
        (Blank Page) 

  



DISSERTATION APPROVED BY

Britt Watwood Ed.D., Chair

Tracy

- -/" o,^, û'. Chot, ^^

5
Date

t7 tl

ît
Chapman Ph.D., Committee Member

Breen, Ph.D., Program Director

Gail M. Jensen, D., Dean



 

 

 

DISTANCE EDUCATION AS COUNTER TO DECLINING STATE 

APPROPRIATIONS AT PUBLIC INSTITUTIONS 

 
 
 

___________________________________ 

 

By 

THERESA ANDERSON 

 

___________________________________ 

 

A DISSERTATION IN PRACTICE 

 

Submitted to the faculty of the Graduate School of Creighton University in Partial 

Fulfillment of the Requirements for the degree of Doctor of Education in 

Interdisciplinary Leadership 

_________________________________ 

 

Omaha, NE 

(May 22, 2017)



Copyright 2017 Theresa Anderson 

 

This document is copyrighted material. Under copyright law, no part of this document 

may be reproduced without the expressed permission of the author. 



iii 

Abstract 

Universities and colleges have experienced a reduction in state appropriations since the 

2008 Great Recession. The purpose of this phenomenological dissertation in practice 

study was to examine whether distance education would be a viable strategy to 

compensate for declining state appropriations at four-year public higher education 

institutions in a Mid-Atlantic state. The aim of the study was to create a strengths, 

weaknesses, opportunities, and threats (SWOT) analysis to determine whether distance 

education would be a viable strategy to compensate for declining state appropriations at 

four-year public higher education institutions in a Mid-Atlantic state. Two research 

questions guided this study:  what strategies govern a university’s decision to implement 

a distance education program and what factors are considered in determining the return 

on investment (ROI) for distance education programs? Findings revealed that the return 

on investment for 80% of participants was undetermined; therefore, the research 

questions were inconclusive.  

Keywords: distance education, return on investment, higher education 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Introduction and Background 

Public universities and colleges have seen a decrease in state appropriations since 

the 2008 Great Recession (Barr & Turner, 2013; State Higher Education Executive 

Officers Association, 2014). The amount of state appropriations is determined by “the 

state of the economy, the relative cost and priority of competing needs, and the demand 

for higher education” (Michaels & Kretovics, 2007, p. 45). Years after the Great 

Recession, funding for “higher education remains well below prerecession levels, 

straining college affordability–especially for students whose families struggle to make 

ends meet” (Mitchell & Leachman, 2015, p. 1). Doyle (2013) predicted, “Funding will 

not recover to levels seen in the past” (p. 58). Michaels and Kretovics (2007) 

characterized this “higher education market as a shift from a seller’s market to a buyer’s 

market” (p. 38). This position is new for higher education institutions.  

According to the State Higher Education Executive Officers Association (2014), 

“The new normal expects schools and colleges to find ways of increasing productivity 

and to absorb reductions in state support while increasing degree production without 

compromising quality” (p. 47). One strategy implemented by public universities and 

colleges to recoup state funding is increasing tuition (Barr & Turner, 2013; State Higher 

Education Executive Officers Association, 2014). Hence, students and families are 

expected to contribute more toward higher education. To achieve degree completion 

goals, higher education institutions need to “serve those students who have typically been 

underserved–first generation, low-income, and minority students” (State Higher 

Education Executive Officers Association, 2014, p. 47). Distance education may be a 
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strategy to reach underserved students and absorb reductions in state funding. 

Statement of the Problem 

Universities and colleges have experienced a reduction in state appropriations 

since the 2008 Great Recession. However, institutions are still expected to increase 

matriculation. Herein lies an opportunity to investigate distance education as a strategy to 

compensate for declining state appropriations.  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this phenomenological dissertation in practice study was to examine 

whether distance education would be a viable strategy to compensate for declining state 

appropriations at four-year public higher education institutions in a Mid-Atlantic state.  

Research Questions 

The purpose statement was the framework that guided the creation of the research 

questions for this study: 

Research question #1: What strategies govern a university’s decision to 

implement a distance education program? 

Research question #2: What factors are considered in determining the return on 

investment (ROI) for distance education programs? 

Aim of the Study 

The aim of the study was to create a strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and 

threats (SWOT) analysis to determine whether distance education would be a viable 

strategy to compensate for declining state appropriations at four-year public higher 

education institutions in a Mid-Atlantic state. 
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Methodology Overview 

Phenomenological research was the methodology used for this qualitative study. 

Given the widespread implementation of distance education nationally (Allen & Seaman, 

2016), phenomenological study was the appropriate method for examining the feasibility 

of using distance education to compensate for declining state appropriations. The 

collection of evidence occurred through face-to-face interviews with distance education 

administrators from four-year public higher education institutions in a Mid-Atlantic state.  

Distance education program administrators agreed to participate in interviews to 

provide research data. As recommended by Creswell (2014), multiple validity strategies 

were necessary. Several validity strategies applied to this study included member 

checking; rich, thick descriptions; and independent auditors. Member checking “involves 

taking data, analyses, interpretations, and conclusions back to the participants so that they 

can judge the accuracy and credibility of the account” (Creswell, 2013, p. 252). All 

participants agreed with the information collected and reported in Chapter Four. Another 

validity strategy recommended by Creswell (2013) and used for this research was rich, 

thick descriptions to enable readers to determine if the findings can be transferred to other 

venues based on the “description of the participants or setting under study” (p. 252). Last, 

an independent verification and validation auditor assisted with determining “whether or 

not the findings, interpretations, and conclusions are supported” (Creswell, 2013, p. 252). 

Definitions of Relevant Terms 

Throughout this study operative words are used to convey research objectives. 

The subjectivity of words could cause confusion. Shared interpretation of terms is 

important for study cohesion, and commonality is established when terms are defined. 
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Thus, to circumvent misinterpretation, major words used throughout this study are 

defined as follows: 

Distance education: “Institution-based, formal education where the learning 

group is separated, and where interactive telecommunications systems are used to 

connect learners, resources, and instructors” (Schlosser & Simonson, 2009, p. 1).  

Fee: “a sum paid or charged for a service” (Fee, n.d.) 

Higher education state appropriations: the amount of money public universities 

receive from its state legislators 

Return on investment: “The classic definition of ROI is earnings divided by the 

investment—no matter what the application” (Phillips, 2007, p. 44).  

Strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats (SWOT) analysis: a “powerful 

tool for sizing up a [program’s] strengths and weaknesses, its market opportunities, and 

the external threats to its future well-being” (Thompson, Peteraf, Gamble, & Strickland, 

2014, p. 92)  

Tuition: “money paid for instruction (as at a college)” (Tuition, n.d.)    

Delimitations and Limitations 

Delimitations and limitations are common in research. These elements establish 

parameters for systematic investigation. Delimitations are set by the researcher, and 

limitations are unplanned or uncontrolled circumstances that may affect the outcome of 

research.  

Delimitations 

The Mid-Atlantic state in this study has four-year and two-year public and private 

institutions. Technical and career colleges also operate in the Mid-Atlantic state. This 
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research was confined to four-year public higher education institutions in the Mid-

Atlantic state. 

Limitations 

Two identified limitations did not impede this investigation. The first was 

hesitancy on the part of participants to partake in this research. Before agreeing to be 

interviewed, two participants requested assurance of anonymity. Upon receipt of 

requested information, participants openly responded to questions. Second, six four-year 

public institutions were selected out of 15 for diversity of location and mission. The 

sample and results were appropriate for representing the Mid-Atlantic state.  

Leader’s Role and Responsibility in Relation to the Problem 

Distance education program administrators were the leadership population in this 

study. A leader is “a person with the responsibility to influence one or more followers 

and directing them to achieve a set objective” (Sethuraman & Suresh, 2014, p. 165). 

Hashim, Kayode, and Hassan (2015) asserted that distance education administrators’ 

leadership role goes beyond the classroom, encompassing responsibility for course 

materials, recruitment, training of staff, and strategic direction. The distance education 

program necessitates leaders who understand its complexities (Nanjundeswaraswamy & 

Swamy, 2014). Distance education leadership, as defined by Beaudoin (2016), is 

“creating the conditions for innovative change” (p. 16). Similarly, Simonson, Smaldino, 

and Zvacek (2015) recommend that “A qualified individual at an appropriate 

administrative echelon should be designated with responsibility for providing leadership, 

direction, oversight, quality, control, and accountability for courses and programs (p. 

281). The leader also has “fiscal responsibility for online courses and programs” 
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(Simonson et al., 2015, p. 282). Combined, these definitions comprise the leader’s role 

and responsibility in relation to declining state appropriations at public higher education 

institutions. 

Significance of the Study 

Since the 2008 Great Recession, public higher education state appropriations have 

decreased (Barr & Turner, 2013; State Higher Education Executive Officers Association, 

2014). State appropriations for full-time equivalent students “remain 18.9 percent lower 

than in 2008 and 13.3 percent lower than in 2009” (State Higher Education Executive 

Officers Association, 2014, p. 31). The State Higher Education Executive Officers 

Association (2014) revealed “that the level of state support was the primary driver of how 

tuition rates were set each year” (p. 25). Students and families endure the financial 

burden of decreased general fund appropriations with increased tuition and fees. Since 

the Great Recession, the family portion of the appropriations budget has increased by 

28% (Groden, 2016).  

To offset declining state-supported funding, higher education institutions must 

explore new and innovative funding strategies while keeping education affordable. This 

study analyzed internal and external risks for distance education programs at four-year 

public higher education institutions in a Mid-Atlantic state to address declining state 

appropriations. This investigation adds to distance education scholarly research by 

sharing lessons learned. The location of this study was four-year public universities in a 

Mid-Atlantic state, but this evidence-based research may apply to similar universities. 
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Summary 

In summary, this study examined the possibility of using distance education to 

compensate for declining state appropriations at four-year public higher education 

institutions in a Mid-Atlantic state. This project was interdisciplinary because the focus 

was not on one distance education program but on diverse distance education programs. 

Distance education administrators from multiple four-year public higher education 

institutions in a Mid-Atlantic state were interviewed to gather data. 
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

The purpose of this phenomenological dissertation in practice study was to 

examine whether distance education would be a viable strategy to compensate for 

declining state appropriations at four-year public higher education institutions in a Mid-

Atlantic state. This research focused on two research questions: (a) what strategies 

govern a university’s decision to implement a distance education program, and (b) what 

factors are considered in determining the ROI for distance education programs. The 

following literature review presents findings about higher education funding, followed by 

a review of the literature about distance education strategies, ROI, and finally literature 

concerning the professional practice setting and leadership.  

Higher Education Funding 

Financial resources for higher education institutions have diminished for 

taxpayer-supported institutions (Alstete, 2014). In 2014, the U.S. Government 

Accountability Office conducted research to ascertain how to make college affordable. 

Twenty-five academic experts were interviewed, and data trends were analyzed. The 

research revealed the following: 

State funding declines may be attributable, in part, to prevailing economic 

conditions and competing state budget priorities. Likewise, 19 of 25 experts and 

organizations we interviewed cited the 2007 to 2009 recession as a factor that 

directed trends in state funding. Several of these experts and organizations 

described public higher education as the “balance wheel of state economies,” 

where states reduce higher education funding during constrained economic times, 
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in part because public colleges can use tuition as an additional funding stream 

unlike other program areas that do not have alternative sources of revenue. (U.S. 

Government Accountability Office, 2014, p. 8) 

Mortenson (2012) predicted that by the year 2059, state appropriations may reach 

zero. For some states, this could happen sooner. At the current rate of declining state 

appropriations, the Mid-Atlantic state studied here may reach zero before 2040. In fiscal 

year 2016–2017, state appropriations increased for public universities by 3.4% overall 

(Seltzer, 2017). The increase for the Mid-Atlantic state in this study was greater than the 

overall percentage; however, funding was still below the prerecession amount.  

Because of declining state appropriations, tuition continues to rise. At the time of 

this study, “For the 2014–15 academic year, average annual current dollar prices for 

undergraduate tuition, fees, room, and board were estimated to be $16,188 at public 

institutions” (U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 

2016, para. 1). This amount is 33% higher than it was a decade ago. In analyzing the U.S. 

News and Best Colleges tuition data from 1995–2015, Mitchell (2015) discovered “out-

of-state tuition and fees at public universities rose 226% since 1995, and in-state tuition 

and fees at public universities increased 296%” (para. 3). As state appropriations 

decrease, universities are increasing tuition to compensate.  

