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Online learning has grown into an integral
element of higher education. No longer an
experimental novelty practiced by a handful
of tech-loving pioneers, digital classrooms
have enjoyed a steady surge in popularity for
their low cost and ease of access. But you
can't change the way people approach learning without permanently impacting a few
things along the way. Recent studies offer
plenty of insight when it comes to better
understanding how online and blended
courses influence the students enrolled in
them. And current trends and undertakings
might reveal some of the possible hamstrings
students might encounter — and, thankfully, some of their possible solutions.
As It Stands Now
According to the Sloan Consortium, more
than 6.7 million American college students
are currently enrolled in at least one online
course. This follows a steady increase from
previous years, and educators these days
generally look upon blended or wholly Internet-based classes favorably. Seventyseven percent reported that they believe that
the learning outcomes for such courses met
or exceeded those of the traditional inperson options. And when it comes to administrators, 69.1% say online education is a
major component of their future plans.

J ULY 1, 2013

The U.S. Department of Education's 2010
Evaluation of Online Learning unearthed
compelling reasons to keep providing digital classrooms. Like the Sloan Consortium after it, the organization noted that
students from online classes display the
same amount of competence as their
counterparts; however, they did not see
the same examples of them performing
above the stated objectives. Individuals
enrolled in blended courses merging
online and face-to-face educational strategies yielded the highest results of all.
These findings provide schools with more
evidence towards greater on-campus tech
integration.
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Because online education has proven itself
a viable alternative — if not outright replacement in some instances — to brickand-mortar institutions, it is now available
for military personnel and their qualified
dependents using the Post-9/11 GI Bill.
Even if they enroll in Internet-based degree programs, they receive a living stipend, just like their equivalents in more
traditional classrooms. Most online education options have, by and large, proven
themselves well worth the investment.
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The Cost of Going to Class
And with tuition at more traditional colleges and universities increasing, online
schooling might very well supplant face-to
-face in the coming years. College Board
findings noted that the published tuition
and fees for public, four-year schools "increased by 31% beyond the rate of inflation over the five years from 2002-03 to
2007-08, and by another 27% between
2007-08 and 2012-13."
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If these numbers continue to rise, the comparatively low
cost of online courses and programs might force more and
more students toward them. Education experts, investors
and innovators agree. Brick-and-mortar schools cannot
survive unless they become more affordable.
As The New York Times noted in 2008, gas prices also impact
the decision regarding which type of classroom students opt
to enter — digital or face-to-face. The same sentiment
holds true now, when the national average hovers around
$3.776 per gallon. So many economic factors influence the
sustainability of online education and most of them currently favoring its status as a permanent option.
Size Really Does Matter
Although they've been around since 2008, it wasn't until
2012 that massive open online courses (MOOCs) hit the
mainstream. Although these classes, with enrollment in
the hundreds of thousands, have made education more accessible for many students, they aren't without their downsides. The Sloan Consortium study discovered that despite
all the press and positivity levied towards MOOCs, most
professors and academics remain skeptical regarding their
efficacy.
And these concerns are not unfounded. While online classes' more "traditional" form typically engages and educates
on par with face-to-face learning, MOOCs still need some
maintenance to meet these standards. Ten percent of students (or fewer) enrolled in these courses complete them,
with 20% held up as a victory. Only 9.4% of American
schools plan to incorporate MOOCs into the curriculum
and just 2.6% have them already. It'll take some tweaking
and following through on these promises of democratizing
the learning process before more colleges and universities
embrace the relatively new approach.
The Physical Tolls of Online Learning
Because the structure of online courses places learners behind a computer or smartphone screen all day, concerns
unique to them arise — and require addressing. Research
may prove that pursuing an Internet-based class or degree
plan undeniably proves a fine academic undertaking. But
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that doesn't mean that potential issues should go ignored.
Face-to-face interaction is a necessity in social education,
and even advocates of online lessons believe the best programs need to account for this discrepancy. Sherry Turkle's
2011 book Alone Together analyzes how the rapid influx of
technology has dramatically altered human communication.
Digital spaces provide more conduits for connecting with
others than ever before in history, but the MIT professor
noted how they also promote more instances of loneliness
and inauthenticity.
Mental health isn't the only concern: optometrists worry
about the physiological side effects of spending too much
time on a computer. An estimated 50% to 90% of individuals behind the screen suffer from some degree of eye strain
as a direct result of their technology usage. For the ones
with astigmatism and other visual impairments, this means
even further damage over time. Computer Vision Syndrome could escalate and compromise ocular health if online
