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Abstract
In this article, we report a case study of distance education policy in Nebraska postsecondary institutions. Using models from Gellman-Danley and Fetzner (1998) and Berge (1998), we surveyed and collected policy documents from twenty-five higher-education institutions. Using a content sort, we placed policies into various model categories. We found that the current policy focus is elevating distance education to a level equal to on-campus programs. However, areas such as intellectual property involving technology-delivered coursework have yet to be fully developed. Although distance education programming in Nebraska is growing, policy development is lacking. There is a clear need for well-planned, continuous, systematic policy frameworks. Therefore, we provide a model policy framework in which distance education decisions can be made; we highlight several key implications for distance education policy development in higher education.

Introduction
Although many authors are writing about distance education, there is little research in distance education policy. Since interest in, and implementation of, distance education programming is growing in postsecondary institutions, examining this policy environment is important. This analysis gives decision makers a model and guidelines to develop policies for their own distance education programs. This article reports on the status of distance education policy in Nebraska postsecondary institutions. From this case analysis, a model policy framework is developed.

Policy is defined here as a written course of action (e.g., statutes, institutional mission, procedures, guidelines, or regulations) adopted to facilitate program development and delivery in distance education. Policies are not courses or syllabi.

As a context for this report, we adopted this definition of distance education: 

Distance education is a class of methods of instruction, either formal or informal, that place the learner apart in time and/or space from the teacher, or place the learning and practice apart by space and/or time from the teaching and the instruction. To bridge the time and distance factors, learners and instructors use technology-based communication channels and media, such as computers and associated networks, print, audio, cable, satellite, or videotape, or combinations of these technologies.

Besides separation in time and space and the use of technologies, the key elements of distance education include 

· the audience or learners, 

· the content or instruction, 

· the process and channels of communication, 

· an instructor or teacher, 

· the objectives of the process, and 

· the management and administration of the system. 

Background
The entire educational landscape is undergoing vast transformation, and distance education is a major contributor to that change. Nevertheless, many questions basic to distance education remain unanswered. This is especially true in the policy arena. With some exceptions, policy-oriented frameworks that guide practice in the distance education movement are just now emerging. After reviewing the distance education literature, including technology-planning documents on the Web (Bates 2000; Berge 1998; Epper 1999; Frantz and King 2000; Gellman-Danley 1995; Gellman-Danley and Fetzner 1998; King, Lacy, McMillian, Bartels, and Freddolino 1998; King, Nugent, Russell, Eich, and Lacy 2000; King, Nugent, Russell, and Lacy 1999; Simonson, Smaldino, Albright, and Zvacek 2000), we conclude that most postsecondary settings lack a "systems" perspective to distance education policy development. 

Operational issues occur at all levels of distance education. These include networking, cooperation, coordination, and collaboration. Collaboration brings changes to the institution that include shifts in structure, policy, faculty reward, and skill requirements. While distance education efforts are moving toward increased collaboration, solid policy research to aid decision making is lacking (King et al. 1998).

Moore and Kearsley (1996) identify administrative and operational barriers to distance education at the federal, regional, state, and institutional levels. These barriers relate to funding and monitoring processes that are based on sound evaluation or research and address accreditation needs. Further administrative issues are institutional policy, administrative structures and procedures, institutional support to faculty and students, tuition payment, faculty promotion and tenure, problems of territoriality, ways of rewarding institutions for collaborating, and reforming policies concerning faculty. 

Gellman-Danley (1995) builds on these issues, confirming that state and higher education policy makers are facing many distance education considerations. These include (1) who is responsible for writing the policy; (2) who will carry out the policy; (3) which governing body assures compliance; (4) what must be included in the content; (5) what can be learned from other states; and (6) how colleges/universities currently handle distance learning.

Clearly, it is essential to recognize and address the need for new policies where distance learning courses and programs are concerned before institutions can fully and completely address issues of distance education. 

Study Design
To examine distance education policy, we surveyed the entire population of Nebraska higher education institutions. We started the survey process by meeting with leaders of the various higher education systems or sectors. These leaders have administrative linkages to campuses and academic units that provide distance education. Each administrator sent a cover letter, a set of data collection procedures, and the survey instrument to the various institutions he or she represented. The survey focused on administrative and organizational distance education policies. Individuals at the various campuses then collected the data and returned the information to the sector leaders, who forwarded the collected policies to the researchers. To handle nonrespondents, we developed a list of contact people in each higher education system, who were asked to monitor responses from their institutions and to call appropriate administrators until we received an acknowledgment. Policy documents that explicitly addressed distance education were collected between May and August 1998. 