The educational appropriations per full-time equivalent enrollment report from 

the State Higher Education Finance study for fiscal year 2014 revealed the Mid-Atlantic 

state in this study has seen a decrease of more than 25% in state appropriations since the 

2008 recession (State Higher Education Executive Officers Association, 2014). Hillman 

(2012) explains that public institutions can no longer rely on state appropriations as a 
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primary revenue source. These entities must seek alternative sources of replacement 

income. While Hillman (2012) recommends tuition discounts and enrollment 

management to offset revenue, Alstete (2014) recommends innovative strategic 

approaches. New income streams are needed to subsidize operating budgets previously 

sustained by general funds. Therefore, universities must think beyond the traditional face-

to-face classroom. This dissertation in practice investigates one option, distance 

education.  

Distance Education Program Strategies 

In this literature review key reasons for institutions adopting distance education 

will be outlined to address the first research question. Research showed strategic growth, 

increasing access, flexibility, pedagogical advantages, and competition were key reasons 

institutions adopted distance education. These reasons are sequentially analyzed in the 

subsequent sections. 

Strategic Growth 

The premise of strategic growth is an entity’s ability to increase presence in 

current and future markets. To remain relevant and current, universities must plan for 

today and for two to six years into the future. Allen and Seaman (2016) from the Babson 

Survey Research Group tracked the progress of online learning for over 10 years, 

beginning in 2002. Ascertaining whether strategic growth was a factor in implementing 

online learning is a standard annual report question investigated by Allen and Seaman. 

The number of academic leaders agreeing strategic growth was a factor fluctuated over 

the years, from “48.8% in 2002, 58% in 2007, 69.1% in 2012, to 63.6% in 2015” (Allen 

& Seaman, 2016, p. 45).  
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Planning begins with the institution’s mission statement and strategic plan. 

Successful change necessitates top-down acceptance. Fisher’s (2014) comparison of 

strategic plans for distance education at four large universities revealed four 

commonalities:  

• An inclusive planning process with broad-based constituency 

involvement 

• A clear statement of the institution’s mission and its aspirations for its 

current planning period 

• Comprehensive goals directly traceable to attainment of these 

aspirations and advancement of the institution’s mission 

• Clearly defined outcomes to assess the plan’s success against nationally 

accepted measures (p. 21) 

When contemplating using distance education as a conduit for strategic growth, 

course development and program administration are two important decisions.  

Centralized, decentralize, or hybrid, which one satisfies the distance education program 

goal? Centralized distance education affords programs “consistent instruction and course 

development” (Eskey, 2010, p. 1).  In contrast, decentralization distributes course 

development and design among departments (Eskey, 2010; Millard, 2011). Centralized 

administration streamlines program governance. Contrary, a decentralized model 

transfers program control to departments and encompasses faculty hiring, program 

advertising, and program evaluation (Millard, 2011; Andrade, 2016). The hybrid model 

combines centralized and decentralized course development and program administration 

attributes for strategic growth.  
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Effective distance education strategic growth requires academic forecasting. 

Participation in strategic planning by diverse stakeholders contributes to program success 

and longevity. Annual assessment of an institution’s mission statement and its strategic 

plan ensures their currency. 

Increasing Access 

The strategic nature of distance education is its ability to reach a new audience of 

learners. For the University of Florida, “online learning has become a key strategy to help 

fulfill the university’s access mission” (Cavanagh, 2017, p. 17). Over 58% of “academic 

leaders reported that students outside their normal service area were a primary audience 

considered in online course design” (Allen & Seaman, 2016, p. 33). According to 

Cavanagh (2017), “the Internet offers institutions a way to reach new, often 

nontraditional students, growing their total enrollment headcount” (p. 2). 

Increases in access could possibly increase graduation rates. According to 

Complete College America (2011), “unless we move with urgency, today’s young people 

will be the first generation in American history to be less educated than their 

predecessors” (p. 4). Only 25% of students reside on campus; “75% of students are 

college commuters, often juggling families, jobs, and school” (Complete College 

America, 2011, p. 6). These nontraditional commuter students are becoming the norm. 

Distance education may remedy commuter mayhem by transporting the classroom to 

one’s home or other nontraditional classroom regardless of geographical location.  

The new audience of adult learners “study part-time and work full-time or part-

time” (Stokes, n.d., p. 1). Universities and colleges have an opportunity to educate this 

audience using distance education. The challenge is for “universities and colleges to 
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become more customer-centric organizations that are better equipped to meet the 

changing needs of their customers particularly with respect to access and affordability” 

(Stokes, n.d., p. 3).  

The Obama Administration’s higher education proposals acknowledged access 

and success challenges. Graduation rate for students pursuing a bachelor’s degree were 

found to be 60% (The White House, Office of the Press Secretary, 2016). The 40% of 

students who did not graduate “face a three times greater risk of defaulting on their 

student loans compared with those who graduate” (The White House, Office of the Press 

Secretary, 2016, para. 1). The Obama Administration proposed “making two years of 

community college free, ensuring the Pell Grant keeps pace with rising cost, rewarding 

colleges that successfully enroll and graduate students from all backgrounds, and building 

community college programs in high-demand fields” (The White House, Office of the 

Press Secretary, 2016, paras. 7–10). 

Institutions of higher education are trying many different models of distance 

education to provide access at different pricing structures.  Arizona State University’s 

innovative way for students to access education at an affordable price incorporates 

massive open online courses (MOOCs). Free, noncredit courses are usually synonymous 

with MOOCs. Partnering with edX, Arizona State University has strategized a MOOC 

for-credit opportunity. Students may take the MOOC for free. However, students “who 

pay a $45 fee to verify their identity can at the end of each course decide if they want to 

pay the university a separate, larger fee to earn academic credit for their work” 

(Straumsheim, 2015, para. 2).  

Distance education access provides educational opportunity, which levels the 
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learning field. A more educated populace benefits society. Educational access is one 

solution to the problem of learning exclusion. 

Flexibility 

Flexibility is an extension of access. Program flexibility is required if a new 

audience is going to be educated where they exist and when it is convenient for them. 

According to the 2011 Allen and Seaman report, 2,500 academic leaders agreed, 

“flexibility was the number one factor contributing to decisions to implement distance 

education programs” (p. 15). Stokes (n.d.) reported the “recent federal policy changes, 

such as the elimination of the ‘50 percent rule’ that limited the growth of online 

programs, reflect positive change in increasing flexible course, certificate, and degree 

programs” (p. 3). The Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation (2012) donated millions to 

support innovative online higher education programs for nontraditional students. The 

MyCollege Foundation received “$3 million to establish a nonprofit college that will 

blend adaptive online learning solutions with a suite of services to enable students to earn 

high-quality college degrees at a low cost” (Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, 2012, 

para. 4). One million was donated to the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) “to 

develop a free online computer science course in collaboration with Harvard” (Bill and 

Melinda Gates Foundation, 2012, para. 5). The University of the People (UoPeople) was 

granted “$500,000 to pursue accreditation for the tuition-free online institution” (Bill and 

Melinda Gates Foundation, 2012, para. 7). These Gates Foundation initiatives underpin 

flexibility.  

Students want the flexibility to learn when it is convenient. Hence, students want 

an educational model that “promotes innovation, creativity, and adaptation to new 
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environments and unique situations” (Saba, 2016, p. 27). Merging access with flexibility 

allows affordability, time, and geography (Mendenhall, 2009). Thus, students can 

optimize their education-life balance.  

Pedagogical Advantages 

When deciding pedagogy, the pedagogy must align with the technology. How the 

technology is used must align with the student access and flexibility expectations.  Thus, 

selection of pedagogy may assist with student education-life balance.  

The pedagogical advantages of distance education include innovations in learning. 

A survey of 176 higher education institutions regarding motivation for using distance 

education revealed “110 or 62.5% believed in the pedagogical advantages” (Berg, 2002, 

p. 68). Imagine an instructor never cancelling class because of inclement weather or 

outbreak of infectious disease. Envision students participating in class from the 

convenience of home, which may be in a different state or country. The delivery of 

distance education programs benefits students and instructors. Students are no longer 

confined to desktop computers as they were decades ago; students have sophisticated 

technology; therefore, they want to use it to learn (Paul & Brindley, 2008). A student 

traveling for work may participate in class using a mobile device. An instructor may 

conduct hands-on research in another state or country without class interruption.  

 Pedagogical advantages are specific to each distance education paradigm. Each 

has unique advantages for the student, instructor, and technology. Asynchronous, 

synchronous, and blended distance education pedagogies afford students their preferred 

learning choice and instructors their preferred method of instruction.  
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Asynchronous. Asynchronous learning is “referred to as online learning in a 

computer-based learning modality, where geographically separated learners interact on a 

given subject, independent of time and place” (Carr, 2012, para. 1). Asynchronous 

learning is self-motivated education with assignment deadlines. Learning asynchronously 

begets “equal ground when personal identities such as gender, ethnicity, appearance, or 

disabling condition remain concealed” (Simonson, et al., 2015, p. 107).  

Asynchronous student consideration. Asynchronous is the most flexible distance 

education pedagogy for students. Students participating in asynchronous learning “need 

not engage in a discussion at the same time” (Carr, 2012, para. 1). Course materials are 

available 24 hours a day. Asynchronous communication is useful for assignments 

requiring students to engage in profound “contemplative and reflective thought” 

(Asherian, 2007, p. 18).  

Asynchronous instructor consideration. Asynchronous instructors may 

experience a paradigm shift in instruction. An instructor in an asynchronous environment 

transforms new techniques to “express passion and ideas about the topic, exhibit a deeper 

intellectual intricacy, and partake in class and course administration” (Andresen, 2009, p. 

250). Upfront planning is paramount for course success. Instructors can no longer rely on 

facial expressions and body language from students for the manifestation of subject 

comprehension.  

Asynchronous technology consideration. Asynchronous technology must be 

dependable to accommodate students and professors accessing the classroom and 

materials at varying times and locations. Asynchronous technology must be intuitive. 

According to Andresen (2009), paramount to the development of user-friendly tools and 
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solutions are “collaborative efforts between computer scientists, educators, and the 

providers of the online technology” (p. 253).  

Synchronous. Synchronous learning is “most commonly applied to various forms 

of televisual, digital, and online learning in which students learn from instructors, 

colleagues, or peers in real time, but not in person” (Synchronous learning, 2013, para. 

1). Real-time synchronous distance education requires time zone consideration. The far-

reaching impact of distance education demands real-time communication for access and 

flexibility.  

Synchronous student consideration. Students using synchronous learning know 

that at a certain time other students are online and available to converse. Synchronous 

distance education pedagogy works well for group project discussions. However, students 

must be cognizant of time zones when communicating with classmates on projects. 

Assignments requiring agreement and immediate feedback are appropriate for 

synchronous distance education (Asherian, 2007).      

Synchronous instructor consideration. Traditional classroom lectures, discussion 

questions, and participative activities may be recycled for the synchronous environment 

(Simonson, et al. 2015). However, the mapping of face-to-face materials to an online 

environment may contribute to teacher workload. Several variables contribute to the 

challenges of this paradigm shift, including “teacher skill and knowledge, and course 

designer skill and knowledge” (Fasso, 2013, p. 34).      

Synchronous technology consideration. Reliable technology is paramount in a 

synchronous online environment. Adoption of the synchronous pedagogy depends on 

“teacher technological skills” (Fasso, 2013, p. 34). To gain an understanding of the 
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impact of synchronous technology, Fasso spearheaded a survey. Eleven teachers who 

conducted online tutorials using Blackboard Collaborate responded to the “technological 

pedagogical and content knowledge survey (TPACK)” (Fasso, 2013, p. 35). The focus of 

the survey was the design of synchronous online pedagogy. All 11 participants “reported 

poor bandwidth and institutional implementation issues; four teachers reported lack of 

technical knowledge and insufficient just-in-time training; and 10 teachers reported a 

sense of belonging and enhanced learning outcomes” (Fasso, 2013, p. 38). The level of 

teacher technology acumen necessitates adoption of distance education pedagogy. 

Blended. Hastie, Chun, and Nian-Shing (2010) described blended learning as 

combining “at least two or more learning settings into a flexible learning environment” 

(p. 10). Blended learning incorporates the best of synchronous and asynchronous 

technologies to enhance the learning experience. The most common blended delivery 

format is “face-to-face, in-class sessions on campus coupled with online activities” 

(Rietschel & Buckley, 2014, p. 47). However, technology may transform a campus visit 

into a virtual face-to-face using web conferencing platforms, such as WebEx and Skype.  

Blended student consideration. Blended learning affords “students the 

opportunity to combine the convenience of online coursework with more real-time, 

individualized attention that meets a variety of learning needs” (Rietschel & Buckley, 

2014, p. 50). One learning style does not fit all students. Students are not tied to a 

physical classroom, nor are they wedded to an online environment.  

Blended instructor consideration. Blended learning instructors are not limited to 

just one classroom configuration. An instructor’s acumen in both asynchronous and 
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synchronous pedagogy assists with course design and facilitation. Coordination of the 

two environments requires tactical planning.  

