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Introduction

How are academic programs selected for electronic delivery? What are the next hot areas for e-learning programming? Public higher education institutions are being urged to help develop a knowledgeable, skilled and creative workforce that will drive sustained economic growth and diversification. They are being asked to address specific workforce needs while continuing to provide academic excellence in traditional curricular areas. New e-learning programs are frequently self-funded and therefore, must be viewed as a business decision with inherent financial risks. 

E-learning program selection strategies and processes were researched.  Considerations included: institutional strategic plans or policy statements guiding e-learning programming; program selection criteria; and, decision-making tools. Case studies were used to evaluate strategies for identifying and selecting new e-learning programs. 

Background

The Kansas State University Institute for Academic Alliances (K-State IAA), www.ksu.edu/iaa, has worked with over 100 institutions of higher education in developing inter-institutional online academic programs.  Since 2000, the K-State IAA has helped institutions form partnerships and consortia for the purpose of offering high-need, high-demand, online academic programs. The programming strategies of several top U.S. engineering colleges including partners in the newly established Big 12 Engineering Consortium, www.Big12engg.org, were studied in order to help the Consortium establish a process for selecting new areas for inter-institutional online program development. These engineering strategies are generalizable to other disciplines.  This paper also includes descriptions of the program selection processes used by two other consortia: 1. Great Plains Interactive Distance Education Alliance (Great Plains IDEA) and 2. Agriculture Interactive Distance Education Alliance (Ag IDEA).

Program Selection

Strategies for identifying programs for electronic delivery have been characterized as management by wandering around, trial and error (Stone 2001), and the Lone Ranger (Bates, 2000).  According to A.W. Bates, “the predominant model for developing distributed learning at most institutions is the Lone Ranger, an individual faculty member, working alone or at best with a graduate student, to create his or her own online course materials, with little or no support from the institution as a whole.”  What are the alternative strategies for identifying academic programs for electronic delivery? Program selection processes observed in this study ranged from intuition and educated guesses to those utilizing extensive research, analysis, and discussion.   

The most appropriate program selection strategy seems to depend upon whether the scope is limited or broad-based in nature.  A limited scope occurs when a specific program is suggested based upon an understanding of a specific target market. A broad-based scope occurs when many program possibilities are under consideration.

Societal and workforce needs. The e-learning program selection process is a logical opportunity for higher education to address pressing societal and workforce needs. The legislators who fund higher education are judged by the strength of our economy. Legislators need higher education institutions to produce a knowledgeable and highly-skilled workforce that is competitive in a global marketplace.  Government agencies are desperate to link education systems and workforce development efforts. The Midwestern Higher Education Compact, the Council of State Governments and the Midwestern Governors Association (Hayter, 2007) recently co-sponsored state summits to establish education to workforce goals that address economic, social, political, and cultural contexts. Higher education governing and coordinating boards are establishing programs and policies that encourage institutions to help meet state workforce educational needs. Many boards have begun requiring market and workforce data in institutional requests to establish new programs.

Tools for assessing needs.  There are several tools for anticipating and assessing society’s educational needs, such as, forecasting, trend analysis, environmental scanning and market research. An example of a forecasting resource is the World Future Society’s top 10 forecasts (2007).  The Ohio Learning Network Task Force on the Future of Distance and e-Learning in Ohio used the following trend extrapolation futuring process:  1. identify baseline trends, 2.conduct environmental scans, 3.extrapolate key trends, 4.identify cause/effect relationships, 5.determine future opportunities and threats, and 6.prepare a forecast

(2004).

Best practice.  The University of Texas-Austin College of Engineering established a standing committee (the 2020 Committee) charged with monitoring global trends in economics, politics, science, technology and society, and with formulating new strategies and programs for the college of engineering to capitalize on these trends.  The committee consists of a chair with wide-ranging vision appointed by the dean, the associate dean for research, four faculty members, three foundation advisory committee members and two others.  Such a committee could implement an environmental scanning process that assigns a specific topic to each committee member who then filters various sources of information such as newspapers, magazines, trade publications, referred journals, etc. for information related to their assigned topic, keeping in mind potential impacts on engineering education.
Market research.  Higher education institutions may chose to conduct market research themselves or hire external researchers. A good place to begin is the U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics.  Another government resource concerning the international educational market is the U.S. Commercial Service. These types of data are useful, but stakeholder input is still key. Faculty, higher education administrators, target audiences, industry and public agencies are all possible stakeholders. Faculty interests, market demand, workforce needs, grants, and competitors are factors in program selection. Online surveys are frequently used to assess faculty interests, student interests, and employer demand.  

Program Selection Case Studies

Great Plains IDEA. The Great Plains IDEA is a consortium of 11 public universities in 11 states that partner to offer inter-institutional online academic programs. They offered eight online graduate programs during the 2007-08 academic year.  The Great Plains IDEA program selection process takes place within a narrow or limited scope – evaluating the feasibility of a specific program.  One member institution proposes the development of an online academic program in a specific area. If other member institutions appear to be interested, a faculty member or department head from the university proposing the program prepares a concept paper that includes evidence of the need for the program.  The concept paper is distributed to each partner university with an invitation for faculty to attend a face-to-face program planning meeting.  A faculty team, or virtual academic department, is formed and develops learning outcomes and a curriculum. Market research is often utilized to help guide program development. The faculty team prepares a business plan before the program is approved by the Great Plains IDEA Board of Directors. The faculty team also identifies the university providing each course, establishes a course schedule and develops a program assessment plan.   

Ag IDEA.  Alternatively, Ag IDEA began without a specific program in mind; therefore, program selection was guided by extensive research, analysis and discussion. The deans of four colleges of agriculture conducted a survey of agriculture industry professionals and their own faculty to determine the current and emerging educational needs of the agricultural workforce that could be met through an e-learning consortium.   Agriculture industry employers were asked about major employment opportunities, critical positions that were hard to fill, unmet education or professional development needs and emerging critical knowledge or skill needs.  Likewise, faculty were asked about their interest in teaching in an online academic program.  Based upon the survey responses and additional relevant documents, the deans selected four programs for further exploration.  Industry professionals and faculty experts in the four areas met face-to-face to discuss industry needs and program viability.  In 2008, one of those programs has been implemented, two are in development and one not been pursued; however, several others are in the works. 

Best practices.  Both Great Plains IDEA and Ag IDEA use the following criteria in program selection: 1. Demand is large and/or pressing, 2. Faculty want to teach in the program, 3. Department faculty colleagues and administrators support offering the program, and 4. Instinctively, it makes sense to offer the program.  

One of Texas Tech University College of Engineering’s strategic goals is to pursue targeted areas of opportunity by focusing limited faculty and funding resources in selected niche areas that exploit current or potential strengths and have a significant impact on the nation. 
Conclusions

The length of this paper did not permit the inclusion of all of the best practices in e-learning program selection that were discovered during this review.  Key is having a program selection strategy.  Secondly, the selection strategy should be based upon vision, mission, or goals statements.  Both narrow and broad-based program evaluation processes can be successful based upon the context.  Market research is a necessary tool in identifying and evaluating academic programs for electronic delivery.  Such research can also help provide the rationale and justification for approval and/or funding of new distance education programs.  
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