education entirely overtakes the traditional campus. At the
present moment, all enrollees can do is adjust their screen
settings and take regular breaks to give their eyes a rest.
How Things Can Get Better
"Learning needs to become more open, mobile, social and
analytical because today’s students — active learners —
demand it," says Stacey Fontenot, Vice President of Product
Marketing, Academic Platforms at Blackboard. Just because
there are concerns regarding online education doesn't mean
it needs to disappear altogether, especially since most of the
concerns have fixes in place or currently being developed.
"Engagement with the learning should always be the primary
focus (after the content itself), and that means dynamic,
participatory experiences," she continues. "The question
isn't whether education tools are physical or digital, but rather which tools are interactive and which ones are static.
Digital is not a requirement, but adaptive and flexible are …
The new education experience will be more consistent with
what teachers and learners have come to expect from current technology."
MOOCs are only about five years old, which means educators are still looking for comparatively solid strategies. It
stands to reason that more schools will warm to the idea of
online courses for hundreds of students once the pioneers
discern how to approach the inherent problems; some of the
solutions will come simply from trial and error. In Novem-
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ber 2012, the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation donated
more than $13 million toward 12 grants experimenting
with the MOOC format. Nine of these went to colleges
such as Georgia Institute of Technology (which partners
with provider Coursera) and University of Wisconsin
(which partners with Desire2Learn). All of these schools
and their associates plan to develop MOOCs in subjects
like English and math, tracking the positives and negatives
along the way.
Even beyond the generous Gates Foundation gifts, other
progress in the MOOC sector might reveal the tactics necessary to keep them from phasing out into just another
higher education fad. The MOOC2Degree initiative offers
free, professionally developed courses that participating
institutions accept for credit. Major MOOC provider
Udacity now proctors final exams for its Intro to Computer
Science course thanks to its relationship with Pearson.
University of Colorado accepts transfer credit for select
Udacity courses. All of these pushes might hopefully uncover a valid solution for the retention issues currently
inspiring skepticism and apathy. Improving MOOCs could
very well lead to spreading the perks of online classrooms
to even more students.
Another way to increase MOOCs' sustainability might involve incorporating more social media, blogs and
wikis. Pearson studies noted that 33.8% of higher education professionals now include at least one of these tools in
their curricula. Although wikis and blogs remain the most
popular media, all the aforementioned digital resources
increase student engagement and knowledge retention.
Both of these benefits might promote MOOCs as an attractive option in due time.
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Collaborative textbooks, sometimes in wiki format, open
up even more possibilities for greater learning opportunities.
These not only make education more accessible through
teamwork, but they often lower the cost of required reading
materials as well — if they don't eliminate them altogether.
One of the most show-stopping examples of an effective multimedia textbook is Smarthistory. Run by Khan Academy,
professional art historians and other approved contributors
lend their knowledge, photos and more to cover the entirety
of humanity's creative achievements in the visual arts and its
available for free. The Dynamic Textbook Project, presented
by University of California, Davis, provides an ever-changing
online academic environment where allowed participants
promote the STEM fields. Visitors receive a comprehensive
look at chemistry, biology, physics, geology and more at no
cost. Visitors who truly love these industries and have something to offer are encouraged to contribute to the overarching
body of work.
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Blackboard also embraces the push toward group efforts
with its upcoming xpLor initiative. Teachers upload course
materials, and their contemporaries or students (or both)
alter them as they see fit. Everyone enjoys a chance to contribute their own creativity and perspectives in a dynamic
environment, rather than merely downloading an assignment
and working straight from the instructions. Built-in copyrighting and Creative Commons tools allow educators to
share work for others to alter without worrying about plagiarism. "Versioning" help them keep track of changes without
requiring loads of documents. The xpLor initiative launches
in summer 2013.

Dr. Scott Miller
President
Bethany College

The socialization might bother some parents and educators,
but they don't need to worry. K12 Inc.'s 2009 study on the
subject, which focused on the comparatively more vulnerable
kindergarten through high school demographics rather than
higher ed, proved that students enrolled in full-time online
courses boasted social skills at or exceeding their mainstream
classroom counterparts. Just because their classes take place
on the Internet does not mean they completely disconnect
from kids their own age. While they foster many of their
communication and collaboration skills online, they do participate in field trips and extracurricular activities for face
time.

For many years, we have written on the vital role of boards
of trustees in hiring transformational, exceptional leaders
for college presidencies; it is those individuals who set the
leadership tone for the institution. Extraordinary times
require extraordinary leaders, and this is such a time in
higher education.

