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INTRODUCTION

With the proliferation of online learning providers, and the challenges
presented by the distance education sector to state regulators and accred-
iting bodies, it is not surprising that “buyer beware” is the watchword for
students, institutions, and public agencies alike. In the current environ-
ment, organizations must demonstrate the quality of their services in
ways that are intelligible to potential students and their employers; faculty
and staff; regulators; and government agencies. The admirable attempts
to define quality standards and best practices for online education,
however, have done little to assuage the scepticism of representatives in
the academy who are more accustomed to face-to-face delivery, directed
to bounded communities. Fully addressing the roots of such scepticism
is beyond the scope of this paper; however, its presence informs much
of the technical discussion around quality assurance frameworks, in
higher education in general, and in online delivery in particular.
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Purveyors of online learning programs may be inclined to attribute
a lack of broad acceptance among their colleagues to the paradigm shift
that higher education has been undergoing in the past 15 years. In many
cases, however, it must be admitted that the potential of electronic deliv-
ery modes has not been fully realized in the implementation of online
courses. Some have suggested that these shortcomings are the result of
trying to replicate the classroom environment, instead of maximizing
the new configurations of knowing and community formation possible
in an interactive online environment (Schank, cited in Caudron, 2001).
Others have traced some of the potentials and limitations of online
education to issues resident in the founding principles of distance
education (Larreamendy-Joerns & Leinhart, 2006).

Finding appropriate comparators for the efficacy of any particular
mode of delivery is difficult when the broader questions of quality assur-
ance in higher education are far from settled. The spectrum ranges from
detailed critiques of the regulatory burdens and dubious outcomes of
quality assurance audits in Australia (Reid, 2005) and England (Harvey,
2005) on one end, to the accreditation debates spawned by the Spellings
Commission in the United States on the other (Zemsky, 2007). An exami-
nation of definitional issues points to a long-standing conflict in values
between business modelling and public services. It is important to
acknowledge these tensions fully before turning to the more technical,
but admittedly value-laden, exercise of reviewing the standards proposed
by different quality assurance agencies.

After a discussion of the contexts of quality assurance activities in
higher education in general, and of the competing paradigms high-
lighted by online learning, this chapter examines quality standards that
have been proposed for the delivery of online instruction in four differ-
entjurisdictions. The full range of state licensing, voluntary accreditation,
and market-driven seals of approval reveals tensions between externally
driven compliance and internally driven improvements. Although the
regulatory frameworks for quality assurance vary dramatically in Australia,
England, Canada, and the United States, there is still enough common
ground to establish some general characteristics for a scholarly approach
to online teaching and learning. At a basic level, the characteristics of
quality educational delivery demonstrated in these frameworks include
providing clear statements of educational goals; sustaining the institu-
tional commitment to support learners; and engaging in a collaborative
process of discovery; which contributes to improving the teaching and
learning environment.
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Another area of commonality is the fact that, while self-review can
be a key component for any of the frameworks, to a large degree they
are being driven by external concerns. Changes in the sources and levels
of funding, the rise of an international market, and the ever-present
concern over “rogue operators” have challenged higher education insti-
tutions and their state regulators alike. These issues, in turn, have
spawned an international dialogue around accreditation processes and
guidelines for the transnational — or cross-border — delivery of higher
education made viable through web-based technologies (UNESCO/
OECD, 2005). While the articulation of standards may propose base
levels of operational integrity, the rhetoric of most regulatory bodies and
accrediting agencies suggests much more than minimal compliance.

On a wider level, each of the projects seeking to establish quality
standards for online education appears to aim at inculcating a set of
values that prizes management by measurement. A confluence of what
might be considered “best practices” is mixed in with suggestions for
regulatory minimums in a number of these statements of standards. In
the past decade, the process of measurement has gained greater com-
plexity, with the various iterations of e-learning benchmarking projects
undertaken in New Zealand (Marshall, 2006), Australia (Bridgland &
Goodacre, 2005), and England (Morrison, Mayes & Gule, 2006). A con-
sistent area of contention, the degree to which quality assurance activities
can or should be targeted to outcomes, as opposed to internal processes,
is addressed in a separate section. Recognizing that the terms quality and
online education are burdened with assumptions enough to create their
own problematic is a necessary prelude to what follows.

DEFINITIONAL ISSUES

The greatest challenge for trying to define quality in any product or
service is that quality remains a relative experience, realized in large
part through an individual’s level of expectation. Since quality necessarily
rests in the eye of the beholder, at first glance, systems developed around
the concept must necessarily be exercises in systematic subjectivity. In
higher education, quality is a construct

relative to the unique perspectives and interpretations of different
stakeholder groups (students, alumni, faculty, administrators,
parents, oversight boards, employers, state legislatures, local
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governing bodies, accrediting associations, transfer institutions,
and the general public). (Cleary, 2001, p. 20)

It follows, therefore, that the effectiveness of any quality improve-
ment activities will be as much a function of the ability to foster agreement
around common goals as of any substantive input or process adjustments
attempted by an institution. Fostering agreement, however, is much more
difficult when the term quality is burdened with the legacy of failed
management fads.

In many circles, quality is understood as shorthand for Total
Quality Management (TQM) or its close cousin, Continuous Quality
Improvement (CQI). Some may believe that these fads peaked and
retreated in the last century (Birnbaum, 2001). However, recent model-
ing (Widrick, Mergen & Grant, 2002), and examples of the pursuit, by
individual institutions, of the Malcolm Baldridge Awards (Spahn, 2000)
or ISO9000 recognition suggest that TQM still has a foothold in higher
education, in spite of the problems posed by the fact that its language
carries a corporate flavour (Banta & Associates, 2002). The Sloan
Consortium “Quality Framework” explicitly references CQI in its aims
to “establish benchmarks and standards for quality” for asynchronous
learning networks (Moore, 2005. p.1). The pressure to apply manage-
ment techniques to higher education came from a perceived crisis in
confidence with post-secondary systems, and from the growth of state-
sponsored accountability systems.

