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ACCJC Distance Learning Manual, August 2008

Questions to Aid in the Evaluation of Distance Learning

Responses drafted by M. Chen, 12/4/09, for DLC review on 12/8/09, revised with DLC input and presented to Dr. Burley, Vice President of Instruction 12/16/09.
An institution offering courses through electronic or other modes of distance delivery is expected to meet ACCJC standards and policies. The questions below are provided to assist institutions in undertaking discussions as part of self study development. Evaluation teams will similarly use them in assessing quality.

Curriculum and Instruction

 What means does the institution have to ensure that courses intended for electronic or other modes of distance delivery are developed through a process similar to traditionally-delivered courses?

Per Title 5 Section 55206 Separate Course Approval regulations on Distance Learning, courses intended for electronic or other modes of distance delivery must undergo a separate course approval process. Faculty complete a Distance Learning Course Amendment Form to Distance Learning Committee for review and approval; just as all other courses, the DL courses are approved by Educational Design Committee and Curriculum and Instruction Council. 

 How does the institution ensure that courses and programs provide for timely and effective interaction between students and faculty?

The Distance Learning Course Amendment Form contains specific requirements for courses to demonstrate the type of interaction and amount of time for such interaction between faculty and students. Moreover, faculty who want to teach distance learning courses must first complete a certification process locally developed as Skills and Pedagogy for Online Teaching (SPOT http://elearn.mtsac.edu/spot/task2title5regs.htm ), which includes such topics as Discussion Forums and Interactive Activities as well as Title 5 regulations on instructor-student contact. In faculty classroom evaluations, the college’s designated evaluators look for encouragement of student communication and faculty response to students (Faculty Contract 2008-11, Form H.4.c. Classroom Visitation Evaluation of Distance Learning Faculty). In student evaluations, students rate the faculty on whether the faculty invites and encourages communication with students, responds to student communications, and gives feedback on assignments and exams. (Faculty Contract 2008-11, Form H.2.3: Student Evaluation of Distance Learning Faculty).
 How does the institution ensure that courses and programs provide for effective interaction among students?

The Distance Learning Course Amendment Form contains specific requirements for courses to demonstrate the type of interaction and amount of time for such interaction between faculty and students. Moreover, faculty who want to teach distance learning courses must first complete a certification process locally developed as Skills and Pedagogy for Online Teaching (SPOT http://elearn.mtsac.edu/spot/task2title5regs.htm ), which includes such topics as Discussion Forums and Interactive Activities as well as Title 5 regulations on instructor-student contact. In faculty classroom evaluations, the college’s designated evaluators look for encouragement of student communication and faculty response to students (Faculty Contract 2008-11, Form H.4.c. Classroom Visitation Evaluation of Distance Learning Faculty). In student evaluations, students rate the faculty on whether the faculty invites and encourages communication with students, responds to student communications, and gives feedback on assignments and exams. (Faculty Contract 2008-11, Form H.2.3: Student Evaluation of Distance Learning Faculty).

 How does the institution ensure that faculty has responsibility for and exercises oversight of electronically-delivered courses and programs, ensuring both the rigor of those courses and programs and the quality of instruction?

Faculty who design courses for distance learning must go through a separate course approval process by completing an extensive Distance Learning Course Amendment Form. After the courses are approved and certified faculty are assigned to teach the courses, then college designated evaluators conduct faculty evaluation including classroom visitation and student evaluation according to the faculty’s evaluation cycle. The faculty review and update distance learning courses according to the regular review cycle of courses in each discipline and department.  
 How does the institution ensure that the technology used is appropriate to the nature and objectives of the courses and programs?

The Chief Technology Officer and the leader of the Distance Learning Program collaborate to negotiate a Blackboard contract that addressed the nature of online courses, specifically, that the course management system has the appropriate tools for interacting and communicating with students. The College encourages all instructors to use Blackboard to deliver distance learning courses. The College also provides a standard Blackboard “template” that instructors use to begin designing their course. Having a campus-wide standard CMS makes it easier for students to become familiar with the technology used to delivery DL courses. In addition, instructors’ distance learning courses are reviewed by peers as part of the instructor evaluation process. This evaluation provides an opportunity for peers to offer feedback on whether the technology used is appropriate to the nature and objectives of the course. 

