courses and degrees from leading universities and companies.” https://about.coursera.org/.]  [31:  Joshua Kim, “3 Questions for CU Boulder on Growing Application-Free, Performance-Based Degrees,” Inside Higher Ed (August 30, 2022), available at https://www.insidehighered.com/blogs/learning-innovation/3-questions-cu-boulder-growing-application-free-performance-based-degrees.] 

First, McDonald discussed CU Boulder’s unique application-free admissions process for the M.S.-E.E. online degree, which grew out of the concern that traditional rigorous admissions processes give an advantage to students who have “resources such as money and time and discourages those who do not fit into the traditional profile of a master’s degree candidate—working professionals, caregivers, those who need to jump-start their careers immediately and those from financially disadvantaged backgrounds.”[footnoteRef:32]  CU Boulder’s schedule for master’s degree courses—eight-week terms starting six times each year—also caters to busy working adults.[footnoteRef:33]  [32:  Id.]  [33:  Id.] 

McDonald explained that students can first try out noncredit versions of master’s degree courses to test their readiness for the coursework and that their progress in the noncredit version automatically transfers to the credit course once they register and pay tuition for the credit course.[footnoteRef:34] In fact, CU Boulder has also created prep courses for students who might lack confidence or foundational skills to help them get ready for the degree courses.[footnoteRef:35] [34:  Id.]  [35:  Id.] 

CU Boulder’s online degree students are supported by an “automated system to integrate new students into [the] student management system [and] collect tuition at the point of purchase.”[footnoteRef:36] This system is currently working for the students enrolled from 89 countries in the first year of CU Boulder’s master’s of science in data science program and for the students enrolled from 94 countries in the M.S.-E.E. program since 2019.[footnoteRef:37] [36:  Id.]  [37:  Id.] 


ISSUES AND CONCERNS
While online degree programs are indeed becoming increasingly available, issues and concerns have been raised by policy makers, administrators, faculty members, and students. These include concerns about faculty preparedness, the availability of support services for students who need them, and the balance of online and on-campus study for individual students. 
In response to a concern about whether faculty members were prepared for teaching online when they had to keep their courses going in the wake of massive campus closures due to the pandemic in 2020, CUNY and WGU worked together to provide a series of webinars to support CUNY faculty in course design and student engagement.[footnoteRef:38] In 2022-2023, CUNY SPS’s three-week Online Teaching Essentials (OTE): A Foundational Workshop for CUNY Faculty will be run five times.[footnoteRef:39] Further, CUNY’s Innovative Teaching Academy continues to provide additional programs focused on “best practices in teaching online.”[footnoteRef:40] [38:  CUNY website, https://www.cuny.edu/academics/faculty-affairs/cuny-innovative-teaching-academy/cuny-wgu-collaborative-online-faculty-development/.]  [39:  CUNY SPS website, https://oteworkshop.commons.gc.cuny.edu.]  [40:  CUNY website, https://www.cuny.edu/academics/faculty-affairs/cuny-innovative-teaching-academy/teaching-online/.] 

Another concern is whether sufficient support services are being provided for online degree students.[footnoteRef:41] In his book Staying Online: How to Navigate Digital Higher Education, Robert Ubell took the position that “[m]ost schools act as if remote learners can get along almost entirely on their own, like teenagers playing video games.[footnoteRef:42] . . . While remote learners commonly receive fewer services than their residential peers, surely, they require more.”[footnoteRef:43] Specifically, one concern is whether students with disabilities can get the accommodations they need if they are studying in online degree programs.[footnoteRef:44] On the other hand, some educators believe attending college online can be beneficial for students with disabilities if they can get the same education without having to leave their homes, thus getting around any accessibility issues or social issues that might arise on campus.[footnoteRef:45] [41:  Robert Ubell, Staying Online: How to Navigate Digital Higher Education, (Routledge, 2022).]  [42:  Id.]  [43:  Id.]  [44:  “What Students with Disabilities Should Know About Online Colleges,” Online Schools Report (n.d.), available at https://www.onlineschoolsreport.com/college-for-students-with-disabilities/.]  [45:  Id.] 

Finally, another challenge with online degree programs is whether the institutions that offer them should assist individual students in striking a balance between online and on-campus learning.[footnoteRef:46] A working paper authored by the Institute of Higher Education (“Institute”) at the University of Florida and reported recently in Inside Higher Ed cited these study findings: “. . . Black, Hispanic and low-income community college students who take some, but not all, of their courses online increase their likelihood of completing an associate or bachelor’s degree.[footnoteRef:47] The online-course-percentage sweet spot for degree completion falls somewhere between ‘more than zero’ but ‘less than one-quarter.’ ”[footnoteRef:48] According to Justin Ortagus, the study’s author and director of the Institute, the flexibility of being able to study online part of the time—but not all of the time—makes a positive difference for community college students who are busy at home and busy at work.[footnoteRef:49] As online degree programs continue to become increasingly popular, these issues and concerns, among others, should be examined and resolved. [46:  Susan D’Agostino, “Completion Boost for 2-Year Students Who Take (Some) Online Courses,” Inside Higher Ed (September 1, 2022), available at https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2022/09/01/study-links-completion-gains-taking-some-online-courses.]  [47:  Id.]  [48:  Id.]  [49:  Id.] 


CONCLUSION
At this hearing, the Committee will seek an overview of the current status of and future plans for online degree programs at CUNY. The Committee is also interested in understanding the benefits and drawbacks of online degree programs. 
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