Blended technology consideration. Blended technology is twofold. For 

synchronous blended learning, web conferencing may be used to optimize group 

discussion. For example, international subject matter experts, without leaving their 

country of origin, “can share knowledge through a camera, microphone, and Internet” 

(Rietschel & Buckley, 2014, p. 50). Asynchronous blended learning may use a learning 

management system to engage students in discussion. Blended learning requires two 

learning environments. According to Mendenhall (2009), “technology-based education, 

at scale, should be inherently more affordable, if we are using the power of technology to 

teach and not simply as a means of delivery” (para. 5). Asherian (2007) acknowledged, 

“learning objectives should dictate the proper instructional methodology and not the 

availability of specific technology” (p. 18).  

The goal of asynchronous, synchronous, and blended pedagogies is to educate 

students. Learning outcomes merge with student preference for optimum course delivery. 

Pedagogical strategies and technology may bridge the education divide. McCullough and 

Taylor (2013) said it best, “when new pedagogies or instructional theories are 

developed…you face two related challenges: whether or not it is scalable and whether or 

not there is a[n ROI] that could support this type of innovation on a larger scale” (para. 

8). 

Competition  

 Over half of the 176 higher education institutions surveyed by Berg (2002) 

admitted “desire to keep up with competition was motivation for implementing distance 
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education” (p. 68). Competition emulates many models. A university may choose to 

develop a university-specific distance education program or partner with a network of 

universities to increase global and stateside student opportunity. Beaudoin (2016) 

suggested collaborative partnership “as an essential arrangement for achieving the 

greatest potential of distance education” (p. 13).  

 Distance education competition occurs among all higher education 

institutions. Moller, Foshay, and Huett (2008) reported the following: 

For-profit, private-sector competitors are breaking the monopoly of conventional 

institutions, provoking a fast-moving entrepreneurial response by some schools 

while leaving others at a standstill. Since distance education programs 

theoretically can serve remote learners as well as they serve local ones, even 

institutions with isolated service areas are in competition. (p. 4) 

 As markets get crowded, universities strategize to survive. The global reach of 

distance education has resulted in some universities establishing an international physical 

presence. Competition represents an “opportunity and a threat for universities in the 

competitive environment of academic globalization. The result is increased pressure for 

higher education to adopt competitive business practices to survive” (Rovai & Downey, 

2010, p. 142). Branding is a business strategy targeting a program, service, or degree the 

university does well. To remain competitive, universities must ascertain distinction, 

stating what sets their distance education programs apart from their competition.  

Another competitive business strategy is investing in distance education for 

continuing and professional education. Technology constantly changes, and employees 

must maintain the latest skill. However, for some companies, travel, room and board, and 
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course tuition are cost prohibitive. Companies are turning to distance education to save 

money and educate staff, which is a win-win. Employees can learn from top universities, 

all from the convenience of the office.  

The goal of distance education competition should be to educate students. 

Distance education affords the access and the flexibility demanded by students. The 

economics of competition may lower tuition because of supply and demand, thus 

increasing enrollment, which subsequently may increase revenue.  

ROI Factors 

In determining whether distance education would be a viable strategy to 

compensate for declining state appropriations, this literature review for the second 

research question will discuss ROI, specifically the costs and benefits. ROI is a 

methodology used to determine the profitability of an initiative. The most common ROI 

calculation is [(benefits - cost) / cost x 100]. However, Lambe (2010a) offered an 

alternative way to assess the ROI of elearning, which is infrastructure. Infrastructure 

combines “technology systems, business processes, work culture, and control 

mechanisms that make up the way an organization operates and does its work” (Lambe, 

2010a, pp. 1–2). To measure ROI for infrastructure, Lambe (2010b) focused on six 

business objectives: “improving productivity, improving quality, leveraging human 

capital, reducing risk, remaining in the marketplace, and accessing new markets” (p. 1). 

Conversely, project ROI can be measured by calculating [(revenue - operational costs - 

project costs) / project costs x 100] (Virginia Information Technologies Agency, 2011). 

To determine the ROI for a metadata system, the ROI might be [(total cost savings - total 

cost of ownership) / total cost of ownership x 100] (National Center for Education 
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Statistics, n.d.).  

No one methodology serves as a panacea for ROI. The ROI approach is 

contingent upon what is measured. To assist in measuring the ROI, the ROI Institute 

(2013) created the following 10-step methodology: 

1. Develop Project Objectives 

2. Plan for Evaluation 

3. Collect Data during Project Implementation 

4. Collect Data after Project Implementation 

5. Isolate the Effects of the Project 

6. Convert Data to Monetary Value 

7. Identify Intangible Benefits 

8. Tabulate the Costs of the Project 

9. Calculating the ROI 

10. Report Data to Key Stakeholders. (p. 3) 

Costs and benefits factors contribute to ROI. Costs for distance education 

programs include startup costs, such as course development and learning management 

systems, and ongoing expenses—including software licenses, faculty salaries, and 

technology upgrades (Nsiah, 2013). Costs for distance education student support include 

automation of traditional support. These costs comprise advising, admissions, 

registration, technical support, and tutoring services beyond the traditional workday 

hours. Distance education students want the same support services as on-campus students 

(Simonson et al., 2015).  
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Benefits can be intangible or tangible. Intangible benefits “cannot be converted to 

money credibly with minimal resources” (ROI Institute, 2013, p. 10). Examples of 

intangible benefits include increased communication, improved leadership, sustainability, 

intellectual capital, the ability to offer more classes during prime time, and the capacity to 

reach more students in larger geographic areas (Phillips & Phillips, 2007; Lei & Gupta, 

2010).  

Reflecting on cost, Rumble (2012) focused the research on financing distance 

education in dual-mode universities, those offering traditional face-to-face and online 

courses. According to Rumble (2012), each pedagogical platform has its cost structure 

and incurs different capital costs. This cost impacts not only the budget but also course 

delivery. One noteworthy cost savings, according to Rumble (2012), is for institutions to 

recycle other university’s courses. Rebranding course materials can save universities time 

to market. 

While traditional courses use standard cost accounting and financial management, 

Rumble (2012) praised the United Kingdom’s transparent approach to costing, called 

TRAC, for distance education programs. Rumble (2012) asserted, “TRAC distinguishes 

between teaching, research, other (commercial ventures, conferences, etc.) and support 

cost, and support activities” (p. 44). However, TRAC falls short when it comes to 

categorizing teaching costs, learning materials, and students’ assessments (Rumble, 

2012). 

Online library support for distance education programs is another cost that has 

increased substantially. “Electronic expenditures have increased almost 500 percent 

between 1996–1997 and 2003–2004,” which contributes to universities’ costs” (Stoller, 
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2006, p. 46). Online library variable costs impact distance education programs. 

Distance education programs include fixed and variable costs. Corbett and Visser 

(2006) stated, “Enrolling a greater number of students will not influence the fixed costs, 

but one will have an increase in variable costs” (p. 48). A study of the online Masters of 

Information Technology Program at Drexel University revealed technical support, 

technology, and adjunct faculty contribute to distance education expense. However, if 

one considers the new construction expense of onsite infrastructure, distance education 

can be more cost-efficient (Corbett & Visser, 2006). 

As observed in the Drexel University case study by Corbett and Visser, 

technology is another cost facing educational institutions. Goldstein et al. (2004) 

discovered that “declining state funding, decreased endowment returns, and increased 

costs for expenses such as health benefits, financial aid, and utilities have caused virtually 

all higher education institutions to enact repeated rounds of budget cuts” (p. 15). 

Universities and colleges are confronted with finding the right balance between tuition 

and financial obligation. Although opposed by parents and students, one way to increase 

technology funding is to charge students a technology user fee (Mark, 2008).  

Technology’s financial obligation does not cease after procurement of software 

and hardware; maintenance and replacement costs are part of the technological lifecycle. 

According to McNamara’s (2003) research, “the value of the investment for state-of-the-

art equipment decreases substantially from the day it is purchased” (para. 1) adding to a 

university’s bottom line. Research shows efficiency and effectiveness are paramount for 

distance education’s financial stability. Therefore, ensuring fiscal responsibility, enabling 

program self-sufficiency, and creating baseline costs for all programs should be financial 
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objectives and goals (Schobel & Scholey, 2012). To gauge financial objectives and goals, 

program administrators use percentage variances from business plan, per-course revenue 

less incremental costs, and number of programs with completed full-costing criteria 

(Schobel & Scholey, 2012). Research findings from Brown (2012), similar to those from 

Schobel and Scholey (2012), recognized the value in developing a financial scorecard for 

continuous improvement and leadership transparency. 

Literature About the Professional Practice Setting 

The focus of this study was to examine four-year public institutions’ distance 

education programs in a Mid-Atlantic state using qualitative phenomenological research. 

The Mid-Atlantic state higher education programs are governed by a state entity with 

purview over which programs can be administered. In addition, the Mid-Atlantic state 

university programs are audited by the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools 

Commission on Colleges (SACSCOC). SACSCOC is the higher education accrediting 

body for 11 states. SACSCOC scrutinizes institutions of higher education to ensure high 

educational standards are maintained. 

SACSCOC’s (2014) principles of accreditation apply to all of the institution’s 

programs, regardless of mode of delivery. Therefore, “if an institution offers significant 

distance and correspondence education, it should be reflected in the institution’s mission” 

(SACSCOC, 2014, p. 2). Institutions will provide “adequate funding for faculty, staff, 

services, and technological infrastructure to support the methodology” (SACSCOC, 2014, 

p. 3). 

Leadership Literature 

Leadership is critical to any innovative change, and distance education is no 
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exception. To be a successful leader, one must understand one’s inner spirit. Lowney 

(2003) identified four pillars of leadership success: (a) understanding one’s strengths, 

weaknesses, beliefs, and global perspective, (b) having the ability to embrace change, (c) 

maintaining an encouraging loving demeanor, and (d) engaging others and self through 

heroic objectives. These pillars combine to produce an astute leader. 

These astute leaders are critical to distance education. Innovative change needs 

leaders who are creative. This creativity may be expedited with leadership change 

techniques and skills. Hence, the leadership literature review first examines techniques to 

promote change, followed by leadership. 

Leadership Techniques to Promote Change 

Leadership techniques promote change in a structured manner. Four relevant 

techniques to promote change are the plan, do, check, and act (PDCA) cycle; the 

(SWOT) analysis; the specific, measurable, attainable, relevant, and time-bound 

(SMART) goals; and stakeholder management.  

PDCA cycle. The PDCA cycle was developed by Shewhalt in the 1930s and 

propagated by Deming in the 1950s (PDCA Cycle, n.d.). Deming “introduced [PDCA] to 

Japan after World War II and it is commonly referred to as the Deming cycle” (Lean Six 

Sigma Experts, n.d., para. 2). The PDCA cycle is a continuous improvement technique. 

The overarching umbrella under which continuous improvement techniques reside is 

known as “kaizen” (Kaizen Institute, n.d.). Kaizen is based on seven principles: 

• Good processes bring good results 

• Go see for yourself to grasp the current situation 

• Speak with data, manage by facts 
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• Take action to contain and correct root causes of problems 

• Work as a team 

• Kaizen is everybody’s business 

• And much more! (Kaizen Institute, n.d., para. 1)  

PDCA is the basis for continuous improvement (Project Management Institute, 

2013a). The plan step focuses on what needs to be done to accomplish change. Do, as the 

word implies, is action; thus, execute the change plan. The check step is iterative and 

assesses the change progress. Last, act determines if the change outcome was met; if not, 

repeat steps.  

SWOT analysis. The SWOT analysis methodology was developed in the early 

1970s (Simmering, n.d.). This methodology promoted change by conducting a well-being 

checkup. This checkup consisted of “an assessment of internal strengths and weaknesses, 

and examination of external opportunities and threats as part of environmental analysis” 

(Simmering, n.d., para. 1). The SWOT analysis “can serve as a precursor to any sort of 

company action, such as exploring new initiatives, making decisions about new policies, 

identifying possible areas for change, or refining and redirecting efforts midplan” 

(Taylor, 2016, para. 5).  

SMART goals. The acronym SMART “first appeared in the November 1981 

issue of Management Review” (Smart Goals Guide, n.d., para. 9). The SMART 

methodology is use by organizations to assist in developing goals by delineating 
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requirements (Hylan, 2005). The acronym varies, but the outcome is the same, resulting 

in goals that are 

• S—Specific, or significant, stretching, stimulating, simple, self-owned, strategic, 

sensible... 

• M—Measurable, or meaningful, motivating, manageable, maintainable... 

• A—Achievable, or attainable, action-oriented, appropriate, agreed, assignable, 

ambitious, accepted, audacious... 

• R—Relevant, or rewarding, results-oriented, resourced, recorded, reviewable, 

robust... 