Moreover, to comply with Title 5 Section on separate course approval for distance learning courses, the institution assure through its curriculum approval process that the online nature of the distance learning courses is reflected. Additionally, the faculty led Skills and Pedagogy for Online Teaching assured the appropriate use of technology in the courses and programs. 

 How does the institution ensure the currency of materials, courses, and programs?

The college implements and monitors regular curriculum review cycles of all courses. Additionally, the college employs advisory committees to provide input into our courses and programs to assure currency. The minutes from these advisory committees inform area curricular and program development and are required for course and program review. 
 How clear and effective are the institution’s distance learning policies concerning ownership of materials, faculty compensation, copyright issues, and the utilization of revenue derived from the creation and production of software, telecourses, or other media products?

The Faculty Contract 2008-11 contains specific language on faculty ownership of course materials developed for distance learning, faculty compensation, right-to-use faculty developed materials, sharing of materials among faculty based on mutual permission of the developers, and the faculty’s right to sell or license such material (Article 13 Intellectual Property Rights and Distance Learning).

 How does the institution ensure that appropriate faculty support services specifically related to distance learning are provided?

Faculty who want to teach distance learning must undergo the certification process (SPOT). Continuous support occurs through the Online Learning Support Center for course design, just-in-time tips, and faculty mentoring as well as scheduled workshops offered through Professional & Organizational Development. Faculty also uses the Help Desk to get technical support for course management systems, log-in and server related problems. The college also contracted out Presidium Help Desk to provide after-hours tech support, which is attached to the Blackboard contract for the Academic Learning Suite systems.
 How does the institution provide effective training for faculty who teach using electronic means?

Faculty who want to teach distance learning courses must first complete a certification process locally developed as Skills and Pedagogy for Online Teaching (SPOT http://elearn.mtsac.edu/spot/task2title5regs.htm ). Additionally, faculty have access to ongoing training through workshops specifically designed to support faculty who teach distance learning or use technology to complement traditionally delivered courses. Moreover, faculty can use the one-on-one mentoring and support provided by the Online Faculty Coordinator or the Assistant Online Faculty Coordinator.
Evaluation and Assessment

 How does the institution assess student capability to succeed in electronically delivered courses and programs? How is this information applied to admission and recruiting? How effective is this assessment?

Optional student readiness survey – locally developed SOLAR quiz, but not part of assessment done prior to registration. The optional completion of SOLAR does not inform or affect student admission or registration processes. There is no data on the effectiveness of this voluntary assessment or how many students even take it. As a planning agenda item, this issue should be studied in relation to the college’s annual study on student success and retention in distance learning compared to traditional, face-to-face classes. 
 How does the institution evaluate the educational effectiveness of its electronically-delivered courses and programs (including assessments of student learning outcomes, student retention, and student satisfaction) to ensure comparability to traditionally-delivered courses and programs?

The college’s effort to assess student learning outcomes at the course and program levels applies to traditional and electronically delivered courses in every department’s regular review and planning cycles. Moreover, the college’s Distance Learning Committee inquires annually through Research and Institutional Effectiveness Office the success and retention rates of students who take traditional and distance learning (including hybrid) courses. One of the college’s Strategic Objectives is “By 2013, the college will improve the average student success rate for distance learning courses by 5% over the 2008 baseline,” indicating the college’s continued concern for student success in all courses, traditionally or electronically delivered. Finally, Mt. SAC participates each semester in the faculty and student satisfaction surveys required by Title 5 Section 55210(c) regulation concerning our responsibility to report on distance education to the Chancellor's Office; the results from both groups inform the planning and improvement of Distance Learning. 
 How does the institution ensure the integrity of student work and the credibility of the degrees and credit it awards?

