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Dear Audio Conference Participant:

Below you will find frequently asked questions about our audio conferences.

Q: When I sign up for an audio conference how many people from my institution can
participate?

A: Audio conferences are priced per site. That means you can include as many people as you want to
listen and participate. 

Q: Do you have transcripts or MP3 downloads of the audio conference?

A: Yes, we offer both options including CD’s of the conference. Please follow this link
http://www.magnapubs.com/catalog/cds to our website and you will find various options to 
purchase the mentioned items. 

Q: May I give the phone number and pin to a colleague for the purpose of calling from a
different location?

A: The connection to an audio conference is sold as a single phone line. Once you dial into the audio
conference, and give your name, school, and pin, no one else that calls in will be allowed into the
call from a different location or from the same location.  

Q: Can I make copies of an audio conference CD?

A: Because of copyright laws, creating copies of CD’s and distribution is not allowed without specific
permission, even for internal use. If you need additional copies of a specific title, contact cust-
serv@magnapubs.com for a reduced rate on additional copies. 

Q: If I attend an audio conference will I automatically receive a copy of the conference on CD?

A: You may purchase a copy of the audio conference on CD, but you will not automatically receive
one for just attending. 

Q: If I purchase a audio conference CD and listen to it but it wasn’t to my satisfaction, can I get my
money back?

A: If you are not completely satisfied with your audio conference CD you may return it for a full
refund. All requests must be received within 30 days after date of purchase. 

Q: If I have a question after the audio conference is over can I still get it answered by the speaker?
And when will I receive the answer?

A: You may email your question to conferences@magnapubs.com up until the end of the day the
audio conference is taking place. The questions will be forwarded to the speaker the next day.
Within a week the left over questions and answers will be emailed to the person who signed up
for the audio conference. 

If you have any questions about the legal use or distribution of our materials or you would like to pur-
chase a recorded tape or CD of this conference or from a past seminar please call 800-433-0499 or check
out www.magnapubs.com.

Sincerely,

The Magna Customer Service Team
custserv@magnapubs.com
800-433-0499
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Magna Publications Corporate Overview

Magna Publications has been a valued knowledge and
information resource within the higher education 

community for more than 30 years. Since its founding in 1972
by William Haight, the corporation has grown to employ a
staff of 18 in the production of eleven newsletters, four
national conferences, several student leader weekend
retreats, web seminars and numerous audio conferences.

Magna Publications, Inc. has gained a position of leadership in
newsletter publishing for higher education. The newsletters
are typically monthly or semi-monthly in term and focus on
specific aspects of teaching or administration. These products
carry no advertising and are sold on an annual subscription
basis. Titles include The Teaching Professor, Academic Leader,
Magna’s Campus Legal Monthly, Recruitment and Retention in
Higher Education, Community College Leader, GLBT Campus
Matters, Campus Events Professional, Distance Education
Report, Online Classroom, The Edutech Report and Student
Affairs Leader.

In 1999 Magna acquired the National Conference on Student
Services, a twice-a-year conference for student leaders and
campus administrators. In 2001 a third (West Coast) confer-
ence was added and annual attendance now totals over 2,000.

In 2004 Magna produced the first annual Teaching Professor
Conference, a once a year conference for teaching and 
learning advocates.

Additional information about Magna Publications, is 
available at www.magnapubs.com.

Magna is announcing a valuable free
resource for directors of admis-

sions, enrollment management direc-
tors, academic support services (staff),
directors of retention, or any other pro-
fessionals related to campus enrollment
management. Enrollment Observer
will help you stay informed of and
respond to enrollment and retention
trends.

Enrollment Observer, is a free 
e-newsletter that provides innovative
recruitment ideas featuring discussion
via a blog. You’ll learn the latest enroll-
ment/recruitment news, trends, student
success strategies and responses to
emerging admissions trends.

Topics include:

• Enrollment Trends
• Student Success
• Access and Diversity
• Recruiting Strategies
• New Research and Resources
• and Parents’ Perspective

Be sure to share your ideas with your
colleagues too! To register go to
www.magnapubs.com/blog.

Sign up for
Enrollment Observer

TODAY!

FREE!
Enrollment and

Recruitment E-zine
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Thank you for participating in today’s program!

We hope the information presented today is helpful and informative in your higher 
education position. Look to Magna Publications for newsletters, conferences, 
audio conferences, and other higher education resources to assist you. 

In case you did not get your questions answered from today’s program, you can email your
questions to conferences@magnapubs.com by the end of today and we will have a response
sent to you.

You will be emailed an evaluation of today’s program. We value your feedback. Please take a
moment to fill out the evaluation today. Your feedback helps us to improve future programs. 

