
A Report on the Current Status and Potential Future of Online Education at Elon University 
 
Academic Affairs created an institutional priority for 2011-2012 to review current online course 
offerings and practices at Elon University.   
 
The Academic Affairs Priority: 
Coordinate with Academic Council in charging the University Curriculum committee to explore 
and make recommendations for Elon University’s online course offerings. (Book, Kircher, House) 
 
A committee was formed with a representative from the University Curriculum Committee 
(Barbara Gordon), a representative from Academic Council (Kevin O’Mara) and a faculty 
member at large (Gabie Smith).  The committee also included Christopher Waters and Connie 
Book.  Our discussions focused primarily on undergraduate education. 
 
The Academic Affairs charge: 

 

 Explore the success of our online course offerings and the viability of offering 
online courses during the academic year and under what circumstances. 

 

 Explore the evaluation of teaching in our online courses, the integration of 
the new evaluation tool in these classes and how information about teaching 
is shared with the faculty member and the deans. 

 

 Explore how the faculty is developed to teach online courses and our success 
in creating meaningful online courses. 

 

 Explore how online courses are approved and the sign-off on summer school 
offerings. 

 

 Determine the cost of the new federal legislation associated with interstate 
online course offerings and how it may impact Elon students going forward. 

 
Elon University’s engaged learning is currently rooted in a face-to-face instructional model.  The 
university’s limited offering of online courses is available during Summer Session I1 and 
enrollment is open only to Elon students.  In 2003, a faculty committee exploring the future at 
online education at the university recommended this pathway which was implemented in the 
summer of 2008.  However, assets of online education are present in many of our courses 
throughout the school year.  The faculty frequently leverages the internet and its ability to 
expand knowledge and connect us to the world in their courses. These assets of online 
capacities and our desire to create engaging teaching environments that result in the global 

                                       
1 One exception exists to this in the Masters of Education program.  Two courses are offered 

annually online as part of this program. 
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citizens we seek our students to become are what prompted a reconsideration of online 
education at the university.   
 
This reconsideration of online education at Elon also happened at a time when world attention 
turned to the concept of Massively Open Online Courses (called MOOCs) and a growing public 
discourse about the future and preservation of the commonwealth by making higher education 
free and open.  Stanford, Google and an online course provider, Coursera, drew national 
attention when they opened upper level engineering and computer science courses to anyone 
who wanted to engage with them online.  Coursera now has agreements with dozens of 
universities and a full menu of free college courses available, but continues to struggle to 
answer how completing these courses will advance students in the MOOC environment.  The 
Chronicle of Higher Education recently published a special supplement on online learning and 
found that considerable challenges remain in the “MOOC Madness” that erupted across 
universities in the summer and fall of 2012 (Chronicle, October 5, 2012). 
 
This report adopts the following definitions of online education from the annual report Going 
the Distance:  Online Education in the United States (Babson, 2012). 
 
Online Courses:  More than 80% of the course content is delivered online.  Typically has no or 
very minimal face to face contact. 
 
Blended/Hybrid:   A course that blends online and face to face delivery with 30 to 79% of the 
course delivered online.  These courses typically have a reduced number of face to face 
meetings and typically use online discussions. 
 
Web Facilitated:  A course that uses web based technology 1% to 29% to facilitate face to face 
instruction, such as course management system like Moodle to support documents and 
assignments and/or engaging guest speakers and other resources via the web.  The wide 
majority, if not all, of Elon courses during the academic year are web-facilitated. 
 
Traditional:  Content where no online technology or web based content is included.  The course 
is 100% taught in person and materially is delivered orally. 
 
Committee Review 
During the spring 2012 semester, the committee met with stakeholders in online education 
that included the registrar (Mark Albertson), the director of CATL (Peter Felten), vice-president 
and CIO (Chris Fulkerson) to discuss experiences and considerations related to the charge and 
new legislative issues associated with online course offerings.   
 
The committee also reviewed historical documents and benchmarked online education at our 
2020 peer and aspirant schools.   
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The following report is a summary of the committee’s work along with a series of 
recommendations for Academic Affairs and other campus stakeholders to consider going 
forward. 
 

1. Explore the success of our online course offerings and the viability of offering online 
courses during the academic year and under what circumstances. 

