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          AGENDA ITEM – 3 

 

SOUTH DAKOTA BOARD OF REGENTS 

PLANNING SESSION 

AUGUST 8-9, 2012 

 

 

SUBJECT: Academic Quality/Instructional Delivery for the Future 

 

Recently, Dr. Warner and members of the Board attended an AGB meeting that included 

presentations addressing the perceived lack of quality in many of the offerings of colleges and 

universities. The highlighted problems range from macro-level views as demonstrated by the 

concerns voiced in Academically Adrift: Limited Learning on College Campuses to the anecdotal 

comments offered by state leaders that too many students are graduating from liberal arts 

programs that have little tie to the skills needed in the workplace.  In addition, this public 

complaint is commonly broadened to include the concern that graduates are not required to 

master the writing, speaking, and computational skills that are fundamental requirements in the 

workplace. 

 

These discussions are playing out in an environment where campuses are being 

challenged to graduate more students.  Too often, these efforts appear to focus solely on 

increasing the number of graduates, leading critics to opine that the only way to do this is to 

“dumb down” the quality of the degree.  From a policy perspective, the award of a degree must 

require students to master the complex academic skills required to thrive in a global economy.  

Campuses must be challenged to incorporate strategies to increase the number of citizens holding 

a high quality post-secondary credential.  To ensure this outcome, campuses must be able to 

define student learning outcomes that reflect the expectations of a quality experience and they 

must develop evidence that graduates are meeting these expectations. 

 

Confounding this dilemma, these considerations are playing out in the existing unstable 

fiscal environment.  State allocations are not keeping pace with increasing costs or with 

increasing enrollment.  As a result, there are a range of strategies developing in the market that 

focus on delivery of instruction in more cost efficient manners.  A decade ago, there were a 

number of efforts initiated that use technologies to more efficiently and effectively deliver the 

standard course-based curriculum.  This area is receiving greater interest as cognitive learning 

theorists are developing strategies/best practices for effective teaching and learning that are being 

driven more and more with technology interfaces such as analytical tools, interactive devices 

(e.g. clickers), software platforms, etc.   Recently, initiatives in this area have exploded to now 

include everything from Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs) to competency-based offerings 

ranging from the program level to the course level.  Further, first in Texas and now in other 

states, public universities are being challenged to offer programs that students can complete for 

less than $10,000 in tuition, fees, and books/academic supplies.  As expected, these approaches 
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are commonly challenged as low-quality alternatives since they limit the engagement of faculty 

with students in a defined classroom space.   

 

This item is presented to shape a discussion of the evolving academic agenda of the 

system, which is requiring institutions to balance quality, access/productivity, and costs in an 

environment where lower cost options are penetrating the market, even in South Dakota.  Going 

forward, the system will be challenged to strategically align offerings within this environment to 

provide students options to earn degrees that provide them the skills needed to succeed in today’s 

market.   

  

The following issues should be considered. 

 

1. Recognizing that communication skills/literacy/numeracy are critical for success, should 

the system’s general education outcomes be reconsidered to elevate this importance?  

Background is provided for AAC&U’s LEAP initiative and for the Lumina Foundation’s 

Degree Qualifications Profile, both of which encourage considerations at the program 

level rather than at the course level, as the system’s current GE program is configured. 

 

2. The system’s common measure of academic quality is the CAAP exam which uses a 

multiple choice format.  Should the system’s proficiency exam be revamped to include a 

written or a presentation component to ensure students are proficient?   

 

3. A range of strategies are evolving that allow students to earn credit for mastery of 

materials developed and demonstrated outside of the traditional classroom.  Should the 

system be more aggressive in awarding credit for these evolving offers if faculty deem 

the outcomes similar to those expected for common courses within the system?  How 

active should the system be in promoting the development of similar options?   

 

4. Should the system consider developing low cost/no frills programs to make sure that 

South Dakota does not once again become a net exporter of high school students? 