For supporters, it “has long been understood in organizations
that when you want to improve something, you first must measure it”
(Widrick, Mergen, & Grant, 2002, p. 130). But measurement systems are
about much more than the technical specifications of various indicators
— they are about control. The first iteration of TQM/CGI provoked a
debate about its social as well as technical implications, and demon-
strated the “disconnect between the philosophy of the management
process and the purposes of the institution[s] for which it was being
proposed” (Birnbaum, 2001, p.107). The engineering (or re-engineering)
of systems designed to guarantee that manufacturing processes would
meet technical specifications seems to imply a uniformity that may not
be possible, or even desirable, in the dynamic and heterogeneous envi-
ronment of higher education. The International Standards Organization
(ISO) makes clear the central principle of the pursuit of quality: to
establish processes that will maximize service to customers. To many
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within the academy, the “learner as consumer/information as commodity”
world presupposed by the business model of higher education remains
antithetical to independent scholarship in pursuit of the advancement
of knowledge (Bok, 2003).

Traditionally, universities achieved quality in intellectual endeav-
ours through the professionalism of academics, the principles of scholar-
ship, and the rigours of peer review; they gained standing in society by
communicating those standards to political and social elites. More
recently, massification, diversity, and cuts to funding, along with a wider
political movement to demonstrate efficiency and responsiveness, have
spawned different conceptions of accountability (Brennan & Shah,
2000). The attempt to lift the meaning of quality education to something
beyond short-term fiscal efficiencies and taxpayer benefits is a matter of
trying to regain some of the ground lost in previous decades. It is also
an encounter with what has been represented as a paradigm shift in
higher education, highlighted by the advent of online education.

It must also be admitted at the outset that, with the shift to mobile
wireless technologies, “online” education may well appear to be out-
moded shorthand for computer or web-enabled activities. The term has
appeal, however, since it carries the sense of a linked community of
learners. It still resonates of bounded communities with the possibilities
of transformative experiences, rather than the sporadic or strictly utili-
tarian viewing of information on screens. It has been suggested that
online learning is best conceptualized as “an environment that inte-
grates collaboration, communication, and engaging content with spe-
cific group and independent learning activities and tasks” (Sims, Dobbs,
& Hand, 2002, p. 138). More particularly, the ability of students to
engage in “asynchronous interactive learning activities” has been
described as the “signature characteristic of this technology” (Phipps
& Mertisotis, 2000, p. 6). The importance of the flexibility inherent in
asynchronous activities challenges the assumption that emulating the
classroom constitutes best practice in online teaching and learning
environments. However, the degree to which technology has driven, or
simply enabled, the paradigm shift in higher education, is debatable.
Whether their adherents have overstated the changes that have taken
place as a result of web-enabled learning technologies is another
question worthy of consideration.
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PARADIGM SHIFT

Although there had been many examples of applications of computer
technology in classrooms for at least a decade before 1995, Michael
Dolence and Donald Norris have been credited with issuing a wake-up
call for higher education administrators. In Transforming Higher Education,
Dolence and Norris (1995) purport to offer ways for colleges and uni-
versities to survive the transition from the Industrial Age to the Age of
Information. Even though their vision for the future has not been real-
ized on a wide scale, many of the conceptual juxtapositions they offer
have gained currency in higher education. These juxtapositions include
a shift from episodic access to clusters of instructional resources, to
integrated perpetual learning, with a separation of teaching and certi-
fication of mastery, and a re-conceptualized role for faculty — from
deliverers of content to mentors and facilitators of learning. The most
pervasive of these changes is the shift from a provider focus to a learner
focus, with its suggestions for mass customization through individualized
learning systems.

Elaborations on this theme indicate that the capabilities of the
Internet have overturned “the traditional roles of the college or university
as the leading (1) research source and knowledge creator, (2) archivist
and gateway to knowledge, (3) disseminator of advanced knowledge, and
(4) referee and evaluator of truth” (Quinn, 2001, p. 32). If the produc-
tion and dissemination of knowledge are no longer the restricted purview
of higher education, the roles of post-secondary institutions in the world-
wide network are increasingly vulnerable. Students and faculty alike need
to be more open and to promote capacities to analyze, interrelate, and
communicate about facts gleaned from network-based knowledge.

The traditional quality measures associated with accreditation or
state-administered quality assurance frameworks do not match this new
climate of teaching and learning. One of the most common measures,
“seat time” does not translate to an online or even a blended environ-
ment. Even when adapted to an online environment, other common
measures rely on inputs (averages of entering students; number of stu-
dents; qualifications of instructors; systems development) or outputs
(numbers completing courses; satisfaction ratings by students and
alumni; revenue generated from tuition, intellectual property, or com-
mercial partnerships), but lack in measures to address the fundamental
integrity of the online learning environment.
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Wallace Pond (2002) summarizes some of the old and new para-
digms for accreditation and quality assurance as follows. The old
paradigm measures could be characterized as teacher-institution-centred,
centralized, hegemonistic, “one-size-fits-all,” closed “us versus them,”
quantitative, prescriptive, time-as-constant with learning-as-variable,
teacher-credentialed, consolidated experience, regional/national, static,
single-delivery mode, process, infrastructure. In contrast, the new para-
digm measures can be seen as learner-centred, local, deferential, tailored,
open, collaborative, qualitative, flexible, learning-as-constant with time-
as-variable, teacher-skilled, aggregated experience, international/global,
dynamic, distributed-delivery model, outcomes, services (Pond, 2002).
The degree to which these measures might apply is discussed the next
section, but they do not address some of the other questions generated
by the university’s entry into online course delivery.

The first questions must ask the degree to which online learning
environments have delivered, or can deliver on, their promises. The
greater access afforded through web-based delivery systems has been
one of the key advantages cited by observers of the technological trans-
formation in higher education. Whether depicted as an advantage in
developing greater economies of scale for delivery systems or in amelio-
rating social inequalities, broader access has been lauded as a key feature
of the new paradigm. Electronic learning systems, however, are not always
as billed. Academic leaders doubt the faculty’s acceptance of the legiti-
macy of online education (Allen & Seaman, 2006). Potential employers
also remain doubtful (Adams & DeFleur, 2006). Despite student-focused
rhetoric, the administrative momentum for distance delivery can over-
whelm the voices of mature students who may not be as confident with
technologies, and of younger students with expressed preferences for
face-to-face instructional contact (Arthur, Beecher, Elliot, & Newman,
2006). Some faculty doubt that the necessary social integration, particu-
larly needed to improve the success of first-generation students, can be
provided in a distributed environment (Allen, 2006). Another caution
rests in the comparative completion rates between online and classroom
delivery. If intended economic and social transformations are to be real-
ized, access must be examined at more than just the point of entry.

