Administrative
Essentials for
Online Programs

elivering programs online,
whether at the elementary,
secondary, or tertiary level,
is a signiﬁcant undertaking.
This practical overview examines several areas administrators
should consider as they set up or seek
to improve online courses and programs offered by their schools. Several questions are provided to spark
thinking, with additional resources
referenced for further reading.
Administrators and education
stakeholders involved in decisionmaking should reﬂect on a number of
essential components before making
a decision about offering online education: the alignment of online delivery to the school’s mission of providing Adventist education; the need to
create an online learning-support
unit; the design of the program; and
the essential student services.
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Ensuring That Online Delivery Aligns With
Your School’s Mission
Diving into offering online courses
and programs should be more than
embracing a new fad; it should be a
well-planned experience that tightly
aligns with the mission of the Seventh-day Adventist school.1 Questions
to consider include the following:
Does online delivery match the institution’s strategic plans and goals?
Does it ﬁt into the institution’s technology plan?2 The decision to offer
online courses or programs should
not be seen as a way to increase revenue quickly.
Administrators must ensure that
their planning to deliver education
online includes strategies to overcome resistance to change with listening, patience, and tolerance.3 They
should review the school’s culture
and processes to ensure that the
learning environment is ready for online education. For example, collect-
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ing and analyzing institutional data,
conducting needs assessments, conducting survey research or forming
focus groups to gather information,
and assessing organizational processes are all strategies for evaluating
what is taking place on campus and
how the environment might respond
to change.4
Staffing an Online Support Department
To plan for success, create a centralized unit responsible for supporting distance education.5 This unit
should interact and work with the
rest of the institution rather than
function as an independent silo. Consider whether to outsource support
for online education or develop the
talent already present in the school.6
Areas to consider when developing
resources include stafﬁng, training for
teachers new to online teaching, tech-
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nology support, instructional design
support, marketing, and student services. Find or develop staff with training in the delivery of online and distance education.7 Teachers will need
support, clear expectations, and bitesized training as they develop and
teach online courses.8 (See the article
by La Ronda Forsey on page 11 in this
issue for more detail on supporting
teachers.)
Set realistic expectations for the
amount of work and the time involved in creating, writing, and developing an online course, as well as
teaching online. For example, will
there be policies that clearly deﬁne
who legally owns online course content developed by teachers (whether
the teacher or the school)? Who can
update the material? How often?
How will contract or adjunct teachers be trained or brought on board?
Who will regulate student-teacher ratios, and how will this be done?
How will teachers and students be
supported? What is the plan for hiring and funding support staff, in ad-

dition to technology support? Some
schools assign one or more persons
to support both teachers and students. For example, Montemorelos
University (Mexico) has a UMVirtual
faculty-and-student-support person.
(See the article by Lorena Neria de
Girarte in the April-June 2018 issue.)
Other schools have chosen to have a
separate student-services director
and faculty-support department, the
current arrangement at Andrews
University (Berrien Springs, Michigan, U.S.A).
Another approach is to embed tutoring in the library services for online students, as Southern Adventist
University (Collegedale, Tennessee,
U.S.A.) currently does. At the K-12
level, one way to organize support is
by the grade level of students served,
as Griggs International Academy at
Andrews University has done. Whatever the approach, it should focus on
the overall delivery of instruction,
not just the online courses.

Designing Online Programs
Online programs require planning
and support. Areas to consider include need, intended audience, technology tools, outcomes, course sequencing, ﬁnances, attendance and
participation requirements, and the
school-to-community experience.
Hiring qualiﬁed teachers and monitoring and evaluating their performance is also a critical part of the
planning process. (See La Ronda
Forsey’s article on page 11 in this
issue for more on this topic.)
• Need. First, consider the need
for the program. Online students at
the university level tend to be adult
learners who don’t want to uproot
their families to travel to the school.
Online students at the K-12 level
may have unique needs or values
that can best be met by the ﬂexibility of online learning. In addition,
students at all levels may use online
courses to deal with gaps and scheduling challenges in their on-campus
learning plan.
Spend some time researching the

Online Education Terms Used in This Issue*
Asynchronous learning
Learning that does not take place in real time; participants connect at a time convenient to them.

