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Summary
With the impact of the pandemic still reverberating throughout 

universities worldwide, and with an increased attention being paid 
to online learning, this report aims to:

• Uncover the challenges faced by the higher education sector 
responding to the pandemic, notably through the delivery of 
emergency remote teaching and video conferencing

• Provide a brief historical overview of the growth of 
distance learning linked to technological development and 
current trends

• Discuss and present some of the key components of successful 
online teaching

• Provide an overview for the rationale and guiding principles for 
a new evaluative framework for online learning
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Enrolment
COVID-19 has had a profound impact on 
the delivery of higher education. It has been 
estimated that almost 90% of students globally 
have not been able access universities physically 
during the pandemic (Kandri, 2020). The speed 
at which the pandemic has forced universities 
to shift their modus operandi is striking. At the 
University of Washington in Seattle, one of 
the West Coast’s leading research-intensive 
institutions, Mary Lidstrom, Vice Provost for 
Research said: “The notice went out on 6 March, 
a Friday afternoon. All classes at the University 
of Washington in Seattle – the city then the US 
epicentre of the outbreak of COVID-19 – would 
shift online the following Monday. Instructors 
scrambled to set up remote learning options for 
more than 40,000 students” (Witze, 2020, p.1). 

There was a similar story in the UK. At UCL, 
all face-to-face teaching ceased on Friday 13 
March (UCL, 2020). By Monday 16 March, a 
teaching continuity group had convened to 
provide advice to staff moving their teaching 
online. For a traditional university, the success 
of this initiative was remarkable. In a survey of 
UCL staff (Littlejohn et al., 2020), there were 
mixed responses when asked to rate the move 
to teaching online. Most participants were 
undecided about the move, but even within 
those who had reservations, there was surprise 
that it had been possible at all. For example, one 
participant observed: “I wouldn’t have chosen 
it, but I think it’s gone rather well under the 
circumstances - it turns out that the tech is up 
to it, we didn’t really know that” (Littlejohn & 
Kennedy, 2020). 

Section 1

COVID-19 and its impacts
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Emergency remote teaching
In just a few weeks, the COVID-19 pandemic 
caused what years of advocacy from digital 
learning enthusiasts had failed to accomplish 
– namely, the widespread move of university 
education online. However, the results did 
not necessarily fit well with the established 
pedagogy for online learning. 

As universities were forced to close campuses, 
the initial use of digital platforms was for 
emergency or “continuity” teaching (Morales, 
2020). During these early days, the intention 
was to cause the least disruption to students 
rather than explore new teaching styles. 
Research indicated, however, that teaching staff 
who had undertaken professional development 
in online and blended learning were much 

better prepared for the move online and had a 
much more positive experience (Littlejohn et 
al. 2020). Where they had not, and universities 
had not invested in infrastructure to support 
online teaching, things were more difficult. 
For example, there was uneven success at 
maintaining a ‘semblance of normality’ across 
universities in Kenya (Nganga, Waruru, and 
Nakweya 2020, para 14).
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Lecturing as an 
entrenched practice
The initial move online produced practices 
that diverged substantially from what had 
been established pedagogies for online 
learning. While fully online programmes had 
been largely taught asynchronously – that is, 
involving engagement and interaction when 
teachers and students were not simultaneously 
online – most university responses prioritised 
scheduled synchronous teaching sessions 
using technologies such as Zoom, Microsoft 
Teams or other video conferencing tools. This 
was partly due to what Littlejohn (2020, p. 
57) refers to as the “entrenched practice” of 
teaching through lecturing in higher education. 
While lecturing has been heavily critiqued for 
its ineffective, teacher-led, instruction-focused 
style with little space for student-centred active 
learning (Bajak, 2014), it is so established as a 
professional practice in higher education that 
much of the organisation of universities has 
been shaped around it. 

