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For busy training professionals who don't want

to put their higher education on hold, online

degrees provide a practical and legitimate solution.

BY HOLLY DOLEZALEK
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degrees

When Nancy Wendorf spoke at her graduation ceremony in December 2000, she
had just five minutes to tell about 27 years of waiting. Wendorf, a senior project
manager at Scottsdale, Ariz.-based General Dynamics Decision Systems, started
her MBA at age 21. But life soon intervened and Wendorf dropped out when a
major car accident put her out of commission. Then came marriage, kids and
juggling a career at Motorola—Tleaving very little time for school.

At age 48, she decided to make time for it and enrolled in the MBA/global
management program at the University of Phoenix. For the next two years, she
worked full time, helped her kids in the evening with their homework, and then
stayed up to do her own—sometimes until 3 a.m.

“I tried the ground schools,” says Wendorf. “I'm not saying they're bad, but for
someone who's trying to fit an accredited education into a busy life, online
schools are the way to go.”

More people like Wendorf are turning to online degree programs to continue
their education. They enroll at exclusively online universities like Jones Interna-
tional University, based in Englewood, Colo., or they sign up for online pro-
grams offered at traditional universities, like George Washington University in
Washington, D.C. Many of these students are in their late 30s or 40s and don’t
want to interrupt their families or careers. All are getting a different kind of
degree, taking classes from instructors they rarely see with students who may be
next door or in China.



For a student in an online degree program, a typi-
cal class day might involve logging on to a Web site to
hear a lecture that is delivered as streaming video or
posted as text. He or she might join a discussion with
other students, the instructor or both in a chat room,
or post answers to the instructor’s discussion ques-
tions. Students might complete assigned readings in
textbooks, turn in homework by e-mail, take an
Internet-based test, or work in small groups on proj-
ects or papers. Since many of them are working full
time, they research problems drawn from their jobs
for these projects.

“With each project, we collaborated across time
zones and coordinated who would finish and turn it
in,” says Wendorf, “I could be in South Africa on a
business trip, but as long as I had an Internet connec-
tion, I didn’t miss class.”

The Online Eduscape

Distance learning has been around a long time, but
in the last five years the Internet became its predomi-
nant mode of delivery. Today, most universities offer
online education of some sort, and many offer entire
degree programs online. Jones International Univer-
sity became the first online-only university to be
regionally accredited in 1999.

A list of programs and degrees available online
would be prohibitive, but to give an example of how
these programs have grown in recent years, consider
online MBA programs. There were only five online
MBA degrees available in 1989, according to Vicky

Phillips, CEO of Geteducated.com, an e-learning
consulting firm based in Essex Junction, Vt., but
today that number has risen to 95. And the opportu-
nities are available for training professionals, too.
Geteducated.com’s free report, “Best Distance Learn-
ing Graduate Schools: Education & Library Science
2003, lists 65 institutions that offer advanced degrees
in education, instructional design and other training-
related disciplines.

These online programs don’t threaten the tradi-
tional universities—at least, not yet. But some ana-
lysts think it’s only a matter of time before the ivy-
covered walls find themselves threatened by the
online onslaught. Last September, a study by Boston-
based Eduventures.com, a research and advisory firm
in the corporate, postsecondary, and pre-K-12 learn-
ing markets, estimated that about 350,000 students
are enrolled in online degree programs. That may not
sound like much, but that’s 2 percent of all students
enrolled in postsecondary education in the United
States—and the same study estimates that the market
for fully online degree programs is growing by 40
percent annually.

For all their convenience and flexibility, online
degrees are no walk in the park. The courses require a
similar amount of reading, research and work as tra-
ditional courses—but they also demand motivation
and self-discipline. “It requires a lot of time manage-
ment and sacrifice of other things you'd rather do,”
says Linda Proctor, a courseware development proj-
ect manager at Intel Corp., Santa Clara, Calif. Proctor

What To Ask

Online degrees programs are different from traditional campus-based programs, probably in more ways than you
know. If you want your money’s worth from an online degree program, researching sorme of the following issues will

give you a better idea of what you're getting into.
_ | First,a program must offer more than good course content and skilled instructors——it also must connect students fo those
* resources. When researching an online program, ask about its tech support. Will they help-you set up the software you need to participatein
online discussions and exercises? Will they be available quickly to help you troubleshoot when you're having problems?

Similarly, if you're not familiar with the technologies used, you probably won't know the etiquette for operating in them. How do you get an instructor's atten-
tion during a discussion in a chat room? How do you know when to respond to a post—and when not to? Make sure that the school offers training or mfmmatlon
about these kinds of concerns.

