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The Charge:

In the fall of 2009, Dean Peck charged the Committee on Online and Hybrid Education at Baruch College with investigating various aspects of online education—its pedagogical efficacy, its characteristic pitfalls in the area of ethics and academic honesty, its practical strengths and limitations—and developing a set of proposed guidelines or best practices for online courses to be submitted for discussion among larger groups of faculty, such as the schools’ curriculum committees.  This task required a thorough investigation of existing literature and guidelines that have been proposed within and outside of CUNY.  The committee considered administrative as well as pedagogical questions (i.e., What should the process be for proposing an online or hybrid course?  Should there be an upper limit on the number of such courses in any given semester?).  Finally, it weighed the different models (hybrid versus fully online, etc.) and discussed their respective pros and cons.

This report summarizes information gathered by the committee over the past academic year through meetings with educational subject matter experts (SMEs) in the area of online education and course delivery within CUNY as well as from numerous published documents.  Committee members were appreciative of the time given by SMEs, who were actively questioned about all aspects of online education.
This report summarizes the committee’s findings by the topic areas delineated in the charge as follows:
Pedagogical Efficacy

From the very start, the committee questioned whether hybrid or fully online courses can meet the pedagogical standards that face-to-face (f2f) courses employ.  Answers to many questions were in part suggested by a 2009 U.S. Department of Education meta-analytic study entitled “Evaluation of Evidenced-Based Practices in Online Leaning: A Meta-Analysis and Review of Online Learning Studies” (see link below).  The somewhat startling results from twelve years of studies indicate that on average “students in online learning conditions performed better than those receiving f2f instruction.”  The committee sought to understand these meta-analytic conclusions by carefully dissecting the experiences of the SMEs, which led to lengthy discussions of the many practices that make online learning pedagogically sound.    For example, there is widespread agreement that classes should not exceed 23-25 students, a size that allows for significant interactivity between students and their instructor in discussion forums, chats, etc.  Although this interactivity does not precisely replicate the experience of f2f environments, it does engage all students at sufficient levels to support meaningful exchanges similar to those observed in classroom settings; and the meta-analysis suggests that hybrid courses offer especially dramatic advantages in terms of student learning.  At the same time, the committee acknowledged the possibility that faculty who are insufficiently prepared for the challenges of online teaching may deliver an inferior pedagogical experience (see below under Faculty Development).  Moreover, concerns were raised as to whether certain skills, like the ability to detect signs of non-comprehension on a student’s face, become unusable in the online environment, thus lessening the pedagogical effectiveness of academic exchange.  The consensus of the committee was that online education can compensate for such challenges, although it is important to note that these concerns were voiced.
Ethics and Academic Integrity
The committee spent a significant amount of time examining how ethical and academic standards are maintained in an online teaching environment.  The following topic areas were addressed.

· Verifying student identity 
· CUNY satisfies the Middle States requirement for certifying a student in online courses simply by requiring all learners to login through the CUNY portal.  The committee supports additional means of determining identity as follows:
· Faculty can verify student identity by becoming aware of the distinguishing features of a student’s writing in the online environment.  For this reason, the committee saw the merit of receiving many samples of student writing over the course of a semester and noted that low-stakes writing can provide additional samples.
· A hybrid delivery requires that the student be on campus a certain number of days, making it possible to verify identity and to secure testing conditions.
· An honor code should be explicitly integrated into the online environment.
· The institution should cross reference each student’s personal user ID, password, and email address.
· Webcams can be used to verify a student’s appearance.
· A final exam can be administered by a trusted individual in geographic proximity to the student.
· When students work in teams, group members get to know their peers while working with them online and often report cheaters so that the group as a whole does not run the risk of being penalized.