For this discussion, we define sector as the entire group of 

· independent (private) colleges and universities, 

· four-year state colleges, 

· community colleges, and 

· the University of Nebraska system. 

The Multi-Institutional Consortia (MIC) are groupings of colleges or colleges and public schools involved in joint distance education efforts; these efforts include any joint distance education activity where policies exist between or among institutions.

The research questions focused on identifying the current official written policy base for distance education among postsecondary institutions in Nebraska. Specific questions addressed were:

a. Are there differences in the number and content of distance education policy issues addressed intrainstitutionally (within the campus) and interinstitutionally (among campuses)? 

b. Are there differences in the number and content of distance education policy issues addressed at the various institutional levels? 

c. Are there differences in the number and content of distance education policy issues addressed by separate sectors? 

d. What issues/areas are addressed by current distance education policy base? 

e. Where are the gaps in distance education policy development at the postsecondary level in Nebraska? 

Data analysis included a content review of the policy documents collected. Explicit policy statements that addressed distance education were classified into seven policy areas, based on the work of, and adapted from, Gellman-Danley and Fetzner (1998) and Berge (1998). These policy areas include: 

a. Academic–calendar, course integrity, transferability, transcripts, student/course evaluation, admission standards, curriculum/course approval, accreditation, class cancellations, course/program/degree availability, recruiting/marketing; 

b. Fiscal, Governance/Administration–tuition rate, technology fee, FTEs (full-time equivalents), administration cost, state fiscal regulations, tuition disbursement, space, single-versus-multiple board oversight, staffing, existing-structure-versus-shadow colleges or enclaves; 

c. Faculty–compensation and workload, development incentives, faculty training, congruence with existing union contracts, faculty support, faculty evaluation; 

d. Legal–intellectual property, faculty, student and institutional liability; 

e. Student Support Services–advisement, counseling, library access, materials delivery, student training, test proctoring, videotaping, computer accounts, registration, financial aid, labs; 

f. Technical–systems reliability, connectivity/access, hardware/software, setup concerns, infrastructure, technical support (staffing), scheduling, costs; 

g. Cultural–adoption of innovations, acceptance of online/distance teaching, understanding distance education (what works at a distance), organizational values. 

After identifying key issues for each policy area and completing this classification system, we compared the number and content of distance education policies across different units. 

Results and Discussion
The following is a general discussion for each sector (independent, state college, community college, and University of Nebraska) on the number of distance education polices by category of the framework/policy arena, type of postsecondary institution, and institutional level.

Current, Overall Policy
By category, distance education policies were found primarily in academic (n = 62 policies), faculty (n = 49), students (n = 36), and technical (n = 29) areas. Overall, most distance education policy development focuses on academic issues with an emphasis to assure course integrity. It is unclear whether accreditation issues drive this policy development, or if it is the need for local course/degree approval, or perhaps political pressure. 

In examining the actual policies, one continuing theme is ensuring equivalency of distance education programs and courses to that of regular on-campus instruction. This equivalency covers a wide range of issues, including class time, course content, student services, prerequisite skills or courses, and instructor qualifications. Detractors of distance education often express concern about sacrifices in educational quality because of the technology emphasis or teaching methods needed for the delivery methods. These concerns may contribute to policy development.

Sample policies include the following.

· From the state college system: "Instructors responsible for credit courses offered through telecommunications instruction must be faculty members or must meet the standards and procedures used by the institutions for the appointment of faculty responsible for on-campus resident courses." 

· From a Nebraska state college: "Carnegie class time equivalents will be the same as any course. That is, students will be expected to do fifteen hours of instructor generated work and at least thirty hours of homework per credit hour earned." 

· From the Nebraska Community College Association: "Academic transfer courses offered within a high school setting will have identical course content, syllabus, and text as on-campus courses offered by the area community college." 

· From a community college: "All students within the 25-county area served...must have the same services, the same options for continuing education, and the same choices of delivery methods as the traditional on-campus students." 

Within the academic area, there are also many curriculum/course approval policies. Again, this seems to suggest an emphasis on academic quality. 

In the faculty area, most policies are in compensation and workload. The state college system adopted a comprehensive policy, basing additional compensation on the number of remote sites involved in a distance delivered class: 

  Faculty teaching on interactive distance learning will be compensated at the rate of $250 per remote site. 

