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Program evaluation is an important component of successful distance education programs. In this article, a
distance master’s Instructional Design and Technology Program is evaluated for overall quality. Interviews
and a Web-based survey were the major instruments employed. Data was collected from three groups associ-
ated with the program: administrators, faculty, and students. The results discuss the strengths and weaknesses
of the program, the benefits and drawbacks of teaching online, and several factors related to technology, pro-
gram management, and course management, including instructional design. The findings emphasize the
importance of technology and faculty in the program’s success, and make recommendations for improvement.

Distance education programs have grown
exponentially in the past decade. The Sloan
Consortium reports “Sixty-five percent of
schools offering graduate face-to face courses
also offer graduate courses online.... Among
all schools offering face-to-face master’s
degree programs, 44% also offer master’s pro-
grams online” (Allen & Seaman, 2005, p. 6).
The results of a survey conducted by Primary
Research Group (2004) on distance and cyber-

learning programs in higher education indicate
that “[o]f all residential four-year colleges and
universities and two-year community colleges,
over two-thirds now operate distance educa-
tion program (over 90 percent for major public
universities)” (cited in Molenda & Bichelm-
eyer, 2005, p. 16).

As the number of distance education pro-
grams continues to grow, so do concerns
regarding the quality of these programs (Hen-
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srud, 2001; Mauldin, 2001). Program evalua-
tion helps ensure the accountability and quality
of a program (Fitzpatrick, Sanders, &
Worthen, 2004; Rutman & Mowbray, 1983),
and is regarded as an essential element of suc-
cessful distance education programs (Moskal
& Dziuban, 2001; Rovai, 2003; Schifter &
Monolescu, 2004). Broadbent and Cotter
(2003) argue that evaluation is fundamental to
understanding the value of an e-learning pro-
gram by identifying ways to improve the pro-
gram.

This paper reports the findings from an
evaluation of a distance master’s (DM) pro-
gram in the field of Instructional Design and
Technology (IDT) at a Midwestern research
university. This DM program is a 36-credit-
hour program that is generally completed by
students over a 3-year period. Initiated in
2000, the DM program had admitted three
groups of students at the time of the study, spe-
cifically, in the fall of 2000, 2001, and 2003.
Data for this evaluation were collected during
the Spring 2004 semester.

FRAMEWORK OF THE STUDY

Evaluators who study distance education pro-
grams generally identify several key factors
(aspects or areas) of a program to evaluate. For
instance, based on stakeholders’ concerns,
Levin, Levin, Buell, and Waddoups (2002)
identified eight focus areas for evaluating an
online master’s program at the University of
Illinois: interface design, instructional design,
student satisfaction, faculty satisfaction, eco-
nomic viability, departmental capacity, inter-
departmental collaboration, and college level
infrastructure. Likewise, Van Slyke, Kittner,
and Belanger (1998) created four categories
for use when evaluating distance education
programs, including: institutional characteris-
tics, learner characteristics, course characteris-
tics, and distance learning characteristics
(cited in Belanger & Jordan, 2000). Mauldin
(2001) identified the critical characteristics of
a distance education program as: student char-

acteristics and practices, faculty characteristics
and practices, curricula design, technology,
and organizational support.

At present, the most popular program eval-
uation models are objective-oriented evalua-
tion, management-oriented evaluation,
participant-oriented evaluation, customer-ori-
ented evaluation, and expertise-oriented evalu-
ation (Broadbent & Cotter, 2003; Fitzpatrick et
al., 2004). These evaluation models are used to
evaluate programs from different perspectives.
For example, the objective-oriented evaluation
model tends to answer such questions as
whether and to what extent an intended pro-
gram meets its objective(s). The expertise-ori-
ented evaluation model answers such question
as what experts think about whether and to
what degree the evaluated program is success-
ful. Selection of evaluation models is deter-
mined based on the purpose of the evaluation
and the audience for the evaluation report (e.g.,
Broadbent & Cotter, 2003; Fitzpatrick et al.,
2004).

The present evaluation is most closely
aligned to the purposes of the participant-ori-
ented and expertise-oriented evaluation
approaches. Proponents of participant-oriented
evaluation view participants as central to the
evaluation. Using this approach, evaluators
work to portray the multiple needs, values, and
perspectives of the program stakeholders in
order to make judgments about the value or
worth of the program (Fitzpatrick et al., 2004).
For this evaluation, the major participants
(stakeholders) were identified as the program
administrators, faculty, and students. This
evaluation focused on how the major stake-
holders perceive the quality of the DM pro-
gram.

Following the purposes of expertise-ori-
ented evaluation, the evaluators for this study
also reviewed the literature about evaluation of
online programs and referred to relevant stan-
dards in the field. Relevant standards that
guided this evaluation include: Benchmarks
for Success in Internet-based Distance Educa-
tion (The Institute for Higher Education Policy
[THEP], 2000); North Central Association
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Commission on Institutions of Higher Educa-
tion [NCACIHE], 2000); and Chickering and
Gamson’s (1987) Seven Principles for Good
Practice in Undergraduate Education. Key fac-
tors of successful online programs that were
identified from the literature include: program
management, course management, technol-
ogy, quality assurance, faculty support, and
student support (Flowers, 2000; Judd, 1998;
Law, Hawkes, & Murphy, 2002; Mauldin,
2001; Sherry, 2003).

