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INTRODUCTION

Onlinedelivery of degree-level programmesisan attrac-
tive option, especially for working professionals and
otherswho areunableto contemplatefull-timeresidential
university attendance. If such programmes are to be
accepted, however, itisessential that they attainthe same
standards and quality as conventionally delivered de-
grees. Thekey challengeistofind waysto ensurethat the
qualities that make university education attractive are
preservedinthe context of anew and quitedifferent model
of delivery.

Many systems have been developed to support on-
linelearning (see, e.g., Anderson & Kanuka, 1997; Davies,
1998; Persico & Manca, 2000; Suthers & Jones, 1997;
Y askin & Everhart, 2002). These systemsmay or may not
mimic conventional lecture-roomteaching, but will neces-
sarily involve major differences in the ways in which
teaching and student support are organised. Further-
more, the Internet lends itself naturally to an
internationalisation of education delivery, but this also
poses challenges for universities that have developed
their structures within the framework of national educa-
tion systems. To addresstheseissues, it may bedesirable
for the university towork in partnership with other agen-
cies, for example to provide local support services for
students. This too, however, may introduce new prob-
lemsof quality control and management. Wewill discuss
herewhat structures are required to ensure the quality of

Table 1. Comparison of U.S. and UK QA frameworks

the education provided and the standards of the degrees
offered in this context.

BACKGROUND

The emergence of the Internet as a way of delivering
higher education has led to examinations of itsimplica-
tions for education policy in many national and interna-
tional contexts. A set of benchmarksfor quality of online
distance education was developed by the (U.S.-based)
Institutefor Higher Education Policy (2000). Thisidenti-
fied atotal of 24 benchmarks, in seven categories. In the
UK, theQuality Assurance Agency for Higher Education
has issued guidelines on the Quality Assurance of Dis-
tance Learning (QAA, 2000a), with a similar scope to
those of the IHEP. A comparison of the main headings of
thetwoframeworksisillustratedin Table 1. Alsorelevant,
whenthedelivery model involves partnership with exter-
nal agencies, isthe QAA Code of Practice in relation to
CollaborativeProvision (QAA, 2000b). Similar issuesare
examined in an Australian context by Oliver (2001), and
fromHongKongby Y eung (2002). Y orke (1999) discusses
quality assuranceissuesin relation to globalised educa-
tion, touching especially on collaborative provision. Other
perspectivesareoffered by Pond (2002), Littleand Banega
(1999), and Davieset al. (2001).

Much of the work in this field reflects “an implicit
anxiety that the‘values’ of traditional teaching may some-

IHEP (USA) QAA (UK)
Institutional Support System Design (i.e., institutional issues)
Course Development Programme Design (course development and
Course Structure structure)
Teaching and Learning Programme Delivery
Student Support Student Support
Faculty Support
Evaluation and Assessment Student Assessment

Student Communication and Representation

Copyright © 2005, Idea Group Inc., distributing in print or electronic forms without written permission of IGI is prohibited.



Quality Assurance Issues for Online Universities

how beeroded” (Curran, 2001). Thereisconsequently, in
most prescriptions, astrong emphasisonreplicatinginan
onlinecontext thecharacteristicsof quality that wemight
expect to (but do not always) find in conventional teach-
ing. Thus, one of the precepts of (QAA, 2000a) callsfor
“.....managing the delivery of each distance learning
programme of study in a manner that safeguards the
academic standards of the award” ; and one of the bench-
marks of the IHEP specifies that “ Feedback in student
assignments is provided in atimely manner”. Unexcep-
tionable as they are, these requirements are not peculiar
to online distance learning. The key issue is not, there-
fore, oneof defining quality assurancecriteria, but rather
that of providing structures to ensure their implementa-
tion.

QUALITY ASSURANCE FOR ONLINE
DEGREES

Pedagogic Issues

Beforeexamining quality assuranceassuch, wewill first
consider questions relating directly to the pedagogic
approach used in online learning. In this respect, the
premise that quality in online learning involves only a
replication of on-campus characteristics is, we believe,
limiting. We start, instead, from the standpoint that | ec-
ture-based teaching, whatever itsmerits, isnot necessar-
ily anideal which onlineteaching must emulate. Students
all too frequently attend lectures in an entirely passive
mode, expectingtolisten and receivetheinformationthey
requirewhilemaking no positivecontribution themselves.
Interaction between lecturer and students, and within
groups of studentsislow, especially in the large classes
that are typical of modern universities.

Conversely, online teaching makesit possibleto rec-
reate, through the medium of moderated online discus-
sion, an atmospherethat iscloser to that of asmall-group
on-campus seminar, and, paradoxically, can be far more
involving and interactivethanistypically the casein on-
campus teaching. Two broad principles inform the ap-
proach: constructivism (Wilson, 1996), and collabora-
tiveenquiry. Collaborativeenquiry vial nternet-mediated
communication provides a framework for this mode of
learning (Stacey, 1998). The aimisto usethe medium to
foster the creation of a learning community (Hiltz &
Wellman, 1997) that will enabledial ogue between partici-
pants, sharing of information, and collaborative project
work.

M oderated discussion (Collins& Berge, 1997) isakey
feature of the teaching paradigm here, and serves anum-
ber of purposes that are relevant to the question of

quality. Most obviously, it provides the means by which
studentsmay shareinformation and experience, comment
onthe course material sand assignments, rai se questions,
and bring to the class knowledge and expertise that is
outsidethe experience of the courseteacher. Toasignifi-
cant extent, the students thus participate actively in the
teaching process, augmenting the overall learning expe-
rience. Lessobviously, thereareother issuesof quality in
which classroom discussion can have a role; we will
discuss these next.

Quality Assurance Issues

Key issues of quality assurance in an online degree
programmeinclude:

. Academic control

. Academic standards

. Staff appointment and training

. Monitoring of programmedelivery
. Assessment procedures

. Student identity and plagiarism

. Student progression and support

Our review of these issues, next, draws on our expe-
rience with the online degree programmes at the Univer-
sity of Liverpool (Gruengard, Kalman & Leng, 2000).

Academic Control

Theprimary requirement of theframeworksdefined by the
QAA and other bodies isthat all academic aspects of an
online degree programme should remain the responsibil -
ity of the parent university, which should have structures
and procedures that are effective in discharging this
responsibility. Theissue hereis that the academic stan-
dardsand quality of the programme may bethreatened by
differences between the parties involved in its delivery,
especially when there is only an indirect relationship
between the university and some of the peopleinvolved
(for example, regional partner organisations, or locally-
based tutors).

In principle, these problems can be resolved by plac-
ing onlinedegreeprogrammesfirmly withintheframework
defined by the university for approving and managing its
courses. To oversee this, we have at Liverpool estab-
lished a dedicated organisational unit within the univer-
sity, the e-Learning Unit.

Academic Standards

A corollary this is that, wherever possible, the quality
management of an online programme should follow pro-
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