Join us in the future for informative audio conferences. Our next events will be:

• August 23, 2006: Level Red: A Community Approach to Mitigating Campus Terrorism 
• August 31, 2006: Teaching Portfolios: Improve Teaching and Personnel Decisions
• September 7, 2006: Facing Trans: Inclusion, Advocacy, and Empowerment 
• September 19-October 17, 2006: Academic Leader 5 Week Audio Conference Series  
• September 21, 2006: Using Humor to Enhance Traditional and Online Instruction
• October 19, 2006: Creating and Maintaining a Climate of Civility on Campus
• October 26, 2006: The Learner-Centered Classroom: Building Rapport and Commun
• November 2, 2006: Developing a Comprehensive Faculty Evaluation System
• November 9, 2006: Student Suicide: Institutional Policy, Liability, and Prevention
• November 30, 2006: Marketing your International Student Office on Campus
• December 7, 2006: How to Survive (and Possibly Thrive) after Losing Your Job

Please see our website at www.magnapubs.com for complete descriptions and schedule of
future programs. We will send an email to inform you of these programs. If you’re not sure if
we have your email address, you can send it to custserv@magnapubs.com.

To register for events, 
call 800-433-0499 or visit our website at 

http://www.magnapubs.com/calendar/index-cat-type.html#audioconf
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August 16, 2006
Audio Conference

CD, MP3 or Transcript

ORDER FORM

Credit Card #:

PAYMENT INFORMATION

❑ Bill Me

❑ Mastercard  (16 digits) ❑ VISA (13-16 digits)

❑ American Express (15 digits) ❑ Discover (16 digits)

Name:

Title/Department:

Institution:

Street Address:

City: State: Zip:

Business Phone Number: Fax:

E-mail Address:

Card Expires:

Total Payment:  $

Signature:

MONEY-BACK GUARANTEE: If you are not completely satisfied with your audio conference CD, MP3 download or 
transcript you may return it for a full refund. All requests must be received within 30 days after date of purchase.

Mail to:
Magna Publications, Inc.
2718 Dryden Drive
Madison, WI  53704
or
Fax to:
608-246-3597

SAVE

50%

❑ CD $189    ❑ MP3 download $169    ❑ Transcript $99
$95 $85 $50

Save 50% when you order this audio conference on CD,
MP3 download or transcript before the expiration date below.
This is a professional recording of the complete audio 
conference and is an excellent opportunity to:

• Catch something you may have missed
• Use as a staff training resource
• Listen to it or read whenever and wherever it’s convenient
• Listen to it or read as many times as you wish 
• Share it with your colleagues
• Save 50%! 
• Save shipping costs!

Special
Audio 

Conference

attendee 
prices: 

plus
FREE

SHIPPING!

DISTANCE EDUCATION:
ARE THE BENEFITS WORTH THE COSTS  

Offer Expires
October 16, 2006

Distance Education ...
8/16/06
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Dr. Barry Willis

Dr. Barry Willis is Associate Dean for Outreach for the University of Idaho's College of Engineering
and Professor of Education. In addition, Dr. Willis serves as the UI's Associate Vice President for
Educational Outreach. Previously he served as the University of Alaska's Statewide Director of
Distance Education, Associate Vice Chancellor for Distance Education/Academic Planning, and
Director of Instructional Development. He has taught for Boston University, the University of
Alaska-Fairbanks, Utah State University, and the University of Idaho.

Dr. Willis has authored two textbooks, "Distance Education: Strategies and Tools" and "Distance
Education: A Practical Guide." In addition, he serves as Contributing Editor of the Journal of
Educational Technology and is on the Editorial Board of The American Journal of Distance
Education.
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Barry Willis
University of Idaho

The Benefits and Costs of Distance Education:
Are the Benefits Worth the Costs?

Barry Willis
Associate Dean - Engineering
Associate Vice President - Educational Outreach
University of Idaho

Agenda:

▬ Background and the basics
▬ Assessing Costs and Benefits:  Lessons 

Learned
▬ Case Study
▬ Focus on Questions & Discussion….

▬ ARE THE BENEFITS OF DISTANCE 
EDUCATION (DE) WORTH THE COSTS???

Your initial thoughts???
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Barry Willis
University of Idaho

Distance Education (DE)…A Definition:

▬ Distance Education takes place when a 
teacher and student(s) are separated by 
physical distance and technology, sometimes 
supported by face-to-face communication, is 
used to bridge the instructional gap

▬ Note:  All DE is not “online” instruction AND all 
“online” instruction is not DE

A Distance Education Reality:

▬ Student performance in DE courses is similar 
to in-class performance when quantitatively 
measured

▬ Student satisfaction in the DE experience 
often lags behind traditional instruction when 
qualitatively measured

This can lead to short term gains…and long term 
losses
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Barry Willis
University of Idaho

Cost Efficiency vs. Cost Effectiveness

▬ Cost Efficiency:
The cost of DE in comparison to other forms 
of instruction

▬ Cost Effectiveness:
Are the educational outcomes resulting from 
DE worth the cost?

▬ EFFICIENT?  EFFECTIVE?  It Depends!!

Cost Efficiency…

▬ DE is often considered cost efficient because of its 
potential to benefit from economies of scale (one course 
drawing students from many locations) 

▬ Because DE course enrollments are not restricted by 
classroom size, per student costs decrease as 
enrollment increases. 