 
Launched in 2008, online education has seen positive growth at the university, but not dramatic 
positive growth.  Current online offerings are restricted to the first summer session and are 
restricted to Elon students.  Even “special admission” students have not been allowed to enroll 
in online course. Online courses are currently capped at enrollments of 17.   
 
Table 1:  Number of online course taught in Summer Session I by year 
 

Year # of Undergraduate Online 
Courses Offered 

# of Graduate Online 
Courses Offered 

2008 42 0 

2009 39 1 

2010 40 0 

2011 42 0 

2012 42 1 

 
As a proportion of summer course offerings, online course are offered at almost twice the rate 
as face to face courses.   
 
Table 2:  Total courses offered in Summer Session I by face to face v. online 
 

Year 
Total Courses 

Offered Face-to-Face Online 

2008 61 19 42 

2009 64 24 40 

2010 64 24 40 

2011 65 23 42 

2012 61 19 42 
  
 
Summer enrollment numbers have also steadily increased over the years as we engage more 
students and offer distinct programs during the summer (domestic programs in Los Angeles and 
NYC).  To illustrate this, one can consider the courses students are taking during the summer. 
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Table 3:  Summer enrollment 2008 to 2012 by type of courses (undergraduate courses, 
graduate courses, internship courses) 
 

Number of Students Enrolled in 
Summer Session I 

2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 

Undergraduate Classes 222 135 146 138 106 

Graduate Classes 251 261 256 278 275 

Undergraduate Online Classes 602 534 568 618 634 

Graduate Online Classes 0 5 0 0 13 

Undergraduate Internship 374 427 409 467 487 

Graduate Internship 0 0 0 0 0 

Total Number of Students Enrolled 
in Summer Session 1 

1360 1346 1344 1424 1451 

 
The registrar shared that while we have strong enrollment in online courses, not all online 
courses “make” during the summer.  The benchmark of 10 students enrolled is used by the 
registrar as the enrollment number needed to cover the expenses associated with the class.  In 
2011, 54 online courses were proposed.  Eight were canceled due to low enrollment.  Of the 
remaining courses (42), all but 5 had enrollments beyond 10 students.  Five (5) classes were 
permitted to run by the registrar with enrollments of 7-9.  In other words, we are not able to 
enroll all the seats being offered in summer one, suggesting we have room for non-Elon 
students to enroll in these courses. 
 
The committee discussed new ideas about winter term and domestic study and other points 
during the calendar year that online courses, or at least a portion of the course being taught 
online in a blended/hybrid model, made sense. We also discussed recent university 
partnerships with schools in Germany and France and the possibility of online or 
blended/hybrid instruction as part of these programs.  Lastly, our new Gap Program was 
considered and the potential for online education to link with these first semester students and 
enhance the Gap experience. 
 
A review of schools often discussed as our 2020 peer and aspirant schools (Appendix B) also 
found that these schools were not aggressively pursuing the online education model.  Of these 
schools, only Villanova was making an aggressive attempt to expand its offerings of online 
courses and degrees that could be awarded via this mechanism.   
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Recommendations associated with the 1st charge:  
The current model of a robust schedule in summer session I is a strong model and consistent 
with the Elon vision.  We recommend that summer session II be made immediately available for 
similar online offerings.   
 
We do find that there is current capacity for several non-Elon students to enroll in courses and 
we recommend that students admitted on special status to the university be permitted to take 
online courses.   
 
We also find there is sustained faculty interest in teaching during the summer beyond what we 
can enroll with Elon students. 
 
We believe the use of online education may be used to strategically supplement, rather than 
replace, the commitment we have to face-to-face education during the traditional academic 
year, particularly as it relates to our study abroad and new study USA programs.  We 
recommend that these strategic uses be permitted. 
 
We also do not support the belief that online education is less engaging.  We do think it 
challenges our traditional and successful model, but in that challenge we may find enhanced 
engagement versus diminished engagement.  
 
We recommend that strategic uses with new online, blended or hybrid courses be handled on a 
case by case basis and pilots be approved by the Provost’s Council.  If the pilot moves forward 
as permanent element of the curriculum, we recommend that the current faculty handbook 
process for curriculum/course approval be engaged which begins with the representative 
school/division curriculum committee.   
 