 

5. Should the system promote analytics to improve teaching and learning?  Related to this, 

should the system promote innovative large section delivery of courses such as the 

“flipped” classroom where lectures are posted in D2L and class time is used for “active” 

learning?   

 

6. Are there policy changes that should be considered?   

 

When discussing the issue of academic quality, it can be helpful to imagine a successful 

business.  For instance, one of the keys to success for a business is providing a good product to 

its consumers. What value does a business add to a product during its production? Is the product 

produced efficiently? Are stakeholders satisfied? In the same way, colleges and universities must 

provide quality learning to their students, since learning is the “product” of a higher education 
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institution. Are graduates leaving with more knowledge and skills than when they enrolled? Is 

the institution efficient in producing graduates when the cost of resources per each degree is 

considered? Finally, are stakeholders (students, parents, potential students, employers, and 

members of the public) satisfied with the results of the university? The answers to these 

questions can help determine if an institution is providing a quality education to its students. 

 

Why is Academic Quality important? 

 

 In recent years, there has been an increased focus on academic quality in higher 

education. This is largely due to the fact that in order to compete with the rest of the world going 

into the future, the US will need more workers with college-level degrees. However, not only do 

today’s students need to have degrees, the degrees must be of a high-quality.  

 

In today’s global economy, the environment in which business & industry operate is 

constantly changing. Today’s college graduates must have the skills to adapt in the ever-

changing work environment that they will face. In order to succeed, graduates will need to 

possess high-level skills that can only be taught through a quality education. One of the most 

critical of these skills is also one of the most basic tenants of education: communication skills. 

 

 Communication skills are commonly identified as the most important skills needed in the 

workplace.  According to a survey of employers conducted yearly by the National Association of 

Colleges and Employers, in 2010, employers ranked communications skills (both written and 

verbal) as the most important skill for employees to possess. However, the same survey found 

that 49.7% of the employers surveyed said this skill set was what new college graduates were 

lacking.  A 2004 survey of corporations within the Business Roundtable, conducted by College 

Board, found that 86% of respondents would hold poorly written application materials against a 

job candidate, either “frequently” or “almost always.” Due to the importance of communications 

skills in the workplace—or even in getting into the workplace—it is necessary that higher 

education focuses on teaching communication skills more heavily going forward in order for 

students to meet the growing needs of today’s economy. 

 

 Employers have made their expectations of college graduates and new hires very clear. 

One survey of employers by the Association of American Colleges & Universities (AAC&U) 

describes the qualities that employees will need to succeed in today’s workforce. The AAC&U 

found that: 

 91% of employers say they are “asking employees to take on more responsibilities and to 

use a broader set of skills than in the past.” 

 

 88% of employers say that “the challenges their companies face are more complex than 

they were in the past.” 

 88% of employers agree that “to succeed in their companies, employees need higher 

levels of learning and knowledge than they did in the past.” 
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 This is also critical to the mission of higher education institutions, because in order to 

validate the claims an institution makes about its graduates with regard to job placement and 

postgraduate school acceptance, the institution must be able to back up its claims. If claims about 

job placement and performance of former graduates are unsubstantiated, eventually the 

institution’s credibility will wane, as will its ability to attract new students. Therefore, the Board 

must be confident that the curricula offered by the universities does instill graduates with the 

skills and knowledge they need, as well as the ability for them to remain competitive in today’s 

society. 

 

Why is there concern about academic quality?  

 

 In the last few years, there has been a growing concern about academic quality in the US. 

Much of this conversation was framed in the recently published book Academically Adrift: 

Limited Learning on College Campuses by Richard Arum and Josipa Roksa. Arum and Roksa 

conducted a study tracking the academic performance and gains of 2,300 traditional college 

students at a range of 4-year colleges and universities. These students took the Collegiate 

Learning Assessment (CLA) Exam, which measures critical thinking and higher level skills, at 

several points in their collegiate careers. The results were sobering. Arum and Roksa found that 

after two years of higher education, 45% of students “did not demonstrate any significant 

improvement in learning.” In fact, even 36% had not made any significant gains after four years. 

