
Reimagining 
Institutional Models 
for Online Program 
Development and 
Support

Jason Rhode, Ph.D.
jrhode@niu.edu

@jasonrhode
OLC Accelerate 2017 - November 16, 2017



Presenter

Jason Rhode, Ph.D.
Director, Faculty Development and 
Instructional Design Center

Assistant Professor, Educational Technology, 
Research and Assessment

@jasonrhode ::		jrhode@niu.edu



Session Summary

When is it time to reevaluate the models for distance learning 

administration and support at your institution and how do you 

successfully implement recommendations for change? Learn 

from the experience of Northern Illinois University reimagining its 

distance learning support model as a result of a recent 

institution-wide program prioritization process.
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NIU Online Education Background 
and Trends
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About NIU

• Main campus in DeKalb, IL
located 65 miles West of Chicago

• Total enrollment: 19,015

• 1,174 Instructional faculty

• Student to instructor/faculty 
ratio: 13:1

• Online programs: 7 undergrad,
7 graduate, 7 certificates

• Off-campus programs: 17 graduate
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History of Online / Off-campus Education at NIU
• The Division of Outreach, Engagement and Regional Development was founded, inheriting the course-delivery 

functions that had formerly rested with the College of Continuing Education;

• The regional centers were opened and their supervision was transferred to OERD

• A separate fee structure was established for courses offered through OERD

• As online courses and programs began to emerge, the choice fell to the offering unit whether to offer them 
through OERD or through the unit’s normal channels.  

• The fees charged for a course depended on whether or not the course was formally identified as an off-
campus course.  This meant that the off-campus fee structure applied to (almost) all courses with an off-
campus face-to-face component.  But, since fully online courses were sometimes designated as “off-campus” 
and sometimes as “on-campus”, the fees charged for online courses varied from one course to another.

• Until very recently, tuition did not vary by location or modality.  Recently, differential tuition has been 
introduced at the graduate level, typically in the form of a surcharge for students enrolled in a given program.  
There are a few programs that are offered in both online and face-to-face modes where a differential tuition 
was requested and approved for the online version only.  Differential tuition at the undergraduate level being 
piloted in FY17 for the College of Engineering & Engineering Technology.
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History of Online Strategy and Program Development
• One of the most significant consequence of the university’s focus on main 

campus students has been that leadership on the issue of online, adult, and 
off-campus enrollment has defaulted to OERD. 

• Absent the systematic and strategic engagement of Academic Affairs, Student 
Affairs, or Finance, OERD has been able to exert only modest influence, while 
colleges and academic programs largely followed their own trajectories.  

• There has been no agreed-upon leadership with authority to mobilize assets 
across the institution to address the needs of the online and off-campus 
student environments.
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History of Online Course Development
• Building on the residue of the College of Continuing Education, OERD developed 

eLearning Services into a unit capable of high-end course development.  eLearning 
operated on a charge-back model, relying on contracts (either internal or external) to 
fund the unit, as there was minimal general revenue funding for it.  

• Faculty Development evolved from a unit providing primarily expertise on instruction 
to also offer expertise on instructional technology. Faculty Development was tasked 
with providing comprehensive faculty support and was oriented more towards 
training, rather than instructional design, so it evolved more towards providing 
support and training in the faculty’s own instructional design efforts, rather than 
providing course development services for the faculty.  

• Many faculty took a do-it-yourself approach, creating their own materials and using 
their own expertise.  The results varied accordingly, from award-winning designs to 
materials that were quite innocent of design standards or learning outcomes.
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Financial Viability
• There has been no systematic structure in place to support the development 

or deployment of online or off-campus programs.  

• Colleges and units have either used the Outreach fee structure to collect 
revenue, or negotiated ad hoc arrangements for cost recovery and revenue-
sharing.
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Summary of Recent History

To summarize, the structure for serving the off-campus market was built around 

the regional centers and pre-dated the rise of online programming.  It evolved in 

response to changes in the marketplace, especially in response to the rise of 

online education, but did so with a number of institutional constraints, so the 

evolution produced more of a platypus than a cheetah.   There has been little to no 

institutional support or coherence across divisions, and just enough resources and 

opportunities to enable those who are particularly entrepreneurial to make modest 

penetration into the online market.
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Enrollment Patterns
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Well	over	90%	of	NIU’s	instructional	effort	delivered	in	face-to-face	on-campus.