• T—Time-based or time-bound, time-lined, track-able... (Smart Goals Guide, n.d., 

para. 5) 

The SMART goals methodology promotes change by creating action plans. These 

action plans merge to form performance criteria. Consequently, the performance criteria 

measure a program’s outcome.  

Stakeholder management. Stakeholder management promotes change by 

engaging recipients of the change in the initiative.  The stakeholder management 

processes “identify the people, groups, or organizations that could impact or be impacted 

by the project, analyze stakeholder expectations and their impact on the project, and 

develop appropriate management strategies for engaging stakeholders in project decision 

and execution” (Project Management Institute, 2013a, p. 391).   Likewise, according to 

the Association for Project Management (n.d.), “stakeholder management is the 

systematic identification, analysis, planning and implementation of actions designed to 

engage with stakeholders” (para. 1). 
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 The first step in stakeholder management is identification of individuals or 

groups, internal and external, who could affect the project. Second, stakeholders’ needs 

and interests are analyzed to ascertain engagement approach. Third, stakeholders’ needs 

are discussed. Last, monitor stakeholder relationship and adjust accordingly “to maintain 

stakeholder commitment” (Project Management Institute, 2013a, p. 391). 

The four techniques to promote change—the PDCA cycle, the SWOT analysis, 

the SMART goals, and stakeholder management—may work collectively or separately to 

promote change. These techniques prepare leaders for transformation with a toolbox of 

change methodologies. Leadership skills underpin one’s ability to promote change.  

Leadership 

Tait’s (2008) research focused specifically on distance education leadership 

capacities. According to Tait (2008), distance education leaders should aspire to be 

transformational leaders with the capacity to “tell the truth with energy, develop alliances 

around the truths that emerge from that process; and put into action the plans that are 

made as a result of agreement” (Tait, 2008, p. 506). If these capacities do not exist, then 

leadership development is appropriate. Distance education leadership development 

should focus on three key pillars: “technology-supported learning; the political, social 

and educational environments; and values” (Tait, 2008, p. 508). Distance education 

leaders should know current technologies, competitors’ activities, national and 

international trends, and have an “understanding of the courage needed for leadership and 

the capacity to support others as well as oneself” (Tait, 2008, p. 509).  

Beaudoin’s (2015) digital change leadership research is comparable to Tait’s 

(2008) research. Beaudoin (2015) identified the following four leadership behaviors as 
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required for digital change: the “ability to accurately diagnose situations and devise 

strategies, [the] ability to create conditions for innovation via a transformative leadership 

style, [the] ability to maintain resilience and perspective in times of change, and [the] 

commitment to prepare the next generation of distance educators” (pp. 41–42). These 

behaviors are essential for the appointed transformational leader in the proposed solution. 

Bryman’s (2007) literature review identified 13 leadership behaviors associated 

with leadership effectiveness at higher education departmental level. Effective leaders 

have a clear strategic vision, prepare staff for vision, are considerate, are supportive, treat 

staff fairly, and allow staff to participate in decisions. In addition, effective leaders 

communicate the department’s direction, are role models, create a collaborative work 

environment, respect constituents, evaluate employees’ performance, assess workload, 

and appoint academic leaders.  

Similarly, higher education leadership researcher interviews conducted by 

Bryman (2007) revealed six effective leadership behaviors. According to Bryman’s 

findings, effective leaders have integrity, are trustworthy, support staff, collaborate with 

individuals, instill values, have a vision, and protect staff. Bryman’s (2007) findings align 

with Cawsey, Deszca, and Ingols’ (2012) change leader research. According to Cawsey 

et al. (2012), a change leader “inspires vision, has integrity and honesty, learns from 

others, is open to new ideas, takes risks, is adaptable and flexible, is creative, and uses 

power” (p. 266). A master change leader is a transformational leader. According to 

Robbins and Judge (2014), “Transformational leaders inspire followers to transcend their 

self-interests for the good of the organization and can have an extraordinary effect on 

their followers” (p. 188).  



DISTANCE EDUCATION  31 

A higher education leader is defined as one who anticipates future needs of 

constituents that include businesses, students, and government and develops programs 

accordingly. Hence, educational leaders create a strategic direction that shares the vision 

of constituents. Also, the educational leader galvanizes staff to accomplish the vision. 

This definition aligns with research conducted by Bryman (2007).  

Summary 

Public universities and colleges have experienced a decline in state 

appropriations. Therefore, public universities and colleges may explore distance 

education as a possible means of increasing income without raising tuition and fees. The 

literature review is strong in reasons for implementing a distance education program but 

weak in distance education’s ROI. This gap is an opportunity to research the viability of 

using distance education to recoup declining state appropriations in a Mid-Atlantic state. 

Distance education affords students residing anywhere in the world the opportunity to 

collaborate with instructors and students from afar. The ability to attract and retain 

students globally may compensate for declining state appropriations. Strategies governing 

implementation of a distance education program range from strategic growth to 

competition. These strategies amalgamate costs and benefits to measure ROI.  
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

The purpose of this phenomenological dissertation in practice study was to 

examine whether distance education would be a viable strategy to compensate for 

declining state appropriations at four-year public higher education institutions in a Mid-

Atlantic state. Since the 2008 Great Recession, public higher education institutions have 

seen a decline in state funding.  

Research Questions 

These research questions guided this qualitative study: 

Research question #1: What strategies govern a university’s decision to 

implement a distance education program? 

Research question #2: What factors are considered in determining the ROI for 

distance education programs? 

Research Design 

Research was conducted using a qualitative phenomenological study. A 

phenomenological approach was appropriate for this research to help explain “lived 

experiences of individuals about a phenomenon as described by participants” (Creswell, 

2014, p. 14). To create analyses, it is important to understand these common phenomenon 

experiences (Creswell, 2013). Iterative interviews, follow-up emails, data collection, and 

data analysis continued until data saturation occurred. 

Participants 

The research population was higher education institutions in a Mid-Atlantic state. 

However, because of population size, the research sample was public four-year higher 
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education institutions in the Mid-Atlantic state. Population is the larger group to be 

studied and sample is the population proxy. 

Six universities were contacted, and five agreed to participate. The sample 

included two urban universities, a land grant university, a university in the central region, 

a historically black college and university, and a university in the northern region of the 

Mid-Atlantic state. Emails and telephone numbers for each distance education program 

administrator were found through university websites. 

Data Collection Tools 

The initial contact with the six distance education program administrators was a 

telephone call. Each administrator received a follow-up email (see Appendix A). 

Embedded in the email, was a Qualtrics link with participation instructions, see Appendix 

A. When the administrator completed the Qualtrics form, Qualtrics notified the 

researcher. Once participation was confirmed, a face-to-face interview was scheduled 

with the distance education program administrator. Participants received a copy of the 

questions to prepare for the interview (see Appendix B). 

Virtual face-to-face interviews were conducted using Creighton University’s 

WebEx, BlueCafe, for its meeting recording feature. The recording feature assisted in 

documenting and translating the interview for validation. The audio recording was 

transcribed by TranscribeMe and validated by the researcher.  

 

Data Collection Procedures 

Data collection began with conducting interviews using WebEx. Upon completion 

of the interview, the audio was forwarded to TranscribeMe for transcription. When 
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notified of transcript completion, the researcher retrieved and reviewed the document for 

accuracy. The transcript was then forwarded to the participant for confirmation. The 

confirmation from the participant triggered data analysis. The data analysis adhered to 

Creswell’s (2014) recommended process. The data analysis was prepared by transcribing 

the interviews, scanning material, and arranging data based on source of evidence. Next, 

data were assessed to ascertain what the participants were saying and to verify credibility 

of information. Coding commenced for the third step; data were sorted into large pieces 

for identifying similar themes. Subsequently, codes and themes concerning entities 

emerged during step four. Step five determined how data would be displayed in the 

narrative. Lastly, the qualitative research was interpreted (Creswell, 2014). 

Step three, coding, can be complex; however, Tesch (1990) constructed the 

following process to facilitate coding for research: 

1. Read the first data document.   

2. Note the topic, not the content. 

3. Cluster topics and choose the best fitting name. 

4. Return to data and organize data based on cluster.   

5. Use descriptive words for topics.  

6. Alphabetize topics. 

7. Perform preliminary analysis on each category. 

8. Repeat as necessary.  (pp. 142-145) 

Tesch’s manual process was expedited by using NVivo Pro™ qualitative software. 

NVivo’s results were then validated manually.  
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Personal Biases 

The researcher’s personal biases were two-fold. The researcher’s perception of a 

holistic program could be tainted by having worked for over four years for a Mid-Atlantic 

public institution offering individual courses in a distance education program. 

Conversely, as an adjunct instructor for a for-profit online private university since 2005, 

the researcher remains cognizant of divergent funding constraints for public and for-

profit institutions. To control these biases, the researcher reported sincerely, reported 

multiple stances, and reported opposing findings (Creswell, 2014). The researcher kept a 

journal to self-reflect after each interview to control bias (Herr & Anderson, 2015). In 

addition, the researcher sought a third party to review research findings. 

Ethical Considerations 

The ethical considerations for this research included “safeguarding the rights and 

anonymity of human subjects used for research purposes” (Roberts, 2010, pp. 34–35). 

Participants must be assured confidentiality. Therefore, neither the participant name nor 

the university name was referenced; each participant and university was assigned a 

number. 

The Creighton University Institutional Review Board (IRB) Oversight protects 

human research subjects solicited to participate in research (Creighton University IRB 

Policy 127, n.d.). The researcher received approval from IRB for consideration before 

distance education administrators were contacted. See Appendix C for a copy of the IRB 

approval letter.  
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Summary 

Examining whether distance education would be a viable strategy to compensate 

for declining state appropriations in a Mid-Atlantic state will benefit both public and 

private institutions. The results of this qualitative phenomenological study will contribute 

to the field of distance education. The findings from this research might advance the 

distance education profession by providing lessons learned through the SWOT analysis. 

The researcher followed data collection procedures recommended by Creswell (2013, 

2014), Roberts (2010), and Tesch (1990) to conduct this study.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS 

Introduction 

This study examined whether distance education would be a viable strategy to 

compensate for declining state appropriations at four-year public higher education 

institutions in a Mid-Atlantic state. The purpose statement was the framework for which 

these research questions guided this study: 

Research question #1: What strategies govern a university’s decision to 

implement a distance education program? 

Research question #2: What factors are considered in determining the ROI for 

distance education programs? 

The research questions were the foundation for the presentation, analysis, and 

synthesis of the findings. Six four-year public institutions were selected out of 15 for 

diversity of location and mission. The researcher contacted six distance education 

program administrators and was granted five interviews. One individual did not return 

telephone calls or respond to emails. For participant anonymity, each university and 

distance education program administrator was assigned a number (see Table 1). 

In August and September of 2016, five distance education program administrators 

were interviewed in a Mid-Atlantic state using WebEx video conferencing software. To 

locate the contact information for each participant, each university’s website was 

researched using key words such as distance education, online education, and online 

learning. One distance education program’s website stood out from the rest concerning 

overall user experience. This program was later identified as the only distance education 

program with a positive ROI.  
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Participants shared information cautiously even though anonymity was assured. 

Before the interviews commenced, one participant wanted to affirm that no identifiable 

information would be reported. Another participant requested a copy of the approved IRB 

letter. 

 

Table 1 

Distance Education Program Administrators Interviewed 

University 
Number 

Distance Education 
Program 

Administrator 
Number 

Selection Criteria 

MAU01 DEPA01 urban university 

MAU02 DEPA02 land grant university 

MAU03 DEPA03 urban university 

MAU04 DEPA04 university located in central region 

MAU05 DEPA05 historically black college and university 
 

Presentation of the Findings 

The research questions and interview items are used in the presentation of 

findings to organize this study’s discoveries logically. Distance education program 

strategies and ROI factors underpin the research. These two coalesce to analyze and 

synthesize the findings. 

Distance Education Program Strategies  

To answer the first research question about strategies that govern decisions to 

implement a distance education program, the following six interview items were asked: 
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• What has been your role in the distance program?  

• How long has your distance education program been in existence? 

• Why did your university implement a distance education program? 

• What are the leadership challenges facing your institution’s distance 

education program? 

• What impact has distance education had on the university community? 

• What would you change about your distance education program and why? 

Role in distance education program. What has been your role in the distance 

education program? DEPA03 and DEPA01 were asked to assume the role of distance 

education program administrator on an interim basis. DEPA03 had been in the position 

since 2009 and DEPA01 since 2013. The interim grew into several years.  

DEPA02 developed the distance education program with the associate provost. 