Other colleges recognize the additional workload in a different manner: 

  In recognizing the extra effort in revising a course, an extra 1/4 credit hour load per credit hour will be assigned for the first time a faculty member teaches a specific course in live, interactive mode. 

Workload policies also included limiting the class size or number of remote sites.

Faculty training also is an area of policy development, and stipulations for faculty training ranged from general statements to very specific criteria:

· Instructor training, including system use and suggested teaching techniques, shall be requisite prior to teaching a course via the Distance Learning System. 

· The college will provide a minimum of 12 clock hours of formal training, including at least 8 hours in a live, interactive classroom setting. 

Many policies from the MIC weight the technical category. Most policies in this arena fall in the general, hardware/software, and technical support areas. Student policies deal primarily with library access and computer accounts.

Governance/administration/fiscal policies deal primarily with tuition rates, administrative costs, and staffing. A major issue is whether distance education classes should carry the same tuition rate as on-campus classes. Reflecting the equivalency theme, many colleges have opted to keep the tuition the same. A characteristic policy in this area is: 

  Students pay the same tuition and fees for distance education classes as for classes delivered onsite. 

Finally, in two categories, legal and cultural, there are few policies. It may be that policies concerning these two areas are subsumed under academic, faculty, and student policy areas.

Examining the Differences among Educational Sectors
Because of the differences in the institutional missions and constituencies of the various sectors, some policy variation must be expected. Therefore, we looked at the differences in the number and content of policy issues addressed by separate sectors. 

First, as to sheer numbers of distance education policies, the University of Nebraska system has the most policies (103), followed by community colleges (48), state colleges (32), and independent colleges and universities (32). The count reflects the size of the various sectors and the role of distance education with each institution’s mission.

All four sectors (community colleges, state colleges, independent colleges and universities, and the University of Nebraska) addressed academic policies in a consistent, regular manner. In addition, faculty and student issues were invariably addressed. 

Cell numbers are generally so small that differences would be difficult or impractical to detect statistically. However, there are more similarities than differences in the issues addressed. The independent colleges and universities have fewer policies dealing with student services than the community colleges, state colleges, and the University of Nebraska. Library access is dealt with more by the University of Nebraska and state sectors than the independent and community college sectors. This finding supports the schools’ missions and is expected since distance education at the University of Nebraska and state colleges focuses on higher-level course work requiring greater library support. 

Differences within the Sectors at Institutional Levels
The question "Are there differences in the number and content of policy issues addressed at the various institutional levels, i.e., campus-versus-system level?" was also examined. Most distance education policies of state colleges (44%) and independent colleges and universities (63%) are at a system level. The large number from the independent colleges and universities was due mainly to the many distance education policies at one university linked to sister campuses in other states. The Board of Regents at the University of Nebraska has the smallest percentage of system distance education policies (12%).

A plausible reason that the state system had more policies (n = 14) than the University of Nebraska system (n = 12) is that the three state college campuses are relatively homogeneous. That is, the state colleges primarily focus on undergraduate education in rural areas of the state and serve homogeneous populations. Further, Chadron State College was the first pilot institution in Nebraska to become a participant in the Western Governors University (WGU), and led policy development to define Nebraska's role in WGU. On the other hand, the University of Nebraska system consists of four campuses that are strikingly different from each other. The Kearney campus is small and rural relative to the other three campuses, with a heavy emphasis on teacher education. The Omaha campus serves the largest metro population in the state, including significant minority populations. The medical school campus focuses on medical education and research for the entire state and surrounding states. The Lincoln campus, historically, is the land grant university with a heavy emphasis on graduate education, research, and extension statewide. Consequently, the greater complexity and diversity of the University of Nebraska system may explain why fewer, more-general system level policies for distance education were found.

Distance education policies at the system level tended to be concentrated in the academic, faculty, and student categories. For the independent sector, however, most system policies dealt with academic issues, followed by technical issues. In total, none of the educational institutions had policies that dealt with cultural issues; only three institutions identified policies dealing with legal issues.

Not surprisingly, the greatest number of campus level policies (92) is found across the four campuses of the University of Nebraska. In reviewing the University of Nebraska distance education effort, we found that there are more policies at campus level (i.e., graduate college, continuing education division, extension division, university library, etc.) than at the individual college level. Each of these campus entities plays a supportive role in the development and delivery of distance education for many colleges and departments at the university. They need a consistent policy base. There are more distance education policies at the college level than at the department level. 