They also found that any improvements that were made by students were modest at best.  The 

authors contend that this was a result of lack of rigor. Simply stated, students are not required to 

do enough reading, writing, and critical thinking in their coursework.  While some weaknesses 

have been identified in the analyses presented in this work, the major premise still stands.  

 

 There are those who argue that this issue is driven by the pervading culture at institutions 

all across the country, a culture that places a premium on enrollment and retention to maintain or 

to increase revenue. While enrollment and retention are certainly important, it should be the 

priority of institutions to provide those students with the means to become highly-educated 

graduates with high-quality degrees. 

 

 Academic quality has always been one of the central tenants of higher education. Why, 

then, is it so difficult to achieve and document? There are many obstacles that make it more 

difficult for institutions to provide sufficient academic quality. First, systems, especially public 

systems, are being handicapped by loss of revenues as funding streams are cut. This causes 

institutions to increase admission and enrollment, all while fixed costs for institutions are rising. 

It is essentially a scenario where systems are expected to do more with less. 

 

 Another obstacle is the retention and remediation of freshmen, an issue tracked and 

reported annually to the Board. According to Complete College America, a staggering 34.8% of 

students in South Dakota require remediation upon entering college, meaning they are already 

starting their studies behind the curve set by those freshmen earning credits for all of their 
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courses. Out of the students that require remediation, only 70% will stay in college long enough 

to complete remediation and only 37.7% will graduate within six years.  

 

 Increasing diversity within student bodies is also a factor that can influence completion 

and quality. The days of universities almost completely consisting of students straight out of high 

school and residing on campus are gone. Whether it is age, ethnicity, income, students who are 

married and/or have families, or full-time vs. part-time students, institutions must realize that 

they cannot take a “one size fits all” approach in giving this diverse student body a quality 

education. New and innovative approaches to learning must be discussed and utilized to 

guarantee that all students are afforded the same opportunities once they are enrolled. 

 

 Finally, CLA found that when asked, faculty agreed that higher-level skills are important, 

but that those skills are often sacrificed for assessment that is faster and cheaper. The consensus 

was that when this occurs, assessment of student learning is simply turned into a compliance 

exercise, and it is not used as a way for institutions to improve how faculties teach and students 

learn. It is critical that data are used in this fashion, so when it comes to making decisions on 

student learning, improvements can not only be made in how students are taught, but in the 

overall quality of their education. 

 

What can be done to improve academic quality? 

 

 One of the first steps that should be taken to improve academic quality is to define 

exactly what this means. This is important for all constituents that the system serves.   

 

 One national initiative in this arena is that of the Association of American Colleges & 

Universities (AAC&U) which created its Liberal Education & America’s Promise (LEAP) 

Initiative to promote the merits of a liberal education and to highlight the importance of high-

level learning among students. The LEAP Initiative offers several Essential Learning Outcomes 

that it believes are critical to graduates. These include: 

 Knowledge of Human Cultures and the Physical & Natural World: 

o Involves engaging in the big questions across various fields of study. 

 Intellectual and Practical Skills: 

o This includes: analysis, critical and creative thinking, written and oral 

communication, quantitative literacy, etc.) 

 Personal and Social Responsibility: 

o Civic Engagement, intercultural knowledge and competence, and ethical 

reasoning. 

 Integrative and Applied Learning: 

 

o Demonstrating an application of knowledge, skills, and responsibilities. 

  

One other effort of note is the Lumina Foundation’s support of efforts to create Degree 

Qualifications Profile which illustrates what students should be expected to know, and what 
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skills they should possess once they earn degrees at the associate, bachelors, or graduate level 

degree. The basis of this Degree Profile consists of five different types of learning, including: 

 Specialized Knowledge: The mastery of strategically chosen subject areas. 

 Broad/Integrative Knowledge: Knowing the relationships among subject areas and 

realizing the integration of related areas 

 Intellectual Skills: The result of well-defined cognitive capacities, including oral and 

written communication and quantitative applications. 