Reaching this potential is based on reputation, quality, costs…in 
a very competitive public and private market.  Easier said than 
done…in the long run
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Barry Willis
University of Idaho

Fixed and Variable Costs…

▬ Fixed costs often focus too heavily on 
designing, developing, producing instructional 
materials and one time technology infrastructure 
costs. In reality, these are continuing costs…that 
vary significantly over time

▬ Variable Cost Drivers include numbers of 
students per course/location, use of site 
facilitators, costs of distributing materials, 
student services costs, delivery system research 
and development …and the technological 
infrastructure

1. By improving access, DE programs can increase 
enrollment…although it could be costly to do so depending on 
the delivery technology used and the student services offered

2. Remote populations can be well served by DE programs and 
services.  They will often pay a premium for these services and 
will balance the higher cost with the convenience of needing to 
relocate to a distant campus, or leave a job
1. You need to assess who pays the cost for these extended programs

and services:  the students, the institution, or the state

3. Quality of the DE experience can be enhanced through 
appropriate technology, adequate bandwidth, well designed 
courses and programs, and effective student support services.
1. The provision of all these services is expensive and must be factored 

into program costs

The Benefits of Distance Education Have 
Associated Costs:
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Barry Willis
University of Idaho

4. Short-term efficiencies may appear through increased initial 
enrollments
4.1 Often, DE drop out rates are higher, however, so graduation 

rates might actually decrease.

5. The “opportunity costs” associated with investing limited dollars 
into DE programs must be weighed against the other uses for 
limited dollars

6. To be effective, you need an incentive program to create and 
maintain faculty interest and enthusiasm

DE Benefits and Costs Continued…

COST ISSUES:
▬ Don’t just focus on one-time costs:

Initial investments in computers, servers, and technology
Curriculum development/adaptation costs
Faculty pay for developing material

▬ We need to ALSO focus on continuing costs:

Student and academic support
Course/program revision
Program administration
Marketing
Research and development
Technological infrastructure
Maintenance, repair, systems upgrading
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Barry Willis
University of Idaho

To assess if the benefits are worth the 
costs:

1. Factor in anticipated one-time and on-
going costs before proceeding

1.1 I use a 20% “fudge factor”

2. Identify all “stakeholders” and identify 
strategies to insure that they all benefit

BENEFITS = SERVING STAKEHOLDERS
▬Students:  Do you understand and meet their needs?

They have many options…are you the best?  Why?

▬ Institution:  Are your programs relevant to the institution’s 
mission and priorities?

Once the “newness” wears off…will you still be supported and 
subsidized?

▬Faculty:  Are the reward/incentive structures adequate?
Are you burning out your “best and brightest”?
How are you perceived by faculty “early adopters”?

▬The Discipline:
Does industry value the degrees you offer?
Do business leaders value your graduating students?
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Barry Willis
University of Idaho

Case Study: An Outreach Program Cost 
Study (Handout)

▬ 32% of total expenses go to Incentives and Central Administration “Taxes”
Departmental/faculty incentives
Royalties to faculty for course sales
Contributions back to the college
Contributions to university facility fees
General central administration fees

▬ 24% of total expenses go to Technology/Production Support
Equipment purchase and testing
Editing and field production
Technical support
System maintenance and upgrading

▬ 18% of expenses go to Administrative Support
Reviewing/establishing new programs, certificates, and initiatives
Updating existing programs
Tracking program metrics
Classroom scheduling
Tracking/payment of faculty fees/royalties
Billing and accounting

Outreach Program Cost Study (Cont.)

▬ 17% of total expenses go to Academic and Student Support Services
Consistent information to students by e-mail, phone, the Web
Provide toll-free telephone number for student access to instructors and on-campus 
student services
Facilitate communication between students and university departments and services 
(e.g., registrar, admissions, financial aid)
Duplicate course media (as needed) and distribute materials to students
Coordinate the examination process, including exam distribution, proctoring, etc.
Process homework and projects to/from instructors and return graded material to 
students
Provide technical support for course Web components
Maintain/enhance Web site based on student/staff input
Formative/summative student evaluations

▬ 5% of total expenses go to Marketing
Maintain a high-profile, high-quality Web site
Produce online and print flyers for degree programs, certificates, and short courses
Produce semester course offering catalog, in print and online
Coordinate direct mailing projects, including obtaining/compiling lists
Participate in education fairs
List programs and courses on major search engines and major DE Web sites
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Barry Willis
University of Idaho

Outreach Program Cost Study (Cont.)

▬ 4% of total expenses go to Research & Development

Design and develop short courses and online student orientation

Research new technologies, products, and equipment
Design and develop studio/classroom facilities
Test new formats for course delivery (e.g., high resolution Web casting)

Attend relevant conferences to maintain current knowledge of DE best 
practices

1. Track all technological infrastructure costs including 
maintenance, repair, and upgrading

2. Develop a plan for technological life-cycle costing
2.1 When you track the real costs of technological program support, 

realize that whoever funded the infrastructure will eventually need to 
be paid back…one way or another

3. Don’t purchase technology one piece at a time

4. Develop current and next generation technology at the same time

5. When it comes to the costs of technology and DE, promise small, 
deliver big (Easier said than done) 

AND FINALLY…Beware of public education administrators who offer 
DE programs with the primary aim of making money…or 
politicians who do the same