· Identities can be confirmed by having students construct an e-portfolio.
· Biometric  ID (e.g., retinal scan), which is not practical at this point.
The committee concluded that if a student wants someone else to take a course in his or her place, the confederate would have to be hired from beginning to end.  This appears to be just as likely to happen in a f2f course if a student is predisposed to have recourse to such extreme measures.
· Academic Integrity

· Faculty have the same tools available as in a f2f class if they suspect plagiarism.
· Faculty should change their writing assignments every year and keep copies of prior work done by students with their feedback and comments.
· Faculty have an electronic record of all online student activity and can track progress.
· If the instructor does not engage students, they are more likely to plagiarize.
Hybrid vs. Online Courses

The hybrid delivery model for a three-credit class usually means that students are meeting 1 ¼ hours per week f2f and the remaining 1 ¼ hours online.  A pure online course is conducted entirely online.  Many of the SMEs stated that developing a pure online course was actually easier, because the instructor doesn’t have to divide learning objectives into two different delivery modalities.  Although the committee believes that some faculty might be best served by beginning with hybrid delivery, opportunities to deliver courses entirely online should not be ruled out.
Faculty Development

The committee recognizes that teaching in the online environment is very different from f2f teaching, especially in the degree of preparation required to offer a course for the first time, and there is strong support for a comprehensive faculty development initiative ranging from recruitment through successful course delivery.  There are many best practices, some of which are listed below.
· Faculty Recruitment
· The committee suggests that departments identify faculty who have an interest in hybrid or pure online courses.  It was recognized that the idea of offering course material online must be examined carefully by departments.  The committee suggests that if any particular department is unsure about bringing its courses into an online environment, it should select one course to pilot and assess.  Lastly, no faculty member should ever be pressured into teaching an online course.
· Faculty compensation

· The committee recognizes that faculty compensation is critical for the success of bringing courses into online environments, as there is little incentive beyond professional interest for a veteran faculty member to take on the substantial task of preparing an online course.  Currently, CUNY is compensating each faculty member $3,000 for developing a course in the online baccalaureate program and has provided mentors for the first time the course is taught.  Courses taught after the first offering should require no more time and effort to teach than f2f deliveries. 

·   Faculty Training
· The committee recognizes that Baruch has a unique opportunity to design a well planned training program for faculty who want to teach online.  This training will require f2f and online seminars/workshops in which faculty will be able to work with instructional designers and other subject matter experts.  The committee recognizes that faculty need to be fully supported throughout the process of course design.  Ideally, they should also have a mentor to help with the initial delivery of the course.  It was suggested that these mentors could be graduate fellows, as in the model used by the Schwartz Communication Institute.  One could also use college assistants or non-teaching adjuncts.
· To address concerns as to whether certain skills, like the ability to discuss intellectual questions or to engage in the give-and-take of academic dialogue, and even more basic interpersonal abilities, are translatable into an online format, the committee recommends that faculty development include techniques specifically targeted at facilitating online discussions and providing online immediacy to simulate that of the classroom. We also suggest that faculty and students undertaking online discussions (discussion boards, blogs, wikis, etc.) be encouraged to recognize the unique opportunity in online environments for students to facilitate peer discussions and to develop a deeper rapport with one another than is sometimes possible in traditional classroom settings.

· The committee recognizes that there are many examples of methods for training faculty to develop and teach online courses.  Since it is outside the scope of its charge to develop a comprehensive model, the committee recommends the creation of a more specialized body comprised of individuals with expertise in the necessary areas.
· Further Faculty Incentives

· The committee recommends that there be a presidential award recognizing a faculty member who has distinguished him or herself in developing and delivering online courses.
· The committee also recognizes that it would be beneficial for the institution to specify how time engaged in online course development will be weighed in tenure and promotion decisions.  If P&Bs were to indicate that online course development counts towards tenure and promotion, it would promote a shift in culture within the college that would encourage quality online education for our students.

· Faculty Assessment

· Peer and student evaluation of online teaching must comply with the collective bargaining agreement.  There are several mechanisms available to evaluate teaching:
· The instructor enrolls the peer evaluator into his or her course and takes the evaluator through it over the phone.  Instructors have an opportunity to show their coursework, responses to homework, student interactions, writing samples, etc.