 Applied Learning: What students are able to do in real-world scenarios with what they’ve 

learned. 

 Civic Learning: Preparing students to be responsible citizens. 

 

The Degree Profile gives a rubric-like outline for what students should be able to accomplish in 

each of these learning types after achieving various degrees. In shaping a definition of academic 

quality, looking further into these guidelines could be helpful. 

 

These and other efforts may be helpful in crafting a specific definition of academic 

quality. 

 

What can be done to assure academic Quality? 

 

While these frameworks are important because they establish structures that support the 

design of quality programs, campuses must develop assessment programs that demonstrate 

students are being held to and meeting the standards established.  A worthwhile assessment 

should not only look at standards of learning within the college from year to year, it should also 

be able to provide a benchmark performance against external standards at similar universities. 

 

 It is important to look at the types of assessments being used throughout the system and 

to periodically review whether they are doing what is intended. Currently, the BOR evaluates 

rising juniors with the CAAP Exam, a summative assessment that tests mastery of the core 

subjects of reading, writing, math, and science. This “proficiency exam” was established to 

demonstrate that the system does expect all students awarded a degree to have basic mastery in a 

range of core areas.  However, as has been noted in annual reports, the CAAP Exam correlates 

highly with the ACT.  For example, 99% of all students who have been determined as “college 

ready” in a subject area from their entering ACT will also pass the corresponding test module on 

the CAAP Exam.  

 

Furthermore, we must look at whether the exam is truly measuring academic quality in a 

way that is valuable to both faculty and students. Due to the nature of the CAAP exam, it 

possesses  

 

little formative value, and therefore, faculty members are not able to use the results and apply 

them to modify the way they teach in the classroom. While this is true, the exam still is used as 

one of the principal measures of the effectiveness of the system’s general education system.  
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Regardless, the system should continue to ask if passing the CAAP exam actually translates into 

students who are ready for upper-level classes that require high-level learning abilities or if there 

might be some alternate ways to examine proficiency in these or other areas. 

 

 Beyond the CAAP exam, there are other assessment options for higher education. The 

CLA Exam focuses mainly on high order competencies that are expected of college students, and 

is focused on the school as a whole, as opposed to the results of each individual student. (This is 

the same exam that was used in the study in the book Academically Adrift, which was previously 

discussed.) The formative exam is not multiple-choice and presents students with realistic 

problems that require them to analyze complex materials. The students provide written responses 

to the tasks and are evaluated on the ability to think critically, reason analytically, solve 

problems, and communicate clearly. By focusing on the institution as a whole, the exam strives 

to bridge the gap between assessment and the classroom. The exam also provides a benchmark 

on where an institution stands in comparison with other similar institutions. However, one 

criticism of the examination methodology is that it compares results from separate cohorts of 

students to measure the collective impact of the curriculum on students.  

 

In addition to these assessments of core academic skills, a number of programs utilize 

licensure exams to measure performance of graduates.  Information of this type is summarized 

and reported annually to the Board.  These reports stress that the results tie directly to the quality 

of the programs offered.  Campuses are commended for offering programs where the percentages 

of graduates passing licensure exams are high/exceed national norms.  Conversely, if the number 

of graduates passing a licensure exam is low/below national norms, campuses are challenged to 

review the curriculum and make changes to better align student outcomes with the expected 

knowledge/skills mastery established for the program. 

 

There are also less formal forms of assessment that can be utilized to provide institutions 

with evidence of academic quality at a more localized level. These include, but are not limited to: 

specially designed projects or assignments, demonstrations, portfolios, and behavioral outcomes 

(job placement, graduate school acceptance, etc.). 