 

2. Explore the evaluation of teaching in our online courses, the integration of the new 
evaluation tool in these classes and how information about teaching is shared with the 
faculty member and the deans. 

 
The current evaluation used with students enrolled in online courses is focused on technology.  
The instrument is administered via Moodle and shared with the faculty after grades have been 
submitted. 
 
Questions used on the evaluation of online courses: 

1. The course was well prepared and organized 
2. The course material was communicated clearly 
3. During the course, the instructor emphasized important points using various 

technologies such as narrated PowerPoint presentations, YouTube videos, or web 
searches 

4. The instructor provided useful feedback on exams and assignments through tools such 
as Moodle, Word, Adobe Connect, IM, or Skype 
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5. The instructor clearly indicated how work would be evaluated 
6. The course offered adequate opportunities for interaction with the instructor via e-mail, 

chat, Skype or other technologies 
7. The course offered adequate opportunities for interaction with other students through 

Moodle forums, group chat, Skype, or Adobe Connect 
8. Comment on aspects of the instructor’s use of technology tools that helped engage you 

in the learning process 
9. Were you adequately prepared to engage with other students using technology tools? 

How could Elon best prepare you for future online courses? 
10. How can you Elon online program experience be improved? 

 
 
The feedback about online courses is generally positive and consistent with the data collected from 
face-to-face courses.  There are themes however that emerge related to the technology utilized. These 
include:   
 

 Faster responses needed from faculty 
 More effective use of multimedia 
 More opportunities for interaction 
 Communicate expectations clearly 

 
The Teaching and Learning Technologies staff does not use the evaluation with individual 
faculty for formative development.  Instead, the common themes are captured and used in 
faculty development in preparation of teaching online.  The TLT team serves this function 
versus CATL. 
 
The department chairs and/or deans do not receive copies of the teaching evaluations. 
 
Recommendation associated with the 2nd charge:  
The integration of the new student perceptions of teaching form into the online course is highly 
desirable in that it provides the faculty member and the university apples to apples assessment 
of their teaching.  The new software allows for the integration of five customized questions.  
We recommend that faculty work to integrate in these open question the unique elements of 
the online course they desire to be assessed.     
 
Recommendation associated with the 3rd charge: 
Based on our understanding of how the current student feedback is used (only being used 
broadly by our technology staff to capture key issues to include in faculty preparation for online 
teaching), we recommend that a more robust and formative role for this data be implemented.  
Working with Teaching Learning and Technology, the Center for Advancement Teaching and 
Learning, and other master teachers, consideration should be given to each faculty member’s 
professional development as an online instructor.  We recommend that current staffing be 
repurposed to support the development of online instruction at the university. 
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3.  Explore how the faculty is developed to teach online courses and our success in creating 
meaningful online courses. 

 
The committee met with Dr. Peter Felten and had an open conversation about online education 
and teacher preparation.  He believes that online teaching performance has improved since it 
was first introduced five years ago and that is due to the fact that faculty are more comfortable 
in this type of teaching environment.  He also found that faculty teaching online is more likely 
to use technology in their face-to-face courses, such as extending the class hour using 
technologies or incorporating video clips and audio to illustrate points in class.   
 
In the first few years of online course offerings at Elon, faculty was paid an additional stipend to 
transform their current face to face course as an online course.  This is no longer the case.  For 
the majority of the courses offered, we have the same returning faculty.  The new faculty is 
mentored one on one by TLT staff and often seeks out the assistance of the new faculty fellow 
for technology.   
 
This model seems highly effective and the committee does not have any recommendations in 
this area other than to continue this process and ensure the university continues to implement 
best national practices in online teaching. 
 

4. Explore how online courses are approved and the sign-off on summer school offerings. 
 
Currently, approval of online courses is designed to follow this pattern: 

a. Faculty interested in teaching online speak to their department chair and secure a 
form from TLT. 

b. Upon approval by the department chair, and then the dean, the course is added to 
OnTrack. 

c. The registrar monitors enrollment and determines if we can offer the course. 
 
Unfortunately, the process is sometimes not followed.  This is particularly true for repeat 
courses.  Program assistants, anticipating approval, go ahead and put the course on the 
schedule and a chain reaction begins from that point. 
 