The promise that economies of scale will make education more
affordable is perhaps even less persuasive to most academics. That “pro-
prietary institutions are likely to enter the market by contracting with
the best professors to provide video-based courses with exclusive rights
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to their distribution and use” was a vision of higher education in the
1990s (Hooker, 1997, p. 8). Obviously, the proponents of such models
have missed the significance of interactive technologies. Providing more
efficient delivery of “lectures by famous faculty” would recreate in cyber-
space the “world of the passive listener and single speaker that has
marked much of what passes for higher education” (Lairson, 1999,
p- 188). Despite the growing popularity of pod-casting on campuses,
making the doubtful system of mass lectures more efficient does not
appear to be much of an advancement over the correspondence school’s
traditional course-in-a-box. Another tension emanates from the fact that
the bulk of what is delivered in the online environment consists of dis-
crete training modules directed to particular job skills or competencies.
While there seems to be slippage between what is articulated in the realm
of learning outcomes (the skills we expect graduates to demonstrate)
and our expectations around the values associated with the liberal arts,
it is fair to say that higher education aims should be broader than the
goals of the corporate training sector.

Critics such as David Noble (2001) present almost apocalyptic
views on the incursion of educational technologies into the classroom.
The Web’s “dark side” is depicted as the “rapidly growing trend of uni-
versity corporatism” and the exploitation of knowledge workers (Kompf,
2001). Challenges from the for-profit sector, the influence of corporate
training agendas, and “the ‘rush to serve’ different clienteles”are
described as jeopardizing the position of the post-secondary sector as
the “source of objective analysis of the society in which it exists” (Crow,
2000, p. 2). Acting as the conscience of civil society speaks to a much
broader purpose than meeting the immediate training needs of corpora-
tions. If this ideal is taken seriously, then one should expect that faculty
would lead the debate from a perspective broader than their own
protectionist instincts.

An alternative vision of democratic ideals in the digital age would
have education enabling “people to learn about, with, and beyond tech-
nology” to open the “doors of economic, educational, and personal
empowerment” (Milliron & Miles, 2000, p. 61). However, the reconcep-
tualization of higher education should be done by —not to — the academy.
Establishing the terms through which to assess online education should
not be left to either the marketplace or to self-perpetuating bureaucracies.
Taking back some of the momentum will be a challenge, since the articu-
lation of regulator standards and consumer focused best practices are
well underway. Attempts to transform codes of practice into benchmarking
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tools, which may provide frameworks more compatible to academic
traditions of self-reflection and collegial review, have inherited many
elements from these early efforts but are, as yet, largely unproven.

STANDARDS FROM FOUR JURISDICTIONS

The formulation of quality assurance systems for online education, while
most frequently regulated at a regional or national level, has in recent
years been driven by international developments. The global reach of
the Internet and the lack of ways to regulate transnational commercial
activities allow fraudulent operators to spring up. One possible approach
is to promote consumer education through online directories or con-
sortiums. Another possibility is free-lance course reviews from former
students, similar to the book reviews found on the sites of online book-
sellers such as Amazon.com (Carnevale, 2000). This possibility was echoed
in the findings of the symposium sponsored by the Pew Charitable Trust,
which observed deficits in consumer-focused information, especially at
the course level (Twigg, 2001). Student dialogues in facebook.com and the
growth of sites like ratemyprofessor.com, along with the development of
“viral marketing” campaigns, all point to the demand for information.
Not surprisingly, the appetite is not large for allowing the marketplace
to determine outcomes in a wide-open, for-profit model. Simply stated,
it does not seem either ethical or efficient to leave students to bear the
full risks for product testing various online-education ventures.

In the past two decades, there has been a marked increase in the
size and influence of the cadre of higher-education, quality-assurance
technologists working directly for government or in semi-autonomous
agencies. Various quality assurance agencies are engaging in international
discussions aimed toward at least equitable, if not reciprocal, recogni-
tion of accreditation processes. For example, the potential of harmo-
nizing systems of higher education in Europe under the Bologna
Declaration (European Ministers of Education, 1999) provided impetus
for commission-supported projects sponsored by the European Quality
Observatory (see http:/www.eqo.info) and its parent organization, the
European Foundation for Quality in e-Learning (EFQUEL). These proj-
ects include advocating for a federated approach to establish a European
Quality Mark, to address an obvious “lack of credibility” with potential
consumers of e-learning (EFQUEL, 2007, p.1). The UNESCO/OECD
joint statement on cross-border delivery is another example of the
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intentions for international cooperation that would reduce the potential
for abuses left open by regulatory gaps (UNESCO/OECD, 2005). Even
with these international aspirations, however, the regulation of higher
education, like the selection processes of most potential students, is a
much more localized matter.

Responses from national and local quality assurance interests have
varied. Some of the differences rest in the degree to which state-sponsored
quality-auditing procedures have become entrenched in the past decade;
others reflect the suspicions or traditions associated with distance educa-
tion in general. The elaborate state licensing approach has been depicted
as excessive and a sign of the erosion of the autonomy of higher educa-
tion. To some, these measures demonstrate the drive to “harness the
universities to perceived economic priorities” (Greatrix, 2001, p.12). In
that light, it is interesting that the criteria of the state licensing agency
have largely subsumed standards first developed for a peer review model
of accreditation. In other locales, it appears that efforts have been made
to use quality assurance standards to inform “buyer’s guides.”

The legislative and accountability frameworks for universities in
Australia are confounded by the federal governance structure and the
changes in funding sources. Under the Australian constitution, education
is a matter within the jurisdiction of the states/territories, but the uni-
versities established through their own state’s enabling legislation are
directly funded by the Commonwealth (DEST, 2002a, p.5). The split in
legislative authority and oversight, and the increase in non-governmental
sources of revenues provided an impetus for the joint Ministerial Council
on Education, Employment, Training and Youth Affairs to endorse
protocols for state approval processes and to establish the Australian
Universities Quality Agency, with the power to audit universities over a
five-year cycle, using institutional self-assessment and visits from expert
panels. The rationale for the development of the national system was
explicitly framed in terms of competitive challenges, domestic and inter-
national, and of policies that have encouraged the universities to “align
themselves more closely with industry needs” (DETYA, 2000, p.1). Under
the revised regime, creditable quality assurance systems, providing evi-
dence of the quality of service and skills of graduates, were explicitly
intended to make the universities more attractive to business investors.
The systems include national qualification frameworks to communicate
expected standards for each level of postsecondary achievement.

