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RECOMMENDED ACTION 

 

                Ask the universities to identify programs not available online based on the HLC 

definition for the December meeting.  Agree to the revision of the new program proposal as 

described. 
 

ACADEMIC AFFAIRS COUNCIL 

 

 

AGENDA ITEM: 5.H 

 

DATE: September 6, 2012 

 

****************************************************************************** 

 

SUBJECT: Complying with the Program Integrity Rules – Approval for Delivery of Online 

Programs  

 

As the Program Integrity Rules enacted by the USDOE come fully operational, campuses 

are working to stay in compliance with the evolving requirements.  Given the heightened 

awareness of issues coming from the for-profit sector, the Department has established new 

requirements that target online offerings.  Further, it is also expecting the regional accrediting 

bodies to be more vigilant as these entities fulfill their regulatory roles.  As this is unfolding, the 

institutions face a dilemma that can easily be resolved by adopting a change in practice. 

 

The Higher Learning Commission (HLC) of the North Central Association approached 

the control of online offerings by establishing some common definitions.  The Commission now 

states that if more than 50% of the courses required for any program can be completed online, 

the institution should be reporting the program as an online offering.  Using this definition, 

almost every program offered within the system should be identified and reported to the 

Commission as an online program.  This is outlined in the attached materials copied from the 

FAQ section of the HLC website. 

 

However, this contradicts system practice which is based on the expectation that all 

requirements of a program can be completed online before it is recognized.  Further, Board 

authorization is required before a campus can advertise that a program can be delivered online. 

Campuses seek Board approval using the “New Site Request” process.  Evidently, there is a clear 

conflict between system practice and Commission requirements.   

 

This becomes further convoluted as institutions comply with DOE eligibility 

requirements to participate in Title IV financial aid.  Each year campuses are required to report 

to the Commission programs delivered online.  Commission authorization/approval ties 

information provided to USDOE authorization to provide financial aid.   
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It is recommended that Board processes be changed to allow the campus to remain in 

compliance.  When established more than a decade ago, it did make sense for the Board to 

review and approve requests to deliver programs online simply to provide needed assurances that 

remote students would be engaged in a quality program.  These requirements have been 

reinforced through the monitoring required of regional and professional accrediting bodies.  

However, as these offerings have matured, the universities have demonstrated that they meet 

these expectations.   

 

The staff recommends that the universities no longer be required to request Board 

approval of a new site request in order to offer a program online. 

 

If this is agreed to, a two-step process can be used to ensure that the universities stay in 

compliance with both HLC and USDOE requirements.  First, the universities could be asked to 

report to the Board in December the set of programs that are NOT delivered online based on the 

HLC definition (50% or more of the requirements can be completed online).  It would be 

assumed that the Board has authorized all other programs for online delivery.  Second, the new 

program approval process would be revised.  Board approval of a new program would be 

assumed to include approval to deliver the program online as well as at any other locations 

identified in the new program proposal.  Special attention to online delivery would not be needed 

in program proposals.  However, if a proposed new program is not going to be delivered online, 

the university would note this in proposal and this would be included in recommended action of 

the executive director. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 



ATTACHMENT 1     3 

 

 

The following material is abstracted from the HLC’s website’s FAQ’s for completing the annual 

report. (See the “Distance Education” section of http://ncahlc.org/Annual-Institutional-Data-

Update/aidu-faq.html 

 

If the possibility exists for even one student to complete 50% of the degree or Title IV 

eligible certificate online, should we list it in the Distance Education and Correspondence 

section? 

 

As the number of online courses we offer increases, it may be possible for a given student to 

take 50% or more of the course work online. If the possibility exists for even one student to 

complete 50% of the degree or Title IV eligible certificate online, I assume we should be 

listing it in the Distance Education and Correspondence section. Is that correct? 

 

Report any programs that can be completed 50% or more through distance education or 

correspondence education, regardless of whether students are enrolled. 

 

The Institutional Update indicates that we are to report programs "where 50% or more of 

the courses or credits in the program are offered through distance education." How is that 

calculation to be made? 

 

The Commission defines a distance education course as one in which 75% or more of the 

instruction is offered by distance education. The Commission defines a correspondence 

education course as one in which 75% or more of the instruction is offered by 

correspondence education. Do not use other definitions. To determine whether a program 

is offered via distance education, take the number of distance education courses or 

correspondence education courses in the educational program divided by the total number 

of courses in that particular program. This should yield the percentage of distance or 

correspondence education offered in that program. If the result is that 50% or more of the 

program is offered by distance education, you should list the program as such. If the 

result is that 50% or more of the program is offered by correspondence education, you 

should list the program as such. If the program has a combination of distance and 

correspondence education courses that together add up to 50% or more, then list the 

program in the category that represents the largest percentage.  
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