Cost and Benefits “Lessons Learned”
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Barry Willis
University of Idaho

1. Most likely, your competition is NOT in state
1.1  Develop partnerships, not enemies

2. No program can be all things to all people
2.1  Analyze your audience constantly (they don’t run away…they fade away)
2.2  Use focus groups, formative evaluation, and post card surveys
2.3  Focus on niche programs and test the market with short courses  and 

certificate programs

3. Develop a cost return model that gives something (even a little) to all 
stakeholders (e.g., provost, technical services, departments, faculty, 
alumni)
3.1  The more friends you have the better
3.2  It’s amazing how little it costs to keep stakeholders on your side

4. Work with national organizations composed of those who provide the 
same programs that you do.  You’ll find they quickly become friends 
more than competitors….and you’ll end up sharing information to the 
betterment of all

Market & Stakeholder: “Lessons Learned”

The answer is likely “Yes” if:

▬ Your primary aim is to provide/increase access, not make money
And even if you think you do….you really don’t

▬ You offer a program that is valued by potential students and   
industry alike

▬ You can generate enough income to cover initial and on-going 
costs of technology, program development, student services, and 
implementation of it all

QUESTIONS/DISCUSSION?

We end where we began:
Are the benefits of DE worth the costs?
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THE BENEFITS/COSTS OF DISTANCE EDUCATION: 

ARE THE BENEFITS WORTH THE COSTS? 
 

Barry Willis 
University of Idaho 

 
 
By most measures, and under the best of circumstances, distance education is an expensive 
undertaking.  This is an educational reality that’s often lost in the headlong administrative rush to 
generate excitement and garner a larger share of diminishing education dollars.  There is typically 
surprise when the reality slowly dawns on administrators and politicians alike that, first, not 
everyone is “sold” on the notion of distance education as a wise financial investment; and second, 
the “real” cost of delivering high quality programs at a distance is far more expensive than 
anyone ever imagined. 
 
It seems that significant progress in both areas could be made by employing two relatively 
straightforward strategies: 
 

1. Factor in all costs of doing distance education, both one-time and on-going, before 
making the decision about whether or not to develop a program. 

 
2. Identify all stakeholders involved in the distance education enterprise at the outset, and 

insure that all benefit in an equitable, obvious, and indisputable way. 
 

Let’s begin by looking at these issues/strategies in greater detail. 
 
The Cost of Distance Education 
 
When analyzing the cost of providing distance education-related services, administrators tend to 
focus on one-time technology costs (e.g., computers, compressed video systems, servers), 
curriculum development/adaptation costs (i.e., instructional design), and faculty pay.  While these 
are real and significant expenses that directly impact the distance education enterprise, they are 
just the tip of the iceberg.  Other, equally real and constant costs include student and academic 
support, program administration, marketing, and research/development. 
 
In a recent cost analysis of a distance education program delivering complete graduate degrees in 
engineering-related fields, Gaffney and Bancke (2003) totaled costs in these areas (including 
production/technology) and found that 37% of all program expenses were attributable to student 
and academic support services.   Expense categories within this category included the 
coordination of the admission and registration process itself, and communication/coordination 
among various enterprises including financial aid, bookstore, library, Veteran’s Services, 
Graduate Studies, etc.  Other academic support-related functions included shipping materials, 
tracking homework and exams (including assignment of proctors), and verifying/processing 
course drops, refunds, incompletes, and extensions.  An additional academic support category 
was oversight of the program web site including development, verification, and maintenance of 
program information, online formative/summative student evaluations; and development of 
“three-year course timelines” with academic department chairs. 
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The next largest cost category was technology and production services (i.e., 27%) which included 
all of the technological services that are normally associated with the production of distance 
delivered courses including technical development, editing, and duplication, as well as 
engineering/technical support, and all development, maintenance, and upgrading. 
 
Program administration was the third largest cost category (i.e., 24%) which included reviewing 
and establishing new graduate programs, certificate initiatives, and short courses, as well as the 
review, evaluation, and updating of existing programs.  Other administrative components 
included the development and tracking of program participation metrics, new faculty orientation, 
the scheduling of classrooms for course delivery and distribution, and the tracking and 
distribution of faculty/department incentives and royalties for program participants.  An 
additional time consuming function entailed the development, review, and constant updating of 
the myriad policies needed to integrate distant and more traditional forms of program delivery 
within the institutional bureaucracy. 
 
Marketing support came in at 7% of total program costs and focused primarily on the 
establishment and maintenance of a high-profile, high-quality web site, including identifying new 
“search engines” for inclusion and site updating to maximize the number of “hits” by prospective 
students.  Other marketing related efforts include direct mail campaigns, the 
development/distribution of program catalogs, brochures, and flyers, and placement in selected 
distance education “guidebooks.”  On-going marketing efforts include attending selected 
“education fairs” sponsored by corporate entities and the development of the print-based semester 
course catalogs to complement the program’s strong web presence. 
 