The use of the term “university” in Australia is restricted by state
or territorial legislation, and in order to be “self-accrediting,” universities
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must demonstrate that they have appropriate quality assurance proce-
dures in place. Within this framework, “universities are expected to
engage in a pro-active, rigorous and ongoing process of planning and
self-assessment which will enable them to ensure the quality outcomes
expected by their students and the wider community” (DETYA, 2000,
p-17). The Australian government policy framework has been presented
as a marketing tool to address the advantages that global competitors
enjoy by having “centralised, separate, and highly visible” bodies respon-
sible for quality assurance (Vidovich, 2001, p. 258). Yet only two years
after the Australian Universities Quality Agency was established, a more
broadly framed review of the higher education system was initiated.
Concerns expressed about the quality assurance system included “too
much emphasis on institutional quality assurance and not enough on
learning outcomes,” and deficits in both the presentation and form of
data (DEST, 2002b, p. ix-x). Concerns raised about e-learning initiatives
included the introduction of a new range of costs, along with what appear
to be the standard questions of “equity of access, cost-effectiveness, the
quality of courses, the impact on learning outcomes and the impact on
academic work” (DEST 2002b, p. 6). The results of these consultations
and the intentions to simultaneously increase diversity in the range of
recognized providers and improve the clarity and effectiveness of
standards have met with mixed reviews (King, 2006; Nunan, 2005).

The selected examples of quality assurance frameworks from the
United Kingdom centre on open and distance learning, with e-learning
issues as acknowledged variables within a spectrum of delivery mecha-
nisms. Three different external approaches to assessing the offerings
by individual institutions include licensing procedures under the aus-
pices of a government agency, a voluntary accreditation association,
and a scheme for certification through quality marks. Again, much of
the drive to enhance quality assurance schemes has been presented in
the context of potential regional and global competition. Each of these
examples also demonstrate ongoing tensions between external regula-
tory approaches and internal aspirations for improvement. It should
be noted that the full network of subject-based auditing includes bench-
mark information linked to the national frameworks for higher
education qualifications.

It has been suggested that the Quality Assurance Framework in
the United Kingdom is not just comprehensive; it is “the most complex
anywhere in the world” (Brown, 2000, p.335). The Quality Assurance
Agency for Higher Education (QAA) was incorporated in 1997, with the
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aim of reducing some of the reporting burdens created by a combination
of external assessments by funding agencies and quality assurance pro-
cesses driven by peer review. Its mission is to “promote public confidence
that the quality of provision and standards of awards in higher education
are being safeguarded and enhanced” (QAA, 2000, p.1). While the
purpose of reviews has remained the same, the 2004 revision of the
handbook describes the features of academic review as

e a focus on the students’ learning experience;

e peer review;

e flexibility of process to minimise disruption to the college;

e a process conducted in an atmosphere of mutual trust; the review-
ers do not normally expect to find areas for improvement that
the college has not identified in the self-evaluation;

e an emphasis on the maintenance and enhancement of academic
standards and the engagement with the academic infrastructure;

e use of self-evaluation as the key document; this should have a
reflective and evaluative focus;

e an onus on the college to provide all relevant information; any
material identified in the self-evaluation should be readily avail-
able to reviewers; and

e evidence-based judgements. (QAA, 2004b, p. 3)

While the less proscriptive tone of these statements would seem
to signal more recognition for the expertise of academic institutions, it
may not appease the vocal critiques of the “audit culture” (Shore &
Wright, 2000).

Initiated in 1998 through 2001 with revisions starting in 2004,
the QAA also developed Codes of Practice for ten areas: post-graduate
research programs; collaborative provision and flexible and distributed
learning (including e-learning); students with disabilities; external exam-
ining; assessment of students; program approval, monitoring and review;
career education, information and guidance; placement learning;
recruitment; and admissions (QAA, n.d.a). The first iteration of the
guidelines for distance learning included five system design elements,
six elements for academic standards, program design and approval,
three on the management of delivery, one on student development and
support, three on student communication and representation, and five
on student assessment. The main thrust of the original guidelines for
distance learning was the integration between distance delivery and the
general quality standards for teaching and learning activities expressed
in the other codes of practice. The 2004 revision to the code of practice
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encompasses what were deemed to be good practices for a wide variation
of delivery options which in “general do not require the student to
attend particular classes or events at particular times and particular
locations (QAA, 2004a, p. 3).

The QAA distance learning guidelines reference the work of the
voluntary accreditation association in the United Kingdom’s distance
education sector, citing the Open and Distance Learning Quality Council
(ODLQC) standards. The ODLQC (2005) accreditation standards, first
established in 1999, revised in 2000, and again in 2005, are organized
in six sections: outcomes (9 standards); resources (4 standards); support
(7 standards); selling (9 standards); providers (10 standards); and col-
laborative provision (5 standards). While the detailed accreditation stan-
dards tilt toward institutional and process issues, the quality council also
produced a succinct Buyers Guide to Distance Learning, listing questions
that prospective students should ask of providers and of themselves. The
list of questions on courses begins, “Can you look at the course first? Is
the course right for you? How much support does it offer? Is there face-
to-face training? Can you talk to former students? Have previous learners
been successful? Can you compare courses?” The outcomes questions
are, “What do you want to achieve? Is this the right qualification? Will
there be an exam at the end? Are there restrictions?” The cost questions
are, “How much will it cost? Is financial support available? When can
you get your money back? Finally, for quality, “Is the provider indepen-
dently inspected/accredited?” This last element carries a warning about
other quality marks or schemes like ISO which “may suggest that the
distance learning provision is of good quality, but do not guarantee it”
(ODLQC, 2003, p.1). The statement points to the competitive nature
of the quality assurance agencies and the presence of alternate quality
markers, like those advocated by the British Association for Open
Learning (BAOL), that explicitly reference the European Foundation
for Quality Management (BAOL, 2002). The momentum behind such
projects appears to be shifting, however, with amalgamation of BAOL
and the Forum for Technology in Training into the British Learning
Association (BLA, 2005).