The Sectors and Multi-Institutional Consortia
We asked the question "Are there differences in the number and content of distance education policy issues addressed intrainstitutionally (campus) and interinstitutionally (MIC)?" Major categories (academic, fiscal, etc.) were compared between the MIC and the sectors. It was found that sector policies focus more on academic issues, followed by faculty and student concerns. MIC policies pertain more to technical and fiscal issues. This finding reinforces what most observers might expect: Campuses are more involved with academic, faculty, and student issues, while MIC group agreements tend to delineate connectivity and fiscal matters–"Who pays for what." We would expect these "trends" to continue, though there may be a need for significant distance education policy development in other areas.

We then contrasted the MIC and sector responses by category. Within the governance/administration/fiscal category, MIC policies often deal with space issues, such as providing classroom space for another institution. Within the technical category, MIC policies deal more with connectivity/access, hardware/software, and scheduling issues than do sector policies. One explanation for the differences between the MIC and the sectors is that technical compatibility and scheduling issues are often complicated across different campuses. They must be resolved before other issues clamor for attention.

Gaps/Opportunities
Finally, we asked, "Where are the gaps in distance education policy development at the postsecondary level in Nebraska?" We found that, first, legal and cultural issues are not addressed in any sector. However, groups are currently debating and discussing legal issues, particularly intellectual property rights and concerns. We expect to see policies developing in this category over the next few years. Alternatively, these policies may also be subsumed under other policy categories, such as faculty and student areas.

Some key issues within categories had few or no policies. These included transcripts, accreditation, state fiscal regulations, single-versus-multiple board oversight, counseling, development incentives, and faculty evaluation. Some of these areas involve articulation with agencies outside individual higher education institutions (accreditation, state fiscal regulations). 

These are issues that have yet to surface in Nebraska. Others, such as counseling, development, and faculty evaluation, may represent areas that need attention on an institutional level. 

Eight of the nine policies in the cultural category fell in the "general" area and could not be specifically categorized. Perhaps "cultural" is not a legitimate category to include in a distance education model and is an area that educational sociologists or technologists should study. The "cultural" category may be too difficult to conceptualize for administrators to develop policies, since it includes "value" issues.

Conclusions from the Nebraska Survey and Case Study
Given the current state of this distance education policy research, we can say:

1. Distance education practice is indeed ahead of policy development. Within institutions, units were offering distance education courses, yet they responded that they had "no policies to report at this time." 

2. Written distance education policies appear to be more structured where collaborative efforts exist. Agreements apparently have to be put into writing so that partners can understand and communicate the "rules" of participation. 

3. Written distance education policies are more likely to be found higher in the organizational structure than at the academic unit level from where distance education courses and programs are provided. 

4. Where there are gaps in distance education policy, real or perceived, there is an occasion for strategic policy discussion. This would be a time to pinpoint the best places or levels to influence policy and to identify levers of change. For example, multi-institutional arrangements might be an excellent opening to cultivate and generate fundamental policy action actions. 

Policy development may be more proactive within multi-institutional arrangements than on campuses or systems. In the later locations, incorporation of distance education into mainstream campus technology initiatives may be more reactive. 

Current policy focus is elevating distance education to a level equal to on-campus programs. However, areas such as intellectual property, involving technology-delivered coursework and tuition rates for distance students, have yet to be fully developed. Although distance education programming in Nebraska is growing, policy development is lacking. There is a clear need for well-planned, continuous, systematic policy frameworks to guide strong development and implementation.

For the Future
Using the Nebraska experience as an example, we can suggest a comprehensive policy framework with some additional activities that could strengthen distance education in the state, and could be used as a model for others.

With some adaptations to local interests, the policy analysis framework used in this study can be condensed to seven elements. This overall framework of seven components is an excellent starting place for postsecondary institutions to analyze and categorize existing policies and to identify areas needing policy development. The seven policy areas are academic, faculty, legal, student-support services, cultural, technical, and a combination of fiscal/governance/administration. Developed from two previous models, this policy-analysis framework brings together important administrative, teaching, and learning arenas. At the same time, the framework brings related distance education issues into a vigorous and flexible system. 

