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Executive Summary  

Portland State University  (PSU) needs a clear long-term strategy detailing why and how to 

grow the universityõs online learning offerings. Any strategy will require significant 

investment of University resources; the key is to make the best use of those resources using 

a centraliz ed model and the recommendation s below.  

Scope 

To meet the objective of improving and expanding online programming for students , PSU 

engaged an MBA student project team from the School of Business Administration to assist in 

the first phase of developing a strategy for online learning at the university.  The goal of this 

project  was to collect requirements and concerns from within  PSU, and to research what 

other similar institutions have done, or are doing, to address issues related to online 

learning.  

Research 

 Individual Interviews :  

Individual 30 -90 minutes interviews were conducted with 28 PSU employees.  The 

interview pool cons isted of a wide range of viewpoints, including: faculty, staff, 

deans, and administrators.  

 

 Student Survey:  

Student s were surveyed to understand their feelings and opinions about the online 

offerings at PSU. Approximately 3,000 students responded to the s urvey out of 19,000 

that were solicited. This equates to a n excellent  sample size of approximately 16%.  

 

 Faculty Focus Group :  

6 instructors participated in a 90 minutes focus group regarding online learning at 

PSU.  Topics included support services, marke ting, intellectual property, and 

consistency.  

Recommendations  Summary  

  

1. Create a new centralized Office of Online Learning  

2. Clarify and communicate PSUõs intellectual property policy as it relates to online 

course content  

3. Enhance faculty and student suppor t services  

4. Redesign and promote psuonline.pdx.edu  

5. Institute course development and training programs for faculty and students  

6. Develop technical and content standards as well as audit processes  
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Introduction  

PSU President Wim Wiewel has laid out five guiding themes for the university:  

Å Provide Civic Leadership through Partnerships --Lead as a civic partner, deepen 

our engagement as a critical community asset, demonstrate leadership in regional 

innovation, and serve  as an anchor institution in the Metro area.  

Å Improve Student Success --Ensure student experience s that result  in higher 

satisfaction, retention and graduation rates.  

Å Achieve Global Excellence --Distinguish the institution nationally and internationally 

throu gh the accomplishments of its faculty, reputation of its programs, and 

preparation of i ts students for the Flat World.  

Å Enhance Educational Opportunity --Ease the transition and create more effective 

pathways for students to move  from K-12 to higher education.  

Å Expand Resources & Improve Effectiveness --Expand resources in each of the 

funding streams (state, private, business partnerships, research, and tuition ), 

manage resources effectively and match inve stments to strategic priori ties. 

To Enhance Educational Opportunity , the following goals were laid out for 2008 -2009: 

 Expand and improve Portland State online programming for students  

 Develop strategy for increased P -20 partnerships  

 Assess and evaluate feasibility of guaranteed tuit ion programs  

 Pursue diversity goals for students, faculty and staff  

To meet the objective of improving and expanding online programming for students , the 

Provostõs office engaged an MBA student  project  team from the School of Business 

Administration to ass ist in the first phase of developing a st rategy for o nline learning .  The 

primary goal of this  phase was to collect requirements and concerns from within PSU , and to 

research what other similar institutions have d one, or are doing, to address issues related to  

online learning.  

Project Deliverables  

Å Interview 15 -20 key people at the university including faculty and administration that 

are primary stakeholders and thus crucial to the success of any plan. This information 

will serve as a basis for develop ing an understanding of the current delivery of 

programs and supporting resources. It will include an inventory of the types of online 

delivery taking place on campus and the resources being utilized to support these 

activities.  In addition, it will aid in  the development of key criteria and attributes 

necessary for buy -in from stakeholders and the delivery of a quality online learning 

strategy at PSU.  

Å Analyze and recommend an approach to the overall organizational structure (will 

future online strategies be centr ally managed or decentralized).  
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Å Analyze other comparable institutions around the nation for the purpose of 

benchmarking PSUõs strategy. This will include an analysis of best practices and 

strateg ies at successful universities.  

Å Develop a simple fina ncial model based on best practices and implementations at 

other universities that allows PSU to further analyze how they might charge and 

otherwise fund the program with incentives and long term considerat ions. 

Å Develop a set of recommendations and next st eps. 

Å Compile the findings into a final presentation to be delivered to President  Wiewel 

and his executive team.  

Roadmap 

The team set out to answer the following questions in order to tell a story in both the report 

and the presentation. This story is the r oadmap for future development of online learning at 

PSU. 

 What is the current situation at PSU as it pertains to online learning ? 

 What are other institutions around the nation doing with online learning ? 

