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Perched on top of a ridge in North Lite Rock, Pulaski Technical College was fit to burst its seams last fall with an enrollment of nearly
12,000 students,

The thing is, a filth of those students might not even set fool on campus during their wo-year pursuit of 2n associate's degree.

Puraski Tech had 2,554 students taking only online courses last fall. and that number increased by almost 100 for the spring semester of
this year,

"Accessibility is one of the paramount pricrities for a communily college, and | think the distance education Is a very important part of that,*
said Tim Jones, the director of public eelations for the school. "You don'l get much more accessible than being able 16 do YOur coussewark
with a laptop at midnight.”

Considering that Pulaski Tech is the state's largest and faslesl-growing two-year college, being able to teach students onfine instead of
trying fo find space in a classroom seems Tike a cost-saving measure. Bul online education is growing In Arkansas, as it is around the
nation, and the nature of education in the Inlemel age is rapidly changing.

Mike DelLong, the executive vice president and pravosl of Pulaski Tech, knows this pretty well, considering he did his doctoral dissertalion
on onling education. Bul that was during. you know, the dark ages - way back in 2000,

"Nowadays, you can prelty much provide the same kind of resources as for a traditional student - as far as videos, extrawark - {0 ensure th
concepls sink in, it he class is put together right,” said Del.ong. "Not to say there aren'l some schools that don't try to make [online leaming
afancy correspondence course. But if it's done right and the inslrucior is engaged a5 they should be, it's just as good as a classraom
course,”

Just as good? That's a prelly powerful statement. Bul it's one that's being echoed by educators and administratars ali aver ihe state, from
community colleges to Lhe boss of the Universily of Arkansas System, President Donald R, Bobbilt,
Bobhitl, who arrived in November, is a familiar face 1o advocates of anline education,

He's plugged it al many appearances, including the UA Distance Learning Symposiim held in April at UALR. There. Bahbilt talked about th
changing face of the educalional landscape versus the static nature of university education,

‘Disruplive Innovation'

"Qur traditional universities are designed around a system that's been in place for hundreds of years," he said, harking back to the medieva
roots of universities (ke Oxford. "As quickly as society is changing ... [we should ask], is this structure appropriate for this period we're abol
lo enter?™

The Internet is a "disrupfive innavation” to the educalion system, Bobbill said, borrowing a term used by Harvard business professar Clayto
Christensen, and part of the disruption is coming from for-prafit educationas institutions that are "playing in our sandbox.”

“The difference right now. and this is the advantage that we can't squander.” Bobbitl said. “is that the students arent being as successful
and il's not at a tower cost. And we can deal with both of those.”

Tha ability to reach siudents cheaply and efficiently is the great promise of online educalion. especially with the proliferaticn of broadhand
Internetl access even in many sural paits of the state,

‘The man in charge of the UA Systen's efforts to capilalize on the advance of technology is Dai Fervilor, the former chancellor of the
Universily of Arkansas at Fayetlevile who is now the system's vice president for academic afairs, He said Arkansas is currenlly mid-pack 2
far as ifs use of online education technology.

“l don't think we're the heaviest user, and ! gon't think we're the lightest user," he said. *| think we're a state that is recognizing the
importance of onling education,”
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Nor is (rere a stalewide mandate. Shane Broadway, the intedm director of the Arkansas Depariment of Higher Education, said that each
public universily or college within the state makes its own call on whether, and how much, to use online courses. Bul the slate does require
students to have some presence on an Arkansas campus. he noted,

"We do have a policy in terms of the higher educalion funding formula,” said Broadway. Students "have to have at least one class on the
campus lo receive craditunder the funding fanmula. Sasicaily, that's so you're nol getting a bunch of gut-of-staie students who never set foc
in Arkansas.”

Early concems about the quality of education imparted through online courses have eased, Broadway sald, as the “checks and balances”
have been improved. He noted that Arkansas State Universily, which offers an MBA program that is entirefy online, had been among those
making impravements te the credibility of the system.

The director of ASU's three-year-otd online MBA pragram is Karen McDaniel, who camea to the campus in August and has been husy
promoting it to businesses bolh within the region and in neighboring states. She said that one way the universily addressed the question of
quality was to take on developing the prograny itseif, with the business faculty and IT siaff collaborating.

“Instead of outsourcing the technology. they do it all at ASU,” McDanlel said. "All the courses have the same look, touch and feel throughou
ihe entire program.”

The program got a boost this year when U.S. News & World Report, in its first ranking of online MBA programs, placed ASU among the [op
such pregrams in the country and ranked its faculty No. 1 in terms of eredentials and training. MeDaniel said the schoot hapes to enroll 50
new students each semester for the next year.

"Qur facuity is on hoard with this; our techniology staff is on board with iL. It really is a great leam effor,” she said.

Charles L. "Chuck" Welch, president of the ASU System. said thal the feadhack from the business comnwunify - the folks who will he hiring
newly minted MBAS or sending their employees out 1o gat an onling degree - has been positive,

“What we hava heard in just about all the disciplings is that most employers don'l see a dramalic difference in student skil levels, whether
they dfd an online degree or face-l0-face classes,” said Welch, I think the business community reatizes that technology is changing thair
owit businesses just as it has the business of higher education.”

The Universily of Arkansas at Fayetieville is retooling how if approaches onling learning with lhe division it calls the Global Campus. Javier
Reyes. a nine-year UA veteran who was mosl recently an associate dean at the Wallon College of Business. has been lapped to take over
as vice provost for distance leaming in July. He believes there is ample precedent thal good online learing programs are ne different from
their in-classroom counterparts,

"What we see is that has already happened in MBA programs and graduate programs in engineering,” sald Reyes. "it's the same level of
quality, just ditferent methods. They make i available for those folks who can't get out of their job for a year and need 1o conlinue to deliver
the goods for their company, and at the same fime get a degree.”

For thal reason. Reyes balieves enline learning is a natusal {it for graduate programs, which are generally smaller and papulated by student
who are there for a specific reason. In Fayelteville, the university offers an operations management program in engineering and a
managerial MBA online already.

But there are changes in store at the Global Campus that Reyes said will allow it to concentrate on online leaming. For example, the
department used to also handle academic oulreach and media services and run the canference cenler. Those unils have been placed un
the purview of other departments, he said, so his departiment can focus more closely on the needs of toth studenls and Individual
departments. ’

"We're going to identify our stralegies for each of the colleges.” said Reyes. "The Global Campus itself has to rely on the efforts of our
colleges. When you Ihink of the Fulbright College, the Walton College, the Bumpers Callege, the programs we have are supeth programs
and we have to facilitate their effors.”

Parinership Envisioned

So. no cookie-culter approach to onfine teaming at Fayelteville. Plus, no limiting efforts to just unjversity students alone: Reyes would like t
see the unlversity pariner with high schools that don't have the resources o, for instance, provide Advanced Placement courses, The
university could provide the actual coursewark and the sthool would only need to have the students and classroom space.

“We're looking at the whole spectrum of siudents,” he said. "Nonlraditional students trying to finish a degrea, iraditional sludents wha woule
like lo stay around their parents for two more years, or ones in face-lo-face classes on campus who would like fo speed up their progress
and take some onling courses, of the students that would fike to start their college education but are still in high school.”
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