Face-to-face learning
Instruction that takes place in a traditional classroom with students and teachers occupying the same space at the same time.

Blended learning
Traditional classroom activities and instruction are combined
with online activities and instruction for a percentage of the
course (typically 30 percent).

Learning Management System (LMS)
Computer-based systems that are used to organize and manage the delivery of online courses and programs (e.g., Blackboard, WebCT, Desire2Learn, or Moodle).

Content Management System (CMS)
A computer-based platform that allows users to create and
modify content (e.g., WordPress).

Virtual classroom
An online classroom where students engage in activities similar to those in a face-to-face classroom using presentations,
videos, discussion groups, etc., to communicate and interact
with one another.

Distance learning
Instruction delivered to the student through lectures or assignments sent via the Internet.
E-journaling
Using an electronic medium to write, store, or share journal
entries.
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Synchronous learning
Learning that takes place in real time with all participants connecting simultaneously.
*The Online Definitions Project (October 2011): https://www.inacol.org/
resource/the-online-learning-definitions-project/.
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potential audience for an online program and explore how best to address their needs. What are the
needs? What types of students are
likely to enroll in the degree program? How does the proposed program—and tuition—compare to
what its competitors offer? Can the
intended audience afford the
planned tuition costs? Is there a
market that needs this program, or
is the market already saturated? For
example, because many online
MBAs are available, this has created
a market saturation in the United
States. For this reason, it would not
be wise to start a new online MBA.
Research thoughtfully the need and
market for the envisioned program.
Online resources or university researchers can provide assistance as
you consider how to conduct a
needs assessment and survey the
market for your program.9
• Intended Audience. Understanding the intended audience will
help inform essential characteristics
of the program design and delivery
options. Do potential students all
live in the same time zone or nearby
time zones? What level of ﬂexibility
will students want from their online
program? Will required synchronous
(live) sessions be a beneﬁt or a barrier to the intended audience? Do the
members of the potential audience
already attend a brick-and-mortar
school and desire online offerings
only to supplement their education?
Or are they homeschooled children;
traveling, working adults; or another
population that is best reached with
an online delivery?
What computer and motivational
skills will students need? Will synchronous delivery be the best option
for them?10 Will local centers be used
to support the distance learning,
with students coming together for
project-based learning, proctored
testing, and other types of face-toface educational experiences?11 As
you identify an online program’s po-
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tential audience and learn as much
as you can about them, you will be
able to design an attractive package
that meets their learning needs.
• Technology Tools. Online education relies heavily on technology
tools, both computer hardware and
software. From server capabilities to
database and networking systems, resources need to be readily available
in advance to sustain an online program. Mandatory technology includes a learning-management system, a method for storing and
streaming video, and a tool for videoconferencing live, synchronous class
meetings.
In addition, a school may desire
to provide collaborative work tools
such as Google Apps, and an e-mail
address for each student. Tools
should be selected carefully. Use already-existing technology within the
institution or school as much as possible. Consider the audience, their
daily schedules, time zones, and Internet access.12 Establish a technology committee that includes educators and technology experts, and
assign them to create a technology
plan and to provide oversight for the
selection, implementation, support,
and maintenance of the technology
tools.13
• Defining and Assessing Outcomes. Student learning outcomes are
the knowledge, skills, or behaviors
that students should be able to
demonstrate upon completion of the
program. Program outcomes should
be established and carefully deﬁned
as part of the curriculum planning
and design process. What should students be able to do when they complete the program?14 How will these
outcomes be measured? What skills
are desired by the employers of students who graduate from this program? What types of learning experiences and practicums are necessary
to help students progress to the next
grade level or to degree completion?
What kinds of academic weaknesses
will require remediation in adult students enrolling in online courses after