In compliance with the authentication mandate of the federal Higher Education Act, the Academic Senate approved on April 16, 2009, the Distance Learning Committee’s recommendation on authentication students: [...] it is recommended that these four identified processes authenticate and verify Mt. SAC students through interaction with the College's official information system, Banner, by the beginning of Fall 2010 semester." Through the online admissions process which requires student information and a series of challenge questions, the Admissions and Records office assigns student identification numbers; each student signs into the portal using unique passwords. The college’s implementation of a single-sign-on process from the portal to Blackboard courses assures authentication of students’ identity, their work submitted. 
Library and Learning Resources

 How does the institution ensure that students have access to and can effectively use appropriate information resources?

The Library provides a variety of print, electronic, and digital resources that serve students, faculty, and staff, whether they are working on or off campus.  The collection consists of over 85,000 volumes, 451 periodical subscriptions, and 4,500 audiovisual items.  The Library subscribes to 100 full-text databases, such as EBSCOhost,  MasterFILE Premier, InfoTrac Expanded Academic ASAP, and netLibrary eBooks.  These databases allow access to over 14,000 full-text periodical articles, electronic books, primary source materials, and audio-visual clips (Document: NCES Academic Libraries Survey, 20XX). Further, students can also use the Virtual Librarian to request information electronically (http://www.mtsac.edu/instruction/learning/library/VLibrarian.html) , and a librarian responds as much as possible by email within a day or two of receiving the inquiry. 
The Mt. San Antonio College Library meets its goal of providing a teaching environment in which students learn the skills essential for informational literacy. Orientations, workshops, library classes, and one-on-one interactions between librarians and students provide students the opportunities to practice the wide range of skills necessary to complete research projects across the college curriculum. 
The Library employs additional methods of teaching information competency.  The Library has created a 12-page library guide that includes library services and finding books, articles, and web sites.  A research tutorial, posted on the library web site, helps students develop topics before using online tools.  Finally the Information Desk is staffed with one librarian and two technicians; there is telephone reference service, and questions are answered via email.
 How does the institution monitor whether students make appropriate use of learning resources?

The institution monitors network usage, email usage, Blackboard usage via single-sign-on process to authenticate users. The College’s AP 3720 Computer and Network Usage addresses appropriate computer and network usage; the Academic Dishonesty policy as printed in the college catalogue and schedule of classes address inappropriate uses of college property, which includes learning resources. 

The Blackboard template provided to all instructors contains a link to the Library’s web site.  Instructors who take the Blackboard training classes are requested to keep this link when designing their course links so that distance learning students always have an easy way to reference library resources. However, the institution does not monitor whether students use this resource.  In addition, the Performance Dashboard tool within Blackboard can track the last time a student has logged into Blackboard and how many days it has been since a student has logged in.  Instructors can use this tool to monitor whether students are using the learning resources provided within the course’s Blackboard site and contact students who have not logged into Blackboard recently.
 How does the institution provide laboratories, facilities, and equipment appropriate to the courses or programs?

The college provides # computer labs and tutoring support centers near the courses the labs are designed to support, such as the Library’s # computers, Business Division labs, Math Lab, The Learning Lab, Language Learning Lab, TERC, and Writing Center. Each lab is designed to support curricula specific to disciplines and divisions that house it; therefore, faculty and/or staff actively monitor student use of learning resources as students check in or log into the resources and while students use them either by walking around student work stations or by electronic means. Equipment currency and replacement are inventoried, and as budget permits, upgrades and replacements occur when classes are not in session.  
Student Services

 How does the institution provide adequate access to the range of student services appropriate to support the programs, including admissions, financial aid, academic advising, delivery of course materials, placement, and counseling?