For policy makers, this distance education model recognizes several fundamental areas with which they should be concerned. For example, the technical area is focused on policy factors such as systems reliability, connectivity/access, hardware/software, setup concerns, infrastructure, technical support (staffing), scheduling, and associated costs. The legal area would be home for distance education policy aimed at intellectual property and copyright, and at faculty, student, and institutional liability.

This general, distance educational policy model provides a fairly complete description of the current distance education decision-making arena. The model appears as a capable and practical tool when one studies institutional distance education policies (Frantz and King 2000; King et al. 1999; King et al. 2000); that is, most policies can be categorized and placed in this framework. It is also a valuable mechanism in conceptualizing and managing distance education programs and courses because the policy areas noted in the model are, in fact, common distance education decision-making areas. 

Nevertheless, limitations must be weighed. All the models were developed from postsecondary settings. The distance education linkages between the K–12 sector and higher education are growing and will have to be taken into account. Partnerships with private corporations and multi-institutional consortia continue to develop and will impact policies. Developing technologies, such as video streaming, may influence policy on access and program development. Cost factors involved in distance education continue to be difficult to describe, and specific items, such as tuition policy, persevere in their ability to be resolved without difficulty.

The model does offer a starting point for policy development, as well as a practical research tool.Note

This manuscript has been assigned Journal Series No.12874, Agricultural Research Division, University of Nebraska.

References
Bates, A. W. 2000. Managing Technological Change. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.
Berge, Z. L. 1998. Barriers to online teaching in post-secondary institutions: Can policy changes fix it? Online Journal of Distance Learning Administration. 1 (2). Accessed online Jan. 14, 2000, at http://www.westga.edu/~distance/Berge12.html 
Epper, R. M. 1999. Excerpts from State Policies for Distance Education; A Survey of the States. State Higher Education Executive Officers (SHEEO). Accessed online Jan. 14, 2000, at http://www.sheeo.org/sheeo/pubs-excerpts-from-technology-survey.html
Frantz. G., and J. W. King. 2000. The Distance Education Learning Systems Model (DEL). Educational Technology. 40 (3): 33–40.
Gellman-Danley, B. 1995. A Workbook on Policy Development for Distance Learning. Boulder, CO: Western Cooperative for Educational Telecommunications. 
Gellman-Danley, B., and M. J. Fetzner. 1998. Asking the really tough questions: Policy issues for distance learning. Online Journal of Distance Learning Administration. 1 (1). Accessed online Jan. 14, 2000, at http://www.westga.edu/~distance/danley11.html
King, J. W., D. Lacy, J. McMillian, K. Bartels, and M. Freddolino. 1998. The policy perspective in distance education: A futures landscape/panorama. Invited paper presented at the 1998 Nebraska Distance Education Conference. Lincoln, NE (September 28–29, 1998). Accessed online, Jan. 14, 2000 at http://www.unl.edu/NN21/jking.html
King, J. W., G. C. Nugent, E. B. Russell, J. Eich and D. D. Lacy. 2000. Policy Frameworks for Distance Education: Implications for Decision Makers. Online Journal of Distance Learning Administration. 3 (2): Accessed online Aug. 10, 2000 at http://www.westga.edu/~distance/king32.html
King, J. W., G. C. Nugent, E. B. Russell, and D. Lacy. 1999. Distance education policy in post-secondary education. In C. Olgren (ed.), 15th Annual Conference on Distance Teaching and Learning: Proceedings. Madison, WI: Univ. Wisconsin System, 275–81.
Moore, M. G., and G. Kearsley. 1996. Distance Education: A Systems Perspective. Belmont, CA: Wadsworth.
Simonson, M, S. Smaldino, M. Albright, and S. Zvacek. 2000. Teaching and Learning at a Distance. Upper Saddle, NJ: Prentice-Hall.

Author Contact Information
James W. King
Associate Professor
Department of Agricultural Leadership, Education and Communication
University of Nebraska-Lincoln
300 Ag Hall
Lincoln, NE 68583-0709
Phone: 402-472-3022
Fax: 402-472-5863
E-mail: jking1@unl.edu

G. C. Nugent
Director of Education
Nebraska Educational Telecommunications

J. J. Eich
Graduate Research Assistant
Department of Agricultural Leadership, Education and Communication
University of Nebraska-Lincoln

D. L. Mlinek
Graduate Research Assistant
Department of Educational Administration
University of Nebraska-Lincoln

E. B. Russell
Professor Emeritus
Department of Agricultural Leadership, Education and Communication
University of Nebraska-Lincoln