DEPA02 was “involved in the strategic alignment, use case, and solution.” DEPA04 

resided in the provost office with no distance education program oversight; the distance 

education programs were 100% decentralized. DEPA04 said the programs were “run, 

funded, and resourced within each school.” Decentralized programs do not contribute to 

the holistic distance education enterprise program, limiting the curricula offered to a 

division’s area of expertise (Andrade, 2016). Unlike the other administrators, DEPA05 

was “the dean of the [MAU05] Online.” 

The distance education program administrator’s role was diverse. Emerging 

themes included (a) asked to assume role on interim basis, (b) assisted in development of 

program, (c) dean, and (d) no oversight. These themes represented the distance education 

program administrators’ purview.  
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Distance education program existence. How long has your distance education 

program been in existence? Sixty percent of these programs pre-date modern learning 

management systems, which launched in 1997 (Hill, 2016).  All the programs started 

before the 2008 Great Recession, as depicted in Table 2.  

 

Table 2 

Existence of Distance Education Program 

University Year Program Started Distance Education Program 

Administrator Comments 

MAU01 1998 Ph.D. program in health-related 

sciences started 1998 

MAU02 1983 At least since 1983 

MAU03 1994 Officially since 1994 

MAU04 1976 Close to 40 years 

MAU05 2007 Approved by SACS [Southern 

Association of Colleges and Schools] 

in 2007 

 
 

Distance education implementation. Why did your university implement a 

distance education program? The findings around this question raised themes that 

aligned with the national trends of access and programmatic needs.  

Four distance education program administrators, or 80% of the population, 
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revealed access was the primary reason for implementation. MAU04 was interested in 

reaching students in northern and eastern regions of the Mid-Atlantic state. MAU03’s 

implementation was governed by the Mid-Atlantic state legislators, who wanted graduate 

programs available statewide using the community college infrastructure. DEPA01 

suspects the underlying reason was to increase enrollment. However, during a state of the 

university address, the president of MAU01 said giving students access to opportunities 

was the reason. “The impetus for us to move forward with distance education really came 

from the faculty members,” according to DEPA05. Supporting a programmatic need is 

why MAU02 implemented a distance education program. As more students have access 

to distance education, the possibility of increased enrollment and consequently revenue 

may be possible.  

Leadership challenges. What are the leadership challenges facing your 

institution’s distance education program? This leadership item was composed to gauge 

leaders’ perception of distance education. Strategic direction, faculty buy-in, and 

technology buy-in were the most common leadership challenges identified. 

MAU03 is a traditional doctoral research university where faculty has strategic 

direction purview. DEPA03 defined a traditional doctoral university as an “institution 

with a shared faculty governance and faculty senate...You don’t just tell faculty what they 

are going to do; the faculty runs the institution.” This is a profound statement; faculty 

buy-in is essential to whether distance education would be a viable option to recoup 

declining state appropriations. DEPA03 said, “Challenges are how to provide flexibility 

that the nontraditional students want, within the confines of a fairly traditional 

environment like a doctoral research institution…people come to MAU03 with an 
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expectation that they're going to be doing some distance education.” MAU03’s 

challenges stemmed from the idiosyncrasies of a traditional university in which faculty 

are in control.  

The 100% decentralization of the MAU04 distance education program is a 

leadership challenge facing DEPA04. Performance metrics are preempted by the lack of 

commonality among programs or courses. DEPA04 stated, courses “might be for credit 

or not; they might be taught by MAU04 faculty or adjuncts. There is a wide diversity of 

what these programs entail without a central point to reference what is offered where.”  

MAU01’s distance education program lacks significant strategic direction, as 

DEPA01 explained: 

In less than 4 years, I'm on my third provost. And so, we've gotten different 

messages from the provost. We had a lot of support for the things that we were 

doing from the initial provost and the second provost. This provost, [the] current 

provost, seems to have some different ideas around online learning…this turnover 

in leadership is a huge problem, just because we can't to get aligned and stay 

consistently focused on the things that we need to do.  

MAU01’s leadership turmoil caused uncertainty in the distance education 

program. Frequent turnover in the number two university leadership position, provost, 

goes beyond the distance education program. Another challenge identified by DEPA01 

was distribution of distance education leadership. “Deans, department chairs [at MAU01] 

really have to take up some of that leadership role, and that's a real challenge to get them 

to buy in to commit and to bring their faculty on board as well,” stated DEPA01. To 

summarize, DEPA01 said, “For me, a lot has to do with how powers are arranged within 
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and across the university, and then how leadership is distributed around online learning 

specifically.” 

DEPA04 also added that MAU04’s biggest struggle “is by far faculty buy-in and 

then paying the faculty for their time. And they're used to teaching in a classroom. 

They're not used to teaching online…there's a whole learning curve.” DEPA05 had the 

same leadership challenge: “The Office of Distance Education does not have its own 

faculty. Thus, one of the challenges that we face is that our current faculty were not hired 

as online faculty. They were hired to teach face-to-face.” Faculty training is a continuous 

expense, impacting the program’s bottom line. DEPA04 suggested utilization of “open 

resources that are available, whether it's somebody on a YouTube channel uploading a 

video or a TED [Technology, Entertainment and Design] Talk or [a] MOOC from 

Harvard” to subsidize the distance education program. Faculty buy-in at MAU05 appears 

to be improving. Within the last 2 years, MAU05 has seen faculty members embrace 

distance education.  

The information technology infrastructure for distance education programs 

underpins seamless course delivery. Technology buy-in was identified as a leadership 

challenge for MAU02. DEPA02 stated, “Technology has become much more 

decentralized and that creates opportunities for broader and more flexible participation in 

distance learning, but it also exponentially increases points where problems can occur.” 

Faculty is required to teach as well as to diagnose software and hardware problems. 

DEPA02 noted the faculty’s “role in the technical realm has increased exponentially, and 

so the need to be able to facilitate and troubleshoot in a complex environment has 
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increased faculty development and training, and then ongoing certification and support of 

their capacity.” 

University community. The fifth interview item for research question one 

assessed the reaction to distance education by the academic community. When asked, 

what impact has distance education had on the university community, DEPA05 shared 

that distance education has provided “flexible opportunities that are affordable.” Distance 

education technology enables students from across the globe to partake in higher 

education courses, thereby possibly increasing revenue. Learning in a global classroom 

affords students an opportunity to study a subject and subliminally another culture. For 

MAU04, “International distance programs have been a great opportunity for residential 

students to interact with global students to learn more about different parts of the world.” 

However, students only need to look within the Mid-Atlantic state to share culture. 

DEPA03 said, distance education “has connected us throughout the Mid-Atlantic 

State…Forty percent of the university's population uses distance education in some 

way—the student population—20% are totally online. Another 20% do a mix of online 

and on campus.” 

Faculty distance education training has transferred to the traditional classroom, a 

theme that was communicated by DEPA03, DEPA01, and DEPA02. DEPA03 conveyed 

faculty’s expression that distance education training has “improved their teaching, not 

just in distance classes, but in face-to-face classes as well. There's been a lot of impacts; 

making the faculty more comfortable with the technology is certainly one of them.” 

Faculty’s comfort level with technology improves student engagement and perhaps 

retention, which may lead to increase revenue. “We do a lot of faculty development for 
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online learning. And one of the things we hear quite regularly is that the training that 

faculty receives for online learning helps them be better at just being an educator 

generally,” stated DEPA01. Comparable to DEPA03 and DEPA01, DEPA02 

communicated that faculty “who participate and gain skills necessary to deliver distance 

education effectively take those skills also back into the regular classroom, and so their 

hybrid strategies become more enriched.”  

Because of training, DEPA02 said “If we have a cancellation then those faculty 

who are already familiar with the platform can easily and on the fly, send out a notice 

with a hyperlink and say…. today, we're just going to meet in WebEx." Just conversing 

about distance education brings awareness to the topic, as DEPA01 hopes:  

MAU01 continues to have conversations about online learning. One of the 

impacts it will have is that it will cause people to rethink some of our policies and 

procedures around here and how we talk the language that we use…the very basic 

question—what even is online learning? So, those conversations, I think, can and 

should have a significant impact on how people think about really the entire 

enterprise of higher education. 

In addition to positive impacts, there are also negative impacts. DEPA02 

conveyed, “The legacy of the technology is that it's so heavy in each installation that your 

install has all the specialized equipment, and as the format ages even just moderately, its 

attractiveness wanes.” As technology depreciates, the need to upgrade hardware and 

software to maintain currency is inevitable, which may increase operating cost. Another 

insight provided by DEPA02 is the polarity of distance education. DEPA02 stated: 

People either think it's [distance education is] the answer to everything, or they 
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think it's the worst thing that ever happened. And only those who are sort of in the 

minority in the middle, realize that it can be either of those but usually at 

somewhere in the middle. 

Distance education program change. The final interview item for research 

question one focused on lessons learned. Lessons learned may help other universities in 

designing distance education programs. What would you change about your distance 

education program and why? DEPA03 and DEPA02 shared frustration concerning lack 

of program purview. DEPA03 conveyed the problem this way: 

The way that distance learning functions, it has none of its own faculty. The 

faculty all work for the colleges of the university, and the faculty and the 

departments of the university set the number of students that they will serve and 

the number of seats and sections that are available in a program. They set those, 

and I don't have any real control over those other than to try to interest them in 

growing their program. If I could change something, I would give the distance 

education operation some control over its own faculty. 

Along those same lines, DEPA02 replied, “I would change the planning and coordination 

process for every aspect of distance-learning delivery. So, by that, I mean the design of 

the courses, the preparation of the faculty, and the design and configuration of the 

environment.”  

Marketing and student support are also aspects of the distance education program 

administrators would change. Marketing attracts students, and student support may assist 

with retaining students, which equates to possible revenue. Vignare (2009) wrote, 

“Successful public and for-profit VUs [virtual universities] provide students with services 
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around the clock and offer flexibility as to when students begin courses” (p. 100). 

DEPA04 conveyed, “It would be great to have an audit of what is being offered where 

and by whom. Then looking at how those could be centrally support in regards to 

branding, quality, student services, marketing, and communication.” Incorporating 

distance education into every course is a vision of DEPA05. DEPA05 told MAU05, “All 

workshops should have an on-ground component and a virtual component… just a 

different way of thinking—and making sure that it is part of the initial process and not 

after the process.” DEPA01 would like to integrate on-campus and online student support 

services. “If I had my way,” said DEPA01, “the career services that we offer students 

here on campus shouldn't be any different than the ones that we offer online.” 

ROI Factors 

The following seven interview items were posed to answer the second research 

question, what factors are considered in determining the ROI for distance education 

programs.  

• What criteria are used to calculate your distance education program ROI? 

• Has your ROI been positive, flat, or negative over the past two years? 

• What costs impact your distance education program?  

• How does your university calculate in-state and out-of-state distance 

education tuition? 

• What percentage of the distance education program revenue is transferred to 

the university’s operating budget? Is the distance education program self-

sufficient? 
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• How many degree-granting distance education programs does your university 

offer? Are there any growth opportunities? 

• Which pedagogy does your distance education program use: asynchronous, 

synchronous, and/or blended? Why did you select this pedagogy? 

ROI criteria. What criteria are used to calculate your distance education 

program ROI was the first interview item for research question number two. As 

discovered in Chapter Two, no one ROI methodology exists. The ROI approach is 

contingent upon what is measured. DEPA04 stated, “These investments are determined at 

a school level. Administrators within the school would look at headcount required, 

anticipated costs, anticipated number of students, etc.” DEPA01 and DEPA02 do not 

have formal ROI processes. DEPA01 wrestles with calculating ROI for distance 

education programs: 

One of the real struggles is just simply getting courses coded properly…We 

[MAU01] charge an extra fee for an online course. So right now, it's $55 per 

credit, capped at no more than three credits a semester. So no student is paying 

more than $165 a semester for taking online courses. That revenue is counted. 

Revenue from online programs can be calculated, but we don't really have the 

right information systems and right protocols right now to tie it together, the 

revenue side with the effectiveness side to really make [ROI] kinds of analyses. 

DEPA02, like DEPA01, does not have a formal ROI methodology. “We don't do 

a formal [ROI] calculation…when we're making decisions about changes—we'll consider 

a number of different factors,” said DEPA02. To calculate ROI, DEPA02, 
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looks at number of courses taught per location…and then take[s] the ongoing 

replacement costs and life cycle of the equipment in the rooms and develop[s] a 

bit of a baseline for how much a room cost per year. And then add to that the 

person hours of support that go into technicians and other behind-the-scenes kinds 

of roles and then we can do just the back-of-the-envelope kind of calculation, and 

there are some that are just obvious. 

DEPA05 and DEPA03 acknowledged having an ROI methodology. DEPA05 

stated, “Every year I calculate the total number of students enrolled in the classes, the 

total number of fully online courses that we’re offering, and the increase in the number of 

faculty who are now interested in teaching online courses.” DEPA03 describes how “The 

different sorts of technologies...and the cost of those technologies in comparison to each 

other…are included. The cost per student versus the cost per student on campus is 

considered as well.”  

