Ten years ago we used to ask how we might make the experience of taking an online course the equal to traditional face-to-face courses.  Today, the question is reversed, with the best online curses providing superior to traditionally delivered courses.  This is the improvement trajectory that Clayton Christensen described in his 1997 groundbreaking book on disruptive innovation, The Innovator’s Dilemma.  Online learning, once on the margins of higher education, found traction with underserved populations, steadily improved, and is now mainstream and growing in popularity.  In contrast to the majority of traditionally delivered courses, students in the best designed online courses find them be more student-centered, more engaging, more innovative in terms of pedagogical tools, and more rigorous.  Likewise, faculty can move from lecture mode to orchestration mode, especially given our commitment to small class sizes.
The emergence of online education comes at a time when higher education is facing a perfect storm of concerns around access, cost to students, completion rates, learning outcomes, unsustainable funding models, and quality.  While the Obama administration is calling for the United States to produce the highest percentage of post-secondary degree holders by 2020 (we are now 11th in the world), more and more students are being priced out of higher education. Of those who attend, far too many never finish, and often leave with debt, especially if they attended a for-profit institution, and no degree – essentially worse off than if they had never attended.  Recent studies like the much discussed Academically Adrift call into question the rigor and actual learning going on in classrooms for those who do attend.  Whereas a college degree once acted as a proxy for the ability to think critically and communicate, employers and others are less sure and there is increasing pressure to clearly outline learning outcomes and demonstrate mastery, which ironically is likely to put downward pressure on graduation rates if we are successful at the effort.  It is so bad that the worth of attending college is now routinely questioned, as it was famously in the NY Times this year, even though the economy of the future demands a highly educated workforce and unemployment for those with college degrees has been half of the rate for those without.
As was often said at the recent 2011 American Council on Education Conference, the model may be broken.  Not incidentally, Clayton was a keynote speaker at the conference and outlined the ways that higher education, with a seeming lock on the industry, might come to be disrupted by innovative new entrants into the marketplace using technology to address the issues enumerated above.  We believe we have the conceptual design for the next iteration of online learning, one that addresses the issues we face as entry and one that stands to dramatically alter the nature of higher education.

The model:

Students enroll in an online program with self-paced media and engaging courses.  They can go as fast or as slow as they want.  There is no instructor in the conventional sense.  WGU has shown the feasibility of this model.
The courses are designed as a series of learning modules, each with very clear learning outcomes and built in assessment along the way (think about what Carnegie Mellon is doing).  Those assessments provide the student with immediate mid-stream feedback and help them decide when they are ready to move on.

The student can at any time join a group of peers working on the same course to pose questions, seek advice, discuss topics, or outline a problem for which he or she needs help.  They do this through a social networking platform built for each course.  Online discussion forums and help centers are monitored by an expert trained in the subject and that person can provide guidance.  This shifts from WGU’s “mentoring faculty” model (though we may have those too) to a peer-learner model.
At the end of the course, students can take practice assessments and review their “in-stream” assessments to determine when they are ready to be assessed in the course.  Going to a local proctored site, a high school or community center for example, or perhaps online, students complete the course assessment which is then independently graded by the university’s assessment staff.  A grade is assigned and credit granted.