 Is there a disparity between PSU and other comparable  institutions ? 

 If so, does this disparity matter to the constituents of PSU (faculty, students, and 

administrat ors)? 

 If it does matter, what steps should PSU take to resolve this disparity ? 

Response 

The resulting r esearch and analysis  have been digested and organized into the following 

categories:  

Å Current Environment  

Å Organizational Structure  

Å Intellectual Property  

Å Support Services  

Å Online Presence  

Å Training  

Å Incentives  

Å Auditing  

Å Financial Model  

The rest of this document presents findings  and recommendations to the reader for each of 

the aforementioned categories.   
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Current Environment  

Overview  

Å PSU currently has several online degree programs plus a number of other online 

courses that have grown without a cohesive long -term strategy.  

Å The university is primarily interested in using online learning as a way to expand 

access to its traditional students in  the greater metropolitan area.  

Å Current enrolment in online learning is growing rapidly nationwide but remaining 

fairly constant at PSU with  the exception of the eMBA and the Criminal Justice online 

degree  programs . Promoting growth however, will be a critical element of PSUõs 

mission to provide access to higher education for the greater metro politan region.  

Å PSU wants to develop a long-term st rategy to expand and improve the delivery of 

online programs and courses that maximize ef fectiveness and minimize costs.  

Enrollment  

Online enrollment has been growing faster than traditional enrollment for the past several 

years, showing no signs of slowin g. According to the Sloan Consortium there was a 12% 

increase in online enrollments in 2007 (up to 3.9 million students taking at least one class). 

This growth rate is even more astounding when compared to the same period growth rate of 

1.2% for the overal l population of students seeking higher education. Not only has the 

percentage of online s tudents seen substantial growth, other institutions are starting to see 

this market space as an area of competition.  

Total and Online Enrollment ð Fall 2002 through F all 2007 (Sloan Consortium õ08) 

  

Total 

Enrollment  

Annual 

Growth 

Rate Total 

Enrollment  

Students 

Taking at 

Least One 

Course 

Online  

Annual 

Growth 

Rate Online 

Enrollment  

Online 

Enrollments 

as a Percent 

of Total 

Enrollment  

Fall 2002  

     

16,611,710  NA   1,602,970  NA 9.6% 

Fall 2003  

     

16,911,481  1.8%   1,971,397  23.0% 11.7% 

Fall 2004  

     

17,272,043  2.1%  2,329,783  18.2% 13.5% 

Fall 2005  

     

17,487,481  1.2%  3,180,050   36.5% 18.2% 

Fall 2006  

     

17,758,872  1.6%  3,488,381  9.7% 19.6% 

Fall 2007 

     

17,975,830  1.2%  3,938,111  12.9% 21.9% 
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Comparison to the Nation  

PSU lags behind the national average in its online learning offerings and emphasis. The 

recent NASULGC survey of PSU faculty (preliminary data) shows that there is a disparity 

between this institution and the national average in adoption of online learning. There 

seems to be a lack of confidence in some key institutional areas as viewed by the 

respondents that will need to be addressed by the administration if any online learnin g 

strategy is adopted. For example, the survey asked respondents to rate their own 

institutions performan ce on what it considered to be òKey Online Support Issuesó: 

 

Note: this data was taken from preliminary results of the NASULGC survey conducted at PSU  

and should not be taken to be entirely complete as the survey re sults have not been 

published.  
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Student Survey  

It is with this in mind that PSU  students were surveyed to understand their feelings and 

opinions about the online offerings at PSU. Approximat ely 3,000 students responded to the 

survey out of 19,000 that were solicited. This equates to a response rate of approximately 

16% which is extremely good considering the average response rates for voluntary surveys . 

The survey in its entirety is available  as a separate document,  but notable questions and 

responses will be described below along with an explanation of what the respon ses may 

mean to PSU. 

Students were asked a myriad of demographical questions along with age, class, major, etc. 

Of note however  was the population of students that are employed.  

 

Nearly 75% of the students that responded are employed to some degree with 

approximately 47% being employed 20 hours or more. This fits into the assumption that PSU 

is made up of a high population of non-traditional students that would benefit from more 

access to flexible learning options.  

In an effort to gauge the market in terms of driving distance from campus, students were 

asked to report the distance of their regular commute and if taking  an online class wo uld 

save them a trip to campus.  
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This is a representation that should be considered fairly normal in that 80% of the students 

do not live on or within a mile of campus. As a result, commuting to campus is by far the 

norm for the ma jority of students. These students, especially those that live outside the 10 

mile radius are prime demanders for more flexible learning options especially when 

coupled with the previous statistic of employed students.  