0f course, any reputable school will be accredited—-but be careful even when they are. Many schools say that they're accredited, but their accredltmg agencies
aren't recognized by the Department of Education. To be sure, call the department of higher education in the state where the school is located, or check the
Department of Education’s list of nationally recognized accrediting agencies, at www.ed.gov/offi ces/OPE/accreditation/natlagencies.html.

Know also that accreditation doesn't guarantee that a school can give you the education you want. Vicky Phillips, CEQ of Geteducated.com, suggests that two
factors make a big difference: dlass size and faculty standards. Find out whether the school you're considering limits its class 5|ze. Some don't limit class size, and
others operate with dasses as large as 50. “The limit should never be more than 20, and 15 is optimal,” Phillips says.

Ask about whether the school’s faculty receives training in how to conduct classes online. Of particular importance is response time. Faculty should be reqmred
10 respond to student questions and concerns within a set limit, and preferably within 48 hours or less,

Justin case, Phillips says, have an exit strateqy in place if you discover that the program just isn’t what you want, “Make sure you know when, hy law, they have

- togive you back your tuition if you request a refund,” Phillips says. —H.D.
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is pursuing a master’s of education in e-learning, cor-
porate training and knowledge management at Jones
International University.

Pamela Pease believes that students will be more
likely to succeed in an online environment if they
understand the kind of time commitment and work
that will be involved. “It’s a misperception that online
universities are easier,” says Pease, president of Jones
International University. “It might be more conven-
ient and flexible, but it's not easier. We're pretty
straightforward about how many hours per week our
courses require, but there are always those who have
to experience that for themselves.”

Statistically, students are less likely to complete a
distance learning degree than a traditional degree, says
Geteducated.com’s Phillips. “We're not a nation of
independent learners,” she says, although she concedes
that younger students might have different learning
styles. “Middle-aged learners are used to an atmos-
phere where shame and guilt motivate them to get
their work done, and when they don’t have that coer-
cive element, a lot of people don’t know how to struc-
ture their time or motivate themselves in learning.”

Phillips says it’s important to evaluate a number of
factors when considering an online degree pro-
gram—the first being your own success with inde-
pendent learning in the past. She recommends taking
one class before enrolling in a degree program.

“People should try it out first, and they shouldn’t
overcommit,” she says. “Once you're lost you can
waste a whole semester.”

Good Or Bad?

Online degrees are certainly convenient and flexible.
But are they as good as traditionally delivered
degrees? There’s no easy answer.

In the world of academia, online degree programs
have fought—and continue to fight—for respect. The
industry has always been plagued by fly-by-night
operations that charge customers a set amount for a
degree based on life experience but require no class
work or testing. These questionable enterprises gave
legitimate online degree programs a PR problem that
they’ve never managed to shake.

Still, many academics also question the validity of
the more established and legitimate programs. They
claim that no education is valid without face-to-face
classroom time. The debate meant that, for many
years, regional accreditation was out of reach for
online programs. (See “Accreditation,” below.)

But Thomas Russell thinks the debate is, well, aca-
demic. Russell, the director emeritus of North Car-
olina State University’s instructional telecommunica-
tions department, has collected more than 300
papers, articles and studies that suggest that distance
education generates similar learning outcomes to

et edltatlon

Atdaedi‘tatlon is the magicword when a school’s reputation and val:dsty arein question, But how do schuols earn accreditation?