With such an array of quality assurance prospects, it is noteworthy
that in their study of “borderless education,” higher education agencies
in the UK have acknowledged that public accountability arrangements
and elements of the credentialing or qualification schemes have been
challenged by developments in for-profit, virtual, and corporate provid-
ers in the domestic and international higher education market. They
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propose that the quality frameworks addressing these developments
would include

currency and security of qualifications; audit of the system for
design and approval of curricula or appropriate learning con-
tracts; an internationally recognized system of educational credit;
licensing of staff; security of assessment; adequate and accurate
public information about learning opportunities; approved guid-
ance and complaints systems for learners; transparent quality
management processes for each agent in the educational supply
chain; access to learning resources assured by the provider; and
publication of guidance relevant to different modes of provision.
(CVCP, 2000, p. 30)

It has also been suggested that the thinking on quality assurance
will have to shift dramatically, from external compliance-based approaches
toward comparative benchmarking and mutual recognition arrange-
ments for international quality standards. Attempts to integrate an array
of international standards have been made in other jurisdictions.

In Canada, the responsibility for education rests at the provincial,
not the national, level. Each province has its own quality assurance frame-
work or approach to determining whether post-secondary programs are
eligible for student funding or to receive public money. The degree to
which a province might regulate, or even provide, subsidies to private
or for-profit educational institutions varies widely. It is fitting, then, that
the Canadian example of quality guidelines originates with a private
corporation sponsored by community and government-funded agencies
(Barker, 2002a).

The Canadian Recommended e-Learning Guidelines (Barker, 2002a)
bill themselves as “consumer-oriented, consensus-based, comprehensive,
futuristic, distinctively Canadian, adaptable, and flexible.” The latter
feature admits that “not all guidelines will apply to all circumstances”
(p- 2). This qualification is only realistic, as the list is exhaustive. The
138 recommendations are organized into three distinct sections: Quality
Outcomes from e-Learning Products and Services, that includes 15 items
related to how students acquire content skills, knowledge, and learning
skills; Quality Processes and Practices, that includes 20 items on the
management of students and the delivery and management of learning,
using appropriate technologies; and Quality Inputs and Resources, that
includes the remaining 103 items, which range through intended



The Quality Dilemma in Online Education Revisited 319

learning outcomes, curriculum content, teaching and learning materials,
product and service information, learning technologies, technical design,
personnel, learning resources, comprehensive courses packages, routine
evaluation, program plans and budgets, and advertising, recruitment,
and admissions information. A more succinct adaptation issued under
the same initiative is the Consumer’s Guide to e-Learning (Barker, 2002b),
which structures 34 questions into basic, discerning, and detailed levels.
These questions are paraphrased in Tables 1 to 3 of Appendix A to allow
for comparison with the other frameworks, but the instructions to
consumers provided with the Consumer’s Guide are more telling.

Before you sign up for an e-learning course or program, you are
to ask yourself:

e What is my purpose for taking this course? Do I know what I want
or need to learn?

e Do I need a credit or certificate when I finish . . . or do I just want
to know more?

e How much can I afford to spend? How much time can I invest?

e What hardware and software do I have, and is it enough?

e Where will I access the Internet, what will it cost, and how
convenient will it be?

e Are my computer and Internet skills good enough for the course

I have in mind? Will I need technical help? (Barker, 2002b)

Institutions intending to adapt their offerings to the online teach-
ing and learning environment would be well advised to rephrase these
questions along the following lines:

e What is our purpose for offering this course?

e Do we know what we expect students to learn?

e Do we have the technological infrastructure to support our
students? Is it up-to-date?

e How skilled are our course developers and instructors in the
online environment?

e What technical assistance do we have available?

Such questions are at the heart of the two models proposed in
the United States.

In an analysis of the impact of electronically delivered distance
education, undertaken for the American Council of Education, Judith
Eaton (2002) suggests that the emergence of electronically delivered
degrees, programs, courses, and services has the potential to undo the
delicate balance between “accreditation to assure quality in higher
education, the self-regulation of higher education institutions, and the
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availability of federal money to colleges and universities” (p. 1). Although
U.S. higher education institutions are subject to state funding and regu-
latory bodies, and although the systems of accountability may vary from
state to state, the federal government relies on accredited status to signal
that institutions and programs are of sufficient quality to allow the release
of federal funds in the forms of student grants and loans, research grants,
and other federal program funds. Under traditional approaches to
accreditation, the focus was on the verification of site-based resources
contributing to a learning environment (e.g., the number of volumes
in the library). To address some of the concerns raised by electronic
delivery, the eight regional accrediting commissions in the United States
developed the “Statement of Commitment for the Evaluation of
Electronically Offered Degree and Certificate Programs,” which declares
the resolve of the commissions to sustain the following values:

e That education is best experienced within a community of learning
where competent professionals are actively and cooperatively
involved with creating, providing, and improving the instructional
program;

e That learning is dynamic and interactive, regardless of the setting
in which it occurs;

e That instructional programs leading to degrees having integrity
are organized around substantive and coherent curricula which
define expected learning outcomes;

e That institutions accept the obligation to address student needs
related to, and to provide the resources necessary for, their
academic success;

e That institutions are responsible for the education provided in
their name;

e That institutions undertake the assessment and improvement of
their quality, giving particular emphasis to student learning;

e That institutions voluntarily subject themselves to peer review.
(reprinted in Eaton, 2002, p. 26)

The regional commissions also committed themselves to a common
statement, “Best Practices for Electronically Offered Degree and Certifi-
cate Programs,” which was developed by the Western Cooperative for
Educational Telecommunications (Howell and Baker, 2006). The state-
ment is organized into five discrete sections: institutional context and
commitment; curriculum and instruction; faculty support; student
support; and evaluation and assessment (WCET, n.d). Taken together,
the Statement of Commitment and the Best Practices propose a consistent
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framework for developing quality standards. How those standards might
translate into benchmarks was the subject of a study prepared by the
Institute of Higher Education Policy (Phipps & Merisotis, 2000).