METHODOLOGY

This evaluation involved a mixed-methods
approach that incorporated data collected from
interviews and an online survey. Participants
of the study included administrators, faculty,
and students of the DM program. Administra-
tors were interviewed during March 2004, an
online survey was administered to students in
April 2004, and faculty members were inter-
viewed during April 2004.

Interviews
Administrators

Five administrators were interviewed for
this evaluation, including the department chair,
program director, program coordinator, cur-
rent program graduate assistant, and a past pro-
gram  graduate  assistant. The  five
administrators were interviewed during face-
to-face meetings, and the interviews were
audiotaped.

The interview questions, drawn from the lit-
erature, included topics such as the mission
and purposes of the DM program, the structure
of the program, the methods for recruiting DM
students and faculty, quality control, and the
strengths and weakness of the programs. The
interview questions were piloted prior to the
administrator interviews with an administrator
from an online degree program at a different
university in order to test for clarity of the
items.
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Faculty

Six faculty members were interviewed: two
full-time (tenured) and four adjunct faculty
members. All four adjunct faculty members
are alumni of the department’s residential doc-
toral program. The full-time faculty members
were interviewed face-to-face, and the adjunct
faculty members were interviewed by tele-
phone. The face-to-face interviews were audio
taped.

The interview questions included such top-
ics as the quality of learning outcomes for the
program, support provided to students, support
received from the program, and the design of
courses. The faculty interview questions had
been previously piloted with two faculty mem-
bers from an online degree program at a differ-
ent university to test for clarity.

Survey

After the administrator interviews were
completed, an e-mail invitation was sent to the
entire population of 77 students and alumni of
the DM program. Nineteen students initially
completed the survey. An e-mail reminder was
sent 1 week later, which generated four more
completed surveys for a total of 23 completed
surveys. The return rate was 29.87% for the
student surveys.

The anonymous online student survey con-
sisted of 43 questions: 6 demographic ques-
tions, 7 open-ended questions, and 30 close-
ended questions with a 5-point Likert response
scale. The survey questions addressed topics
such as course management, program manage-
ment, technical aspects of the program, and
overall quality.

RESULTS AND INTERPRETATIONS
Administrators’ Perspectives

Purposes of the DM program

Administrators identified four reasons for
offering the DM program in Instructional
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Design and Technology. The first purpose of
the DM program was to maintain and/or
increase the reputation of the program in the
field. Administrators explained that they felt in
order to be reputable in the field of instruc-
tional design and technology, they needed to
establish a presence in the area of online edu-
cation and Web-based instruction.

The purpose of maintaining reputability is
closely tied to the second reason identified by
administrators for establishing the DM pro-
gram, which was to provide research and
development opportunities for faculty and PhD
students in the department. In particular, the
program director and department chair dis-
cussed the importance of providing opportuni-
ties for faculty and students in the field of IDT
to engage in design, development, implemen-
tation, and research related to online learning
and instruction in order to ensure that the pro-
gram is current with the field.

The third purpose identified by administra-
tors for offering the DM program was to pro-
vide educational opportunities for those who
could not enroll in the residential program
because of work or family responsibilities that
make it impossible to move to a campus loca-
tion. In essence, this purpose had to do with
opening up the market for the masters program
to reach students who would not be able to par-
ticipate in such educational opportunities with-
out the aid of online technologies.

The fourth reason identified by administra-
tors for offering the DM program was to
increase the revenue stream for the depart-
ment. Though the department administrators
were looking for ways to increase revenue,
neither the program director nor the depart-
ment chair were sure whether the DM program
was turning a profit. The lack of certainty
about the financial impact of the program is the
result of the fact that, as an academic unit of a
public university, the department has little
control over its own financial situation. Addi-
tionally, program administrators emphasized
that because the program is housed in a depart-
ment of a public university, the main focus of
public service would always take precedence

over issues of profitability. This helped
explain the fact that there was no formal busi-
ness plan created when the DM program was
started.

It is worth noting that two of the four rea-
sons for starting the DM program had to do
with meeting the needs of students (these rea-
sons were opening the program to a new mar-
ket and providing research and development
opportunities for residential students), while
the other two reasons for starting the DM pro-
gram had to do with maintaining or enhancing
the reputation, credibility, and health of the
department, its existing programs and the work
of the faculty. The overall rationale for the DM
program identified by these administrators
indicates that they believe, in the field of
Instructional Design and Technology, online
learning environments are potentially benefi-
cial for the key stakeholder groups including
students, faculty, and administrators.

Program Models

The IDT DM program that was the focus of
this evaluation used a cohort model for the first
two student groups that were admitted in 2000
and 2001, and changed to a noncohort model
in 2003. In the cohort model, students were
required to participate in a preprogram resi-
dential orientation for 1 week at the university,
and the students were enrolled in courses
together as a cohort group. In the noncohort
model, the 1-week residential orientation was
eliminated and students were not required to
take courses as part of a cohort group. Also,
more adjunct faculty members have been
employed in the program since the noncohort
model was instituted in 2003.