At the college level, Meetup.com groups based around online
courses are available for study groups, field trips and general
hangouts. Students hoping to collaborate face to face take
advantage of the site (Facebook as well) to organize a wide
variety of events, so they never have to fret over slipping into
antisocialism. MOOC leader Udacity tackled the problem
with its laudable Udacity Meetup efforts. More than 3,000
students in nearly 500 cities participate in the offline communities to share their love of collaborative learning beyond the
digital walls.
In the long term, online education seems destined to keep
traveling a positive path. Some aspects, particularly when it
comes to guarding against vision loss and building sustainable
MOOCs, still require some adjustment. But more studies
and more experiments will hopefully unveil more solutions.
For now, though, the overall student and professor reports
illustrate how things are and will probably continue to be
largely fine in the online learning classroom.

Marylouise Fennell, RSM
Principal
Hyatt-Fennell

To paraphrase T.S. Eliot, May is often the cruelest month
for college admissions offices. That’s when shortfalls in
projected enrollment become evident. On small campuses, even a slight decrease in yield can translate into layoffs
and cutbacks.

In addition, it is critical that college CEOs closely monitor
and encourage excellence in recruiting and retaining the
student body. Because enrollment is one of two important
revenue producers for any college or university (fundraising being the other), presidents cannot afford to take
their eyes off the ball for even a short time. Such continuous, focused attention on the admissions process is essential, especially as presidents seek to hire in the allimportant area of enrollment management.
Here are some pointers:
Hire the best and brightest.
Most successful leaders subscribe to the theory of hiring
superior individuals, and nowhere is this more critical than
in the appointments of the chief enrollment officer and
director of financial aid. Our research and historical perspective suggest that effective presidents surround themselves with the best, brightest and most productive people
in key leadership roles—especially in the vital area of student recruitment and retention.
Competition for enrollment during the last 10 years has
required a new level of sophistication; simultaneously,
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marketing trends have changed almost daily, and financial
aid challenges have become increasingly complex. Moreover, experienced enrollment practitioners point to rapidly
accelerating change due to advances in technology, particularly the widespread use of social media to recruit wellqualified students. Thus, what worked yesterday may not
work tomorrow, dictating that seasoned professionals from
a decade ago need to continuously invest in staff development to refresh their knowledge base and ensure best practice.
Seek focus in challenging times.
As we’ve noted, a sustained effort is vital in the enrollment
and student financial aid areas. The late W. Edwards Deming, world-renowned quality expert, admonished us to
create “constancy of purpose” or “aim” as part of any individual or organizational pursuit of continual improvement.
“We cannot program our GPS to a destination that does not
exist,” writes J. Gerald Suarez, a fellow at the University of
Maryland’s Center for Leadership, Innovation and Change.
Focus and what Suarez terms “the ability to rise above the
turbulence” are critical characteristics of successful enrollment managers and student financial aid officers as they
continually adapt to volatility in the marketplace.

while identifying areas for further program and personnel
development. After you’ve hired wisely, such consultation
on a regular basis will enable you to build on your success by
devoting appropriate resources to your enrollment program
and fostering staff development.
This spring, it was widely reported, more than 83 percent of
colleges and universities with enrollments under 4,000 will
experience an enrollment shortfall in their incoming classes.
By following these guidelines, your campus can minimize its
chances of being among them.
Dr. Scott D. Miller is President of the College and M.M. Cochran
Professor of Leadership Studies at Bethany College in West Virginia.
Now in his third college presidency, he has served as a CEO for 22
years. He is Chair of the Board of Directors of Academic Search, Inc.
Dr. Marylouise Fennell, RSM, a former president of Carlow University in Pittsburgh, PA, is senior counsel for the Council of Independent
Colleges (CIC) and principal of Hyatt Fennell, a Higher Education
Search Firm.
They have collaborated on nine books, including “President to President: Views on Technology in Higher Education (2008)” and
“Presidential Perspectives: Strategies to Address the Rising Cost of
Higher Education” (2012). They are regular columnists for “College
Planning and Management” and “Enrollment Manager.” Both serve
as consultants to college presidents and boards.