When asked if they had taken an onlin e class at PSU, 35% of the respondents had taken at 

least one class. These students were then asked some questions about their experience. 

Their responses are demons trated in the following graphs.  
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Students were then asked about their likelihood to take a  hybrid course , which was defin ed 

as any course that replaced one or more  classroom sessions with one that was only available 

online.  Thereby reducing the number of traditional classroom sessions.   

 

 

These results are reinforced by a large number  of respondents mentioning their desire and 

interest in this type of course in the freeform essay questions at the end of the student 

survey. Although this report doesnõt explicitly recommend offering more hybr id courses, it 

should be noted that there is a large population of the student body that has an interest in 

taking  courses of this nature.   

Prototypical Course Classification  ð (Sloan Consorti um õ08) 

Proportion of  

Content 

Delivered Online  

Type of Course  Typical Description  

0% Traditional  

Course with no online technology used - content is 

delivered in writing or orally.  

1 to 29% Web Facilitated  

Course that uses web -based technology to facilitate what 

is essentially a face -to-face course. May use a course 

management system (CMS) or web pages to post the 

syllabus and assignments.  

30 to 79% Blended/Hybrid  

Course that blends online and face -to-face delivery. 

Substantial proportion of the content is delivered online, 

typically uses online discussions, and typically has a 

reduced number of face -to face meetings.  

80+% Online  

A course where most or all of the content is delivered 

online. Typically have no face -to-face meetings.  
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Students want the ability to have a seamless transition between taking bot h online and 

traditional courses  without having to be labeled an òonlineó student. This can be 

demonstrated in the responses to the foll owing question:  

 

Students overwhelmingly want the ability to take both online and traditional classes  as 

they need to in order to fit into their schedules. There  should be no difference (other than a 

potential cost differential) between the two types of c ourses. 

An overwhelming number of respondents  cited convenience and flexibility as the most 

desirable aspects of online learning . Convenience items included being  able to work at 

their own pace , review course material, and the ability to fit school int o their already busy 

schedules.  Not having to deal with the commute and parking were als o high ly desirable.  

There were three primary responses to the question òwhat do you dislike most about 

taking online classes at PSU ó. The first and most predominate was the feeling of having no 

interaction with other students. The second most common  was a concern about not having 

timely access to instructors. The third most common issue revolved around technology 

issues, primarily Blackboard and poor response from the IT helpdesk. In addition, there 

were concerns about the number of co urses offered being inadequate.  

There were two primary answers to the question òWhat would improve your level of 

satisfaction with PSUõs online offeringsó. Nearly 70% said that an increase in the number 

of course offerings would be the one thing that would cause the greatest increase in 

satisfaction. These respondents cited the desire for more hybrid cl asses, more core classes, 

more upper division classes, etc. Ne arly 30% cited a desire to see Blackboard replaced or 

improved.   
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Comparable Universit ies ð Benchmarking  

As student demand for online courses continues to increase more universities have entered 

this space. This has created a new level of competition among universities where location 

and physical presence are less important.  To maintain PSUõs competitiveness within the 

region the university must consider best practices in online learning. The comp etitive 

nature of online learnin g was emphasized when a university contacted for the purposes of 

this report  refused to participate in a University Profile survey. The results of the survey are 

summarized below; a more detail ed analysis can be found in Appendix D . 

The organizational structure  ranged from a centralized unit to a decentralize model where 

departments were responsible to manage their own online learning strategy. The 

centralized unit usually is located under an extended campus department where the 

department is responsib le for facilitating  course development, facul ty training and student 

support. To support the program, universities often charge a fee ranging from $38 -75 per 

credit hour . There were a few universi ties that did not charge a fee; instead the cost was 

integrated with tuition costs.  

Faculty incentives  ranged from $2,000 -5,000 per course. School administrators would be 

included in the incentive negotiation process between the instructor and the central ized 

online learning department . It is worth noting that Oregon State University moved to include 

the schools/colleges  into the incentive process due to concerns that faculty were  using 

school resources without appropriate funding.  

Faculty and student supp ort is crucial in online learning.  Other universities ensure that 

faculty are  given one-on-one training and receive  ongoing training from instructional 

designers.  Faculty and instructional designers work together to establish best practices and 

templates. Instructors are then free to deviate from the templates after teaching for a year.  

Student support was provided mainly through the web site. Details of the web site can be 

found in the Online Presence  section.   
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Is there a disparity ? ð Does it matter ? 

After anal yzing the current situation, gaining feedback from constituents across the 

institution , and comparing PSU with other universities, it is very clear that PSU is lagging 

behind the nation in adoption and execution of a coherent online presence.  This matters a 

great deal to the students of PSU based on our research.  