Because the courses are offered online and can be close to free of charge and because the peer to peer support network and access to experts in also online, almost any organization can use the programs and support student learning.  The whole model hinges on excellent assessment, a rock solid confidence that the student has mastered the student learning outcomes.  If we know with certainty that they have, we should no longer care if they raced through the course or took 18 months or if they worked on their courses with the support of a local church organization or community center or on their own.  The game changing idea here is that when we have assessment right, we should not care how a student achieves learning.  We can blow up the delivery models and be free to try anything that shows itself to work.
If we get it right, then almost any organization can become a higher education provider or at least supporter by providing access to technology, on-site support and coaching, and peer gatherings for students wishing to use our courses, online support, and eventually our assessment.  An illustration:
Joe Smith graduated from high school four years ago and unable to afford college he started work on the loading dock of a local furniture warehouse.  When he gets off work at 4PM he goes to the Urban League facility on Warren Street to use its computer lab to sign onto a Basic College Math (BCM) course.  He was pretty good in math, though he is rusty, and while he raced through the first four modules he is stuck on module five and unable to correctly solve the problem.  He clicks on the BCM Student Support link and describes his frustration.  A student in Arizona who completed that module the week before says, “I couldn’t get that one either, but when I thought of it this way, xxxx, it all clicked.  You might try that.”  Joe does and he sees his mistake.  He completes the fifth module, does the quick assessment to make sure, and scores a 90.  The assessment identifies the mistakes he makes and in two of the three cases he sees what he did wrong.  He requests a “retry” for those and is offered another version of the questions and successfully answers two of them. For the third mistake, however, he still doesn’t see what he did wrong.  He sees that it is now 5PM and Mr. Haley, a retired bookkeeper who comes in to volunteer as a tutor, is down the hall.  He prints the stubborn problem and walks down to see Mr. Haley who quickly sees what Joe is doing wrong.  He walks him through the problem and Joe understands now.  Three weeks later Joe has completed all 12 modules in BCM, sometimes with the help of online peers and sometimes Mr. Haley, and he schedules a course assessment.  It is sent directly to a proctor at Boston Latin School and Joe goes there on his lunch break to take the exam.  The proctor logs onto a secure assessment site after checking Joe’s ID and downloads the assessment.  When Joe completes it, the proctor authorizes the “send” and Joe’s test goes to an assessment center where it is graded that day (some assessments – perhaps in math – would be automated and immediate).  By the time he gets off work and heads to Warren Street to log on, his “A” grade is waiting and he is three more credits further along in his education.
Because the course was well developed by expert faculty and is engaging, no expensively trained instructor is necessary to lead Joe’s work.  The cost of the faculty member is removed from the equation.  Because of Open Courseware and other free content, Joe is spared the cost of expensive textbooks.  With online peers, Joe can get support, a sense of affinity (others struggling through these courses), and help when he needs it.  All of those things can be supported locally and independently by the Urban League, though it could as easily be a church group, a local social service agency, an employer’s workplace, or high school.  All of that can be offered for free or close to free.  What Joe might pay a modest fee for is access to an actual expert in the field, his “real” assessment at the end of the course (including the proctoring), and the credits at the end.  Because the university’s costs would be so low, it could offer the credits at prices far below even the local community college.

At the heart of the model is the integrity of the assessments, itself not a new notion.  It has been the essential foundation for Prior Learning Assessments, now well established in higher education.  Students, usually non-traditional age learners, build learning portfolios in which they demonstrate what they have mastered and learned and then with expert evaluation earn transcript credits.  Other parts of the model as described exist in some form today.  Western Governor’s University is using mentoring faculty and peer-to-peer learning support.  Straighter Line and the Gates Foundation are working on self-paced models.  Open courseware initiatives at Carnegie Mellon and MIT are proving rich learning materials online and in the former case, excellent assessment.  The Lumina Foundation is working on agreed upon learning outcomes for courses in its Tuning Project and the Gates Foundation has an effort underway to better measure learning outcomes.

What is radical is the notion of bringing them all together and blowing up the delivery models.  In our vision, it doesn’t matter how you came to master your learning outcomes, only that you did and you can prove it to us through rock solid assessments.  Then any organization can be in the business of higher education, using our online courses/support/assessments/credit model, and we can bring higher education out to marginalized populations across the country.  More importantly, students can then access higher education within local and supportive community contexts where they feel comfortable and supported – higher education brought to them where they live and work as opposed to asking them to enter our often alienating and sometimes intimidating world.
What changes in this model?

· Cost to students plummets as cost of delivery plummets;

· Superbly and expensively trained faculty members focus on designing and improving courses, research, scholarship, teaching graduate programs, teaching in the elite and traditional institutions that will not go away;

· We can be more sure of what students have learned when they complete courses and programs and earn credits;

· We make seat time variable and learning fixed, a long needed reversal of our current model;

· Getting into college is simple and easy and we really do not care what you bring to the table, but getting out of college is hard and you can’t leave without demonstrably mastering the learning outcomes set out for you.
We stand to revolutionize higher education.

As Christensen’s model points out, adoption of this model will not be in the mainstream.  Disruptive innovation first takes hold on the margins where the next best thing may be nothing at all.  That’s where we propose to start, working with community partners to pilot the program.  With proof of concept and a track record, scalability is easy since there are virtually no capital costs involved.  We propose to start with one semester of courses in what we are calling College JumpStart.  These five commonly offered courses are:

 [need to see the date to identify what five courses with which we should start]
Students can access the courses for $20 each.  For $100 they have access to five college courses.  When they are ready to take a final assessment and earn credit, we will charge $25 per credit.  For less than the cost of a single community college course in most places they will have 30 college credits earned.  For the pilot, we will not charge for any of the online support expertise or the assessments.

When we get the model right, we can expand the offerings and tackle the hard courses to deliver and assess those in writing and areas like philosophy and the arts.  