The administrators who discussed the
cohort model all emphasized that one advan-
tage of having cohorts was to help build a
sense of community. They all expressed con-
cerns that distance students experience an
inherent feeling of isolation when taking
courses in an online format. The program coor-
dinator recalled the preprogram residential ori-
entation for the first two cohort groups. She
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commented that the residential orientation for
the first cohort group was well received, as it
was held together with the orientation for tra-
ditional residential students, and conducted
right before the fall semester started. On the
other hand, she did not think the residential
orientation for the second cohort went as well
because the orientation was given during the
summer session (early August) and many resi-
dential faculty and students were out of town.
Without the support of faculty and residential
students, the administrators were over-
whelmed with the responsibilities of conduct-
ing the orientation.

One major reason the cohort model was dis-
continued, according to the program directors,
was because of its rigid structure, which con-
tradicted the flexible nature of the online
courses that drew students to the DM program
in the first place. Because the university cam-
pus is not located in a big city, travel and lodg-
ing were not convenient for DM students, and
timing the orientation at the beginning of the
fall semester was inconvenient because many
of the DM students were K-12 teachers who
were just beginning their own school year at
the time of the orientation.

Strengths of the Program

Four strengths of the program were identi-
fied by administrators. First, the quality of the
DM program was considered equivalent to that
of the residential program. According to the
administrators, the program uses the same cri-
teria in admitting and awarding degrees to DM
students as for the residential program. No dis-
tinction is made between the DM program
courses and the traditional residential master’s
program courses; the same core characteristics
and requirements are found in both. Neither
the courses nor the degree are identified as
being at a distance on the university tran-
scripts.

Second, administrators believe that there is
a reciprocity between the distance and residen-
tial programs that provides benefits for both
programs in many areas. For instance, a num-
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ber of residential students have helped design
and teach the courses for the DM program,
which has provided an important practicum
experience for the residential IDT students and
improves the quality of interactions for dis-
tance students. Additionally, the administra-
tors pointed out that lessons learned during the
design and development of the DM course
materials has led to enhancements and
improvements in the residential course offer-
ings.

Third, the courses offered in the distance
master’s program are project-based, team-
based, practical experiences that are designed
to help students develop a well-rounded set of
skills in instructional design. Several adminis-
trators interviewed for this evaluation
expressed the belief that the emphasis on ped-
agogical experience rather than technology
was another strength of this DM program.

Finally, several administrators expressed
the belief that using qualified adjunct faculty
was a strength of this DM program. According
to the program director, compared to the full-
time faculty, the adjunct faculty members were
less expensive than tenured faculty and
received high ratings from students in course
evaluations. In contrast, however, the program
coordinator mentioned that occasionally she
received complaints about the teaching quality
of the adjunct faculty.

Areas for Improvement of the Program

Three key areas of the DM program were
identified by administrators as needing
improvement. First, technology was a big con-
cern of the administrators who were inter-
viewed for this  evaluation.  These
administrators expressed the belief that tech-
nology hindered the DM program in the areas
of registration, administration, and course
management. The program director com-
plained that the technology provided by the
university did not provide a full range of capa-
bilities needed for offering online programs.
This created a dilemma: while the technology
provided by the university was not effective,
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better technical tools were not supported by
the university technology services.

Second, though the program had made
attempts to address the problem that online
students often feel isolated, several administra-
tors expressed the feeling that this is still an
area that needs to be improved. The dilemma
for administrators is that, while they want stu-
dents to feel a sense of belonging to the pro-
gram, they recognize that distance students
generally have full-time jobs and families and
other responsibilities that keep these students
from high levels of engagement beyond the
work they do in their individual courses.

Last, administrators expressed the feeling
that students need to be better informed about
the program before they start so that they may
have more appropriate expectations about the
curriculum, instructional activities, and time
required to complete the program. Students
occasionally complain that the courses the pro-
gram offers are inadequate to help them
acquire expertise in the areas they expect. As
one administrator explained, the DM students
are from different backgrounds and join the
program with varying expectations. For
instance, students who are full-time school
teachers expect to improve their knowledge
and skills in the educational setting, while
those from business settings, such as those
working as corporate instructional designers,
expect to learn more about training and design.
As a result, while the program strives to meet
the needs of all students by offering various
courses, students from an educational setting
want the program to minimize the business
focus while focusing more on educational
aspects. In contrast, students from the corpo-
rate environments want the program to
increase the business focus while decreasing
the focus on educational contexts.

Faculty Perspectives

The six faculty members who were inter-
viewed for this evaluation expressed consistent
themes in their responses to interview ques-
tions. The resulting comments have been cate-

gorized into three areas: teaching online,
administration of the program, and technology
issues.

Teaching Online

The majority of comments from faculty
about the experience of teaching in the online
program focused on the benefits and draw-
backs that teaching online has to offer both
instructors and students. The primary benefit
mentioned about teaching online was consis-
tently the improved flexibility that teaching
online offers an instructor. This flexibility was
shown in the physical locations of the adjunct
faculty, none of whom reside in the location
where the DM program was hosted. The
adjuncts noted that they would not be teaching
for the DM program if it were not for the flex-
ibility inherent in online teaching. Addition-
ally, the lack of set classroom times allowed
instructors and students a more flexible sched-
ule.