For “Quality on the Line,” Phipps and Merisotis (2000) surveyed
the literature to compile a list of 45 possible benchmarks. They then
determined whether those benchmarks were recognized at various insti-
tutions delivering online courses, and examined the importance of each
benchmark to administrators, staff, faculty, and students at those institu-
tions. The result is a list of 24 benchmarks that should be considered
“essential to ensure the quality in Internet-based distance education”
(p. 2). The elements (see Table 4 in Appendix A) include institutional
support, course development, teaching and learning, course structure,
student support, faculty support, and evaluation and assessment bench-
marks. The similarities between these benchmarks and the proposals
from the accrediting agencies clearly demonstrate a common concep-
tualization of distance education in the United States. Where they diverge
is in the degree to which the actual curriculum elements are prescribed,
and in the relative weights given to institutional structures.

Both sets of standards are designed more for traditional face-to-
face institutions introducing distance education programs than for dis-
tance education providers updating their mode of delivery. The currency
of these standards within the accreditation community was confirmed
by a U.S. Department of Education study, which observed that despite
difference in their standard and means of assessment, “there was remark-
able consistency” in how reviewers “evaluated distance education pro-
grams, and in what they considered to be most important indicators”
(U.S. Department of Education, 2006, p. 2). The provider focus remains
a strong orientation under both schemes and, unlike the accreditation
standard for open and distance learning in the UK, neither U.S. scheme
speaks to the importance of encouraging learners to take responsibility
for their own learning.

PROCESS VERSUS OUTCOMES

One of the first principles in all of the quality assurance schemes
considered here is guaranteeing consistency in the product’s results. In
the view of Total Quality Management advocates, “many quality manage-
ment initiatives, especially in service industries, die because we fail in
measurement of the outcomes” (Widrick et al., 2002, p. 130). The
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dangers of presenting higher education outcomes as strictly utilitarian
competencies are familiar features in the debate about quality assurance
activities (Gerard, 2002). Even if outcomes could be framed in wider
terms, however, there is also a hazard of sliding into what has been aptly
described as a variation on the “naming fallacy” — that is, assuming that
“explicitness about standards” somehow provides assurance that the
standards have been or can be achieved (Greatrix, 2001).

Major efforts have been directed to identifying “quality in under-
graduate education,” but according to Ernest Pascarella (2001), some
of these efforts are “based on a naive understanding of just how difficult
it is to accomplish in a valid manner” (p. 19). Most notably, he argues
that institutional reputation and resources, and student or alumni out-
comes are “potentially quite misleading,” and that results based on
either of these common approaches are more likely to be driven by
inputs than by effective educational practices (pp. 19-21). The solution
to this problem should rest in careful measures that address the integrity
of the teaching and learning processes within institutions. The seem-
ingly insatiable appetite for comparable measures, regardless of their
validity, is a dimension of the operating environments of most post-
secondary institutions. While it is clear that the rhetoric of accountability
and the bureaucratic systems it has spawned are not likely to disappear,
it may be possible to present a framework for quality online teaching
and learning that attends to more than short-term transactional or
monetary values.

Externally defined and inspected standards can lead to compliance-
oriented responses in institutions. Benchmarking frameworks have been
proposed in some jurisdictions as an antidote to mechanistic audit cul-
tures. In keeping with the self-accrediting and international focus of
Australian universities, the council on open, distance, and e-learning
(ACODE), constituted in 2002, is open to accredited universities in
Australasia — of which Australia, New Zealand, Papua New Guinea, and
the South West Pacific are entitled to be members (see www.acode.edu.
au). Beginning with a survey in 2002-03, the initiative followed up with
a collaborative pilot project between the Universities of Melbourne and
Tasmania to develop a trial framework with the following components:
institutional context, purpose, scope, principles of service delivery,
benchmarking priorities, indicators for priority areas, self-assessment/
ranking, comparative matrix of strengths and weaknesses against indica-
tors, and finally, an action plan for selfimprovement (Bridgland &
Goodacre, 2005). The full articulation of benchmarks includes scoping
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statements, a good-practice statement, performance indicators, and per-
formance measures (ratings) in eight areas:
1) Institutional policy and governance for technology supported
learning and teaching;
2) Planning for, and quality improvement of the integration of tech-
nologies for learning and teaching;
3) Information technology infrastructure to support learning and
teaching;
4) Pedagogical application of information and communication
technology;
5) Professional/staft development for the effective use of technolo-
gies for learning and teaching;
6) Staff support for the use of technologies for learning and
teaching;
7) Student training for the effective use of technologies for learning;
8) Student support for the use of technologies for learning. (ACODE,

2007)

The process of benchmarking in this instance involved scoring
the stages of planning, development, and implementation across differ-
ent elements within each of the eight areas listed above. Other approaches
to benchmarking reflect the interoperability questions, and try to apply
software development principles and suggest finer levels of granularity.
The areas investigated in a New Zealand project included scoring five
process levels (delivery, planning, definition, management, and optimi-
zation) against 35 standards. The domains under investigation included
ten factors for processes with impacts on learning; seven factors on the
development of e-learning resources; six factors related to student and
operational support; three factors related to evaluation and quality con-
trols; and nine factors related to institutional planning and management
(Marshall, 2006). An example which bridges two jurisdictions (The Open
University in the UK and the University of Sydney in Australia) empha-
sizes the importance of the relationship between institutions and the
prospective approaches which benchmarking might provide (Ellis &
Moore, 2006).

RESHAPING THE DEBATE

Whether or not the demands of stakeholder groups (however ill-defined),
the threat of fraud, or the intensification of competition from local or
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international providers are behind the current impulses for elaborating
quality assurance mechanisms, a dual challenge is being presented to
the providers of online teaching and learning. The common thread
across quality assurance schemes in the four jurisdictions is the need to
address the concerns from both inside and outside the academy. Even
if online and distance delivery institutions have been made scapegoats
for a wide range of changes, not the least of which is the erosion of
higher education institutions’ power to regulate themselves, there may
still be an opportunity to address some of the concerns presented by
colleagues in more traditional institutions. It follows that an overarching
principle of any proposal to address quality assurance in online teaching
and learning environments must recognize the integrity of higher educa-
tion — no matter how it is delivered. The rhetoric of both the Australian
and British qualification frameworks suggests just such an integrated
approach, but the regulatory burdens they have spawned do little to
reassure those who value the independence of higher education.

