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RECOMMENDED ACTION OF THE EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR 

 

Recognize the Higher Learning Commissions categorization of programs offered and 

direct the staff to align program approval processes.  Require the campuses to collaborate when 

an institution is planning the delivery of a common program in the region or at a center 

historically served by another campus.  

 

SOUTH DAKOTA BOARD OF REGENTS 

 

 Full Board 

 

         AGENDA ITEM: 19 

 

        DATE: October 10-11, 2012 

 

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

 

SUBJECT: Recommended Revisions to Program Approval Processes 

 

 Historically, campuses delivered all offerings in face-to-face formats.  In this 

environment, where both audience and location were fixed, required approval processes focused 

on a few parameters and, once granted, the limits were apparent to all.  With the advent of 

broadcast technologies, the requirements and the processes to gain approval became a bit more 

complex, since even though a course was delivered during a discrete, scheduled time period, the 

audience could be in several different locations.  More than a decade ago, online delivery began 

to gain popularity, permitting campuses to offer courses to audiences that engaged in learning at 

any time from any place.   Once again approval strategies evolved to accommodate program 

delivery.  Further complicating this environment, courses are now commonly delivered using a 

range of methodologies. In other words, rather than a world where a course is solely online, 

broadcast or face-to-face, it is common for multiple delivery strategies to be used in a single 

course.  As a result, the terms hybrid or blended delivery are now in vogue. 

 

Complicating this environment, both governing boards and accrediting bodies typically 

focus on and approve programs rather than courses.  To a certain extent, this is driven by the 

requirement that students be enrolled in a program to be eligible for financial aid.  As a result, 

the USDOE has established a set of expectations that campuses provide evidence that they have 

required approvals and authorizations to deliver all programs offered.   

 

This is the model followed in South Dakota, where Board authorization has been required 

to develop a new program.  While these new programs are most commonly authorized for on 

campus, this is not always the case.  Once authorized to deliver a program, a campus is required 

to seek Board approval to deliver a program at a different physical site or in a distributive 

fashion using technologies.  These Board approvals have always viewed program delivery as a 

discrete activity.  For example, if a campus seeks approval to deliver a program at a new physical 

location, the expectation is that all required courses will be offered face-to-face, allowing 

students to complete all requirements by attending courses offered at the identified site.   
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Similarly, if a campus seeks authorization to deliver a program online, the expectation is that 

students can complete all requirements online with no requirement that they ever attend a face-

to-face class meeting.  Further, these approvals have historically been reported to the Higher 

Learning Commission, which may have additional requirements that must be met before the 

program can be offered.  Historically the HLC’s processes have also been framed by a 

traditional, discrete view of offerings.   

 

 The USDOE has ramped up requirements that accrediting bodies define, categorize, and 

monitor online offerings.  In response to this, the Higher Learning Commission has established a 

set of definitions for online courses and online programs.  Representatives of the system’s 

academic community including the Academic Affairs Council have framed a proposal to the 

Board, asking that they align system guidelines and practices with the Commission’s definitions.  

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

the instruction is offered by distance (online) education.  With this established, the Commission 

requires that any programs that can be completed 50% or more through distance (online) 

education, regardless of whether students are enrolled in online courses, must be reported as a 

distance delivered (online) programs.  All other programs are face to face programs.  So even 

though the terms hybrid and blended instruction are now commonly used to describe a mix of 

face-to-face and online delivery, this has no meaning in accreditation language.   

 

An issue has risen regarding offering of programs and services to individuals stationed at 

and deployed from Ellsworth Air Force Base.  The base issued an RFP soliciting proposals to 

provide face-to-face graduate management programing. A set of institutions responded including 

BHSU and USD.  USD’s proposal, based on a mix of some limited face-to-face and primarily 

online delivery, was selected and that institution will be the provider of an MBA program for 

individuals on base (air force personnel, their immediate dependents, and civilians employed on 

the base) and for personnel deployed from the base.  Questions have been raised about the 

authority of USD to deliver this program at this location since the offering is clearly within the 

“hybrid” realm but fits the HLC definition of distance delivery.  

 

USD’s proposal stated that the institution would use a blend of face-to-face and online 

delivery to deliver the program.  In fact, using the HLC’s definitions, the program would be 

delivered online.  USD has been approved by the Board and by the Commission to deliver this 

program online.    

 

The Council of Presidents took up this topic at their recent meeting.  The group discussed 

this from a number of perspectives but they ended up recognizing that the HLC and the USDOE 

do not recognize the terms hybrid or blended.  Rather, as they noted, the Commission has 

developed a definition that categorizes every course offered as online or face-to-face.  The 

Commission’s definitions continue and two sets of programs, online and face-to-face, are created 

based on the mix of face-to-face and online courses.  In fact, at this point in time campuses are 

expected to determine if a hypothetical student can complete more than 50% of every program 

offered and, if this is the case, the program must be reported to the Commission as an online 

offering.  This information is then provided to the USDOE and used as participation in financial  
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aid programs is monitored.  The Presidents agreed that these definitions should be accepted and 

applied.  This would allow the campuses to remain in compliance with external bodies.   

 

To accomplish this, staff recommend 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; an online course is one in which more than 75% of the 

instruction is delivered in this modality).  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 the proposal and this would be 

included in the recommended action of the executive director. 

 

Further, the Presidents discussed another of the underlying issues.  Geographical 

boundaries are being blurred by the continued growth in online offerings and this could be a 

unique challenge in the home communities of each of the campuses as well as in the 

communities with established Centers.  Recognizing this, the Presidents agreed that inter-campus 

communications are critical and that in those cases where an institution plans to deliver an 

online/blended program in the region typically served by another, partnerships need to be 

formatted to accomplish joint delivery.  The system’s academic policies and guidelines support 

this structure.   

 

As an example, the Rapid City community has expressed interest in programs leading to 

degrees in information systems.  To address this, a meeting was held between the leadership of 

BHSU and DSU and the institutions agreed to collaborative delivery of DSU’s BS in Computer 

and Network Security and BS in Network and System Administration with BHSU offering 

general education, electives and a few introductory courses face-to-face at the Rapid City Center 

and DSU offering the requirements for each of these majors primarily online with occasional 

presence of faculty and staff at the Rapid City Center.  It was agreed that this model will allow 

the campuses to respond in a coordinated fashion to specific requests for particular offerings.  

 

As the discussion concluded, the presidents agreed to recommend to the Board that in 

those cases where a campus was planning to establish any physical presence that included the 

delivery of a program in a region historically served by another, the originating campus is 

obligated to establish a partnership that will allow a collaborative delivery of coursework and 

related services.     

 