Many of the faculty mentioned that the best
feature of the distance master’s program was
that it gave students who would not otherwise
be able to, a chance to take courses from a
well-respected program.

Several of the faculty, both adjunct and full-
time, mentioned that the online students were
different than the residential students in that
the vast majority of online students were full-
time employees and taking classes with a focus
on using what they learn to help them in their
current positions. Faculty members believe
that this difference results in a stronger focus
on the utility of the knowledge gained, but per-
haps a shallower interest in knowledge for its
own sake. Several faculty members noted that
the online students usually did not explore top-
ics as deeply as the residential students did.

Another advantage of the online program
noted consistently by the faculty was that they
believed the online classes are representative
of the residential program. The online courses
were created from the residential courses, and
the faculty members believe that the distance
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courses present the same level of challenge to
students as the residential courses.

While faculty noted that students interact-
ing in an asynchronous environment could
have more time to reflect on their answers and
therefore provide higher quality comments,
and the “faceless” format of writing e-mails
and forum comments encourages shy students
to participate more, faculty also noted substan-
tial disadvantages to online interactions. Every
faculty interviewee noted the primary disad-
vantage of teaching online is restricted com-
munication, which can hinder the instructor-
student relationship, as well as communication
between students in the course. In an online
environment that is dependent upon textual
communication, it is very easy to be misunder-
stood as there is no supplementary communi-
cation, such as body language. Therefore,
misunderstandings among students working in
groups may be more common.

The faculty interviewed for this evaluation
consistently noted that the “feel” of interacting
with students in an online environment was
different from the relationships formed in a
residential class in that instructors do not see
their students’ faces or see the students at a set
time each week. While several instructors
noted the advantages of administering a course
in the online environment in terms of tracking
and storing student communication, a number
also pointed out that students might feel less
involved in an online environment, and it can
be difficult to excite or motivate students in
such a sterile setting.

Additionally, faculty felt that the emphasis
on written communication in an online envi-
ronment requires more effort in communica-
tion. Providing feedback, as well as
communication in general, can be more diffi-
cult and time-consuming in online environ-
ments. Reading student e-mails and posts and
then responding takes up a great deal of time,
according to the faculty.

Finally, faculty noted that the format of
online communication has inherent restric-
tions. There are some activities available in a
residential course that simply cannot be
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effectively replicated online. Several faculty
members noted the difficulty of trying to
facilitate online class discussions through
real-time chats, while others noted the lack
of relationship among students, particularly
as compared to the group work in the resi-
dential program. While the online program
still uses groups, with outside restraints and a
more sterile form of communication, some
faculty felt that it is difficult to simulate the
effectiveness of the residential program in
this regard.

Administration

While most of the faculty comments
focused on teaching online, some faculty dis-
cussion did address the administration of the
distance master’s program. All faculty mem-
bers who discussed the current technical sup-
port provided by graduate assistants and
librarians in charge of the electronic reserves
system were complimentary; however, the
adjunct faculty noted there were problems
caused by their lack of direct control over
course resources. Some frustration was
expressed that any adjustments or problems
with the courses had to be directed to the grad-
uate assistants or librarians, which makes
administering the course more difficult.

Additionally, because adjunct faculty teach
courses which they have not designed, some
felt that they did not have the freedom to
change their courses, while others simply
noted that there was no incentive for them to
do so, given their salaries, even though they
felt that designs could be improved or the con-
tent could be updated.

A full-time faculty member, meanwhile,
noted that the design of online courses requires
substantially more time than the design of a
physical course due to the technological
requirements, and that the department should
provide more support for design of online
courses. Additionally, faculty expressed the
wish that the number of times an online course
design is utilized should be taken into consid-
eration as a valuable faculty contribution when
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administrators conduct annual performance
reviews.

Technology

The major recurring theme from the faculty
interviews regarding technology was disillu-
sionment with the university’s course manage-
ment system, a software product that has been
developed as part of an open-source code
movement in partnership with several other
universities. Many of the faculty bemoaned the
loss of the course management system that was
previously used, which was a product offered
by a for-profit vendor. Two faculty members
felt that the available technology was not ade-
quate for providing effective courses, and were
reluctant to teach courses online until the situ-
ation improved. It should be noted that the
period of data collection was the first semester
that faculty were required to use the new
course management system, and therefore it is
likely that some of the technology issues iden-
tified by faculty would be resolved as this
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change management initiative was further
developed.

Student Perspectives

Twenty-three students responded to the
online survey used for evaluation of the DM
program. Among them, three were from the
year 2000 group, four were from the 2001
group, and 15 were from the 2003 group. One
student did not indicate the starting year group.
(The 2002-2003 academic year was a transi-
tion period between the cohort and noncohort
models, and no new students were admitted to
the program during that time.) Other demo-
graphic information about the students who
responded to the survey is summarized in
Table 1.