Overall program research and development (R&D) came in at 5% of total expenses and included 
the exploration of alternative hardware/software delivery formats, including the evaluation and 
testing of new equipment.  Other R&D expenses included the exploration of new program content 
areas, and the review and refinement of the various processes needed to keep a distance education 
program competitive. 
 
In summarizing this cost category analysis, it’s striking that the vast majority of these expenses 
are on-going and necessary if the program is to be constantly evolving and relevant.  Equally 
striking is the relatively small cost component (i.e., 27%) attributable to production and 
technology, even though the program reviewed is in the midst of transitioning from videotape 
course delivery to DVD/web-supported delivery. 
 
Identifying and Serving Stakeholders 
 
It takes a large cast of characters to bring long-term success to any distance education program.  
In addition to the faculty who deliver the instruction, there is typically instructional 
design/graphic support and the technical support/telecommunication infrastructure that needs to 
be developed and maintained.  Other stakeholders include the academic department that sponsors 
the distance delivered course/program and the umbrella campus outreach organization that 
oversees and administers all distributed learning activities. 
 
Until recently, and on a national level, there has been a collective amnesia allowing the true costs 
of delivering and supporting distance education to go unnoticed. It seemed that almost everyone 
was enthusiastic about the potential of this ever evolving form of delivery.  Even typically 
skeptical faculty were intrigued by the potential time-savings that were attainable once courses 
were delivered and available in web-based/supported formats.  The same went for university 
administrators who saw dollar signs and the need to create “for profit” educational entities to deal 

17



with the riches that were sure to result from the technological revolution.  Even those managing 
the instructional technology infrastructure seemed willing to temporarily ignore the accumulating 
expense that came with the demands for more bandwidth, server space, site licenses, and 
technical support. 
 
It appears that those days are quickly coming to an end.  We are rapidly burning out our “early 
adopter” faculty.  Having gone through the process of developing technology-based courses and 
suffering the slings and arrows of students, colleagues, and academic administrators who have 
shown little understanding of the time commitment inherent in “delivering” (not just developing) 
web-based courses, many are crying “enough!”  The once isolated demands for fair compensation 
in the form of financial and load-reducing incentives are growing.  Since many of these earliest 
risk takers are also the best and brightest academic faculty, we are now faced with the secondary 
effects of this lack of encouragement and support, namely, a diminishing pool of faculty willing 
to give distance education a try.  This is compounded by the fact that “early adopter” faculty are 
typically department mentors, whom newer faculty rely on for guidance and inspiration.  If our 
best faculty are demoralized with the lack of incentives and technical support services offered by 
the institution, they will pass this frustration on to the newcomers who will be loath to take on 
these burdens if their faculty mentors aren’t enthusiastic and supportive. 
 
 
Like most seemingly complex problems, the solutions might be more obvious then one might 
initially expect, including: 
 

1. Focus on niche programs where a verifiable market exists for the programs you’d 
like to deliver at a distance.  Before proceeding, be confident your target market is 
willing to pay the full price of program development, delivery, and evolution.  No 
institution, or distance education program, can be all things to all people.  Those offering 
too many programs that target too many different audiences typically end up serving 
everyone poorly, until they become irrelevant and go out of business. 

 
2. Understand who your competition is….and isn’t.  Public institutions historically view 

their competition as the other in-state institutions they compete with for diminishing state 
dollars.  It is natural, but misguided, to view distance education competition in the same 
manner.  Rather than waste needless energy and political capital going head-to-head with 
the school down the road, realize that the global reach of the Internet and other 
technology-based delivery systems render state lines and politically motivated “service 
area boundaries” meaningless. 
 
Instead, think globally.  After all, that’s what the students you hope to serve are doing.  
What are the needs and expectations of these students and what can you do better than the 
competition….regardless of geographic location?  Answer that question and your 
program will be a success. 
 

3. Beware of public education administrators who offer distance education programs 
with the primary aim of making money.  Most educational institutions have a tough 
enough time making ends meet in the slower-paced (and more forgiving) world of the 
“non-profits.”  Leave the “for-profit” competition to venture capitalists and business-
types who don’t get weak-kneed after a few years of losing money.  If your business plan 
can’t absorb several years of losses before breaking even, you probably should stick with 
the much needed, but less financially competitive world of the “not-for-profits.” 
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This brings to mind a recent Chronicle of Higher Education article reporting on the latest 
closing of a higher education “for profit” online learning consortium.  After two years of 
operation and an investment of $14.9 million that earned $700,000 in fees, the chief 
executive officer of this educational enterprise was quoted as saying, “The reality is, 
we’re going out on a high.  We’ve outlasted nearly everybody” (Carlson, 2003).  You can 
bet a reality check is needed when losing $14 million can be spun into a “positive.” 
 

4. Track the real costs of technical program support and infrastructure and realize at 
the outset that whoever is paying the bill will need to be reimbursed.  Avoid the 
temptation to shield users and administrators from the technical costs of program 
implementation.  This is typically done in the false hope that cost consciousness will 
diminish as enthusiasm builds. As was stated in the first sentence of this piece, 
“…distance education is an expensive undertaking.”  Better to look at the real costs of 
this endeavor before committing to its pursuit. 