Hire an executive search firm.
Because the staff search process has become increasingly
sophisticated, and the stakes for success ever higher, we are
strong advocates for the retention of executive search firms
for top enrollment management posts. No longer can colleges place an advertisement and hope to land a sufficiently
deep talent pool. Seasoned recruiters will not only be costeffective, saving the institution time and money, but also
they will enlarge the candidate pool, identifying those who
might not otherwise apply. Moreover, executive search
firms can best perform “due diligence,” checking offresume references and thoroughly vetting both candidate
and institutional history—preventing costly turnover resulting from mistakes in hiring.
Seek outside counsel.
Equally important is the perspective of outside counsel
experienced in working with enrollment management professionals. Objective, outside counsel evaluates talent

E NCOURAGE S TUDENTS TO
S EEK R EPAYMENT O PTIONS
Andrew Jackson
Financial Counselor
Oak View Law Group

Some of the students who are drowning in the student loan
debt mire are the ones who have treated the loans as monopoly money. No loan can ever act like a grant and hence if
treated as a grant, students could be trapped in an impending
disaster. If you are working with students who have taken
out one or more student loans and they’re not able to make
the monthly payments, let them know there are debt consolidation options. Your students should consider securing debt
consolidation loans from the US Department of Education
that can combine multiple debts into a single monthly pay-
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helps people manage their budgets through free counseling.
http://www.ovlg.com/debt-consolidation

ment. There are a number of advantages:
Assessment of individual situation: When students approach the US Department of Education
for a direct debt consolidation loan, representatives will check each student’s current financial
state so that they know the reason behind an inability to repay.
Interest rates will be revised: Often high interest
rates contribute to an inability to make minimum
monthly payments. But fortunately, when you
take out the direct debt consolidation loan, the
interest rate can be lowered.
Extension of the repayment period: Sometimes
there are student loan debtors who aren’t looking
for a reduction in the interest rates but a reduction
in the monthly payments. For them, an extension
of the repayment term can mean a lot. The US
Department of Education can extend the term of
the loan so as to make the monthly payments affordable for the borrower.
Flexible repayment terms: The biggest benefit of
a direct debt consolidation loan is that they allow
students to repay a loan through the Income Based
Repayment Plan or the Income Contingent Repayment Plan. The government even allows them to
switch from one repayment plan to another according to their changing financial needs.
Boost credit score: As you know, student loans
can’t be discharged in bankruptcy. However, as
soon as timely payments begin to be made, students can see their credit scores increase with
time.
Take the initiative to help your students handle their education debt. Ensuring that your students graduate with the
knowledge of their options is an important first step.
Andrew Jackson is a financial counselor associated with Oak View
Law Group, APC for over 4 years. He analyses people’s financial
situations and advises on different debt relief options. He also
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The higher education landscape is rapidly changing. Despite the general acceptance of the concept of enrollment
management as an effective vehicle for understanding
admissions, financial aid and retention, many private colleges and universities have still not adopted the model.
Administrators should seriously consider implementing
the approach to deal with myriad challenges facing institutions. Consider the following:
Discount Rates Continue to Rise
The average discount rate reached 45% in 2011 which
means many schools are dealing with rates in excess of
50%. Enrollment management tactics can enable institutions to control and even reduce discount rates.
Federal Loan Interest Rates May Double
It is looking more likely that Congress is going to allow
interest rates on federal student loans to double. It is
going to be more difficult to sell the value of higher education as the costs continue to rise.
The Economy Has Not Completely Recovered
Median family incomes have declined and household net
worth has dropped and it will probably be years before
peaks reached over the last decade are realized again.
Admission Yield Rates Have Dropped
At many colleges and universities the yield rate from accepted applicant to enrolled student has gone down. This
means schools will need even more applications for admission just to maintain current recruitment objectives.
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Demographics
The number of high school graduates will continue to decline
and that, along with changes in ethnicity trends, will present
challenges.
MOOCS
Technology is providing students with options that could impact enrollment in traditional programs.
Retrenchment in State Financial Aid
The economy and budget cuts have resulted in many states
stagnating and even reducing their support for higher education in the form of state funded scholarships and grants. Colleges are being forced to decide whether or not to cover the
cuts for their students. Reductions in state funding diminish
the impact of federal student aid.
Regulation
Institutions can expect even more regulation from the federal
government. Congress is looking to control everything from
the content of award letters to consumer information. Colleges need to prepare for an environment where “return on
investment” becomes critical.
Pressure is Increasing to Be More Accountable
It is not only the federal government seeking more information and explanations. Chief enrollment officers are being
pressured by a number of internal and external constituent
groups for answers. Data-driven enrollment management
models enable administrators to explain application and yield
trends, challenges, institutional aid expenditure levels and
general outcomes.
Public Colleges and Universities Are Becoming
More Aggressive
Declining demographics, economic challenges and state budget cuts have made it much more difficult for public institutions to meet their revenue goals. Every year more public
schools are beginning to discount tuition. More public colleges and universities are adopting enrollment management
models to increase their competitiveness.
The bottom line is that enrollment management models facilitate informed decision-making. Informed decision-making
will equip administrators to meet current challenges.
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