Program Choice

Students who responded to the online sur-
vey identified two major factors for why they
chose to study at the Midwestern Research

TABLE 1
Student Survey-Demographic Data
Number of Students
Category n=23

Gender

Male 11

Female 12
Age

20 to29 years 4

30 to 39 years 5

Over 39 years 14
Occupation

Designer/Writer/Teacher 11

Management/Business 5

Other 7
Program Start Date

Fall 2000 3

Fall 2001 4

Fall 2003 15

No response 1
Courses Taken

1 to 2 courses 13

3 to 4 courses 3

More than 4 courses 7
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University (MRU) DM program. These rea-
sons were the overall reputation of quality of
the department and full-time faculty, and the
convenience and flexibility of the distance
option.

Some respondents reported that they had
researched other programs prior to choosing
the MRU DM program, and had found the
department ranking the best in the country.
This indicates that, at least in its early years,
the distance program was drawing students
based in part on the quality associated with the
residential program. While this is positive,
eventually the distance program will need to
establish and maintain a quality reputation of
its own. As one student replied, the DM pro-
gram should have courses taught by the world
class faculty that make the residential program
so well regarded. While some of these faculty
members do indeed teach in the online pro-
gram, others do not.

The student respondents also indicated that
they chose the DM program because they
could not move to a campus to complete the
residential program, usually because of work
and family commitments. While the distance
option allowed for overall geographical and
scheduling flexibility, once students were
enrolled in the program, some discovered that
the program was more traditionally structured
than they had imagined. Some students found
the time and dedication needed to complete the
program more demanding than they had
expected, and felt that the amount of group
work was especially inflexible.

Technology

Students were asked to evaluate several
aspects of the program related to technology
use. Student responses were measured on a
Likert scale with a low score of 1 representing
strongly disagree and a high score of 5 repre-
senting strongly agree.

First, students were asked to describe their
comfort level related to using technology
before entering the program. Overall, students
showed a high level of comfort with technol-
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ogy, indicating a high degree of readiness to
engage in an online degree program (M = 4.22
SD = .850).

Overall, student ratings regarding the avail-
ability of technical support were relatively
average (M =3.70 SD = 1.105). Those few stu-
dents who were low in technological readiness
do appear to have received sufficient support
where possible, as these students reported that
peers and instructors provided learning
resources, as well as assisting them directly.
Those students who already were high in tech-
nological readiness perhaps did not need tech-
nical assistance unless the technical problem
was systemic, in which case, the program tech-
nical assistants could offer little help (e.g., a
university server was down).

Technology issues that were beyond the
control of students seem to have affected them
the most. Students rated the use of technology
to support learning relatively low overall (M =
3.13 SD = 1.058). The most often cited tech-
nology issues involved both of the course man-
agement tools in use, the for-profit vendor
system and the university’s open source sys-
tem. The for-profit vendor system received
mixed reviews, while the university’s open
source system received almost universally
negative reviews. One student bluntly com-
mented, “[the vendor system] was weak but
serviceable but [the university system] frankly
sucks.” Given that the distance courses rely
heavily on these tools for discussion, this is a
significant finding. It may also be related to
low community ratings for the program identi-
fied in other areas of the survey.

Other technology issues mentioned by stu-
dents were the streaming video of residential
guest lectures, PowerPoint presentations, and
the library e-Reserves functionality. In each
case, students appreciated the tools, but found
problems in their implementation. For exam-
ple, the quality of the streaming video was
poor, and the audio narration accompanying
PowerPoint sometimes did not work; without
an included text narration, the bulleted slides
did not support learning.
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Program Management

Students were asked to evaluate several
areas of the program related to overall program
management. Responses are shown in Table 2.
Student responses were measured on a Likert
scale with a low score of 1 representing
strongly disagree and a high score of 5 repre-
senting strongly agree.

Class Registration. Overall, class regis-
tration in the DM program was the highest
rated program management factor for each
starting class. This indicates that registration
did not seem to be an issue for most students in
the program.

It is worth noting that registration was rated
the highest factor for the DM program’s first
class in 2000, when many of the university
systems had not yet been configured for dis-
tance education, and the few university dis-
tance education courses that were offered were
registered for differently than the department’s
residential programs. This was partly due to
program assistants occasionally developing
“workarounds” within the university’s regis-
tration system to ensure that students were
properly registered. As one student com-
mented, “Registration is a confusing process
though I’ve finally figured it out thanks to help
from [the program assistant].”
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Since the first cohort of the DM program
enrolled in 2000, the university has undergone
a comprehensive overhaul of its registration
systems and software that has affected both
residential and distance students. The DM pro-
gram administrators and assistants are closely
monitoring and accommodating online student
registration needs during this transition.

Learning support and assistance. Items
related to general program support were the
next highest rated components among the pro-
gram management factors. Students reported
that administrative staff, graduate assistants,
and faculty were always responsive, especially
in keeping students on task and offering feed-
back.