'!here aresix! regmnal assoc:amns of schools and colleges, each named after the region they serve—Middle States, New England, North Centrai Nnrmwes!, Soulhern
'_Western The process followed by the Higher Learning Commission, which is associated with the North Central assodiation, is a typical accreditation process.
i -Thesmml or, cullege doesa self«study to determine its compliance with the commission’s criteria, and a team of educators from the commission visits the schuol
 Based on !he self»study, site visit and meetings with representatives of the sdmol Commission members decide whether to accredit the scheo!
. Theriteria the school must meet cover the following areas: - i
i |ssiun. The school must be a degreevgrantmg institution with a mission statement that declares it is an institution ef hlgher educatmn
i ﬁuthnrizatlon Legal docurnents miust confirm the school’s staius as puh!lc, notvfor~pref itor for—profn The school must have Iegal authunzailon to grant |ts
i degrees'and aperate asan |n5tnut|on of higher education. - /
o Gwemance' The school's governing board must have an executive officer and pubilc members who are autonomous from the admmlstratwn and ownershlp.
Faculty Instructors or professors must have degrees from acaredited institutions that are "apprapnate to the Jevel of instruction offered "‘ihe faculty must be 5|g
mﬁeantlyinvolved in deuelopmg and evaluating the: school’s programs, and a sufficient number of them have to be full- time employees,
i Edueatmnal programs: A school must confer 6egrees in programs that are operational, compatlble with the school’s mlssmn—-based on recognlzed ﬁe&ds nf
 study— and appmpnaeely narned in terms of length and content. The programs must also mclutle a general education reqwrement o
 Financas: Atleast e\.-ery zwo years, a school must have an external audit by a CPA. Its ﬁnanual resources must support
educatlcmal pmgrams and the school’s financial documents must demonstrate fiscal viability. il
Puhllc mfonmtmw The school's catalog or other official documents must include all pemnem mforma:mn mclud
ng accurate descrlpnons of educational programs, degree reqmremems and school puimes The school must dlsclose
ts accrednatmn status and mforrnauon aboutits finandal condition upon request. _ v
. Source: "Accredttatmn of H:gher Edurabon mstrmrmns An Gverwew The Hrgher leammg
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those from bricks-and-mortar institutions and has
turned them into a bibliography called The No Signif-
icant Difference Phenomenon (International Distance
Education Certification Center, 1999).

Russell maintains the bibliography on a Web site
(“The No Significant Difference Phenomenon”)
where he solicits other studies with similar results. He

“Basic research continues to say that taking courses online is

every bit as good, based on the examinations that are taken.”

— THOMAS RUSSELL, DIRECTOR EMERITUS, INSTRUCTIONAL

TELECOMMUNICATIONS, NORTH CAROLINA STATE UNIVERSITY, RALEIGH, N.C.

also maintains a mirror site called “The Significant
Difference Phenomenon,” which houses citations for
research that indicates that there is a significant differ-
ence between learner outcomes in online and tradi-
tional degree programs. Still, he says, “Basic research
continues to say that taking courses online is every bit
as good, based on the examinations that are taken.”

Russell points out that in the debate over whether
online education is as good as traditional education,
an important issue often gets lost—the impact of dif-
ferences in learners on learning outcomes. “It
depends on the conditions and who is the learner,” he
says. “There are some people who will perform better
taking a computer-based course than in the class-
room, while others would fail and probably would
have failed all along if they hadn’t been in the disci-
plined setting of a classroom.”

If the ivory towers still disparage Internet educa-
tion, corporations are less inclined to sneer. In Octo-
ber 2000, New York-based career content and services
provider Vault.com surveyed 239 HR professionals
for their opinions of online degrees. The study
vielded results that seemed troublesome for propo-
nents of online education—only 40.8 percent of the

respondents considered online graduate degrees as
credible as traditional graduate degrees, and 50 per-
cent said that online degrees aren’t as credible but are
still acceptable. Another 9.6 percent said that they're
neither credible nor acceptable.

But Geteducated.com’s Phillips says those numbers
don't tell the story. She argues that studies of opin-
ions about online degrees must ask more specific
questions than the Vault.com study to get a true read
on respondents’ opinions. “The issue is not whether a
degree is earned at a distance, but whether or not
they’re familiar with the name of the institution
granting the degree; the name takes precedence over
method,” says Phillips.

For example, she explains, respondents in studies
of opinions about online degrees will rate a degree
from Stanford the same whether it’s earned online or
on-campus, because they recognize the name of the
institution granting the degree. “That explains the
Vault study—they did not drill down,” she says. “That
study was dealing with people who are more familiar
with campus-based programs and believe that most
institutions offering online degrees aren’t real col-
leges. When they find out that real colleges and insti-
tutions are offering degrees online, they’re more will-
ing to accept the idea”

Corporations are too, and they express their
acceptance by paying for them. According to Brian
Mueller, CEO of the University of Phoenix Online
(UOP), 60 percent of the students enrolled at the
UQP get tuition reimbursement from their employ-
ers. General Dynamics’ Wendorf notes that Motorola
(General Dynamics acquired her division from
Motorola in 2000) paid for her whole course of study
at UOP. “Motorola would never have paid for it if it
hadn’t been accredited,” Wendorf says.

