SOME PRACTICAL CONSIDERATIONS IN ONLINE PROGRAM DESIGN DEVELOPMENT AND IMPLEMENTATION


FACULTY SELECTION AND FACULTY PREPARATION

The administrative details and considerations that go into creating a viable and successful online program start with the initial understanding that online courses, properly administered, are harder for students and harder for those instructing. Both the faculty and the student need to be comfortable in a virtual environment and must possess more self discipline and better time management skills than those attending fixed locations and fixed time classes. One must also recognize that there are important distinctions between correspondence courses, directed online study, and actual online classrooms. The flexibility and variability of  the asynchronous online or virtual classroom is seductive to those who are not strong-willed and dedicated. Instructors are just as likely that students to "skip classes" for more reasons than one would imagine. In the author's view the concept of asynchronous delivery is one of the greatest advantages of online delivery. Every time an institution takes away from the asynchronous and anonymous facets of online education they are weakening its inherent strengths. That applies to both sides of that equation.

On the other hand online environments present unique opportunities and offer unique challenges that need to be considered both in selecting faculty and in providing adequate preparation for both subject matter experts with no academic grounding and 10 year traditional faculty with no online grounding. Below is a compilation of specific points to take into consideration. Carefully addressing every one of these will ensure the academic and commercial viability of sound online programs. Only one assumption has been made about your institution for all of the following discussions: institution as an existing learning management system that already addresses online education and existing faculty are all familiar with, not competent in or comfortable with, that learning management system.

1. It is not a good idea to start a presentation with a negative but there is an important concept here that needs to be surfaced early on. As a general rule online programs should not be created to create additional teaching/earning opportunities for the tenured faculty at large. At the same time if there must be a core hydrate of dedicated passionate competent professionals to help design a direct the program and guide it through its growth stages.

2. An inherent advantage of an asynchronous online program is to allow institutions to provide expertise and diversity seldom available in a narrow geographic area. Recruiting can take place on a national or global scale and any institution should be able to locate thought leaders and subject matter experts in the field who will offer that diversity of view and background.


3. As a separate and equally important issue screening criteria for faculty in these programs needs to look at considerably different parameters to ensure that the end product, the education their students will gain, is both academically and technically superior. The initial criteria should be technical expertise or subject matter expertise. As a general rule one must be careful not to be "sucked in" by outstanding operational experience and credits, or, extensive "staff" experience at either end of the spectrum. Those without any formal education exposure to management and strategic planning will not make the best instructors. By the same token those who claim extensive staff in planning experience with little or no practical experience and "frontline" exposure are not likely to be the best candidates either. There are always exceptions to the rule and would be unrealistic to expect a perfect balance between operational and management leadership roles there should be some indication of both in any one you expect deliver quality construction our students rightfully demand today.