Resources. Students were asked to rate
resources available in the DM courses. Over-
all, resources received average ratings (M =
3.39 SD 1.076). Many students found that the
quality and quantity of the resources were
valuable and appropriate. Obtaining the mate-
rials that were posted using the e-Reserves sys-
tem, however, was frustrating at best. Students
found that technical and administrative issues
often prevented them from having the correct
readings in time for a particular week’s assign-
ment. Students often tolerated technical issues,
but in the case of e-Reserves, they commented
that since the course syllabus was prepared so

TABLE 2
Program Management Ratings

Overall Year: 2000 Year: 2001 Year: 2003

n=23 n=3 n=4 n=15
Area M SD M SD M SD M SD
Class registration 3.83  1.029 3.67 1.155 4.50 577 3.60  1.056
Learning support 3.48 994 333 577 325 1.500  3.53 990
Assistance 343  1.037 333 1.155 3.50 577 333 1113
Resources 339  1.076 333 1.155 350 1.000 3.27 1.100
Books and materials purchasing 330 1396 4.33 577 375 1.258 293 1.486
Advising 322 998  3.67 577 3.50  1.000  2.93 961
Orientation 3.04  1.065 333 1.115 425 500 2.53 743
Sense of community 2.87 968 3.33 577 3.00 816 2.60 910

Note.

Student responses were measured on a Likert scale with a low score of 1 representing strongly disagree and a high score of 5

representing strongly agree. *Column totals for 7 do not sum to the overall total because one respondent did not indicate a starting year.
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far in advance, the system used for the course
resources and readings should likewise be pre-
pared and tested in advance.

Overall, the quality and amount of
resources is acceptable to students; however,
the overwhelming emphasis on the negatives
of the e-Reserve system warrants special atten-
tion. While faculty and administrators laud the
system for its assistance in copyright and fair
use issues, it apparently has many technical
limitations. Despite recent and ongoing
improvements to e-Reserves, the negative
comments on its technical issues were distrib-
uted over all three starting classes, not just the
2000 and 2001 classes.

Advising.  Students were asked two ques-
tions related to academic advising. First, they
were asked whether or not academic advising
was important to them. This question was
asked to consider the possibility that students
in a distance program might be more self-
directed and therefore possibly desire less
advising. Students rated their desire for advis-
ing at 3.83/5, indicating that advising was
important to these students. Students were then
asked whether they felt they received enough
academic advising in the IST DM program.
Overall, students are somewhat satisfied with
the amount of advising (M = 3.22 SD .988). A
couple of students commented that it would
have been nice to have more interaction with
advisors, using chat or some other medium.

The advising structure for the DM program
has been changed since the program started.
Initially, DM students were assigned individ-
ual faculty advisors, in the same way that resi-
dential students are assigned such faculty
advisors. The 2003 starting class and all future
starting classes, however, have the same advi-
sor—the program director. Perhaps related to
this change in advising structure, the 2003
starting class had the lowest rating for amount
of advising (M = 2.93 SD = 1.486). As the
number of students in the program grows,
using only one person may be too overwhelm-
ing to provide adequate advising for students.

Orientation. The orientation process has
undergone major changes during the life of the
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DM program. The 2000 and 2001 cohorts par-
ticipated in a mandatory 3-4 day residential
orientation to the program. In 2003, the pro-
gram changed its cohort structure, switching to
a structure that allowed students to join the
program at the beginning of any term rather
than only at the beginning of the academic
year. This change effectively ended the resi-
dential orientation.

The overall rating from all three classes for
orientation was 3.04/5 (SD = 1.065). The 2003
class, which did not receive a residential orien-
tation, rated their experience only as 2.53/5
(SD = 0.743). This was the lowest rated factor
for this class in the program management area.

Given the changes regarding orientation,
student reaction to the sufficiency of any pro-
gram orientation might be understandably
mixed. Students who had participated in the
first cohort’s orientation enjoyed it. Students
who were part of the second cohort com-
plained about the timing of the orientation that
was several weeks before the semester started.
Finally, students in the 2003 group, who did
not participate in any residential orientation,
thought it would be beneficial. One student
commented,

Perhaps a more comprehensive orientation
program would help. It is a little hard to
“connect” with what’s going on in the very
beginning.... I would like to see the
optional offering of a “low residency” 2-
day weekend or 3-4 day long-weekend or
possibly week-long onsite seminar for IST
DE students.

Sense of community. The need for a sense
of community in online education has been
cited often in the literature. This need is per-
ceived to stem from the physical separation of
learners from each other, the course instructor,
and the program support staff.

The presence of this factor, however, was
rated the lowest by students overall among any
survey item in all survey categories. Online
students did not feel they were part of a com-
munity within their online program, as well as
within the department. In many cases, the DM
students regularly received e-mails regarding
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residential activities that they, of course, could
not attend. Students suggested that the pro-
gram look for ways to integrate the DM stu-
dents into the larger IST community, including
a general discussion board for IST DM stu-
dents, as well as a midprogram residential
requirement, perhaps between the first and
second years.

Course Management

Students were asked to evaluate several
areas of the program related to overall course
management. The responses were shown in
Table 3. Student responses were measured on a
Likert scale with a low score of 1 representing
strongly disagree and a high score of 5 repre-
senting strongly agree.

Instructional ~ design  factors. Students
rated highly several online instructional design
factors. These factors include the use of active
learning strategies, an emphasis on student and
faculty interaction, and the presence of clear
learning objectives.