Corporate recruiters would be the first to hear if
online degrees were a liability in the workplace, but
David Brinkerhoff has encountered much less resist-
ance to online degrees than he expected. Brinkerhoff,

Some Handy References

For more information about your online
education prospects, take a look at
these resources:

Distance Learning Online for
Dummies (IDG Books Worldwide,
2000). Nancy Stevenson’s handy quide
has information about issues you might
face in pursuing an online degree. This
book explains how to pay for an online
degree, what it might cost, what technolo-
ay you'll need, how to organize your life to
support your learning and how to interact
in the virtual classroom. The book teaches
what questions to ask and how to get

30 MAY 2003 TRAINING

them answered. It's the one to read if
you're not sure what to expect from an
online degree program.

Bears’ Guide to Earning Degrees by
Distance Learning, 15" Ed, (Ten Speed
Press, 2003). This up-to-date guide
spends less time on the basics and more
time on where you can get which degrees.
If you've already decided to pursue an
online degree, this is the book for you. The
first section discusses the same kinds of
issues Stevenson raises, but the bulk of the
book is “The Schools,” a section that covers
accredited schools with degrees entirely by
distance learing, schools with short resi-

dency programs, and other schools, includ-
ing medical, law and naturopathic
schools. A subsection called "Degree Mills”
names offending institutions and discuss-
es the history and operation of degree
mills—and about lost diploma replace-
ment services that print fake diplomas
from legitimate universities,

Howstuffworks.com (www.comput-
er.howstuffworks.com/online-
degree.html) offers “How Online Degrees
Work” for those inclined to research on the
Internet. The information isn't as in-depth
as the books, but it includes good advice
and links to online universities, degree

programs, accreditation sites and related
HowStuffWorks articles.
Geteducated.com has a directory of
featured Internet universities, with sepa-
rate sections for graduate and professional
programs and for undergraduate pro-
grams. The site also has two guides you
can download for free, if you provide some
information about yourself: “Best Distance
Learning Graduate Schools, Business and
Management,” and "Best Distance
Learning Graduate Schools, Technology.”
There's also a free newsletter (the Virtual
University Gazette, at
www.geteducated.com/vugazhtm. —H.D.



the president of Abbott Smith, a Millbrook, N.Y.-based
recruiting firm, says that corporations are more concerned
with whether a degree is legitimate than with whether it’s
earned online.

“I’ve never had anyone say that they would prefer a candi-
date with a bricks-and-mortar degree,” he says. “If it’s
accredited by a major accrediting organization, who's to care
whether they got their degree in their pajamas at 4 a.m. or in
a classroom at 4 p.m.2”

Stacey Harris agrees that corporations are more concerned
with whether a degree is accredited than how it’s earned.
Harris, the curriculum program manager at Cleveland-
based Management Recruiters International (MRI), designs
training programs for MRI’s recruiters. “We don’t train them
to watch for online versus ‘regular’ degrees,” Harris says. “It’s
the same process for both—they have to call the college and
find out whether the degree itself is accredited.”

Harris points out that it’s getting harder to tell whether a
degree is online or on-campus. Most schools that offer both
make no distinction on transcripts between on-campus and
online degrees, and increasingly there is overlap between the
~ two methods. For example, the UOP offers online and on-
~ campus degrees, but it also has a program called FlexNet, a
combination of both campus and online instruction. Many
other online programs also require some face-to-face inter-
action. Meanwhile, many courses at traditional universities
are incorporating Internet-based interaction like online
chats and lectures posted online.

Still, Harris warns that many employers believe online pro-
grams are good at teaching research skills, collaboration and
theory—but not so good at providing hands-on experience
in the training field. “Employers have no issue with an online
degree if it’s obtained while working in the industry;” she
says. “Is a better choice for people who want to move up in
the field than for those who want to break into the field.”

In fact, online degree programs offer training professionals
some advantages over traditional university programs. Geted-
ucated.com’s Phillips suggests that because corporations
increasingly rely on online education for their own employ-
ees, training professionals might be doing themselves a favor
by choosing the online route for their higher education. “The
best way to learn how to use these technologies is not by read-
ing a book or listening to a lecture about them,” Phillips
explains. “You get a much better understanding of how these
technologies can and cannot be used—and how to implement
them—if your degree in the training field is earned online.”

In fact, especially for training professionals who work for
companies that have campuses or multiple locations, an
online degree program won't be that different from the work
world. Intel’s Proctor says that one of her courses required a
group project, which they completed via e-mail among a
group in different time zones. “It’s not that different from
what you find in real life, “ she explains, “especially when
you're working for a global company.” 1

Horry DOLEZALEK is the assistant editor for Training.
edit@trainingmag.com