Consistency in ROI metrics increases the reliability of program performance 

results. With consistency comes ability-to-perform trend analyses, which can be used for 

continual program improvement.  

Positive, flat, or negative ROI. The second interview item for research question 

number two assessed the distance education program ROI results. Has your ROI been 

positive, flat, or negative over the past 2 years? Table 3 summarizes the ROI for each 

university.  

MAU04, MAU05, and MAU01 had an undetermined ROI. DEPA04 revealed, 

“I’m not sure since these decisions are being made at a school level and I’m at the 

provost level.” Similarly, DEPA05 stated, “We have not really broken that out based 
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upon the number of students that we serve…I'm not able to provide that data because we 

have not separated it out in a manner to compare online versus on-ground.” DEPA01 

conveyed, “We haven’t really calculated any kind of official [ROI] or any kind of 

metrics.” In contrast, MAU03 reported a positive ROI. Articulated DEPA03: 

It's been positive. Part of that is because we're landlocked here in Mid-Atlantic 

state. We can't grow as an on-campus institution. And the state would like us to 

serve as many Mid-Atlantic state residents as we possibly can. They want more 

educated Mid-Atlantic state residents. And so, the only way that this institution 

can respond is through distance education. And financially, it's not saving a lot of 

money in comparison to on-campus, but it is providing the institution the 

opportunity to grow and serve more people, and so in that case, the [ROI] is seen 

as a positive. 

DEPA02 reported a negative ROI, trending flat:  

We're right in the middle of a transition from negative to—I would say we're 

approaching flat, and that's primarily due to a shift in the proprietary 

hardware…and point technology in the rooms and more broadly considered web 

technologies like WebEx. I think that in order to actually improve our investment 

what we need to do now is to realize the benefits of the new technology by really 

beefing up the courses and the comfort levels of the faculty members and starting 

to see better outcomes in terms of student and faculty satisfaction and ideally even 

learning outcomes being improved. But, for now, we're in sort of a transition 

period where we're moving from the negative to more flat at this point. 
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The findings for this question were unexpected. ROI is used to assess a program’s 

existence. Public universities have a fiduciary responsibility to quantify a program’s 

existence.  

 

Table 3 

ROI Status 

University Positive Flat Negative Other 

MAU01    Undetermined 

MAU02   Negative (trending 

flat) 

 

MAU03 Positive    

MAU04    Undetermined 

MAU05    Undetermined 

 

Cost impact. The third interview item for the second research question evaluated 

distance education costs. What costs impact your distance education program? Human, 

technology, support services, course development, and facilities costs comprised program 

costs.  

DEPA01 emphasized that the implementation of quality online education is not 

cheap. DEPA01 stated, “A lot of policy makers are wrongly claiming that online 

education is cheaper or can be cheaper. I suppose it could be cheaper if you're willing to 
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put together really suspect low level courses and programs.” MAU01’s costs included 

faculty and technological infrastructure. MAU01 “spent a good deal of money 

incentivizing faculty to go to faculty development programs.” MAU01’s technological 

infrastructure costs included an “LMS [learning management system] to Google apps…to 

advanced technologies for videos and other media content that are used in online 

courses.”  

DEPA03 voiced similar costs as DEPA01:  

There's human cost, we have a lot of people that work in the distance-learning 

organization. There are technology costs, there are licenses, and software systems, 

and costs of supporting the faculty, and costs of supporting the staff, the buildings 

and facilities that we use, and the technologies external to our operation, the 

things that we have to secure and pay for to deliver our courses at a distance.  

MAU05’s costs included personnel, the learning management system, after-hours 

support, and proctoring services. MAU02’s costs aligned with those reported from 

MAU01, MAU03, and MAU05. In addition to costs revealed by the other distance 

education program administrators, DEPA02 specified instructional designers and 

technologists’ related costs.  

The distance education administrators raised several interesting points. Upfront 

and ongoing distance education program costs are not cheap. The answers underscored 

the need for ROI monitoring. See Figure 1 for distance education program costs’ 

summation.  
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Figure 1. Costs associated with distance education programs.  

 

In-state and out-of-state tuition. The fourth interview question was relevant to 

determine how revenue impacted a distance education program’s bottom line. How does 

your university calculate in-state and out-of-state distance education tuition?  

For two new programs, MAU02 used a flat tuition, which has resulted in 

increased enrollment, per DEPA02. DEPA02 anticipated that as the program expands 

internationally the flat rate would be strategically discussed. However, DEPA02 

conveyed, “From a tuition standpoint, most of the programs involved still have a 

differentiated tuition, in-state and out-of-state.” Like MAU02, MAU01 has special 

agreements with some programs to offer the same rate for in-state and out-of-state, but 
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those agreements are the exceptions. DEPA01 said, “Currently the rule is, just like face-

to-face programs, in-state students pay one tuition and out-of-state students pay another. 

That may change if we want to be able to recruit students from out of state.” MAU03’s 

distance education program tuition methodology is the outlier. “We have an interesting 

model here that the out-of-state distance education rate is very, very close to the in-state 

tuition rate. The out-of-state on-campus rate is much higher than either of those,” 

articulated DEPA03.  

Revenue and self-sufficiency. What percentage of the distance education 

program revenue is transferred to the university’s operating budget? Is the distance 

education program self-sufficient? This combination item was the fifth for the second 

research question and was asked to determine if revenue from the distance education 

program stayed in the division. 

DEPA01 revealed that MAU01’s distance education program was self-sufficient: 

[The] Entrepreneurial Program Tuition (EPT) agreement with the university 

allows us to work with departments and programs to create new online programs. 

Any time we create a new online program, the department gets to keep 70% of the 

revenue, and we get 30% of the revenue. It's entrepreneurial. It's supposed to 

incentivize departments to create online programs, and we only have a handful of 

those right now. But that traditional revenue—the 30% we get for new programs, 

allows us to be self-supporting. 

MAU02 also offered an incentivized enrollment program. DEPA02 shared: 

The Distance-Learning Enterprise Fund was established by the Mid-Atlantic State 

General Assembly…it authorized MAU02 to establish a self-supporting fund that 
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would account for the revenues and expenditures of eligible distance-learning 

classes for students at locations inside and outside the Mid-Atlantic State. It's 

really focused on developing internet based online courses certificate and entire 

degree programs primarily at the graduate level. And all eligible revenues in those 

programs then are calculated with a calculation that negotiates the debts of, at the 

onset of the program being approved, and it distributes revenue back through the 

program, and it entered this sort of incentivized enrollment program. 

In terms of how revenue is calculated for programs, ground and online programs 

for MAU05 are not differentiated. DEPA05 said, “No, the program is not self-sufficient. 

The way we operate is just like any other academic unit will operate, and that's because 

we are considered a support unit.” MAU03 was the only program with a positive ROI. 

No surprise that DEPA03 conveyed: 

The distance education program brings in a lot more money than it costs, but the 

money doesn't come to the distance education program; we're a service 

organization. The tuition comes in just like on-campus tuition and goes to the 

general fund, and then we're supported through a line item or through budget lines 

in academic affairs. We bring in about $45 million annually and we cost a little bit 

under $10 million. 

Distance education programs. How many degree-granting distance education 

programs does your university offer? Are there any growth opportunities? The sixth 

interview question is in two parts, with the intention of gathering the number of degrees 
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offered by each distance education program. The number of degree-granting distance 

education programs answers ranged from 14 to over 100, see Table 4.  

 

Table 4 

Number of Degree Programs 

University Number of Degree 

Programs 

Distance Education Program 

Administrators’ Comments 

MAU01 24 Twenty-four as online programs. 

MAU02 14 Fourteen is our current number of 

programs. 

MAU03 100+ We offer over 100 programs. 

MAU04 100 I believe we have around 100, but there 

isn’t a central list. 

MAU05 12 We have 12 fully online programs. 

 

Every university envisioned growth opportunities. Reputation was key, per 

DEPA0l: “The growth opportunities are where we have particular expertise. For example, 

[MAU01’s] School of the Arts is one of the top schools in the arts in the country. We've 

seen that we have an opportunity to capitalize on that.” Correspondingly, DEPA02 

articulated, “There are a couple of programs, particularly the Masters in Information 

Technology Program…it's ranked number two in the nation in terms of Masters in 

Information Technology programs and there’s a lot of potential for growth there.”  
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MAU04 is interested in global reach. “Our university has a focus on creating 

global citizens so there is a huge opportunity for creating content for our residential 

students studying abroad or working with programs that collaborate with students or 

faculty abroad,” stated DEPA04. MAU03’s growth is triggered by demand: “We 

regularly add new programs to our offerings, especially when there are new, in-demand 

sorts of things, like cybersecurity and big data that are really critical today.” DEPA05 

described growth as follows: 

Yes, there is definitely room for growth. However, for this fiscal year, we're 

working on quality for the courses and making sure that all the courses have been 

externally reviewed. We said, "Rather than concentrate on continuing to increase 

the number of online programs, we will revisit those programs where there are no 

students officially enrolled in those programs.” 

All universities reported growth opportunities. The ROI must be ascertained to monitor 

program profitability. Public higher education institutions answer to taxpayers.  

Pedagogy. Which pedagogy does your distance education program use: 

asynchronous, synchronous, and/or blended? Why did you select this pedagogy? 

Regarding research question two, the last interview item had two parts, both regarding 

possible pedagogical ROI. 

For the first half of this question, DEPA04 said, “The more expensive the 

program, the more synchronous the course with blended materials and on-location 

seminars.” DEPA01 shared, “It's all of the above. It's program-specific...we have 

advocated for a pretty distinctive approach to online learning, called Connected Learning, 
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and that's kind of framed a lot of our faculty development and a lot of our efforts.” 

MAU05 was innovative in its use of pedagogies. DEPA05 expressed it this way: 

I have one professor who's really doing what he called the "three-way." He's 

doing face-to-face, asynchronous, and synchronous all at the same time, because 

we've gone with Blackboard Collaborate Ultra. He meets the students in the 

classroom Monday, Wednesday, and Friday. That's the face-to-face. For anyone 

who cannot come on campus, they can log in using their Smart Phones 

synchronously, using Blackboard Collaborate Ultra. He also records all of his 

sessions for future playback—asynchronous. He's doing all three. It was just 

great. We're going to see how that is going to work, but has decided to do face-to-

face--it's a face-to-face class, though. He has decided to do face-to-face on-

ground, because that's the way it's advertised. For those individuals…who cannot 

make it to campus, they can stay home and join in synchronously. Then he's 

recording those sessions for that information to be used, to play back if they have 

questions. So, that's the asynchronous component. 

Stated DEPA02: 

I would say that it's definitely a mix in terms of MAU02 strategy, it's more 

programmatically focused where they're determining the process. Primarily I 

think that where these programs are delivered, there is a legacy of synchronous 

delivery that is still probably predominant. Now I say synchronous delivery, every 

one of these is going to be a hybrid program because much—there will be class 

meetings but then there are activities, group projects, and things that have to 

happen outside of those activities. So, but there's been a move and an emphasis 
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toward at the very least a hybrid format and the anticipation is that we'll be 

moving much more toward a wholly asynchronous online format, wherever 

possible. And the primary purpose for that is to offer increased flexibility to the 

students who are participating.  

The theme that resonated for the second half of this question, why did you select 

this pedagogy, was flexibility. See Table 5 for DEPAs’ specific reasons for selecting a 

pedagogy. 

 

Table 5 

Reason for Selecting Pedagogy  

University Reason for Selecting Pedagogy 
 

MAU01 We have a whole range of pedagogies being used 
here at MAU01 for online learning. It is program 
specific.  

MAU02 To offer increased flexibility to the students who are 
participating. . . I would say the primary motivation is 
to do a better job of meeting the students where they 
are with a more wholly asynchronous delivery. 

MAU03 There are some things that are much easier to do 
synchronously, and there are other things that are 
much easier to do asynchronously or more effectively 
done that way. 

MAU04 The different schools have different approaches and 
ownership for determining how they will provide 
content. 

MAU05 Students wanted asynchronous—to do it whatever 
time was convenient for them. 
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The Mid-Atlantic state universities are offering flexible educational solutions. 

This approach may increase enrollment by satisfying students’ demands. Satisfied 

students could possibly increase revenue through retention. 

Analysis and Synthesis of Findings 

To analyze and synthesize findings, a SWOT analysis was conducted to determine 

whether distance education would be a viable strategy to compensate for declining state 

appropriations at four-year public education institutions in a Mid-Atlantic state. In 

analyzing the viability of a business venture, strengths and weaknesses are internal 

factors, while opportunities and threats are external factors. Figure 2 is a graphical 

depiction of the SWOT analysis performed on the findings.  