The Journal of Adventist Education • January-March 2018

many years outside the classroom?
(Common areas that need addressing
include academic writing and computer skills.15)
• Course Sequencing. Curriculum
design staff at the school, or at a
nearby university, may be able to provide assistance or training in designing the curriculum and sequence of
the courses. Course sequencing
should be considered after courses
are designed and learning experiences planned to meet the intended
outcomes.
Questions to think about at this
stage include the following: What
plans are in place to help students
facing a major life event or setback?
How will this type of problem affect
their ability to follow the established
sequence of courses? Will such students be able to join another cohort?
How much time will they be allowed
after the event to complete this transition, and who will assist them? Are
there established, stated policies to
guide this transition?
Benchmark your program with
similar programs at other schools.
This type of research can provide
guidance as you create the policies
and procedures for your program.
• Finances. Online programs are
often erroneously seen as cash-generating enterprises. Experts disagree
on whether online programs cost just
as much as face-to-face programs or
whether they should typically cost
less. See https://www.onlinepro
gramhowto.org/budget/ for a more
detailed analysis. Adventist schools
should focus on the mission of
Christian education, aiming to provide access to church-sponsored
schooling to a greater number of students. Plans for online education
should include careful thought about
the audience and mission. (See “Intended Audience” earlier in this article.) The careful thought and planning that goes into the program
should include an investigation of
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Resources for Program Administrators
K-12 Guide to Online Learning by International Association for K-12
Online Learning (INACOL): https://www.onlineprogramhowto.org/.
This resource provides detailed information about getting started with online learning and addresses steps such as funding, policies, budgeting and
staffing, administrative system (LMS and CMS), curriculum, teachers, students, and quality control.
OLC Quality Scorecard Suite: https://onlinelearningconsortium.org/con
sult/olc-quality-scorecard-suite/.
The Online Learning Consortium (OLC) provides a comprehensive Quality
Scorecard Suite that helps institutions identify and establish quality criteria and
benchmarking tools and ensure excellence in online learning programs. The site
provides free access to OLC quality scorecards for the administration of online
programs and handbooks for member institutions for a fee: https://onlinelearning
consortium.org/consult/olc-quality-scorecard-administration-online-programs/
and http://info2.onlinelearningconsortium.org/rs/897-CSM-305/images/Quality%
20Scorecard%20%20Scorecard%20%286%20page%20version%29.pdf.
University of Minnesota’s Center for Educational Innovation: https://
cei.umn.edu/online-learning/develop-and-administer-online-program.
This Website gives step-by-step assistance for developing and administering online programs, such as conducting a needs assessment, securing academic approval, understanding instructional design, maintaining academic integrity, protecting intellectual property, conducting program evaluations, etc.
University of Missouri: http://online.missouri.edu/faculty-staff/coursedevelopment.aspx.
This Website offers resources that will help online program administrators
get started. Program concepts, potential types of curriculum design and course
delivery formats, and development of an infrastructure to support students
who will be enrolled in the program are some of the topics discussed. Also included is a link to the University of Missouri’s Online Operations Guide: http://
online.missouri.edu/pdf/MizzouOnline-Operations-Guide-AY15.pdf, which provides a good example of operation allocations and costs.
Academic Article: Rebecca Hoey et al., “Evaluating the Impact of the Administrator and Administrative Structure of Online Programs at Nonprofit Private Colleges,” Online Journal of Distance Learning Administration 17:3 (Fall
2014): https://www.westga.edu/~distance/ojdla/fall173/hoey_mccracken_
gehrett_snoeyink173.html.
The authors report the impact of administrators and administrative structures on outcomes of online student enrollment, number of programs, and efficiency of operations for nonprofit schools affiliated with the Council for Christian Colleges and Universities (CCCU), as well as how these factors compare
with public colleges. It is a must read for beginning administrators of online
programs seeking to understand the dynamics of program planning.

