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The Master Plan at 50:  Distance Education

In the October 2010 publication, “The Master Plan at 50: Using Distance Education to Increase College Access and Efficiency,” the California Legislative Analyst’s Office finds significant potential for distance education technology—primarily the delivery of instruction over the Internet—to increase access and efficiency in California higher education.  

The Legislative Analyst reviews a variety of research and concludes that the learning experience and quality of a face-to-face and distance education classroom can be comparable. Faculty in all three segments, but especially the community colleges, have already reviewed these questions and concluded the instructional quality is not inherently compromised by distance education. 

Since the publication of the LAO’s assessment, major steps have been taken on the Distance Education front in each higher ed segment.  In May, the California Community Colleges Board of Governors will receive a major status update on distance education in the California community colleges, the segment where most distance offerings take place. In February, the CSU Office of the Chancellor announced the awarding of a contract to consultants Richard N. Katz & Associates to lead a “bold, systemwide initiative in online learning… to create new and exciting opportunities for CSU faculty and students.”  In April, the Chronicle of Higher Education reported that the University of California was prepared to borrow “at least $2-million to pay for a controversial project to build online courses.”

Assembly bills 626 (Bluefield) and 851 (Nestande) focus further attention in this area, seeking to define “distance education,” mandate reporting requirements on the three higher education segments, and “require the Legislative Analyst’s Office to convene a task force composed of members of the Legislature and members of the administration to identify the steps needed to establish the Western Governors University, California.”
ICAS is particularly concerned about interest in the Western Governors University, interest in which the Academic Senate for the California Community Colleges has long opposed due to the lack of significant faculty oversight of the institution’s curriculum. 

While ICAS believes that distance education provides a valuable alternative means of course delivery, it also finds this rush to embrace distance education rash and ill-considered in the current and foreseeable budget climate.  The Executive Summary of the LAO document makes five recommendations to the legislature and the ensuing document explores each in thoughtful detail. The report emphasizes ways in which distance education can expand educational opportunity throughout California, and there is no doubt this is possible. California’s higher education segments, however, have dealt with year after year after year of budget cuts and unprecedented increases in fees for students.  During this period, the colleges have had to prioritize those classes that serve the largest number of students or provide crucial 

transition points to allow students to make continued progress to degree.  The resources are evidently nowhere to be found to use technology to increase access when the message from the legislature and the governor is that access must be curtailed. 

The LAO report notes that the California community colleges have been the greatest growth sector for instruction via distance education. This could have been anticipated due to the nature of the lower division curriculum, in which cumulatively thousands of students take general education and major-preparation foundation courses in the humanities, social sciences, and natural sciences. As the report notes, instructional and technology costs do not vary significantly between face–to-face and online instruction. 

As the courses students need become increasingly specialized in the upper division—and that is the nature of modern higher education—the economies of scale available in distance education courses at the community college evaporate as students progress into more specialized coursework. 

As faculty in the University of California have pointed out, the life-changing experience of higher education involves more than the books a student reads and the papers he or she writes. It may be possible for a student in a remote part of the state to complete the reading and write papers for a class taught at UC Berkeley or San Diego State, but that student has not had the educational experience of a University of California or California State University education. 

There are student populations for whom distance education would make an otherwise unattainable dream a possibility, but as those programs serve smaller and smaller groups of students, their fiscal efficiency declines precipitously. ICAS believes that serving these students is a worthwhile goal, but at a time that California cannot even meet the most basic elements of the Master Plan promise, that goal should be secondary to recovering the funding that will allow the majority to be better served. 
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