 

Overall employability can also serve as an intangible feature of the perceived academic 

quality for an institution’s graduates.  Institutions routinely report job placement rates for 

students, but much of this data is generated through self-report measures and is impacted by low 

response rates.  Recent collaboration between the Board of Regents and the Department of Labor 

and Regulation to evaluate student employment in South Dakota within one year of graduation 

does provide a modest snapshot of academic preparation at least of those students who do seek 

employment in the state.  Data matched with the National Student Clearinghouse each year to 

identify those students who have gone on to pursue graduate coursework also demonstrates  

whether students were adequately prepared to meet testing requirements (i.e., GRE, MCAT, etc.) 

that are traditionally employed for a variety of advanced and professional degrees.   
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What are the challenges the system faces as new instructional delivery methodologies 

evolve? 

 

1.)  Course redesign:  More than a decade ago, institutions began exploring strategies that 

would use information technology to improve student learning outcomes and reduce the cost of 

higher education. Carol Twigg’s National Center for Academic Transformation (NCAT) is one 

of the principal organizations that provides leadership and support for these efforts.  The system 

does have some experience with this work and most recently this is seen in the efforts to redesign 

remedial math.  All of these efforts use Pearson’s MyMathLab as a competency-based approach 

and several of the campuses have moved from a traditional classroom setting to an open lab 

concept where students are directed to work at their own pace and, rather than traditional 

lectures, faculty and other staff provide more individualized or small group support.   

 

 These efforts continue to evolve.  Pearson recently announced a partnership with 

Knewton that will allow the incorporation of this company’s complex adaptive learning 

paradigm into the Pearson products such as MyMathLab and MyFoundationsLab, both of which 

are used extensively in the system to support remedial course offerings.  To complete this 

picture, the system is beginning to use a diagnostic form of Accuplacer for placement and this 

product directs students to the specific “modules” in these MyLab products that need to be 

completed for the student to demonstrate that they have developed the skills needed to be 

successful in college-level courses.  When implemented in other states, this model has been 

shown to increase student success rates by 30-40% and this approach should have similar impact 

here in South Dakota.  In addition, this should also decrease the number of faculty required for 

two reasons.  First, campuses typically staff these emporia (labs) with bachelors or masters 

trained individuals who are employed with different expectations.  Secondly, if 30 percent more 

students pass, the total enrollment in the course will drop simply because fewer students will be 

repeating the course.  This too will lead to a decline in the number of faculty required.   

 

 While the system has done some work here, the successes enjoyed in other states have 

not yet been realized.  The challenge here will be to engage faculty system-wide in the redesign 

of high enrollment common courses to improve student success.    

  

2.) Competency-based approaches (programs): In the past decade there has been 

increased interest in competency based approaches at both the program and at the course level. 

 

The best example of this at the program level is the offerings of Western Governor’s 

University (WGU).  The idea for WGU was born in 1995 at a bipartisan meeting of the Western 

Governors Association. Going into the meeting, the chair of the association had the foresight to 

realize that distance learning technologies had the power to tackle one of the western states’ most  

 

pressing problems: rapid population growth confronted by limited public funds for educational 

services. The governors decided then and there to create their own university. They agreed that 

this new university: 
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 would make maximum use of distance learning technologies,  

 would be collaborative among the western member states, and  

 would use competencies rather than seat time as the measure of its outcomes.  

 

WGU is very mission driven. Created to expand access to higher education through 

online, competency-based degree programs, WGU’s mission has remained one of helping 

working adults to meet their educational goals and improve their career opportunities.  To fulfill 

the mission, the founding governors insisted that WGU be affordable, flexible, and student-

focused. Hence, WGU strives to serve as many students as possible including minorities, first-

generation college students, those with modest incomes, and others whose lives or geographic 

locations do not allow them to attend traditional, campus-based colleges. WGU is flourishing, 

serving more than 30,000 students from all 50 states. It continues to receive praise for its 

academic model and to enhance its reputation with employers for the emphasis on graduating 

highly competent professionals. 