Most students found the courses well
designed, and enjoyed the interaction with fac-
ulty and peers from around the country. Stu-
dent comments support the quantitative
findings that students are mostly pleased with
the overall design of the DM courses

At the same time, some students felt the
amount of group work was inappropriate for a
distance education program, and limited the
program’s expected flexibility. The contrary
comments indicate a tension between on one
hand, what is acknowledged as “good” instruc-
tional design for distance education courses,
and on the other hand, the flexibility needed by
working adults in academic programs with
above average quality expectations for gradu-
ate study. This tension was also noted in an
interview with at least one online faculty who
noted that, all other academic factors being
equal, achieving the highest quality in gradu-
ate studies involves devoting significant
amounts of time—which working adults may
not be able to contribute.

Feedback. Adequate and timely feedback
from instructors is important in any educa-
tional setting. In an online environment, given
the physical separation of learners from the
course instructor, the need for feedback is even
more apparent.

Students were asked to rate the timeliness
and the adequacy of instructor feedback in the
DM program. Both factors received the same
overall rating of 3.78 (timeliness SD = 1.126;
adequacy SD = 1.043). Most qualitative com-
ments focused exclusively on the timeliness
issue. The students who commented indicated

TABLE 3
Course Management Ratings

Overall Year: 2000 Year: 2001 Year: 2003

n=239 n=3 n=4 n=15
Area M SD M SD M SD M SD
Student-student collaboration 4.30 1.146 4.67 577 3.75 1.893 4.33 1.047
Active learning 4.17 .388 4.00 .000 4.00 .000 4.27 458
Student-faculty interaction 4.09 949 3.33 1.155 3.25 1.500 4.47 516
Clear objectives 4.09 .949 4.33 577 3.50 1.732 4.20 775
Adequate feedback 3.78 1.043 3.33 1.155 3.50 1.732 3.93 .884
Timely feedback 3.78 1.126 3.67 1.158 3.25 1.500 3.93 1.033
Metacognitive skills 348 1.163 4.00 .000 3.00 1.414 347 1.246
Multiple evaluation methods 3.39 1.033 4.00 .000 3.50 577 3.20 1.207

Note. Student responses were measured on a Likert scale with a low score of 1 representing strongly disagree and a high score of 5

representing strongly agree. “Column totals for 7 do not sum to the overall total because one respondent did not indicate a starting year.
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that they were often working on the next phase
of a project before they received instructor
feedback on a previous phase. In some cases,
instructor feedback occurred more than 2
weeks after an assignment submission. Peer
feedback, while valuable, was not perceived
by students to be as beneficial as instructor
feedback.

Multiple evaluation methods. Distance
education has held the promise of providing
individualized evaluation that can allow stu-
dents to show their understanding of material
in myriad ways different from traditional
methods. Students, however, rated this as the
lowest factor among all course management
factors (M = 3.39 SD = 1.033). One student
commented, “I expected more variety in the
methods of collaboration and evaluation. Writ-
ing alone, whether forum postings or papers,
seems somewhat limited for a program
devoted to instructional systems. There are a
lot of other options out there.”

Overall Quality

Students were asked to evaluate several
areas of the program related to overall qual-
ity. Overall, students rate favorably the qual-
ity of the instructional design and learning
effectiveness of the DM courses. This aspect
of the program rates higher in general than
the several program management factors and
the program technology aspects. One student
commented “Overall, I am very happy that |
chose the DM program ... the program was
an exhausting three-year ride for me, with
some disappointments, but I certainly have
no regrets.”

CONCLUSIONS AND
RECOMMENDATIONS

The evaluation results of the DM program dis-
cussed earlier are summarized in Table 4. In
all, students rated favorably the quality of the
DM program. They were satisfied with the
class registration process, the overall instruc-
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tional design factors of the online DM courses,
the quality and quantity of the resources they
were provided, the feedback from the faculty,
and the support they received from the admin-
istrators and faculty. In the meantime, they
hoped some areas could be further improved,
especially regarding advising, timeliness of
feedback, variety of feedback, and sense of
community.

After looking at the data collected from the
administrators, faculty, and students as a
whole, two factors among others are especially
worth discussing. Corresponding recommen-
dations are given below based on relevant lit-
erature and issues discovered during the course
of this evaluation.

Technology

As well documented in the literature, tech-
nology plays a critical or fundamental role for
successful Internet-based distance programs
(see for example, Bonk, 2001; Zhai & Liu,
2005). Results of this evaluation showed that
technology is a powerful concern for the major
stakeholders of the DM program. The adminis-
trators reported that technology hindered the
program in many aspects such as registration,
administration system, and course manage-
ment. The faculty noted that the course man-
agement technologies were not adequate for
providing effective online courses. While stu-
dents of the DM program showed high tech-
nology readiness, they were not very satisfied
with the uses of technology to support their
learning.

