Leading change in public higher education
A provost report series on trends and issues facing higher education

Online Learning: Broadening the Conversation
While online learning has been around for decades and is rooted in the tradition of distance education, the sudden
explosion of massive open online courses (MOOCs) has sparked widespread discussion about the growing presence
of technology in teaching and learning at the University of Washington and at other universities around the world.
The current rapid development of new tools and modes of course delivery
presents many new options for educators, and provides an opportunity
According to a survey of more
for us to reexamine what quality higher education means, how we assess
than 2,500 colleges and instituand improve it, and how we ensure that it remains accessible to learners
tions, nearly one third of all U.S.
throughout their lives.
college students in 2010 took
This report, part of a new series about transformative trends in higher education, examines this issue of online learning. It seeks to provide a very basic
primer on key course formats and current issues, and lays the foundation for
further reports about more specific questions.

at least one online course, compared to just 1 in 10 in 2002.1
In a 2012 survey of more than
100,000 students around the
world, about 75 percent of students said that they had taken
at least one course that included
online components.2

Many University of Washington faculty and staff members have been thinking creatively about this subject, testing out innovative practices in the classroom, and working to engage students in new forums and with new tools.
Groups such as the Faculty Council on Teaching and Learning, Faculty and
Professional Learning Communities at the UW Seattle Center for Teaching
and Learning, UW Tacoma Technology Fellows, and participants in the UW
Bothell Hybrid Course Development Institute have been discussing and strategizing about how to best approach
online learning. Our goal with these reports is simply to broaden and connect these conversations happening on
our three campuses, and to provide common reference points to inform our plans for the future. We welcome your
feedback and suggestions — please email edtrends@uw.edu.

Tomorrow’s University. Today.

In his annual address to the university community on October 18, 2012, UW President Michael K. Young noted that
higher education is currently faced with profound pressures to evolve and new opportunities to adapt (video of
address):
“The university of tomorrow is moving toward a new paradigm — certainly one with greater efficiency,
but also one where innovation and technology combine with hands-on, collaborative learning to give
our students an enhanced experience. Tomorrow’s university also exists in a world that is getting smaller
and more hyper-connected. That means the great societal challenges we face require equally connected,
integrative solutions.”
Part of this shift is influenced by the remarkable growth of online education throughout the United States. A 2010
report to the UW Board of Regents prepared by a working group of faculty and staff noted that “online learning
has become a ubiquitous part of any discussion about the future of higher education,” and that the UW has been
“a national leader” in the field.3 During the 2010–2011 academic year, the UW Faculty Council on Teaching and
Learning conducted a broad review of research about online learning and recognized its increasing significance at
the UW due to “the interests and needs of our students, the rapid and continued maturation of educational technologies, and the growing body of literature that supports the strategic use of these technologies to enhance traLEADING CHANGE IN PUBLIC HIGHER EDUCATION: A PROVOST REPORT SERIES
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ditional educational practices.” However, the Council
also stressed that substantive effort is needed to
ensure that standards of quality are met and faculty
members are not overburdened.4
It is clear that online learning has grown rapidly in a
short period of time and has become a key issue in
higher education. Many recent headlines about this
subject, and much of the recent discussion at the UW,
have focused specifically on MOOCs. And while many
commentators consider these massive free online
courses to be an exciting innovation in education,
they remain largely an experiment. MOOCs have
the potential to vastly expand access to high-quality
course content, but it is still unclear if and to what
degree they could ever serve as a substitute for more
traditional forms of course delivery, including more
traditional froms of online learning. While MOOCs
are only one facet of online learning, they represent
the kind of experimentation in education enabled by
new technology.

Definitions
Methods of categorizing course formats vary, but a
basic approach includes:5
ff Face-to-face: “traditional” classes; instructor(s) and
students meet in the classroom or another in-person setting.
ff Hybrid (or blended): a combination of both face-toface instruction and online learning (often defined
as 20–50% of total course time online).
ff Online: primarily or entirely online (often defined
as 80–100% of total course time online). Class size
varies; at the UW, online courses offered through
UW Educational Outreach usually have 45 or fewer
students.