the potential source(s) of funding,
operational costs, and projected income. What is the funding source for
this start-up investment? How many
students will be needed to ensure
that the program is ﬁnancially viable
enough to continue into the future?
How many staff members? Will the
program utilize adjunct faculty only,
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or also use full-time teachers already
employed by the institution? Will
full-time faculty have their teaching
loads adjusted to accommodate the
demands of preparing for and teaching in an online program? Who will
determine pay scales? The resources

in the sidebar provide additional information on planning how to ﬁnance the online program.
• In-person Attendance. Will students be required to come to the
school for any part of the school year
(K-12) or degree program? For example, the school might have an orientation at the beginning or a capstone
experience at the end. Some courses
might include a face-to-face attendance requirement, others might be
completely asynchronous.
Above all, consider the intended
audience and its needs, as well as
the instructional needs. Are there
some presentations that absolutely
must be delivered in person? Will the
intended audience be able to travel
to school, given their schedules,
other responsibilities, and ﬁnances?
Where will they stay during the
times when they are required to be
on campus? K-12 students (minors)
will need to be accompanied by parents and chaperones, so accommodations for these groups should be
considered as well. Consider all perspectives during this stage of the
planning process.
• School Community Experience. Learning takes place in community, and the online education experience, like traditional education,
requires community. Christian
schools are communities of faith
comprised of worship experiences,
guest speakers, forums, weekend
programs, visits to faculty homes,
and more.16 These experiences contribute to the distinct character of
the school and enhance students’
feelings of belonging and connection. What similar experiences will
the program offer within and outside
courses? Will the courses be designed and structured to include student support or study groups?
Does the institution offer townhall meetings, seminars, symposia,
or other events for students who are
currently enrolled in the school or
degree program? If so, how can similar experiences be provided online?
How will online students gain ac-
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cess to institutional information,
such as the bulletin, weekly news,
social media, YouTube content, staff
and student directories, streaming of
church services, podcasts, the college radio station, etc.? Who will be
assigned to invite online students to
attend streamed events? What provisions will be made for students’ social and spiritual networking with
one another? Be intentional about
setting up a learning community for
online and face-to-face students to
interact.17
Online Education Policies
Every school has policies that
guide practice. Review current policies, adapting as needed, and create
additional policies for online education. Areas to consider include
philosophical, academic, governance, human resources, legal, technical, and ﬁscal policies.18 Deﬁne
methods for ensuring compliance
with the regulations and rules for
operating online in each of the countries where students are being
served. Ensure that the school has
permission to operate in the states
and countries where online education is being offered. Decide how to
handle academic control and oversight, particularly at the higher education level. Will online delivery be
embedded with face-to-face instruction? A completely separate entity?
Or somewhere in between? Ensure
that structures for assessment and
program review are in place for online as well as face-to-face programs.
Create a committee to oversee online
initiatives with faculty, library, student services, and support staff participation and representation (see,
for example: http://online.aiias.
edu/about/dol-staff).
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nline advisors are
typically students’

main contact with the
institution. Advisors
offer support throughout the whole learning
experience, and often
provide a bridge between distance students and processes
created for on-campus
students that may be
challenging for the online student.