 
We end where we began:  “…Are the benefits of distance education worth the costs?”  The 
answer is simple…and complex.  When it comes to publicly funded institutions of higher 
learning, distance education should be about increasing access, not making money.  If your 
institution can meet the needs of these previously under-served students at a distance, cover the 
full cost of academic and technical support, while providing adequate rewards and incentives to 
all who contribute to program success, the answer is a resounding “Yes.”  If not, save your 
money, energy, and enthusiasm for other enterprises that will serve the needs of your 
students…without breaking the bank. 
 
References 
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CASE STUDY 

(continued) 

Distance Education Services and Related Costs 
*Estimated costs per category were calculated on 03/28/05 for entire FY06, based on estimated 850 enrollments of 3 cr hrs each 

 
 

Contributions to Central Administration (taxes?) 
*Estimated cost of incentives and contributions:  $482,725 
  32% of total expenses 
 
On a yearly basis, the program financially supports the institution in a number of categories. 
• Provide departmental/faculty incentives:     $165,000 
• Provide royalties to faculty for course sales:      $    1,000 
• Provide administrative support for university outreach activities:   $  41,215 
• Contribute university outreach fees from student fee revenues:    $  99,700 
• Contribute university facility fees from student fee revenues:    $  59,130 
• Contribute general administrative fees:     $  43,080 
• Contribute support to the college through administrative budget holdbacks: $  73,600 

Total $482,725 
 
 
Technology & Production Services 
*Estimated cost of services:  $360,498 
  $424 per 3-credit enrollment 
  $141 per credit hour 
  24% of total expenses  
 
• Produce and duplicate regular semester-length credit courses in DVD and online formats 
• Produce and duplicate short courses on DVD and CD 
• Provide technical assistance and training to instructors 
• Maintain a media library of courses produced 
• Provide field production for remote instructional labs and field trips 
• Provide DVD editing with linear and non-linear capabilities 
• Provide DVD duplication for instructors 
• Monitor all aspects of audio/video/DVD/CD production for quality control 
• Provide engineering support and equipment maintenance for studio classrooms 
• Provide equipment and installation for studios and classrooms 
• Provide assistance with construction of studio/classroom facilities 
• Operate a routable compressed digital video codec connected to digital video network 
 
Administrative Support Services 
*Estimated cost of services:  $269,095 
  $317 per 3-credit enrollment 
  $106 per credit hour 
  18% of total expenses  
 
• Coordinate implementation of new outreach programs/courses 
• Review and evaluate existing programs 
• Schedule courses in studio classrooms for production 
• Provide orientation for new instructors 
• Coordinate accounts receivables for course fees, including third-party billings 
• Coordinate internal procedures for certificates 
• Provide trend lines and statistical analysis of enrollment data for academic units 
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Student & Academic Support Services 
*Estimated cost of services:  $258,526 
  $304 per 3-credit enrollment 
  $101 per credit hour (includes faculty incentives) 
  17% of total expenses  
 
• Provide prompt, knowledgeable, and consistent information by phone, email, and the Internet 
• Coordinate admission, registration, and other related processes 
• Provide a toll-free telephone number for student access to instructors and on-campus student services 
• Facilitate communication between students, instructors, and university departments and services

 Admissions 
 Financial Aid 
 Registrar 

 College of Graduate Studies 
 Bookstore 
 Library 

 Veterans’ Services 
 Student Disability Services 
 Computer Help Desk

• Coordinate process for status changes, incomplete grades, and petitions 
• Duplicate course media and distribute 
• Scan and post course handouts and record shipping information on the Web 
• Coordinate the examination process, including verification of proctors, exam distribution, delivering exams to 

instructors, returning graded exams to students, and tracking 
• Process homework and projects to/from instructors and return graded materials to students 
• Provide information on the Web about degree programs and courses offered, including: 

 Degree information and three-year course timelines  
 Course information and syllabus  
 Coordination with instructors for provision of quality course Web sites 
 Contact information for advisers, instructors, and departments 
 Formative/summative student evaluations 

• Provide technical support for courses containing online elements 
 

Marketing Services 
*Estimated cost of services:  $82,118 
  $98 per 3-credit enrollment 
  $33 per credit hour 
  5% of total expenses  
 
• Maintain a high-profile, high-quality Web site 
• Provide first contact by phone and email for prospective students 
• Produce print and online flyers for degree programs, certificates, and short courses 
• Produce semester course offerings catalog, in print and online 
• Coordinate direct mailing projects, including obtaining and compiling lists 
• Provide distance education strategies with online series titled: Distance Education at a Glance 
• Participate at education fairs at regional corporate and U.S. military locations 
• List programs and courses on major search engines and major distance education Web sites 

 
Research & Development 
*Estimated cost of services:  $59,075 
  $70 per 3-credit enrollment 
  $23 per credit hour 
  4% of total expenses  
 
• Design and develop short courses and online student orientation 
• Research new technologies, products, and equipment 
• Design and develop studio/classroom facilities 
• Research and develop ideas for new programs 
• Test and edit new formats for course delivery 
• Improve and develop processes 
• Attend relevant conferences to maintain current knowledge of DE best practices  
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In a relatively short period of time, distance education and its offspring (e.g., web-supported instruction, 
videoconferencing, etc.) have been transformed from a quaint irrelevancy to a lightening rod for change 
on many university campuses. 
 