The University of Washington, an early leader in online education, now offers 17 online degrees, 40 online certificates, and an additional 75 online distance courses. Many more courses are under consideration, which has spurred
concerns about quality, efficiency, and access.

What is online learning?

Online learning is an umbrella term that encompasses a wide range of pedagogical tools, including:
ff Social, interactive, and engagement formats, such as blogs, online learning communities, and peer-topeer online feedback
ff Readings accessible to students through electronic reserve systems
ff Recordings of class sessions available for viewing and/or downloading
ff Learning management systems, such as Canvas, that can accept electronically submitted student assignments, allow for electronic grading and feedback, and track grades with an electronic grade book; this
tool is a current emphasis at UW’s three campuses6
ff Virtual worlds in which students take on identities as avatars and interact with their classmates through
these online alter egos7
ff Lecture capture, which allows students the opportunity to view recorded lectures online when, where,
and at what speed they wish; this tool is a current emphasis at UW’s three campuses8, 9

What do we know about online learning?

This report reviews some of the key issues in online learning today, drawing from a series of national reports from
sources such as the U.S. Department of Education, EDUCAUSE Center for Applied Research, Inside Higher Ed, and
the Babson Survey Research Group.

Students and online learning

ff Students see technology as an integral part of their academic experience, and many believe that effective technology use improves a class experience.10
ff In a 2012 survey, only about 16 percent of students in face-to-face classes said that they skipped class
when course materials were available online.11
ff Students value the flexibility and convenience of online courses. They can study at their own pace, anywhere and anytime.12
ff Success varies. Mature, self-motivated learners may be most likely to succeed in fully online degree programs.13
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Faculty views on technology and teaching

ff Faculty members are using technology more and more. More than three-quarters of faculty — according to one recent study — are using digital materials in their classrooms in some way.14
ff Faculty remain concerned about quality. In response to a 2012 survey, nearly two-thirds said they believe that learning outcomes for an online course are inferior to those for a comparable face-to-face
course.15
ff Some faculty are also concerned about the rapid growth of online education. In one recent study, about
one-quarter of faculty members reported thinking that their institution is pushing too much instruction
online.16
ff Instructors with online teaching experience are the most optimistic about online education.17
ff Faculty typically need institutional support and training to learn the pedagogical and technical skills
required to produce high-quality online learning experiences.18

Effectiveness and access

ff Studies such as a 2010 U.S. Department of Education meta-analysis show that well-designed courses
with online elements can lead to learning outcomes comparable — and in some some cases superior —
to traditional face-to-face classes. Hybrid courses in particular may enhance student learning, although
part of that effect may stem from the fact that students often devote more time to hybrid courses.19
ff Technology can increase access. The Department of Education meta-analysis noted that “online learning
has become popular because of its potential for providing more flexible access to content and instruction at any time, from any place.”20
ff Online education can ease campus space challenges. For example, online and hybrid courses can help
ameliorate classroom shortages.21
ff In online modalities, student-faculty interaction remains central for quality. As a result, instructors find
that online and hybrid courses can demand as much — or even more — of their time as compared to
face-to-face classes.22

Continuing the conversation

The UW Faculty Council on Teaching and Learning found in 2011 that online learning was very much a part of the
terrain of U.S. higher education. For the Council members, key issues included concerns about faculty involvement,
time, compensation, and scholarly recognition, and the need to ensure quality and appropriate pedagogical methods. Around the country, similar questions are being raised about ensuring the effectiveness of courses with online
elements, appropriately assessing student learning, and how to make the best use of all of the teaching and learning formats and tools that are now available. In hopes of further developing our conversations about these important issues, future reports in this series will focus on:
ff Pros and cons of various class formats (e.g., face-to-face, hybrid, online)
ff Instructor experiences with online teaching and educational technologies at the UW and nationwide
ff Faculty concerns about online teaching (including intellectual property, cheating, and workload)
Again, we welcome your comments, questions and suggestions. Please email edtrends@uw.edu.
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