Providing Student Services
Use a systems approach to create
and set up student support services:
advising, peer network, listing of
courses, bookstore, library, technology, and alumni services.19 A systems approach considers all the
components and how they interrelate with one another.20 Sometimes
these services and components are
referred to as the “wraparound” to
the online courses. They impact the
quality of the program and student
experience and should be planned
carefully.
• Admissions. Will new students
be accepted once a year, each semester, or more often? The big for-proﬁt
institutions have set a high competitive standard with fast admissions
processes (within two weeks or less)
and many starting points throughout
the year so students can start soon
after they select the degree they wish
to pursue. Who will assist online students with navigating the registration
process? How will the admissions ofﬁce ensure a fast response time for
prospective students?
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• Orientation. How will the
school provide online students with
an orientation to the university, the
department, the degree, and the online environment? Will the orientation take place face-to-face, online,
in a synchronous live session, or via
a mini-course embedded in the
learning-management system (LMS)?
While the age and capability of the
students will determine how this is
done, the following should be part of
every student’s orientation experience: friendly welcome messages
that set the tone for the school online experience; prayer with and for
the students as they start their academic journey; introduction of all
the people with whom the students
will interact, including library support, the program director, faculty for
at least the ﬁrst course, LMS support,
etc.; introductions by students; an
overview of the program, including
outcomes, speciﬁc learning experiences, unique experiences, etc.; and
a video demo of an online course in
the program so students know what
to expect and how to interact with
their teachers.
• Advising. Online advisors are
typically students’ main contact with
the institution. Advisors offer support
throughout the whole learning experience, and often provide a bridge
between distance students and
processes created for on-campus students that may be challenging for the
online student.21 Plan to address the
following areas: Who will provide advising for online students? Are these
individuals prepared to do videoconferencing and respond quickly to students’ questions? Are they trained
in the unique needs and perspectives
of online students, whether K-12 students or young adults and adults at
the college and university level? Who
will send regular updates with encouragement and reminders about
the next steps in the students’ academic journey?
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• Library. Are the internal
processes set up so that online students can access the school’s library
services? How will online students be
trained to access and use library resources? Will one or more library
staff members be trained and provided with tools to communicate effectively with online students?
• Academic Support (Disability
Accommodations, Counseling Services, and Student Success). How
will online students obtain the services to which other students at your
school are entitled? What disability
accommodations will be available? Is
the counseling and testing ofﬁce
ready to support online students?
What tutoring services are available
or should be made available to online students? Will students be able
to access on-campus student success
centers such as the writing center,
math center, or study skills lab? Are
these ofﬁces set up to assist online
students? Who will refer students for
these services?
• Technology Support. Some
questions to consider include the following: What range of services will
the school provide? Which ofﬁce will
provide tech support for online students? For example, will the school
support just the LMS and videoconferencing tools? What if students
have issues with their personal computers? Will online students be entitled to discounts on academic software and printed materials? What
hours will the help desk be open for
students and teachers?
• Proctoring; Deterring Academic Dishonesty. How will the
identity of online students be veriﬁed? How will the integrity of the assessment processes be maintained?
One of the concerns regarding the
quality of online education is this
question: How does the institution
know that the person doing the work
is the student receiving the credit?
This important question should be
addressed to ensure a quality assessment experience. Using a proctor allows the school to compare the ID of
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the student to the person who completes an important assessment necessary to pass the course. Some
schools proctor exams through a
videoconference, while others require students to meet with an approved proctor, and some even require on-campus proctoring.22
Online programs also need to
identify and implement effective
ways of deterring academic dishonesty in daily assignments and research/term papers. Strategies can
include clearly stating what constitutes academic dishonesty (what it
looks like) and including this in the
handbook for online students; establishing policies for reporting academic dishonesty, as well as policies
for disciplinary actions; arming
teachers with strategies to help deter
students from submitting the work of
someone else as their own; and investing in software tools that can
help detect plagiarism.23
• Automated E-mails and Learning Analytics. Will automatic e-mails
be set up for students to ensure that
they receive reminders and essential
information at key points in the academic journey? What about creating
other alerts and notiﬁcations triggered by data analytics in the LMS or
student-information system to alert
staff to guide and redirect students to
the next steps to success?
• Complaints. How will student
complaints be received and processed? Who will ensure that students’
concerns are addressed in a timely
manner?
• Marketing. Identify the speciﬁc
market target. It should be a sufﬁciently large market to sustain the
program and enable it to grow. Research and review how that audience
prefers to receive advertising—via email, Facebook, text messaging, or
printed ﬂyers? What online communities or listservs might help you reach
the audience? Who is available in the
institution to assist in marketing the
online degree or program?

Implementing a high-quality administrative support system for online
learning, elementary through higher
education, takes thoughtful planning
and careful, strategic work. Administrators and education stakeholders
must do the groundwork to ensure
the delivery of a quality Adventist online education. The best-practices
principles discussed within this article will help ensure that programs
align with the school’s mission, that
programs have the necessary online
learning-support systems in place for
faculty and students, and that the
programs are designed to meet speciﬁc market needs.
With careful planning, an effective
system can be created. ✐
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