The current course management system
provided by the university was a frequent tar-
get of criticism. Faculty expressed reticence at
teaching with the university’s open source sys-
tem, and one student represented the feelings
of many others when he frankly commented
that the current management system “sucks.”
Considering the importance of the course man-
agement system, it would be beneficial for the
DM program to work more closely with uni-
versity technology services to improve the
tools.
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TABLE 4
Summary of the Findings
Participants Themes Findings
Administrators Purposes of offering the DM program * Maintaining and increasing the department reputa-

(5 interviewees)

Faculty
(6 interviewees)

Students
(23 survey
respondents)

Program models

Strengths of the program

Areas for improvement

Teaching online Advantages

Disadvantages

Administration

Technology

Program choice

Technology aspects

Program management

Learning support

Resources

Class registration

tion

« Providing educational opportunities for those who
could not take the residential program

« Increasing the revenue stream

¢ Offering research opportunities for the faculty and
students of the department

» Using a cohort model in 2000 and 2001

* Not admitting new students in 2002

¢ Changing to a non-cohort model in 2003

* Equivalent to the residential program in terms of
quality, admission, and evaluation criteria

« Beneficial for the residential programs of the
department in many ways

« Hiring qualified adjunct faculty

* Project-oriented design of the program and
emphasizing pedagogy

* Technology still hindering the program in many
aspects

* Building online community, decreasing students’
feelings of isolation in learning online

« Helping students have appropriate expectations of
the program

Flexibility for instructors and students

More difficult and time consuming in proving

feedback and communication in general

¢ Adjunct faculty lacking of direct control of the
courses

» Hoping to take into account the special design of
online courses and how often the design was uti-
lized for faculty merit reports

» Technology was not adequate for providing effec-
tive courses.

* Needing better course management system

* Overall quality reputation of the department and
faculty

« Convenience and flexibility of the distance option

¢ Students showed a high level of technological
readiness.

¢ The technical support was rated as above average.

« Technology supporting learning needed to be fur-
ther improved.

Students were relatively satisfied with the class

registration.

Students were relatively satisfied with learning

support and assistance from the faculty, graduate

assistants, and administrative staff.

The quality and quantity of the resources were
agreeable to students, yet the reliability and timing
needed to be improved.

Table continues on next page
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TABLE 4
Continued
Participants Themes Findings
Orientations Better advising was needed.

Sense of community

Course management
factors

Feedback

Multiple evaluation

methods

Overall quality

Instructional design

Students’ responses to orientation varied.
Students felt a lack of a sense of community.

Students overall were satisfied with the design of
the DM courses.

Timeliness issue was emphasized.

More variety of evaluation methods was expected.

Overall, students rated favorably the quality of the
DM program.

Overall, students were relatively satisfied
with the technical support provided by pro-
gram assistants, though this might be in part
because of students’ high technology readi-
ness. Adjunct faculty showed overall satisfac-
tion with support from graduate assistants,
though some faculty would like to have more
direct control of the courses. Program adminis-
trators need to take a more proactive role in
getting support from relevant parties of the
university in the areas that are beyond their
direct control, such as the e-Reserve system
provided by the library and the course manage-
ment system provided by the university.

Faculty

Faculty members play a key role in using
technology successfully in online courses, and
their participation is believed to be inseparable
for successful online programs (see for exam-
ple, Garrison, Anderson, & Archer, 2003;
Schifter, 2004; Liu, 2005).

All three groups identified the reputation of
the department and its faculty as the most
attractive feature of the program. Student
respondents indicated that the reputation of the
full-time faculty was a major reason why they
were attracted to the DM program. While the
quality of the adjunct faculty was deemed to be
high by administrators and the full-time fac-
ulty, it would seem that students who are com-
ing to the program with the expectation of

being taught by nationally well-known faculty
members are not having their needs met. While
the program focuses on having a full-time fac-
ulty member teach each year, it seems impor-
tant to maintain or even increase the
involvement of the full-time faculty as this
impacts the program’s attractiveness and
directly addresses student needs.

The DM program has employed more
adjunct faculty members to teach the courses
since 2002. Consequently, the adjuncts play
more important roles in the success of the DM
program. The issues related to the adjunct fac-
ulty need to be given more attention by admin-
istrators. The adjuncts do not have much
control over the courses that they teach. The
courses designed for the distance program are
based on the residential versions, and designed
by the full-time faculty. While full-time fac-
ulty might redesign courses that they teach and
review the program yearly to ensure that all
courses are covering what they should be, the
adjunct faculty largely felt that they did not
have the freedom to do anything other than
make extremely small adjustments to the
courses that they were teaching. Some of the
adjuncts had issues with current course
designs, but the point was made several times
that there is little incentive for the adjuncts to
redesign the courses. Additionally, the
adjuncts noted that they often have to go
through several different cumbersome pro-
cesses to make any changes to the courses,
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such as for technological problems, an adjust-
ment to the syllabus, or the materials set aside
in the electronic reserves system. Adjunct fac-
ulty should be empowered with more direct
control over the courses they teach.

Economic considerations appear to have
some impact on the program and its effective-
ness. The use of adjunct faculty, as well as the
cessation of the cohort program and the dis-
tance program’s orientation, all appear to be
influenced by the economics of the program.
Additionally, course design appears to be
affected, as there is little incentive for either
adjunct or full-time faculty to redesign
courses. These choices surely have an impact
on the quality of the program, which is evident
from the fact that program management as a
whole, including orientation, support, advis-
ing, and sense of community, was not highly
rated by students. For this reason, it seems that
it would be a very valuable exercise for the
DM program administrators to gain a compre-
hensive understanding of the economics,
including both the costs and benefits, of main-
taining the distance master’s program.
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