While institutional and regulatory sectors have debated appropriate
consumer input tools, the Web has offered an array of solutions. Various
directories proffer advice on how to select an institution with revenues
tied to referrals or “pay-for-click.” One of the more explicit rating schemes
from the United States can be found at the Online Education Database
(OEDDb, n.d.), which ranks institutions that are accredited by the Distance
Education and Training Council; found in other listings like eLearners.
com or the U.S. News & World Report E-learning Guide. Much of the
institution descriptions and rating factors used by OEDb relies upon the
U.S. Department of Education’s College Opportunities Online Locator
(COOL, n.d.). For institutions which offer at least 50% of their degree
programs online, the Department of Education OEDD digests the avail-
able data on acceptance rates, financial aid, retention and graduation
rates. Other consumer-focused metrics selected by OEDb are peer web
citations based on Yahoo’s link domain search, scholarly citations based
on Google Scholar, and the student-faculty ratio and years accredited as
reported in Pelerson’s College Search (OEDDb, n.d.). Established online pro-
grams are also making their way into discipline-based league tables like
the business school ratings from the Financial Times. Similarly, for all the
professional debates over the degree of asynchronous or blended experi-
ences, on ratemyprofessors.com, students do not seem inclined to distinguish
between face-to-face and online courses.

In the process of taking back some of the momentum in the
debate, the academy must provide clear statements of educational goals.
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Such goals need not be restricted to technical mastery in specific subjects.
Moreover, the opportunity to pursue ideas beyond the needs of corporate
sponsors should not be ignored. The measure of the effectiveness of the
articulation of the educational goals should be the ways that a course,
program, and institution’s goals align with one another. Demonstrating
a consistency of purpose should be persuasive to internal and external
stakeholders alike, but should not presuppose that students are respon-
sible for seeking their own learning outcomes. This suggestion returns
to the essential need for quality to be constructed through consensus
building among a range of institutional stakeholders, who must, at the
same time, not promise, or be promised, more than can be delivered.

A second theme running through all of the frameworks presented
here is the need for sustained institutional commitment to support dis-
tance learners. The precise nature of that support would be determined
by the nature of the programs and by what students need in order to
have a reasonable chance of attaining their aspirations in a given
program. All too often, online delivery of courses and programs has
been presented in an experimental mode, without long-term, planned
infrastructure development. Whether it involves investing in technical
systems, or in-training for support and instructional staff, the process of
developing robust online teaching and learning environments should
not be attempted as “one-offs.” Some observers have gone so far as to
suggest that digital technology may hamper rather than promote edu-
cational change, because investment focuses on short life-cycle technolo-
gies rather than the longer view needed for effective education (Ehrmann,
n.d.). An institutional commitment to supporting learners will go a long
way to satisfying other stakeholders without displacing the fundamental
project of scholarship. This commitment can only be true, however, if
students and educators are engaging in a collaborative process of dis-
covery; that is, if academics are not simply dispensers or interpreters of
content for passive students.

Learning technologies can promote powerful connections to
content, context, and community. Unfortunately, they can also offer
broad access to poorly designed and executed courseware. There are
deliberate choices to be made in how to accommodate a generation of
students who expect independent investigation, collaboration, and peer
contacts to be facilitated in an online environment.

The threats to traditional delivery, and most especially the disag-
gregation of tasks associated with teaching in higher education, are pro-
viding new opportunities for exploring the constructions of community
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and knowledge, teaching and learning. In generating documented
evidence of interactions with content and with others, the structure of
the online environment lends itself to new kinds of exploration.
Eventually, the goal of such inquiries should be to point to ways to
improve the teaching and learning environment. Ultimately, online pro-
grams should be able to mobilize recent theory and research into how
people learn, and enhance learning by “enabling the identified charac-
teristics of effective learning environments and ensuring that they are
present and accessible” (Herrington, Herrington, Oliver, Stoney, & Willis,
2001, p. 266). From that perspective, the pursuit of quality online teach-
ing and learning environments may become as much an exercise in
scholarship as it has been in market positioning or state control.
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APPENDIX A

Tables 1 through 3 summarize the recommendations presented in the
Consumers Guide to E-learning for post-secondary and adult education
levels, which was produced by the Canadian Association of Community
Education (Barker 2002b). The first level in the guide defines basic
information needs. These guidelines anticipate that potential suppliers
of all e-learning products will provide written advice to their students on
these matters.

. What are the intended learning outcomes, and what entry-level

knowledge or skill is necessary for a reasonable chance of success?

. What recognition will be awarded upon successful completion (e.g.,

transferable credits, degree, professional designation, etc.)?

. What are the necessary learning skills needed for success (e.g., the

ability to write, to manage time, to take examinations, etc.)?

. What types of material are to be covered, and what are the sources and

the relevance of this content?

. What is the format for instruction and assignments (i.e., group or

individual)?

6. Who will be teaching and assessing the students?

7. What is the nature of the assessments, and what are the criteria for

10.
11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

success?

. How long can the course can be expected to take, including mandatory

or flexible timelines?

. What are the minimum computer and operational system requirements,

and what options exist, if any?
What technical skills will be required to access the course materials?

What are the total costs, including tuition, books and materials,
equipment, and other fees?

How credible is the product? What are the qualifications of the design
and delivery personnel, and how objective are the evaluation reports?

How does one get started? What are the complete registration
procedures and services?

How does one get help? Who does one contact for technical assistance
and content expertise?

What are the policies for withdrawal and refunds?

TABLE 1. Consumer’s Guide to e-Learning recommendations
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The second level, designed to help potential students distinguish

among programs meeting all of the preceding criteria, is considered
evidence of good e-design and e-delivery. The second-level recommenda-
tions are summarized below.

. Systems work consistently for the learner.

2. Navigation is logical and well organized.

3. Content is relevant, well organized and presented in an interesting

manner.

4. Materials are updated on a regular basis.

5. Access is provided to the learning resources, and advice is given on how

to access institutional services.

. Learning packages allow options for individuals to personalize the

course.

. Scheduled expectations (e.g., synchronous instruction and

communication) are present for a reason.

8. What learners need to succeed is easily accessible to them online.

9. There are ways to connect to the instructor and to other students.

10.

Assessment of learning takes a variety of forms, and is conducted against
clear, achievable criteria.

TABLE 2. Consumer’s Guide to e-Learning recommendations
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The final level presents more detailed evidence of good e-design
and e-delivery.

1. Individuals are made to feel like valued customers.

2. Scheduling of when to register, learn, and be assessed is flexible.
3. Materials are interesting and motivating.
4

. Approaches and materials are free of cultural, racial, class, age, and
gender bias.