Enrollment in Non-F2F Main Campus Courses
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Role of Online / Off-campus Education at NIU
Enrollment Growth
• On-campus traditional-aged face-to-face enrollments will continue to remain 

low for the foreseeable future
• Online and off-campus enrollments are our most important and immediate 

growth opportunities
Serving the Region
• Reaching place-bound and/or working adults
• Providing direct services to businesses
• Partnering with community colleges, school districts, businesses & 

government agencies
Expanding our Reach
• Online programs as a means of reaching a global audience
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Current Status Prompting Changes
• Division of Outreach, Engagement, & Regional Development (OERD) currently 

organizes most services for off-campus f2f courses
• NIU online/off-campus program offerings include:

• Most online courses that are part of an online program flow through OERD, individual 
courses may not

• Outside of OERD, few student service functions are targeted to online/off-campus 
students

• Online & off-campus courses routed through OERD are subject to different fees; 
tuition is not differentiated by location/modality
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Level Online
Degrees

Online
Certificates

Off-campus
Degrees

Off-campus
Certificates

Undergraduate 7 1 7 0

Graduate 7 6 17 2



Student Trends

Combination	of	Modalities
%	Students using	
that	combination

Main	Campus F2F	only 60%
Mix	of	Main Campus	F2F	&	Online 26%
Online	only 2%
Mix of	Online	&	Off-Campus 1%
Off-Campus	only 7%
Mix of	Main	Campus	F2F	&	Off-Campus	F2F 3%
Mix	of	Main Campus F2F,	Off-Campus	F2F,	Online 1%

Conclusions:
• Biggest	driver	of	growth	in	online	enrollments	has	been	“main	campus”	students	opting	for	some	online	courses	

as	part	of	their	schedule.
• We	have	had	limited	success	in	using	our	off-campus	and	online	programs	to	attract	new	students	to	NIU.
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Online and Regional Student Services
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eLearning Services
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Faculty Development and Instructional Design Center
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Organizational Chart (pre-2017)

Vice	President	for	Outreach,	
Engagement,	&	Regional	Development

Executive	Vice	President	&	
Provost

Assistant	VP	for	Adult	&	
Non-credit	Programming

Director,	Faculty	
Development	and	

Instructional	Design	Center

Director,	eLearning	Services Director,	Regional	Academic	
Programs

Vice	Provost	for	Faculty	
Affairs

Outreach	Marketing	Staff
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Online Program Development and Support
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Program Prioritization
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About Program Prioritization
• Employed by more than half of public universities in the 

United States to redeploy assets through the process to 
reinvest in strong and growing programs and innovate 
through the development of new programs

• Effort toward assuring that programs reflect institutional 
mission and strategic goals

• In Fall 2015, NIU began a program prioritization process 
that will be critical to the growth of the university and our 
ability to deliver on our cornerstone goal of student 
career success. 

• The goal was to build a strong foundation for maintaining 
and improving the quality of academic and administrative 
programs across NIU
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Guiding Principles for Program Prioritization at NIU
1. All programs, academic and administrative, will be reviewed

2. Honor contracts with all employees

3. Guarantee students can finish their academic programs
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Academic Program Criteria
1. Quality of faculty and faculty outcomes [16%]

2. Quality of students and student outcomes [16%]

3. Financial efficiency [11%]

4. Importance of the program to university mission [16%]

5. Program potential [11%]

6. External demand of the program [11%]

7. Internal demand of the program [4%]

8. Program’s contribution to diversity [5%]
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Administrative Program Criteria
1. Importance to university mission / operations [22%]

2. Quality / effectiveness [22%]

3. Productivity / efficiency [22%]

4. Internal & external demand [22%]

5. Opportunity analysis [12%]
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Categories
1. Enhance – high importance & high performing, making efficient and effective 

use of their current resources; having unmet demand or potential for growth 

2. Sustain – important & necessary & making good use of current resources; 
meeting demand & doing well with current resources

3. Reduce – underperforming or may have excess capacity or less potential for 
growth relative to other programs

4. Transform – must transform to improve importance, performance, and/or use 
of resources; appear to have greater potential than performance indicates

5. Review – lower performing & lower priority to the university’s mission
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niu.edu/program-prioritization
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Task Force Recommendations

“While the delivery of online or adult for-credit courses was once seen as an 

ancillary task, this has changed over time…It is critical that all students receive a 

consistent NIU experience, whether traditional/on-campus, online, regional, or 

adult learner. Efficiencies could be created by limiting the duplication of functions. 

The task force recommends moving online programs to Academic Affairs, utilizing 

Prospective Admissions Services and Graduate School Admissions for recruiting 

and admission, and utilizing Advertising in the Division of Marketing and 

Communications for promoting programs.”
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Need for Revamping Existing Financial Model

“NIU’s online course fee model is dated and needs a substantial 

overhaul. There is no reason that an online, “on-campus” course 

should have different fees than an online, “off-campus course.”
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Reimagining the Online Support Model
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Working Groups – “Complex Conversations”
Several working groups were established to discuss cross-divisional 
opportunities that require further exploration. The groups provided actionable 
recommendations related to the task forces' reports. 