That brings us to what I consider the most critical element in the staffing equation: institutional preparation of the online faculty. Again going to the reality and the evolution of emergency management and homeland security programs there are extremely few people out there with the experience and credentials to assume teaching positions without considerable training. Unpaid but mandatory training should be a requirement and one of the biggest reasons is that it acts as a filter to start eliminating those who don't have the interest passion and zeal to truly want to help your students. A well-designed program would leverage the advantages of both external programs and in-house programs, as an example the Sloan C. consortium offers outstanding opportunities for online faculty development. There are very large number of concepts and issues that can be isolated here, below are a large number of separate issues and points to consider:
· Research skills. A solid basic model to gauge or measure faculty both in the selection and continuing evaluation phase can be found in the ACRL "Information Literacy Competency Standards for Higher Education". Every student must gain these competencies before they graduate and that is impossible if your faculty is not completely comfortable with everything that leads to such competency. The majority of students who take one of my 300 level introductory courses believe that Google, MSN, Yahoo and other search engines are the only tools they need to accomplish "research" for their assignments. The number of students who have quoted news releases and company generated advertising material in formal term research papers is alarming best. It is clear that many who are teaching in our online programs do not have a clue about the very basics of academic research and quantitative measurements of the simplest kind. Since we are still selecting a tremendous number of people from the "operational" community to engage our students in this specialized area a focused effort to assure that those they seek research skills and concepts are second nature to our instructors must be considered in training.
· English grammar and composition. I have personally observed one person acting in a program director role who provided the following feedback for a single spaced single page submission  “100, excellent job, keep up the good work". I reviewed that work and identified 35 grammatical errors on that one page. That was a 300 level submission in emergency management degree program. The point is if your faculty members are not grounded in the basics of education and instruction they are literally unable to recognize errors and mistakes. English composition must be part of the grading criteria in every assignment in every course. That may mean additional "remedial" training for your prospective new faculty. Caveat: Rubrics do not compensate for lack of  knowledge, they only work as designed if the user has attained a certain level of knowledge and confidence as an academician.
· Style manual application and compliance. Referring back to the example above syllabus for this course required that APA be used for all submissions. The directions in the syllabus for this program required all submissions. In addition to the 35 grammatical errors the submission was missing a title page, there was no  running ahead and there was no embedded header (this is a paper submitted before the release of the sixth edition of the APA manual), and the material wasn't double spaced, all relatively straightforward APA formatting requirements. I also know an extremely talented subject matter expert who essentially tells the students that they cannot submit without listing all the sources they have used. APA has been and continues to be crystal clear that one cannot list the reference unless one is going to cite from it, and, every in text citation must be supported by a properly formatted reference. Every term I continue to see students number there in text citations and show information in the footer. None of the three major style manuals used in most institutions recognize that approach anymore. The basics of the APA style manual is something that we definitely need to be taught to the majority of those entering into the online teaching field.
· Learning Management Systems. Instructors need to grasp more than the "simple basics" of a learning management system a properly view the work of their students, grade that work and provide adequate feedback. In addition they need to understand the administrative or back room side of the learning management system to ensure that the University is able to collect all the appropriate data. All of us must be done within the time frames set by the University and the system. You can count on meeting to provide high-quality training on your LMS if you expect your online faculty to succeed.
· Instructional and course design. Whether or not your faculty get to design their own courses they must understand the basic concepts of blooms taxonomy and learning outcome assessment. Continually propagating poorly designed courses which are lacking measurable course objectives and/or missing and applicable outcome assessment tools is a quick way to kill a program. Subject matter experts who are brought in to teach need to understand the basic concept here so that they can recognize "what is missing" whether that is in subject matter, rigor, or effective measurement tools. You do not need to make your faculty experts but they do need to understand these concepts.
· Institutional goals policies and procedures. Online faculty are at a disadvantage here. They do not have easy access to the physical resources and human resources available on your campus. They are not members of the faculty Senate and they do not really have department chairs with whom they can confer a moments notice. There is no campus for them to explore with all resources most campuses contain. Formal training programs addressing the key institutional mission statement and goals as well as an explanation of, not merely a "copy of" some of those key documents is a necessary part of faculty preparation.


The cash outlay, or measurable cost for most of this is relatively small but the time energy and effort required to create adequate selection criteria, a realistic hiring process and model, and a training program that builds upon prospective faculty abilities is no small undertaking. This is one area that should not be subject to "scalability" whether you plan to hire 2 new faculty or 100 new faculty this is a critical element that will determine whether or not you have a successful program.

PROGRAM DEVELOPMENT CONSIDERATIONS

Most faculty teaching in traditional undergraduate programs, and to a lesser degree in a majority of traditional graduate programs will not have the experience and skill sets to work with the generally more mature and experienced students who are enrolling in online programs. An opinion: the 2+2 model or concept should have been part of your initial programmatic design. Four year colleges should not be competing with the community and technical Colleges for associate level courses although it's impossible to design and offer programs without some of those courses in the catalog. Community colleges are the best economic value for any of the students who wish to enroll in these programs and the reality is they have been the leaders in many fields that contribute to what is now considered emergency management and homeland security. Unless there is an absolute area students attending evening and weekend classes the local or nearest community college provides a structured environment, socialization opportunities, and, the basic learning skills and environment more efficaciously at a lower total delivered cost than most other institutions can deliver. The challenge here is the recognition that one must have a fully developed program and must be "able to close to as distinct from "locked into" delivering 100 and 200 level courses in this specialized field. Baseline here is that your instructors must recognize that online classes are always going to draw students who will have more advanced knowledge and skills some special areas that will be taught as part of normal courses. Instructional staff in an online program needs to be ready to embrace the concept that they will genuinely learn niche areas of their "specialty" from their students. That simply is not what would be expected on campus than normal undergraduate class. That same concept would hold true when discussing evening and weekend programs. Nontraditional education may include student who is merely economically challenged typically draws an older more mature group with work experience and a lot more to offer in the classrooms than those directly out of high school.



COURSE DEVELOPMENT COSTS

Here we are carrying forward our initial assumption and ending one more assumption: Your new program cannot and will not be stood up with hundreds or even thousands of students, programs take time to build.