· Feedback from the mentor.
· An instructor-driven survey can be administered at any time during the course.
· Student surveys (online), which must be anonymous.
· Faculty Certification

· The committee considered the question of whether successful completion of faculty development for online course development and delivery should be recognized with a certificate, but it did not reach a unanimous conclusion.  The SMEs believe it is important to have a certification process in place, but some committee members feel that it would threaten academic freedom.  Whether there is certification or not, everyone agrees that faculty who have never taught online need to be adequately trained and supported in course development and delivery.

· Intellectual Property Rights

· CUNY’s policy is that faculty who develop course materials for online delivery do not own that material.  The committee noted the policy’s potential to discourage some faculty from developing online courses.
Technical Infrastructure

The committee received briefings from BCTC and CUNY Central regarding the infrastructure that will support online education at Baruch.  It was recognized that BlackBoard will need to be the learning management system used by our faculty due to the support it receives from CUNY, which includes providing adequate security. 
BCTC has resources in addition to BlackBoard that include:

· Conferencing tools (e.g. eLuminate, WebEx)
· Digital Content

· Newman library digital collections that include images, graphics, music, etc.)

· Streaming films

· Digital Media Library

· Public section that includes campus events, lectures, recorded lectures.  Available in iTunes

· Private section

· Much content authored by faculty

· YouTube site provided through CUNY

· Content creating software

· 24/7 online user support for library and help desk

· Online tutoring

· Live texting tools, wikis, and blogs  (Schwartz Communication Institute)

Administrative and Technical Support
The committee recognizes that to support the development and delivery of a sizable online initiative at Baruch new hires will be necessary.  We recommend the following:
· An administrator, perhaps in the Provost’s Office, to mange the online initiative for all three schools.  This individual would have oversight and be in charge of operations including pedagogy, technological support, mentoring, etc.

· An Administrative Assistant

· Subject Matter Experts (instructional designers and media development specialists)
· Graduate fellows (one for every four to six faculty learning online delivery)

Assessment

The committee recommends that a continuing comprehensive assessment of Baruch’s online initiative be conducted at the following levels:

· Comparison of learning outcomes in online and hybrid classes vs. traditional classes

· Effectiveness of the faculty development program

· Administrative support

· Faculty teaching

· Peer and student evaluations
· Graduate fellow mentoring

· Student Satisfaction

· Infrastructure and Technical support

· Library – Online resources

In conclusion, the committee encourages the development of online courses provided that adequate support and faculty development are available.  It recommends that interested faculty get started with the hybrid delivery format, meeting once a week f2f with the second component online.  It does not discourage faculty from developing and teaching purely online courses.  

The committee also discovered areas of disagreement, some of them going back to the original charge.  
· What should be the process for proposing an online or hybrid course?  Should proposals have to go through departmental and school curriculum committees even if the course already exists and has been taught many times f2f?  Should some other body be charged with certifying the faculty members themselves as prepared to teach any existing course in the online environment?  Or should faculty be entirely free to determine their own preparedness to teach in the online environment?  The committee reached no agreement on these questions.
· Should there be an upper limit on the number of online and/or hybrid courses in any given semester?  If so, is this a question for chairs?  Deans?  The Provost’s Office?  All of the above?  Will public perception of the college be affected one way or the other by the number of courses that it offers online and/or in hybrid form?  Will students appreciate the convenience or feel cheated if a considerably greater amount of their contact with faculty takes place online?  No easy answer to these questions is available without further research.
· CUNY treats online delivery as entirely separable from a course’s content.  The consequence is that any course taken at another institution and normally deemed equivalent to a Baruch course is still equivalent if the course was conducted online.  Is that policy correct?  Should it hold for non-CUNY institutions as well?  If not, what should Baruch’s process be for evaluating online courses taken at other institutions?
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