5. Students are given opportunities to demonstrate current skills and
knowledge for advanced credit or a shortened program.

6. The program provides a statement of acquired skills and knowledge, not
just a completion certificate.

7. Various approaches are offered to appeal to different learning styles.

8. The institution provides access to objective evaluation reports on all
delivery components: instructors, curriculum, student success, processes,
and resources.

9. Courses and programs demonstrate a favourable comparison of benefits
to costs.

TABLE §. Consumer’s Guide to e-Learning recommendations

Two documents recommending standards for quality distance edu-
cation delivery have been widely circulated in the United States. As
reported in Phipps and Merisotis (2000), the National Education
Association (NEA), in conjunction with Blackboard®, validated 24 proposed
benchmarks. The Western Cooperative for Educational Telecommunications
(WCET) first developed a draft best-practices document in 1995 to inform
regional accreditation agencies (Howell and Baker, 2006). The Best Practices
Jor Electronically Offered Degree and Certification Programs were subsequently
published by the Council for Regional Accrediting Commissions in 2001
(WCET, n.d.). The elements of these documents are presented in Table 4;
the order in which the paraphrased WCET elements have been presented
has been altered to facilitate comparisons.
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NEA — 2000

WCET — BEST PRACTICES

Institutional support

Institutional context
and commitment

1. A documented technology plan is
in place that includes electronic
security measures.

Each program is consistent with the
institution’s mission.

2. Reliable delivery systems are in
place.

Each program is compliant with

the statement of accreditation, and
with the regulatory environments in
which it operates.

3. Centralized support is available
for building and maintaining
the distance education
infrastructure.

The institutional plan and budget
demonstrates commitment to dis-
tance students and program sustain-
ability.

Sufficient infrastructure is available,
and staffing is appropriate.

The organization of the institution
supports the process of program
design and approval, and coordi-
nates student services for distance
students.

Articulation and transfer agreements
are consistent with the guidelines.
Technical systems and training pro-
grams are in place for staff, faculty,
and students.

Technical requirements and the
availability of support are communi-
cated clearly.

There is an explicit match between
the technology used and the pro-
gram requirements.

Course development

Curriculum and instruction

4. Guidelines are in place for
minimum course design
standards where learning
outcomes (not technology) drive
the content.

Academic rigour and breadth are
assured through evidence from the
approval processes, and by having
academically qualified people define
outcomes, develop curriculum, and
determine assessment criteria.

TABLE 4. NEA 2000 and WCET benchmarks and best practices
(per Phipps and Merisotis, 2000; and WCET, n.d.)
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5. Instructional materials are
reviewed periodically to ensure
they meet program standards.

6. Courses are designed to require
students to engage in analysis,
synthesis and evaluation.

In programs, presentation, man-
agement, and assessment are the
responsibility of people with appro-
priate academic qualifications.

Teaching/learning

7. Student interaction with faculty
and other students is facilitated
in a variety of ways.

8. Feedback on student assignments
and questions is constructive and
provided in a timely manner.

9. Students are instructed in proper
methods of effective research.

Appropriate student-to-student, and
student and instructor interactions
are demonstrated and evaluated to
inform the delivery design.

Course structure

10. Before starting, students are
advised about the program
so that they can determine
if they have the motivation
and commitment to learn at a
distance, and the technology
required by the course design.

Program requirements are com-
municated, including technical,
financial, and time commitments.
Career opportunities and certifica-
tion parameters are communicated,
clearly and honestly.

11. Students are provided with
supplemental course information
that outlines the course
objectives, concepts, and ideas;
and learning outcomes for each
course are summarized in a
clear, straightforward written
statement.

12.

Students have sufficient access to
library resources.

13. Faculty and students agree on
expectations about times for
student assignment completion

and faculty response.

Where consortium agreement exist,
performance expectations, appropri-
ate oversight, training, and benefits
are specified, and conform to regula-
tory and quality assurance standards.

TABLE 4. (continued)
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Student support

Student support (IV)

14. Students receive information
about programs, including
admission requirements, tuition
and fees, books and supplies,
technical and proctoring
requirements, and student
support services.

Programs are designed to meet the
needs of specific student popula-
tions. Program plans, communica-
tions, and infrastructure demon-
strate ongoing commitment.

15. Students are provided with
hands-on training and
information to aid them in
securing material through
electronic databases (and other
sources).

Admission, technical, and financial
requirements are communicated
clearly prior to admission to the
program, along with information on
timeframes, the criteria of assess-
ment, the availability of advisory and
support services, and technical help.

16. Technical assistance is available
throughout the course or
program, including practice
sessions prior to the beginning
of the course and access to
technical support staff.

Students can access appropriate sup-
port services without coming to the
physical campus.

17. Questions directed to student
support service personnel
are answered accurately and
quickly, and structured systems
are in place to address student
complaints.

Distance students are demonstrably
part of the academic community.

Faculty support

Faculty support (III)

18. Technical assistance in course
development is available to
faculty.

Workload and compensation policies
are consistent. Faculty are aware of
intellectual property issues.

19. Faculty members are assisted in
the transition from classroom
teaching to online instruction,
and are assessed during the
process.

Technical design and production
support are provided for faculty,
including design and instructional
support services.

20. Instructor training and
assistance, including peer
mentoring, continues through
the online course.

Faculty orientation and training are
provided as needed; support for
ongoing development and course
management is demonstrated.

TABLE 4. (continued)
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21. Faculty members are provided
with written resources to deal
with issues arising from student
use of electronically accessed
data.

Support is available for those pro-
viding direct services to students,
including training and mentoring.

Evaluation and assessment

Evaluation and assessment

22. Each program’s educational
effectiveness and teaching/
learning process is assessed
through an evaluation process
that uses several methods and
applies specific standards.

As a component of the institution’s
overall assessment activities, docu-
mented assessment of student
achievement is conducted in each
course and at the completion of the
program by comparing student per-
formance to the intended outcomes.

23. Data on enrolment, costs, and
successful or innovative uses of
technology are used to evaluate
program effectiveness.

When examinations are employed,
they are written in circumstances
that include firm measures for stu-
dent identification.

24. Intended learning outcomes
are reviewed regularly to
ensure clarity, utility, and
appropriateness.

Procedures are in place to secure
personal information.

Overall program effectiveness is
measured.

TABLE 4. (continued)
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