 

With the fiscal challenges facing several states at this time, the WGU model has recently 

entered into a series of state-level partnerships.  Specifically, WGU-Indiana, WGU-Texas and 

WGU-Washington have been created to promote competency-based offerings in the identified 

states, and Oregon is developing a similar relationship  

 

Wisconsin recently announced a different approach to meet the same end.  Rather than 

partnering with Western Governors University, the University of Wisconsin system plans to go it 

alone to develop online competency-based degree programs for its students.  Quoting from an 

Inside Higher Education article,  

 

“But instead of enlisting Western Governors as a parent institution, the University of 

Wisconsin system is building its own flexible degree program, which will offer 

undergraduate and graduate degrees. Administrators expect the first degree opportunities 

to become available in fall 2013.” 

 

This is an arena where the system has no activity underway.  It may be time to engage the 

campuses in a planning discussion to develop options. 

 

3. Competency based approaches (courses): In many ways, the system has historically 

awarded credit for courses for those students who can demonstrate competency.  At the policy 

level, this is governed by Board Policy 2:5 – Transfer of Credit.  The section from this policy 

copied below speaks directly to this. 

 

10. Credit Received Through Validation Methods  

A. Credit earned through validation methods other than nationally recognized 

examinations is limited to a maximum of 30 hours of credit for baccalaureate 

degrees and 15 hours of credit for associate degrees.  
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1) Validation of Military credit is limited to an additional 30 hours of credit 

for baccalaureate degrees and an additional 15 hours of credit for associate 

degrees.  

 

B. Credit for college level courses granted through nationally recognized 

examinations such as CLEP, AP, DANTES, etc., will be evaluated and  

 

accepted for transfer if equivalent to Regental courses and the scores are 

consistent with Regental policies.  

 

1) If credit received through validation is applied as elective credit, it may 

only be applied at the 100 or 200 level.  

 

2) Credit received through validation may apply to System General Education 

Requirements and Institutional Graduation Requirements.  

 

3) Credit received through validation may not apply to writing intensive 

requirements.  

 

C. When validation credits are accepted, equivalent courses are recorded on the 

transcript but are not calculated into the grade point averages.  

 

D. In any subsequent evaluation, equivalencies for system common courses and 

system general education courses will not be changed. Equivalencies for 

unique courses may be changed, re-evaluated, or inactivated. Additional 

equivalencies may be added and evaluated.  

 

E. The university-specific degree requirements determine if the validation credits 

accepted also are applicable to the student’s degree program at that university.  

 

However, spot reviews have shown that very few students earn credit through these 

avenues.  It could be argued that campus culture may discourage students from pursuing these 

options.   

 

Nationally there are a set of new players in this field.  One for profit effort, 

StraighterLine, offers a broad range of competency based introductory courses.  This effort 

targets the 30-40 courses that generate approximately 40% of the credit hours transcripted by 

postsecondary institutions.  This company has two options:  students are either charged a fee of 

$399/course or they have the option of paying $99 a month plus a $39 per course registration fee.  

Offerings include a range of courses in science, humanities, English, math and business.  

StraighterLine does not transcript credit.  Rather, students completing courses receive 

certification of completion and this is accepted by partner colleges or through ACE credit 
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recognition services.  At StraighterLine, quality assurance is of concern as noted in the following 

material excerpted from their web site. 

 

“First, all the elements of the course - the course content, the textbook, the technical 

infrastructure and the instruction - are provided by companies that already serve hundreds 

of colleges. Second, all student work - such as tests, instructional sessions, and even 

which web pages are clicked - are available to review for quality control purposes. Third,  

course development and tutoring instruction is overseen by former and current college 

professors. Lastly, a variety of entities and organizations have reviewed StraighterLine's 

courses. For instance, all partner colleges are given the opportunity to review the entire 

course experience before agreeing to be a partner college. The American Council on 

Education (ACE) evaluated and recommended StraighterLine courses for college credit. 

The Distance Education and Training Council (DETC) - an accreditor recognized by the 

federal Department of Education - has said that StraighterLine courses meet or exceed 

their standards for online course quality.” 