Strengths 

Strengths combine to cement the distance education learner’s knowledge. Internal 

strengths underpin distance education programs and are beneficial to program success. 

Students want to attend class when it is convenient for them, not when it is convenient for 

the professor or university. The strengths identified were student demand and 

expectations, global reach, flexibility, and pedagogy. Each distance education program 

had at least two of the strengths identified. DEPA01 reported flexibility and pedagogy as 

strengths. Student demand and expectations and pedagogy were strengths recognized by  
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Supportive      Detrimental 

 

 
Figure 2. SWOT analysis. Used to determine whether distance education would be a 
viable strategy to compensate for declining state appropriations at four-year public higher 
education institutions in a Mid-Atlantic state. 
 
 

DEPA02. DEPA03’s strength responses were student demand and expectations, global 

reach, flexibility, and pedagogy. Global reach, flexibility, and pedagogy were strengths 

for MAU04, as identified by DEPA04. Student demand and expectations, flexibility¸ and 

pedagogy were conveyed by DEPA05.  

Weaknesses 

Weaknesses are internal challenges preventing the distance education program 

from achieving its full potential. No or limited program administrator purview, 

insufficient online faculty and student support, marketing, and lack of ROI were 

weaknesses discovered. DEPA04 reported no program oversight, while DEPA01, 

DEPA02, DEPA03, and DEPA05 reported limited purview. DEPA01 and DEPA04 had 

Strengths
-Student demand and expectations
-Global reach
-Flexibility
-Pedagogy

Weaknesses
-No or limited program administrator 
purview 
-Online faculty and student support
-Marketing 
-Lack of ROI

Opportunities
-Public-private university partnership
-Program recognition 

Threats
- No upfront planning

Is Distance Education a Viable 
Strategy for Declining State 

Appropriations?
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insufficient online faculty and or student support as well as marketing concerns. Only 

DEPA03, or 20% of the participants, reported a profit.  

Opportunities 

Public-private partnerships and program recognition were opportunities reported 

by DEPA04, and by DEPA01 and DEPA02, respectively. These opportunities supported 

the universities’ economic strength. Public-private partnership and program recognition 

have the potential to generate revenue.  

Threats 

No upfront planning could lead to missed opportunities. Distance education 

should not be an afterthought, according to DEPA05. Turnover in leadership has caused 

distance education strategic mayhem for DEPA01. These threats are external to the 

program but affect the program’s ability to achieve its full potential.  

Summary 

The purpose of this phenomenological dissertation in practice study was to 

examine whether distance education would be a viable strategy to compensate for 

declining state appropriations at four-year public higher education institutions in a Mid-

Atlantic state. Based on the research, the findings were inconclusive because the ROI for 

80% of participants was unsubstantiated. The identified weaknesses and threats were 

detrimental to the distance education program and outweighed the supportive strengths 

and opportunities.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Introduction 

Public higher education state appropriations have decreased since the 2008 Great 

Recession. Therefore, the dilemma is from where to recoup funding. Distance education 

at public universities in a Mid-Atlantic state was studied to determine the feasibility of 

offsetting state appropriations. The purpose of this chapter is to address the study’s aim 

with a proposed solution; implications for implementation; practical, research, and 

leadership implications; and conclusions.  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this phenomenological dissertation in practice study was to examine 

whether distance education would be a viable strategy to compensate for declining state 

appropriations at four-year public higher education institutions in a Mid-Atlantic state.  

Aim of the Study 

The aim of the study was to create a SWOT analysis to determine whether 

distance education would be a viable strategy to compensate for declining state 

appropriations at four-year public higher education institutions in a Mid-Atlantic state. 

Proposed Solution 

From the SWOT analysis in Chapter Four, it can be seen that distance education 

programs in the Mid-Atlantic state have supportive strengths and opportunities that 

require recognition and detrimental weaknesses and threats that need to be addressed for 

program prosperity. The proposed solution to fulfill the aim of this study is a leverage, 

eradicate, advance, and deflect (LEAD) framework developed by the researcher. The 

premise of the LEAD framework is to leverage distance education strengths, eradicate 
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distance education weaknesses, advance distance education opportunities, and deflect 

distance education threats to help solve the problem of declining state appropriations. The 

researcher was led to this recommendation because of the unsubstantiated distance 

education ROI for 80% of participants. Reconciliation of program cost and benefits is a 

major factor in determining whether distance education would be a viable strategy to 

compensate for declining state appropriations. The SWOT analysis is input into the 

LEAD framework, and the distance education program’s ROI assessment is the output.  

Leverage  

Universities may leverage strengths to strategically position the organization for 

future growth. Student demand and expectations, global reach, flexibility, and pedagogy 

were identified as distance education program strengths. Student demand and 

expectations were strengths for MAU02, MAU03, and MAU05. Global reach was a 

strength for MAU03 and MAU04. For MAU01, MAU03, MAU04, and MAU05, 

program flexibility was a strength. Pedagogy was a strength for all programs.  

Students are demanding and expecting distance education programs. Universities 

may leverage students’ academic requirement for distance education programs by 

offering diverse curricula, a solution that may increase matriculation and accordingly 

increase returns. Leveraging global reach enables students from anywhere in the world to 

study abroad without leaving their home country. WebEx and other technologies can 

bridge oceans and increase enrollment and potentially revenue. The flexibility of 

asynchronous and blended pedagogies accommodates students’ higher education and 

personal aspirations for an education-life balance.  
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Leveraging distance education strengths may promote program change. A 

biennial assessment of distance education program strengths ensures constituents’ 

requirements are continuously met. The two-year reassessment process transitions static 

distance education programs into dynamic constituent-centric distance education 

programs.  

Eradicate  

Eradication of weaknesses is important to the distance education program’s 

survival. Weaknesses should be monitored to prevent escalation to threats. Weaknesses to 

the distance education program success should be assessed monthly. Weaknesses 

included no or limited distance education program administrator purview as reported by 

all program administrators; lack of online faculty and student support and marketing, as 

reported by DEPA01 and DEPA04; and no positive ROI, which informed all programs 

except for MAU03. The most significant weakness is lack of ROI for four out of five 

participants. This statistic is alarming because there is no way to measure program 

profitability for 80% of the distance education programs in this Mid-Atlantic state. These 

weaknesses combined to form a causation for a new way of doing business. The current 

decentralization of the distance education programs garnered no program administration 

control. Therefore, a hybrid program administration is recommended.  

The hybrid approach affords the best of decentralized and centralized distance 

education administration. According to Eskey (2010), “Local control and personal 

engagement of decentralization must be blended with centralized services that are often 

more efficient, cost-effective, and liberating” (p. 1). In the hybrid model, departments 

work with the distance education administration office “to develop courses and the 
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distance education office hires faculty, with approval from departments, to teach the 

courses” (Andrade, 2016, p. 32).  

For the centralization portion of the hybrid model, distance education faculty and 

students receive the same level of support as ground faculty and students. Virtual 

orientation is one such example. With technological advancements (e.g. WebEx, Skype, 

Microsoft Lync, etc.), virtual face-to-face advising and technical support should be 

seamless.  

Advertising of courses and programs begets recognition. The distance education 

office works with the marketing department to develop marketing campaigns to increase 

distance education awareness, potentially increasing revenue. The distance education 

office monitors campaign performance.  

The centralization of the distance education budget affords oversight of 

expenditures and revenue, which in turn enables ROI calculation. To measure and review 

the distance education program ROI, the distance education program administrator may 

use the ROI Institute’s (2013) 10-step methodology discussed in Chapter Two. In 

addition to using the 10 steps, distance education administrators must hold more than the 

position title. The distance education administrator must have purview over program 

inputs and outputs for effective program governance. This purview must include holistic 

administration for eradication of this weakness.  

The program weaknesses are similar to quicksand. If not cemented, sand 

gradually pulls the program under until suffocated. The cement is eradication of the 

weakness.  
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Advance 

The Project Management Institute’s (2013b) “Standard for Program 

Management” suggested, “In long-running programs, it is important to establish a 

management process that leads to an increase in opportunities over time, using common 

innovative management methods” (p. 98). The Project Management Institute (2013b) 

recommends a “systematic engagement of project teams and stakeholders and budget for 

opportunity development may not only lead to improvements in projects but also to 

addition of projects or replacement with more effective ones” (p. 98). Programs could 

remain current through opportunities that are investments.  

Distance education program administrators should advance opportunities to 

increase revenue by first understanding their program’s ROI to assist with determining 

the profitability of initiatives. As identified by the SWOT analysis, DEPA04 identified 

public-private university partnerships and DEPA01 and DEPA02 identified program 

recognition as opportunities. Creating a consortium of in-state and out-of-state private 

and public universities in the Mid-Atlantic state increases student access and flexibility, 

and possibly revenue. Similarly, school recognition brands a program and increases 

competition for enrollment, engendering growth. To remain relevant, distance education 

programs must monitor opportunities as positive risks. Opportunity risks maximize the 

impact by “identifying, analyzing, reporting, and managing risks on a continuous basis” 

(Project Management Institute, 2013b, p. 99). Hence, opportunity is the gateway to future 

positive investments.  
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Deflect 

Deflection of threats could save a distance education program. The program 

manager should monitor risks (Project Management Institute, 2013b) to deter program 

misfortune. Threats are negative risks that may be monitored weekly to prevent program 

demise. No upfront planning, known as strategic planning, is a threat that could derail 

distance education programs; therefore, it should be deflected. As well as incorporating 

distance education into the strategic plan, universities should conscientiously try to fuse a 

distance education component into courses. Therefore, the distance education 

administrator should participate on the curriculum committee to ensure distance 

education is not an afterthought for new courses and programs, as reported by DEPA05.  

Threats warrant immediate action and should be taken seriously. As the word 

denotes, threats are serious and should be treated accordingly. Program threats, such as 

the provost revolving door as reported by DEPA01, have the potential to prevent positive 

ROIs.  

Support for the Solution 

To determine whether distance education is a viable option to compensate for 

declining state appropriations, one must know the program ROI. Therefore, identified 

strengths must be leveraged, weaknesses eradicated, opportunities advanced, and threats 

deflected. This solution is important not only to ascertain whether distance education is a 

viable option to compensate for declining state appropriations but also to benchmark 

program health. State-supported universities must allocate state appropriations prudently, 

a process that starts with knowing the ROI.  
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Factors and Stakeholders Related to the Solution 

As DEPA03 conveyed, faculty run the university. However, students have 

spoken, and they want distance education courses. Students, the university’s number one 

stakeholders, demand and expect flexibility. Factors related to the solution are policies, 

barriers, budgets, and change. 

Policies influencing proposed solution. Education agreements between public 

and private universities to create a consortium to share resources may influence the 

proposed solution. SACSCOC (2016), the higher education accrediting body for the Mid-

Atlantic state, requires notification prior to the implementation of such agreements. The 

required agreement is a substantive change and must follow polices as put forth by the 

Mid-Atlantic state’s governing body.  

Potential barriers to proposed solution. Resistance to this proposed solution 

will likely originate with faculty and department heads. The proposal might be 

interpreted as impeding one’s academic freedom. However, just the opposite is true. This 

proposal recommends that the distance education program administrator collaborate with 

departments to develop courses and obtain approval from departments before hiring 

adjuncts. 

Budget issues related to proposed solution. Given that 4 out of 5 participants 

could not discuss budget ROI, the proposed budget for the new solution must be robust. 

Therefore, to address budget issues related to the proposed solution’s technology and 

support, the university can seek enterprise solutions from vendors instead of procuring 
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costly per-student licenses. Other alternatives are to charge a per-credit technology fee 

and a pay-as-you-use cloud solution.  

Change theory. Goal-setting change theory is pertinent to the proposed solution. 

According to Cawsey et al. (2012), “Goal setting change involves defining gaps between 

where the organization is and where you want it to be, setting goals, taking action to 

reduce those gaps, and measuring the results to identify new gaps” (p. 54). The SWOT 

analysis on and the LEAD framework applied to the findings represent the gaps. Higher 

education institution must remain competitive. Hence, change is inevitable. A flat tuition 

rate, as was implemented by MAU02, levels the tuition field.  

Implementation of the Proposed Solution 

To implement the proposed solution, the university’s change leader should 

execute the PDCA cycle. PDCA is the basis for continuous improvement (Project 

Management Institute, 2013a). Continuous improvement is the foundation for program 

acclaim.  