The following chart depicts, very clearly, the need to accommodate students and their 

education goals. 

 

PSU is extremely commuter -centric with nearly 80% of students living more than 1 mile from 

campus. In addition, nearly 50% of students that responded to the survey work at least 20 

hours per week with over 70% of students working in some way shape or form.  

Given these constraints as well as the current econo mic times, students need more options 

and greater flexibility for continuing and completing their education. It is because of these 

needs that the following recommendations are presented as ways of increasing the online 

offerings and quality of those offer ings at PSU. 

  

13.7%

19.3%
23.2%

18.6%

26.2%

0.0%

5.0%

10.0%

15.0%

20.0%

25.0%

30.0%

Strongly Disagree Neutral Strongly Agree

Would be more apt to complete my degree if 
some or all were online
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Organizational Structure  

One of the primary  frustration s expressed by faculty members who  have developed online 

courses at PSU is the lack of  a clear organizational support structure.  Instructors  are unsure 

where to direct many of their questions or difficulties.  This results in a hesi tation to develop 

online courses and can limit attempts at making more dynamic /feature rich courses.  Faculty 

should not be doing general technical support, Blackbo ard support, or other debugging .  

These services can be provided  more effic iently and effectively with dedicated  central  

support staff.  

Recommendation  

A new c entralized department  should be created to  strategize, manage,  and  support 

online learning at PSU .  This group , hereinafter referred to as the òOffice of Online 

Learningó or òOOLó, should reside within the Office of Academic Affairs and not  be self -

support based  (i.e. not charge PSU departments for services).  The new office would absorb 

the Instructio nal Designers in CAE and be headed by a new Director position.  The director 

should be an entrepreneurial òdeal-makeró who can negotiate with stakeholders on campus 

to increase PSUõs online course/program offerings.  Finding the right person for this po sition 

is one of the keys to success.  

 

 

Online Course Value Chain :  

The Office of Online Learning wil l begin by working with  administrators and 

schools/colleges to develop a road map for which courses/programs should be made 

available online.  Initially, the university will need to make sure that a critical mass of online 

courses is reached.  

 

Instructors will work with the Office of Online Learning to create new online courses.  If the 

instructor has not taught an online course at PSU previously, they will be sent through a 

Responsibil it ies of the  Off ice of Online Learning include:  

1. Providing a central support resource for PSU employees engaged in online 

learning development and delivery.  

2. University wide strategic pl anning for online course offerings from creation 

through auditing.  

3. Enlisting early adopters as champions to promote online learning amongst 

faculty.  

4. Implementing and overseeing training and course development program s. 

5. Administering d istribution of online course fee revenue  to supporting 

departments.  

6. Developing and enforcing policies related to online learning, including 

intellectual property rights, quality control, standards, audit requirements, etc.  

7. Providing content and coordination for a central online learning website.   This 

includes maintaining a central course catalog for online classes/programs, and 

links to campus support services for online students/instructors.  
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comprehensive training program (see Training ).  After 

the class is up and running the Office of Online L earning 

will provide ongoing  support . 

 

Finally , OOL will coordinate  regular  audit ing to:  

 Examine student surveys.  

 Test content against standards developed by the 

department.  

 Summarize recom mendations for the next time a  

course is taught.  

 

Responsibil it ies of the Off ice of Online Learning will  NOT include:  

1. Hiring instructors: Departments will be re sponsible for staffing all online courses they 

offer.   

2. Creating course content: Instructors and departments will be responsible for cr eating 

the content placed o nline and ensuring that it adheres to  copyright law.   

3. Evaluating subject content : Departments are in charge of providing standards for 

content  quality .  The Office of Online Learning should  assist in the evaluation against 

these standards but will look to the departments to create the standards.  

4. Funding ins tructor salaries to teach online courses.  

5. Supporting learning management systems other than the campus standard, currently 

Blackboard.   