 

Since the system follows ACE’s credit recommendations, a few students have earned 

credit through this route.  Further, Burck Smith, StraighterLine’s CEO, and other employees 

have contacted the Board Office to push for direct acceptance of these rather than requiring 

students to pay $40 to ACE to gain their recommendation.  This is under consideration by AAC.   

 

In addition, Pearson has also entered this market.  A few years ago, Pearson developed 

UExcel which operates in a model similar to that of StraighterLine.  In fact, like StraighterLine’s 

offerings, students completing UExcel “courses” can also use the ACE credit service to gain 

transcripted credit.  Just recently, Pearson announced Propero, a new effort that builds on UExcel 

but engages faculty to more completely align the courses with those offered by the institution.  

The following press release outlines how this will work with Ivy Tech in Indiana.      

 

“Pearson today launched Propero, a higher education service designed to increase 

affordable access to higher education, and announced that Ivy Tech Community College 

will be using Propero to expand its degree completion options. 

  

Propero provides a new way for higher education institutions to expand access and 

promote degree completion while retaining full control over their offerings. Institutions 

select how and when to offer Propero. The courses are based on Pearson’s rigorous, 

award-winning courseware that has received the American Council on Education’s 

recommendation for college credit. Propero combines on-demand tutoring, student 

support and courses hosted on Pearson’s highly stable infrastructure. 

  

 

Beginning in June, Ivy Tech Community College will use Propero in its CLEP program 

for accounting, American government, English composition and psychology for 

qualifying students, with plans to offer eight additional courses.  
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‘We continue to partner with colleges and universities to assist them in their mission to 

provide diverse, affordable models for students who need more choices,’ said Don 

Kilburn of Pearson.” 

 

In many ways, it could be argued that these course-based offerings simply replicate a 

service the campuses historically provided through correspondence courses and now provide 

through a set of asynchronous online courses.  While that may be true at some level, these 

commercial products typically are of higher quality because the offering company is able to 

employ a team of content and instructional design experts and they have the resources needed to 

integrate materials into high-quality courses that are designed to assure students master a clearly 

articulated set of learning outcomes.  While this approach was considered by the system when 

EUC was implemented, in the intervening years, almost all online courses offered in the system 

are designed and delivered by a single faculty member or, at best, by a small group of faculty 

collaborating from a single university. 

 

4.) Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs): In the past year, the development and 

offering of the first set of MOOCs has generated interest in all quarters.  A massive open online 

course (MOOC) is an online course where participants are distributed.  The course is not made 

up of a small set of students as in the traditional “classroom” setting.  Rather these offerings 

serve as a way to connect distributed instructors and learners to address a common topic.  

MOOCs are a more recent form of online course development, departing from formats that rely 

on posted resources, learning management systems (LMS’s), and common structures that mix the 

LMS with more open web resources.  MOOCs play off the concepts of networked learning.  

Although these courses generally do not have specific requirements, all MOOCs provide rough 

timelines in the form of weekly topics which help to focus discussion. The rest of the structure 

can be minimal – often consisting of a weekly presentation on the current topic, discussion 

questions, and suggested resources. In recognition that those attending a MOOC are expected to 

make the course their own, guidance tends to focus on allowing curriculum and structure to 

emerge from the exchange between participants. Posting in discussions, reflecting on topical 

ideas, and sharing resources using a variety of social media are at the core of the MOOC learning 

process.   

 

A major breakthrough in this arena occurred in Fall 2011 when Peter Norvig and 

Sebastian Thrun, two computer science faculty at Stanford, taught a course in artificial 

intelligence to 160,000 people.   Within the next few months, several major initiatives including 

Udacity, Coursera, and edX were announced involving more than a dozen major universities.  