Available to all students whether attending Mt. SAC in person or electronically, the college offers an online admissions process from application to paying fees. Additionally, students can attend New Student Orientation in person or by using the newly launched online orientation; students can also see counselors in person or submit questions via online counseling at https://my.mtsac.edu/OnlineCounseling/Welcome.aspx, and a counselor responds by email within 72 hours. Students can apply for financial aid through FAFSA online and get assistance by calling a Financial Aid advisor. Whether delivered traditionally or electronically, course materials are supported by Blackboard Learning Systems although a small group of courses employ Luminis Course Studio, WebCT, FrontPage, or other software. The only process not yet available in an online format is placement tests. Currently, students who are required to take placement tests must do so in person. 
 How does the institution provide an adequate means for resolving student complaints?

The college has a process for addressing student complaints: “Students are protected against capricious, arbitrary, unreasonable, unlawful, false, malicious or professionally inappropriate evaluations or behavior by a faculty member (Mt. San Antonio College Schedule of Credit Classes Fall 2009, p. 36). The student grievance process is managed through Office of Student Life, and as indicated in the Schedule of Credit Classes, students are guided by the Director of Student Life to effectively go through that process to address their grievances. Additionally, students may notify any department or service of any complaints by calling, writing, or emailing the persons in charge, such as the contact information of the Dean of Library and Resources is posted on the college’s Distance Learning homepage http://www.mtsac.edu/instruction/learning/distlearn/, and students have made use of that to file complaints. Each complaint is answered or referred to areas or departments for resolution. 
 What advertising, recruiting, and admissions information does the institution provide to students that adequately and accurately represents the programs, requirements, and services available?

· The college promotes its programs, services, and processes for admission in various ways:

· The College Webpage 

· High School Outreach activities at the 27 feeder high schools on admissions, placement tests, orientation, and financial aid
· The annual high school principals and counselors events

· High school Senior Day on which prospective students visit the College and learn about select programs and services

· Regular advertising campaigns in the community via movie theater ads, bus ads, press releases to community newspapers

· New Student Orientation

· Bridge Program learning communities

· Other 

 How does the institution ensure that students admitted possess the knowledge and equipment necessary to use the technology employed in the course or program?

In the Schedule of Credit Classes, students are informed of the requirements for taking distance learning classes in the schedule note section just below any distance learning class and in the “Distance Learning Program” section: “Access to a personal computer with Internet connectionusing the latest browsers like Firefox, Netscape Navigator orInternet Explorer, and an e-mail address.”

 How does the institution provide assistance to students who are experiencing difficulty using the required technology?

Through the student portal, students are referred to the IT Help Desk for log-in and technical questions, which are addressed by phone or email. Students experiencing difficulty with Blackboard after-hours can contact a 24/7 telephone service. Students who have little experience with using a computer may sign up for a one-on-one workshop at the Learning Lab where staff members can guide them to use Windows, the basics of Microsoft Word, and email. 
Facilities and Finances

 How does the institution ensure that equipment and maintenance required for electronically-delivered courses and programs are provided effectively?

The college’s Information Technology department works closely with Online Learning Support Center to respond to maintenance and upgrade cycles of Blackboard, including in-house troubleshooting and persistent follow up with Blackboard client support as the system experiences problems. IT and Presentation Services work collaboratively with faculty, staff, and departments to inventory instructional technology equipment and to support various upgrades and equipment in regular review cycles and as budget allows. 
 How are facilities, staffing, equipment, and other resources associated with the viability and effectiveness of the electronically delivered courses and programs reflected in the institution’s long-range planning, budgeting, and policy development processes?
At the unit level, each department actively assesses its courses, programs, services, and resource needs through the college’s annual planning process (PIE). These unit level plans are integrated and considered through various budgeting and resource allocation processes depending on the type of resources: instructional equipment, faculty and staff position requests, facilities, supplies, library materials. To further improve on the planning processes, the college conducted a Planning Summit in which all plans intersected with budgeting and resource allocation concerns. 

Policy development processes exist within a shared governance structure such that committees recommend draft policies for councils’ review, then Academic Senate review, followed by review at the Academic Mutual Agreement Council. Additional policy development venues can come from operational committees and/or groups closest to needs that require policy development, and the policy drafts reach Presdient’s Cabinet for review. All policies require Board of Trustees approval.  
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