Recommendation associated with the 4th charge:   
We recommend that OL courses by placed into the system by one designated program assistant 
in each of the academic schools to ensure all approvals are secured in advance of entering the 
course into the system.  The due dates for these courses to be uploaded into the system are set 
by the Registrar.  Once the course is uploaded into the schedule, we recommend that TLT reach 
out to faculty and make them aware of development opportunities.  Additionally, we like the 
current practice of an open “call for those interested in teaching summer school.”   
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5. Determine the cost of the new federal legislation associated with interstate online 
course offerings and how it may impact Elon students going forward. 

 

The assistant vice-president for technology, Chris Fulkerson, met with the committee and 
shared details of new federal legislation requiring state by state certification of any entity 
providing students online education.  The goal of the legislation is to give states the ability to 
prosecute fraud by higher education institutions doing business in their states.   A state that 
does not certify online educators could result in the suspension of federal dollars to support 
that institution.   
 
While there are several legal injunctions pending, most states have adopted policies/fees 
associated with online education.  On June 3rd an injunction on fines was imposed as the courts 
determine if the federal government can impose these requirements. 
 
Several resources explaining the bill and pending legal challenges was shared with the 
committee by Chris Fulkerson. 
 
Some leeway exists around the definition of an online course versus a blended online/f2f 
course.  A best practice on campus with online faculty is to call the group together to meet face 
to face before they exit campus in the spring.  This meeting then in fact launches the course, 
creating a hybrid or blended online course. 
 
Recommendations associated with the 5th charge:  
 We recommend that meeting on campus or if the student is abroad via some online 
connection before departing for the summer become an expectation of our online courses 
whenever feasible.  Not only is it a best practice, but it may also have the added benefit of 
protecting the institution in this new “certification” environment being established in many 
states.   
 
Final Recommendations 
The committee recommends that the provost create a reporting mechanism for online 
education so that these recommendations are administered and so that future work related to 
the implementation and success of online education at Elon have a home.  This committee’s 
discussion was the first since the initial university conversation in 2003.  Online education is 
now a permanent fixture in the higher education landscape and should be at Elon.   
 
Additionally, summer school offers significant untapped potential for innovative online 
education and as an experimental landscape.  We recommend that the provost establish a 
working group to fully explore Summer@Elon and its potential.  
 
The recommendations presented in this report are designed to engage a robust conversation 
on next steps with online education.  We move this forward to Academic Affairs, Academic 
Council and the Provost’s Council for its review. 
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Appendix A:  Sampling of peer and aspirant institution and online course offerings 
 
1. Bucknell University 

o No online classes 
2. Butler University 

o No online classes 
3. William & Mary 

o No online classes 
4. Drake University 

o Usually only in summer session 
5. Furman University 

o No online classes 
6. Lehigh University 

o Only graduate level, and then depends on the college 
7. Loyola University (New Orleans) 

o Online courses for summer only.   
8. Tulane University 

o Cannot earn a degree with online classes, but do have some course offerings online 
through summer and August-May academic year 

9. University of Richmond 
o School of Continuing Studies only 

10. Valparaiso University 
o Summer only, only one in Fall and Spring (7-week communication course) 

11. Villanova University 
o Many online classes for each semester (including summers); first 5 pages of summer 

course offerings in binder; go to 
https://novasis.villanova.edu/pls/bannerprd/bvckschd.p_disp_dyn_sched and can 
search by term 

o Can earn some degrees through their online programs. 
o Most extensive of the schools reviewed. 

12.  Boston College 
o Online courses are live video classrooms (synchronous) 

i. They offer: 4 computer classes; 1 English class; 2 graduate hybrid courses 
13. Brown University 

o No online classes 
o Joined Cousera in summer 2012. 

14. Emory University 
 No online courses found in major subject areas. 
 Joined Cousera in summer 2012. 

o Graduate:  
 Very few if any online courses (each graduate school different, but in total 

very few courses offered online) 
15. Georgetown University 

o No online courses. 

https://novasis.villanova.edu/pls/bannerprd/bvckschd.p_disp_dyn_sched
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16. Rice University 
o No online courses. 
o Joined Coursera in summer 2012. 

17. University of Notre Dame 
o No online courses. 

18. Vanderbilt University 
o No online courses. 
o Joined Coursera in summer 2012. 

19. Wake Forest University 
o No online courses. 
o Joined online consortium with R1’s in November 2012. 

 
 