Responsibilities along the Value Chain  

Role  Responsible Department  

Strategic Planning  Office of Online Learning  

Incentive Planning  Office of Online Learning  

Training  CAE / Office of Online Learning  

Organizing Faculty  Schools / Colleges  

Course Content  Instructors / Departments  

Course Design  Office of Online Learning  / 

Instructors / Departments  

Faculty Technical Support  Office of Online Learning  

Student Technical S upport  Office of Information Technologies  

Blackboard Server Support  Office of Information Technologies  

Technical Auditing  Office of Online Learning  

Cour se Review and Content Auditing  Departments  

òI WOULD LIKE TO SEE AN 

EXPANDED RANGE OF ONLINE 

CLASSES, PARTICULARLY 

PREREQUISITES.ó   

 

PSU STUDENT SURVEY RESPONDENT  
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Office of 
Academic Affairs

Extended 
Campus

Office of Online 
Learning

Summer Session
Professional 
Development

Other SES 
Departments

Office of 
Academic Affairs

Office of Online 
Learning

School of 
Extended 
Studies

All other 
Departments

Organizational Structure Options

OPTION 1  (RECOMMENDED) : This model (see figure 1) is similar to the Oregon State University 

model with an umbrella organization called E xtended Campus that manages all non -traditional 

learning (i.e. online, professional development, etc) . 

Pros:   Proximity to the School of Extended Studies  (SES) provides synergies for existing online 

course development expertise, and paid training programs .  Existing infrastructure and knowhow 

can be leveraged to maximize PSUõs online offerings without having to build a department from 

scratch.  

Cons:  Proximity to other SES departments could make the 

Office of Online Learning appear like a self support group 

even though services will be available for free to the entire 

campus.  This could limit participation from some 

departments or instructors who are adverse to the self -

support model.  

OPTION 2: SES is re-branded as  

Extended Campus (see figure 2).  
Pros:  The advantage s are similar to  

option 1,  but overhead costs are 

reduced.  
Cons:  This option has the same 

disadvantages as option 1.  

Additionally, work will have to be 

done to restore relationships 

between departments and the SES.  

OPTION 3:  The Office of Online 

Learning  is located directly  under 

the Office of Academic Affairs (see 

figure 3).  

 
Pros: There is a clear separation  

from SES and less confusion over 

whether or not the group is self-

support  based. 

Cons:  Locating the Office of Online 

Learning directly under the Office of 

Academic Affairs  creates additional 

overhead and slower execution of 

online learning strategy due to 

organizational distance from existing 

expertise in SES.

  

Office of 
Academic Affairs

Extended 
Campus

Office of Online 
Learning

School of 
Extended 
Studies

FIGURE 1 

FIGURE 2 

FIGURE 3 
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Intellectual Property  

While interviewing members of the faculty and administration 

we found a wide divide in the understanding of the current 

policy regarding intellectual property  (IP).  This lack of clarity 

will have major  implications in online course development.  

As the number of online offerings increases there is a growing 

danger that this  lack of clarity  will result in tensions between 

the faculty and administrati on, as well as hinder quality  online 

course development . 

Control and Revenue  

Control and revenue are the foundation  of the IP dilemma.  

Online courses offer new avenues for distribution that can lead 

to an instructor losing control over the content  that they 

develop as well as be ing  disconnected from future r evenues 

gained from this content.   

Faculty Perspective  

Faculty are concerned that course content they develop  could  

be taught by other instructors or given to other universities 

without consent or financial benefit.  If this perception is not 

addressed it  may have a limiting affect on faculty participation 

in online course development.  F aculty believes there is little 

university support for online course development and given 

the amount of work required they should have an ownership 

stake in  the content.  

Administration Perspective  

Online course development requires  a significant increase in 

the universit yõs involvement and often requires multiple 

people to be involved in the process.  This required increase 

in investme nt will not happen if the university  does not have 

some control over  the product. If an instructor is granted sole 

ownership of online course content and then leaves, the 

universityõs investment would be lost and program continuity 

would be threaten ed.  Most of the schools in the comparative 

analysis give content ownership to the university if the content 

was developed using university resources  (Appendix D ð 

University Profiles ).  In the case of the University System of 

Maryland a join t ownership model was implemented initially, 

and later transitioned to a work for hire approach.   

 

PSU Policy On 

Intellectual Property : 

ñThe Educational and 
research activities of 
employees of the Board 
of Hig her Education and 
its institutions 
frequently result in the 

discovery of new 
knowledge in the form 
of inventions, 
technological 
improvements and the 
production of 
educational and 
professional materials. 
It shall be the general 
policy of the Board that 
such  results be made 
available to the public 
in the most expeditious 
manner.  

See: 

(http://arcweb.sos.state.or.us/rul

es/OARS_500/OAR_580/580_043.

html ) for more detail.  

http://arcweb.sos.state.or.us/rules/OARS_500/OAR_580/580_043.html
http://arcweb.sos.state.or.us/rules/OARS_500/OAR_580/580_043.html
http://arcweb.sos.state.or.us/rules/OARS_500/OAR_580/580_043.html
http://arcweb.sos.state.or.us/rules/OARS_500/OAR_580/580_043.html