Every one of the entities was announced with great fanfare and with significant financial 

backing. For example, this spring when Harvard and MIT announced their partnership to form 

edX, each institution committed $30 million to capitalize the initial work.  The other major 

player in this arena is Coursera, founded by a team from Stanford, include the California Institute 

of Technology, Duke University, École Polytechnique Fédérale de Lausanne (in Switzerland), 

Georgia Institute of Technology, Johns Hopkins University, Rice University, and the 
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Universities of California at San Francisco, Edinburgh (U.K.), Illinois, Toronto, Virginia and 

Washington. 

 

In addition to no public, or even known, business plans, these offerings also have yet to 

develop a model to formally recognize credit.  However, many commentators note that there are 

any number of common, competency based approaches that institutions may use.  However, it 

was recently reported that the instructors of the artificial intelligence course mentioned above 

asked for resumes from the top performing students and made those provided available to a 

selection of Silicon Valley firms.  If this process continues, the quality assurance mechanism 

here will be the market rather than the common classroom/institutional rubrics used. 

 

Developers of these enterprises have stated that international students with limited 

options will serve as the primary target audience.  However, others note that these courses allow 

offering institutions to expand their foot print to include traditional and nontraditional students 

(and non-students) everywhere in this country, too.  This will bear watching.   

 

5. The $10,000 degree: A year ago the Governor of Texas challenged the state's public 

colleges and universities to develop bachelor's degree programs costing no more than $10,000, 

including tuition, fees, and textbooks.  This was in an environment where the average tuition, 

fees, and books for four years at public institutions was $31,696.  Sul Ross State University Rio 

Grande College was the cheapest at $17,532.  This proposal was forwarded to counter the rapid 

rise of tuition in that state as state funding was cut.   

 

In the past year, a set of proposals have been approved by a number of governing Boards.  

Texas A&M University-San Antonio partnered with Alamo Colleges to offer a bachelor’s of 

applied arts and sciences in information technology with an emphasis on computer security. In 

order to keep costs down, students must earn an associate's degree while still in high school and 

then take advantage of the lower costs at one of the Alamo community colleges before 

proceeding to A&M-San Antonio.  At the University of Texas-Permian Basin, a $10,000 degree 

can be earned entirely at the institution for students who qualify for the new Texas Science 

Scholar program, essentially providing them a merit scholarship that caps their tuition.  A third 

model from the Texas State system, is an option available to high school students who graduate 

with at least a 2.5 GPA and at least 30 hours of college credit completed. Students then spend a 

year at the junior college before completing their degrees at Sul Ross State University Rio 

Grande College. The total cost would be capped at $10,000 through deferred scholarships — 

worth $2,122 — that students earn provided they maintain at least a 3.0 GPA and take 15 hours 

of classes each semester, allowing them to graduate in three years. 

  

This effort in Texas has generated a significant amount of interest nationwide and there 

are discussions underway in other states.   
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What is a framework for Board action? 

 

 In summary, academic quality is something that the BOR should be highly aware of and 

strongly involved in. Boards must be involved at the system-level aspects of implementing plans 

to pursue and improve academic quality, so that action can be taken at each of the universities. 

Another aspect that is crucial to providing academic quality is the involvement of the Board. The 

Association of Governing Boards’ (AGB) provides “7 Principles to Promote and Guide Board 

Engagement in Academic Quality.” The seven principles are: 

 

1.) The Governing Board should commit to developing its capacity for ensuring 

education quality. 

2.) The Board should ensure that policies and practice are in place and effectively 

implemented to promote educational quality. 

3.) The Board should charge the President and Chief Academic Officer with ensuring 

that student learning is assessed, data outcomes are gathered, results are shared with 

the board and all involved constituents, and deficiencies and improvements are 

tracked. 

4.) The Board is responsible for approving and monitoring the financial resources 

committed to support a high-quality educational experience. 

5.) The Board should develop an understanding of the institution’s academic programs—

undergraduate, graduate, and professional programs. 

6.) The Board should ensure that the institution’s programs and resources are focused on 

the total educational experience, not just traditional classroom activity. 

7.) The Board should develop a working knowledge of accreditation—what it is, what 

process it employs, and what role the Board plays in that process. 

  

 

 