Plan 

Plan what needs to be done to implement the proposed solution. The change 

leader will schedule a meeting with representatives from the offices of distance 

education, the provost, the registrar, the faculty senate, marketing, the bursar, the 

curriculum committee, information technology, and student government to create the 

charter and project schedule for proposed implementation. Tasks in the project schedule 

will include (a) signoff of requirements by the provost and distance education program 

administrator, (b) distance education organizational and financial reporting, (c) 

assessment of current technology by information technology, (d) assessment of cost to 
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implement by bursar, (e) curriculum committee assessment of SACSCOC change 

notification, (f) assessment of faculty and student support by faculty and student senates, 

(g) team discussion of universities to contact regarding participating in consortium, (h) 

marketing strategy recommendations by marketing representative, and (i) the ROI 

Institute’s 10-step methodology (ROI Institute, 2013, p.3). 

Do 

When executing a planned project schedule, start small. Start with implementation 

of the distance education organizational and financial reporting requirement to secure 

purview over program. The ability to calculate ROI is realized once program purview is 

established. Other tasks can be done in tandem using subcommittees.  

Check 

Check encompasses monitoring and controlling the implementation to ascertain if 

the goal was achieved. This process is iterative. The first check will be done on the 

implementation of the organizational and financial reporting change.  

Act 

If the first iteration succeeds, proceed to the next phase of implementation. If the 

first iteration is not successful, document the lessons learned and modify procedures 

accordingly. When successful, standardize the process.  

Factors and Stakeholders Related to the Implementation of the Solution 

Stakeholders should be engaged throughout the project. The Project Management 

Institute (2013a) recommends analyzing stakeholders early in the process, which includes 

stakeholder interest, expectations, and level of individual authority affecting program 

success. To this end, stakeholders identified in the project schedule should have authority 
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to make decisions. Department representatives should be managers or directors. In 

addition, stakeholders must understand the commitment required for implementation of 

the solution, which could span several months depending on availability of stakeholders. 

Stakeholder buy-in is critical to any initiative success.  Buy-in comprises obligation to 

goal, benefits, and outcome through implementation of solution and beyond. 

Leader’s role in implementing proposed solution. The lack of ROI is a serious 

basic management failure. Lack of ROI goes beyond the distance education 

administrator’s responsibility. The financial and academic officers share in the 

responsibility. Hence, each identified stakeholder is a leader. A leader impacts change, 

whether negatively or positively. However, one master change leader should manage the 

initiative overall.  

Before, during, and after implementation, the change leader, as described by 

Cawsey et al. (2012), must keep the organization informed of project progress, issues, 

and risks by overtly communicating. This can be accomplished with updates on 

university’s website, email blasts, and use of social media. Transparency is important to 

build confidence in the project success.  

Building support for the proposed solution. To build support for the proposed 

solution, the transformational leader should communicate the benefits of the solution to 

the University President and Board of Visitors. The SWOT analysis and the LEAD 

framework should be emphasized and evaluated for strategic plan fit. Change must come 

from the top; therefore, monthly meetings are essential.  

Global implications for the organization. Globalization enables organizations to 

be competitive worldwide (Cawsey et al., 2012). Education has no borders with distance 
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education. The global implications for the organization are increased enrollment because 

of the flat tuition rate, which increases revenue and recognition. Likewise, participation 

in a distance education consortium will bring global recognition to the Mid-Atlantic state 

and its universities. Educating globally also requires faculty and student support to be 

continuous. The ability to centrally track and report on programs stateside and abroad is 

critical for an ROI determination.  

Evaluation and Timeline for Implementation and Assessment 

The feasible timeline for implementation and assessment is 24 months; see Table 

6 for activities and duration. Implementation will occur in the following three iterations: 

organizational and financial reporting, flat-fee tuition, and public-private 

partnership/consortium. The assessment plan will use the SMART goals methodology. 

These assessments have been identified for the proposed solution: 

• Assessment 1: By 2018, the distance education program administrator will have 

purview over faculty hired to teach in the program. 

• Assessment 2: By 2018, the distance education program administrator will have 

direct access to financial information regarding the program to calculate ROI. 

• Assessment 3: By 2018, the distance education program will have a flat tuition 

rate. 

• Assessment 4: By 2018, the distance education program will participate in a 

public-private consortium.  

Note that the dates are arbitrary. See Figure 3 for assessment plan and performance 

measures. 
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Table 6 

Project Schedule/Timeline 

Activity Duration in Months 

Plan 

Appointment of transformational leader 1 

Kickoff meeting 1 

Gather requirements 1 

Signoff on requirements 1 

Technology Assessments 
 

Current technology hardware (network bandwidth) 

and software (learning management system and 

financial system) 1 

Organizational Assessments   

Cost to implement 1 

Flat tuition cost benefit analysis 1 

SACSCOC change notification process 1 

Faculty and student support 1 

Consortium participation 1 

Marketing strategy 1 

ROI Institute methodology 1 

Do 

Iteration 1: Organizational and financial reporting 2 

Iteration 2: Flat-fee tuition 2 
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Activity Duration in Months 

Iteration 3: Public-private partnership/consortium 2 

Check 

Create SMART performance measures 2 

Act 

Make any adjustments to plan and implement next 

iteration 2 

Contingency 2 

Total months 24 

 

 

Figure 3. Assessment plan and performance measures.  

 

 

 

•Performance Measure: number of distance 
education courses vs. number of adjunct hired by 
distance education office

ASSESSMENT 1:  By 2018, the distance 
education program administrator will 
have purview over faculty hired to teach 
in the program.

•Performance Measure: ability to calculate return 
on investment

ASSESSMENT 2:  By 2018, the distance 
education program administrator will 
have direct access to financial 
information regarding the program to 
calculate ROI. 

•Performance Measure:  financial system and 
catalog reflect flat tuition rate for distance 
education courses

ASSESSMENT 3: By 2018, the distance 
education program will have a flat tuition 
rate. 

•Performance Measures: 1)signed agreement 
between partner universities and 2) notification 
to SACSCOC of substantive change

ASSESSMENT 4: By 2018, the distance 
education program will participate in a 
public-private consortium. 
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Implications 

Practical Implications 

This investigation adds to distance education scholarly research by sharing 

lessons learned. The focus of this study was four-year public universities in a Mid-

Atlantic state, but this evidence-based research may apply to similar universities. This 

dissertation in practice contributed to the greater good of the distance education 

profession by documenting the voices and concerns of the distance education program 

administrators. In addition, the SWOT analysis and the LEAD framework contributed to 

the profession by sharing continuous improvement methodologies.  

Implications for Future Research 

Because 80% of participants’ ROI was inconclusive, more research must be 

undertaken before a conclusion can be reached that distance education is a viable option 

to compensate for declining state appropriations. The proposed solution to the problem is 

no panacea, but it is a start. For future research, a quantitative study is recommended for 

multistate participation. One could study ROI across different higher education 

institutions including public, private, two-year, and four-year. 

Implications for Leadership Theory and Practice 

Leadership is a responsibility that should not be taken lightly. Public leaders are 

accountable to constituents and have a fiduciary duty for program transparency. The 

majority of four-year institutions are moving into distance education without an 

understanding of ROI. Through the LEAD framework, distance education administrators 

could improve not only their funding gaps but also their ability to provide access to 

higher education to greater numbers. Beaudoin’s (2015) four required leadership 
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behaviors for digital change described in Chapter Two are essential for the appointed 

transformational leader in the proposed solution to possess. Leadership encompasses 

every aspect of the distance education program. One does not need the leadership title to 

be a leader.  

Summary of the Study 

Five distance education program administrators were interviewed for this 

phenomenological dissertation in practice study to ascertain whether distance education 

would be a viable strategy to compensate for declining state appropriations at four-year 

public higher education institutions in a Mid-Atlantic state. Four out of five participants 

did not have a viable ROI and three out of five were not measuring ROI. These statistics 

are disconcerting because state entities have a fiduciary responsibility to allocate state 

appropriations for sustainable programs. An ROI calculation can assist distance education 

program administrators with determining viable programs. 

The ROI was inconclusive for 80% of participants; therefore, no definitive answer 

was obtainable concerning distance education as a viable strategy to compensate for 

declining state appropriations as determined by the SWOT analysis. A LEAD framework 

was developed to leverage strengths, eradicate weaknesses, advance opportunities, and 

deflect threats identified during the SWOT analysis. The proposed solution addresses 

findings that will enable future studies to ascertain whether distance education is a viable 

option to recoup declining state appropriations.  
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Appendix A 

Request to Participate Email 

Examining distance education and declining state appropriations in a Mid-Atlantic state: 

A qualitative phenomenological study 

 
Dear Participant, 
 
I am a doctoral student attending Creighton University majoring in Interdisciplinary 
Leadership; my research interest is distance education. The following information is 
provided for you to decide whether you wish to participate in the study. You should 
be aware that you are free to decide not to participate or to withdraw at any time. 

The purpose of this phenomenological dissertation in practice study is to examine if 
distance education is a viable strategy to compensate for declining state appropriations 
at four-year public higher education institutions in a Mid-Atlantic state. The aim of 
this study is to create a strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats (SWOT) 
analysis to determine if distance education is a viable strategy to compensate for 
declining state appropriations in a Mid-Atlantic state. 

This study seeks to answer the following questions: (a) what strategies govern a 
university’s decision to implement a distance education program; and (b) what factors 
are considered in determining the ROI (ROI) for distance education programs. The 
interview will take approximately one hour and will be recorded. Neither your name 
nor the university’s name will be released in the dissertation. 

Please click on the following link https://creighton.qualtrics.com/Sample to sign your 
request to participate with full knowledge of the nature and purpose of the study and 
with knowledge that the interview will be recorded using web conferencing software. 
 
Thank you for Agreeing to Participate Email 

Thank you for agreeing to participate in this study. Please enter your name below and 
current date. Qualtrics (survey software) will notify me of your request and I will 
contact you to schedule a one-hour interview. Neither your name nor the university’s 
name will be released in the dissertation. 

Signature of Participant: Type your name 

 Date: 
  

https://creighton.qualtrics.com/Sample
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Appendix B 

Questions 

Date:       Location: 

Name of Participant:     Participant Title: 

Questions: 

What strategies govern a university’s decision to implement a distance education 
program? 

• What has been your role in the distance program? 
• How long has your distance education program been in existence? 
• Why did your university implement a distance education program? 
• What are the leadership challenges facing your institution’s distance 

education program? 
• What impact has distance education had on the university community? 
• What would you change about your distance education program and why? 
• What factors are considered in determining the return on investment (ROI) for 

distance education programs?  
What criteria are used to calculate your distance education program ROI? 

• Has your ROI been positive, flat, or negative over the past 2 years? 
• What costs impact your distance education program?  
• How does your university calculate in-state and out-of-state distance education 

tuition? 
• What percentage of the distance education program revenue is transferred to the 

university’s operating budget? Is the distance education program self-sufficient? 
• How many degree-granting distance education programs does your university 

offer? Are there any growth opportunities? 
• Which pedagogy does your distance education program use: asynchronous, 

synchronous, and/or blended? Why did you select this pedagogy? 
 
The questions will guide our discussion. However, answers to these questions 
may spawn other related questions. Neither your name nor the university’s 
name will be released in the dissertation. 
 
Thank you for agreeing to participate in this study. 
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Appendix C 
 

Institutional Review Board Approval 
    

Institutional Review Board 
2500 California Plaza • Omaha, Nebraska 

68178 phone: 402.280.2126 • fax: 
402.280.4766 • email: irb@creighton.edu 

  
DATE: August 1, 2016 
    
TO: Theresa Anderson 
FROM: Creighton University IRB-02 Social Behavioral 
    
PROJECT TITLE: [900041-1] Distance Education Gentrification for Declining 

State 
Appropriations at Public Institutions 

SUBMISSION TYPE: New Project 
    
ACTION: DETERMINATION OF EXEMPT STATUS 
DECISION DATE: August 1, 2016  
    
REVIEW CATEGORY: Exemption category # 2/3 
    
Thank you for your submission of New Project materials for this project. The following items 
were reviewed in this submission: 

• Consent Form - Request to Participate Email (UPDATED: 07/4/2016) 
• Creighton - IRB Application Form - Creighton - IRB Application Form (UPDATED: 

07/4/2016) 
• Other - References (UPDATED: 07/13/2016) 
• Other - Interview Questions (UPDATED: 07/13/2016) 
• Other - Thank you for Agreeing to Participate Email (UPDATED: 07/4/2016) 
• Other - 114.1B Application for Determination of Exempt Status Surveys (UPDATED: 

07/4/2016) 

This project has been determined to be exempt from Federal Policy for Protection of Human 
Subjects as per 45CFR46.101 (b) 2/3. 

All protocol amendments and changes are to be submitted to the IRB and may not be 
implemented until approved by the IRB. Please use the modification form when submitting 
changes. 

If you have any questions, please contact Christine Scheuring at 402-280-3364 or 
christinescheuring@creighton.edu. Please include your project title and reference number in all 
correspondence with this committee. 
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This letter has been electronically signed in accordance with all applicable regulations, and a copy is retained within Creighton 
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