Sherron and Boettcher (1997) suggest that the current rush to implement distance learning programs by 
colleges and universities is occurring for three major reasons: 

• The convergence of communication and computing technologies, 
• The need for information age workers to acquire new skills without interrupting their working 

lives for extended periods of time, and 
• The need to reduce the cost of education. 

 
These reasons and others have attracted hopeful politicians and others with minimal background and 
little previous interest to distance education.  Others who view distance education as the Trojan Horse 
signaling “the commodification of higher education” have been equally moved by distance education for 
quite different reasons (see Noble, 1997, 1998, 1999).  It is ironic that the politicians who trumpet the 
benefits of distance education the loudest know relatively little about it, while those who see a dark side 
to the use of educational technology feel quite comfortable using the Web and related media to espouse 
their views. 
 
Irony aside, the accompanying claims of what distance education can and can’t, should and shouldn’t do, 
have resulted in an ever-widening gap between the rhetoric and reality of distance education.  Closing 
this gap can be accelerated by thoughtfully considering what could be labeled “Distance Education’s 
Best Kept Secrets”: 
 
1. Distance education is about increasing access, not making money.  Those who look to 
distance education as a revenue-generating machine resulting in financial windfalls for their programs or 
departments are typically disappointed when they factor in the true costs of this endeavor (see 
Oppenheimer, 1997).  These costs include hardware/software, system maintenance/upgrading, 
telecommunication charges, technical support, faculty/program development and evaluation, student 
support…and a myriad of personnel and infrastructure costs associated with these vital components and 
services.  The importance of these critical costs and constant technological change usually necessitate the 
reinvestment of virtually all income generated by the enterprise.  Those who take profits typically do so 
at the expense of needed upgrades with the potential risk of losing whatever market share they fought to 
win in the first place. 
 
This is not to say that distance education is without its financial benefits.  Many Land Grant institutions, 
for example, provide statewide educational programs and services.  A few years ago, this could entail 
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chartering aircraft to fly faculty to remote outreach or extension centers in various locations served by the 
Land Grant Institution.  Even today, it is not unusual for faculty to drive 200-300 miles a week to meet 
with students located far from campus.  The costs of such enterprises in terms of time, energy, and 
faculty goodwill are excessive.   
 
In contrast, the appropriate use of distance education can be cost effective…even if the end result isn’t a 
financial windfall.  What does result from the appropriate use of technology may be even more 
beneficial: the ability to grow the market for institutional programs and services, while proving the 
critical educational role the institution plays. 
 
2. There is no technological “silver bullet.”  Every new technology is accompanied by its share of 
advocates proclaiming it to be the ultimate delivery tool promising to solve all instructional problems, 
even those yet to be identified.  In reality, a poorly defined problem has an infinite number of 
solutions…we just never know which one is the most appropriate.  Until instructional needs are 
understood in detail, any technology could be appropriate…or inappropriate. 
 
Even those at the forefront of technological innovation, like Andrew Grove of Intel, candidly admit they 
are unsure where the future of technology will lead their companies (Grove, 1999).  As a result, they 
invest heavily in marketing, research, and development in efforts to maintain their technological 
preeminence wherever the future might lead them. 
 
For institutions without the research and development funding to invest in every potentially beneficial 
instructional delivery innovation, the best advice is to avoid technological solutions in search of 
instructional problems.  Instead, focus on the requirements of the content being delivered, learner needs, 
tangible instructional opportunities (e.g., the need to train a computer literate cadre of highly motivated 
professionals), and potential obstacles (e.g., limited bandwidth to the locations you serve).  Attend to 
these requirements and the most appropriate technological solutions will become apparent. 
 
In this context, the primary benefit of the Web is not as a delivery system in and of itself, but as a 
standardized platform from which various technological solutions can be launched.  Nevertheless, those 
who think the Web is the ultimate solution to all instructional problems should review the research 
literature of the 1950’s stating the same thing…about the overhead projector. 
 
3. The only constant in the world of instructional technology is change.  Anticipating change 
and technological directions is always challenging and filled with uncertainty.  Move too fast and your 
technological upgrade will be obsolete before it is fully implemented.  Move too slowly and your 
programmatic market share could slip before you can catch up.  Just as damaging, failure to innovate will 
signal your competition and potential markets that your program is no longer viable. 
In a world of technological change, timing is everything.  Those who learn to embrace technological 
innovation when the timing is right will be the big winners.  The rest will be left to fight over the crumbs. 
 