For course development and startup costs this is another critical element. In this and a number of other professional degree programs subject matter expertise lies in prospective faculty not within the institution. In the larger academic environment it makes a lot of sense to talk about instructional design teams and "cells" whose responsibility it is to design and deliver a course. For a new program by the small enough person or relatively small team in charge of nurturing and growing the program need to be able to harness the creative abilities as well as subject matter expertise of their new faculty members. For that reason actual course development cash outlays should be zero or minimal. There are inherent advantage to requiring your faculty to develop courses, either for zero dollars or for reasonable fees. The author feels the single strongest case for such an approach in the early phase of program development is the "filtering" effect on the faculty selection process. This goes back to analyzing the reasons people want to teach and the reasons people choose to teach. Regardless of where you find prospective faculty it is important to make sure that those applying understand that there are significant commitments upfront. It is equally valuable to make sure that prospective faculty have the passion and zeal rather than to discover they are driven by pecuniary gains. None of us wish to work for free but you will get the best and the brightest by presenting challenges and it behooves us to separate out those motivated primarily by self interest whether that be cash or recognition, from those who want ot see our programs grow and flourish. They personal and financial rewards for a new online faculty member should be limitless if a program is designed and managed properly and instructors design and deliver courses that students see us delivering value as well as knowledge. The other inherent advantage of using prospective faculty to develop the course material is that those people survived your selection process are likely to be articulate and well-informed which means they are up on the latest changes in the field. With this approach there must be a highly qualified and competent in-house team to assure that new courses.

One other area needs to be addressed as part of this model. Frequency and class size as well as instructor compensation. The three should be closely related although there is considerable variability in approach and long-term evolution. An online course requires zero office space zero class space and, as we have already assumed zero additional capital outlay for real or personal property. There are clearly additional time and IT resources required but in the early stages these are marginal and would not necessarily reflect any direct dollar outlays other than allocating salaries for existing employees for their work efforts. Therefore cash outlays are driven directly by registrations. Based on empirical observations over 35 year. The author believes an eight week unit is the most effective delivery method for online undergraduate and graduate coursework. No one would argue that there may be exceptions or that a case can be made for longer or shorter units. Since everything is driven by economics there is an inherent built-in advantage to eight units that is not captured as effectively using most other standard models. One institution was offering the exact same course, taught by the same instructors in both eight and 16 week unit. The courses all offered and of course boutiques to the students. An analysis of those critiques revealed some very telling facts that made clear some of the inherent, if not fully understood advantages of eight week units as compared to 16 week unit. Statistically students in the eight week courses rated all of the following more profitably when compared to the students in the 16 week classes: quality of the text, quality of the instructor, quality of the course, value of course.

There is another much more straightforward advantage of a week units. That allows for up to 12 monthly starts although 4or 6 starts per year are probably adequate to begin with. From a student standpoint a reasonable workload for working individuals or stay at home moms is six credits every eight weeks. That allows for up to 36 credits a year as a baseline, or, for those who need a break, includes faculty, that allows 30 credits a year WITH an eight week break.




MARKETING CONSIDERATIONS
Programs that sell themselves are few and far between that means one must define their "market’ using a number of separate criteria, must choose appropriate media for advertising and create a marketing/advertising budget. Two important criteria are geographic coverage and target population.  Online programs should not replace on-campus programs and therefore they need to appeal to a more narrowly defined group of individuals dispersed over a larger, but still well defined geographic area. While rare, it is still not unheard of for her programs in this area to be "too successful". You need to be able to support your program to support your program growth which means you must have a growth plan and must match your marketing to that plan. A minority of institutions have faced problem where their outreach and marketing efforts created programs that became the tail that wags the dog and/or created extreme pressure to increase faculty which led to some injudicious hiring. In many respects probably not a bad place to be but there are better positions to be in then be faced with over enrollments you cannot accommodate.

Word-of-mouth is still one of the most effective ways to grow online programs and social media today and a plethora of special interest blogs and groups marketing becomes a real challenge. As an example if you want to appeal to younger computer savvy prospects than a purely online social media-based program might be quite adequate. On the other hand if you are looking for second and third career old folks might not yet be up to speed in various retiree hardcopy publications and targeted periodicals might be the better choice. Combination of online and print media might be appropriate if you want to take a narrow segment of a national group. They certainly are not simple issues are properly defining your program, its reach and its audience wow you supported within effectively designed marketing program.

SUMMARY

There are probably as many opinions as there are people attending on many of these topics and they are far from all-inclusive but the earlier focus presentations and the open forum to follow should allow everyone to identify the areas they in their institution need to focus on. That would apply to those creating new online programs and those who are looking to strengthen existing programs. As we all know, but tend to forget, there are no universal panaceas were universal answers. The solution was at work perfectly for one institution looking at a very specific market may be inappropriate for a larger or smaller institution looking at a different market makes. Every presenter this afternoon has first-hand experience with  some form of online learning. Many in the audience also bring years of experience in adult education online education in emergency management homeland security your challenge is to select the resources that will best complement your institutions learning climate mission and goals.