• Adult Learners

• Advising

• Educator Licensure and Preparation

• Institutional Effectiveness

• Marketing and Recruitment of Online and Adult Students

• Retention
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Adult Learners Working Group
Academic Affairs 
Representatives
• Dean of the Graduate School

• Dean, College of Business

• Dean, College of Education

• Vice Provost for Resource 
Planning

• Director, Faculty Development 
and Instructional Design Center

Outreach, Engagement & Regional 
Development (OERD) 
Representatives
• Vice President for OERD
• Director, Outreach Operations, 

OERD
• Director, Center for Governmental 

Studies, OERD
• Asst. Vice President, Adult & Non-

credit Programming
• Director, Regional Credit Programs

Formed	by	President,	facilitated	by	the	Dean,	College	of	Liberal	Arts	&	Sciences	(now	Acting	Provost)
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Charge to Adult Learners Working Group
The working group was charged with developing and presenting a model for 
organizing and supporting the delivery of credit-bearing activities that fall outside 
of the traditional on-campus face-to-face.  The proposed model should: 

1. Improve efficiency and minimize duplication of services (while being open 
to the nuance between duplication of services and distribution of services);

2. Increase enrollment and tuition generation from these modalities/locations;

3. Provide a sustainable financial structure, including incentives and cost-
recovery. 
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The Student Experience

• Course	Support
• Library
• Tutoring
• Proctoring
• Real-Time	Tech	Support

Advising

Institutional	
Aid

Registration

BursarBookstore

Course	
Delivery

Assessment

Retention	
Support
Career	
Services
Grievance	
Procedures

Marketing Recruiting Admissions

Graduation
• Career	Services
• Commencement
• Alumni	Association
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Behind the Scenes Support
Strategy

• Market	
Analysis

• Course	&	
Program	
Selection

• Pricing

Program	
Development

• Course	
Development

• Faculty	
Development

Course	Delivery

• Logistical	
Arrangements

• Real-Time	
Technical	
Support

Support	
Functions

• Governance	&	Policy	Support
• Compliance
• Technology	Infrastructure
• Data	Support

Assessment

• Student	Learning	
Outcomes

• Logistics



Benchmarking Support Models
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Benchmarking Chief Online Learning Officer Titles/Duties
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Working Group Key Recommendations
1. Primary emphasis should be given to development and deployment of complete 

credentials (whether degree programs or certificates) for students who do not come 
to the main campus in DeKalb

2. Strategic leadership for online/adult learning should reside in the Provost’s Office, 
Chief Online Learning Officer (COLO) to be hired

3. A central support unit should support the work of the COLO
4. Expertise is needed in marketing and strategy specific to the online/off-campus 

market
5. Support units that provide student services need to modify practices to provide 

access for students who do not come to DeKalb 
6. A financial model for online/adult programs is needed that is rationally structured 

from the student standpoint and meets revenue requirements
7. Our estimates indicate that this model can be implemented in a financially 

responsible manner that will produce positive net revenue for the university
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President’s Progress Report, May 2017

“While I appreciate the work that OERD has done to promote online and off-

campus academic programs at a time when few others in the university were 

attending to those needs, the proper home for those programs is Academic Affairs. 

There is consensus that the academic credit support functions in OERD should 

transition to Academic Affairs. Similarly, the marketing functions for online and off-

campus credit programs have transitioned to the Division of Enrollment 

Management, Marketing & Communication.” (President’s Program Prioritization 

Progress Report, May 10, 2017, p. 85)
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Lessons Learned
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Lessons Learned

1. “Culture eats strategy for breakfast” 
– Peter Drucker

2. Patience is needed – timeline will 
change

3. No need to reinvent the wheel

4. Working toward the institution’s 
best interests doesn’t go unnoticed

5. Senior leadership & strategy is 
needed for success

6. May need to compile metrics not 
previously examined

7. Financial model needed to be 
reimagined as part of restructure

8. Resistance is guaranteed

9. Not everyone can maintain a 
trustee mentality

10.External factors beyond your 
control will impact the process
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Recommendations
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Recommendations
1. Treat others the way you want to 

be treated

2. Be aware of whom are 
influencers

3. Keep focus on students & 
quality, not on whom does what

4. Note what is working well, build 
on that momentum

5. Strike while the iron is hot

6. Don’t burn any bridges

7. Expect deviations in the process

8. Lead through your influence, 
from within if needed

9. Look at overall program quality 
benchmarks

10.Be mindful of institutional 
climate
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