4. Lasting technological change is typically the result of evolution not revolution…Over the 
past thirty years technological innovation has evolved in a fairly consistent manner.  This process could 
be referred to as technological birth, death, and resurrection.  In the “birth” stage, new technologies 
emerge, unrealistic expectations are set, and the potential impact of the new tool is over-hyped.  In the 
“death” stage, the original outspoken advocates move on to the next innovation and general enthusiasm 
fades as the realities of what the new technology can and can’t do emerge.  In the “resurrection” stage, 
thoughtful reflection occurs as the new technology is tested in various, often random, instructional 
settings.  While the technological innovation is found inadequate in most applications, it proves 
beneficial in addressing a limited number of very specific needs. 
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Over time, the once proclaimed technological cure-all takes its place among other teaching tools and 
fades from the forefront of technological innovation…into the hands of those who can put the benefits of 
the technology to best use. 
 
5. The emphasis of distance education should be in the quality of the academic program, 
not in the use of technology.  Selecting technology is easy compared to the focused attention and 
subtle insights needed to design, develop, and implement a truly effective academic program.  Successful 
program administrators spend adequate time and resources to nurture and support creative and concerned 
faculty who are willing to take the leap of faith required to be successful in the distance education 
enterprise. 
 
Instructional delivery experiences that rely almost solely on technology (e.g., first generation web-based 
courses) with little apparent influence and day-to-day involvement of a thoughtful and skilled teacher 
may generate initial student interest.  Without adequate course design, focused faculty attention, and 
student readiness, however, there may be little hope for the overall instructional program, or the promise 
it originally offered. 
 
6. There is no glory in managing instructional technology.  You’d think there would be, but 
there isn’t.  Keeping up with technology is a never ending battle filled with unmet expectations, too few 
resources, and the need to constantly plan ahead realizing that the technology that you are implementing 
today is likely already dated and on the road to obsolescence. 
 
The best that can be said about the management of technology is that someone has to do it…and do it 
right.  Without exceptional management skills and a thick skin, the implementation of technology is an 
impossible task that gives those involved the illusion that they are in control, when in reality they are at 
the mercy of technological innovations that don’t exist today, but will be demanded tomorrow.  
 
7. Learning is enhanced when technology is used to directly link students to other 
students.  The lack of effective and personalized student-student interaction and feedback is the 
potential “Achilles heel” of distance education.  Conversely, the need for effective distant student-student 
interaction provides a great opportunity to creatively use technology.  In fact, whether it is teacher-to-
student or student-to-student interaction, learning is enhanced when technology is used to improve 
communication (see Flottemesch, 1999). 
 
In my experience, effective instruction almost always requires that a fully engaged teacher establish the 
learning framework, even when the target audience consists of highly motivated adults.  Also of critical 
importance is the learning that takes place when students are linked to other students…without any 
teacher present.  Given the inherent separation that is evident in most distant learning environments, it is 
difficult for many students to maintain any continuing connection to the instructional context, let alone 
the content being presented in any given course.  By creating learning spaces and technological linkages 
that bring distant students together as groups and as individuals, the gaps between what is being taught 
and what is being learned can often be bridged (see Wallace & Weiner, 1998). 
 
8. Face-to-face instruction is still a valid delivery method in support of distance delivered 
courses…when possible.  Many assume that there is no need for face-to-face instruction in distance 
delivered courses.  That is why many get involved with distance education in the first place…to avoid the 
“real time” constraints of face-to-face contact.  Still, some of the best distance delivered courses have 
well-integrated components in which teachers meet directly with students, either individually, in small 
groups, or with the entire class.  If personal interaction among the teacher and students is deemed an 
important course component, it is critical to meet as a group as early in the semester as possible.  
Experienced distance education faculty report that the student comfort level in using technology 
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increases significantly if the students and instructor meet early in the course and develop a personal 
working relationship. 
 
Depending on where the course is being delivered, it may be physically impossible to bring the teacher 
and students together.  Nevertheless, it is better to rule out personal contact as impractical or 
instructionally irrelevant than it is to fail considering it in the first place.  When the logistics can be 
successfully navigated, teachers and students alike are rewarded by well-planned and highly interactive 
face-to-face contact. 
 
9. Many faculty are comfortable when distant students from other institutions take their 
classes, but don’t like their students taking classes from faculty at other institutions.  This is 
a major stumbling block to cooperative distance education ventures and has limited the success of 
strategic partnerships relying on the sharing of faculty expertise.  The best partnerships are forged when 
specific academic needs are identified and on-campus expertise is absent.  In these cases, competition is 
not a factor and both sending and receiving institutions benefit.  Despite being a major institutional and 
political motivator for the initial start-up of distance education efforts, true academic alliances have 
proven elusive and are the exception, not the rule. 
 
Until the culture of course “ownership” moderates and the “not invented here” syndrome fades, wide 
scale institutional cooperation will be more a goal than a reality. 
 
In Summary… 
At its core, distance education is a change process, not a delivery system and historically higher 
education culture has proven resistant to change.  Perhaps the greatest benefit of distance education is its 
potential role as a catalyst for adapting the way educational institutions do business.  In a relatively short 
span of years, the proliferation of programs and services available at a distance have resulted in a 
heightened sense of competitiveness unheard of in higher education.  For institutions that are up to the 
challenge, the current interest and growth in distance learning presents a new opportunity.  
 
Although the dangers of competing and failing in this new world of educational access may pose 
significant problems, the refusal to look ahead, take calculated risks, and move forward may be the 
greatest risk of all.  
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