Emergency video 
conferencing
Moving teaching online for many academics 
and university leaders was therefore considered 
a matter of moving lecturing online using the 
range of video conferencing platforms already 
in use for many years, albeit at a much more 
modest scale. One of the forerunners in the 
educational market was Blackboard Collaborate 
that had recently embraced a fully online version 
of its video conferencing tool. Blackboard added 
a range of tools such as polls and breakout 
rooms to support teachers. However, teachers 
who were unfamiliar with the digital tools that 
their university provided for teaching, often 
searched and found non-education specific 
tools like Zoom, whose share value more than 
tripled during the pandemic (Sherman, 2020). 
In many ways, what happened with remote 
continuity teaching mirrored the emergence of 
Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs) in 2012 
(Laura Pappano, 2012). At their outset, MOOC 
platforms were also focused solely on video 
lectures rather than active learner engagement. 
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“ There were many aspects 
of MOOCs that were 
considered positively 
disruptive for higher 
education at the time. Is 
the same true of pandemic 
emergency continuity 
teaching?”

However, there were many aspects of MOOCs 
that were considered positively disruptive for 
higher education at the time. Is the same true of 
pandemic emergency continuity teaching?

Hybrid teaching was a term in use before the 
pandemic, generally as a substitute for the term 
blended learning or “the thoughtful integration 
of classroom face-to-face learning experiences 
with online learning”(Garrison and Kanuka 
2004, p. 96). Previously, blended learning 
models involved a sequence of separate 
face-to-face and online learning experiences, 
involving all students in both elements. During 
the pandemic, however, the hybrid model 
took a step further, and some incorporated 
both face-to-face and online teaching in one 
synchronous session. 

The School of Engineering at University of 
Edinburgh, for instance, introduced what 
they called “hybrid teaching” (University of 
Edinburgh, 2020). A small group were taught on 
campus while a larger group of remote students 
joined online. All students were expected to 
watch short videos or read articles prior to these 

live sessions, allowing time for more discussion 
in the synchronous video session. This approach 
appears to work for some individual academics, 
but it is challenging to carry off well, since it 
requires teachers to monitor responses in both 
the room and the online space, and risks making 
online students feel second-class. As a result, 
these innovations, borne out of crisis, may place 
a heavy burden on both staff and students.
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The heavy demands of 
emergency online teaching
Synchronous video sessions can be extremely 
demanding in terms of internet bandwidth as 
well as for teachers and students, both for the 
devices they are using to connect and because 
of the intensity of the interaction. Prior to the 
pandemic, while staff and students may have 
had access to the internet from home, this might 
never have supported lengthy video calls with 
multiple participants. The bandwidth required 
for these tasks can be challenging for personal 
broadband internet connections. Or if they 
depend on mobile, accessing the internet via 
smart phones is feasible for simple tasks but 
cannot support the more complex interactions 
required by online learning. 

Engaging in video calls can also be intellectually 
and emotionally draining for both staff and 
students. Private space for work and study at 
home can be limited, with many students and 
teachers having to share their environments with 
others. As a consequence, students in particular 
may, for many good reasons, be unwilling to turn 
on their cameras. However, for teaching staff, 
lack of feedback from participants in a video 
conference can be disorientating. Teachers 
therefore miss the visual and sensory cues they 
use in face-to-face teaching to guide their 
approach (Littlejohn, 2020), making them feel 
like they are talking to themselves (Kennedy et 
al., 2020). 

Hybrid teaching forms that attempt to combine 
face-to-face and online students in the same 
sessions may work for some academics, but 
this is a particularly challenging approach with 
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several vocal critics. This model risks increasing 
the workload of academics and their level 
of responsibility to reach several audiences 
simultaneously – with all the extra logistical and 
curricular content adjustments this requires.

Therefore for students, particularly those in 
low resource environments, the reliance on 
bandwidth-heavy teaching through Zoom 
or Teams can effectively exclude them from 
participating in higher education, further 
deepening existing inequalities between so-
called core and peripheral countries (Beaunoyer 
et al, 2020). This lack of digital equality, the 
equal opportunity to access the tools and 
resources essential to participate as a global 
citizen in today’s digitally powered world (ISTE, 
2017, cited in Torrey Trust 2018), is still visible. 
The pandemic has highlighted these inequalities, 
which exist in both developed and developing 

societies. For example, Sarkar (2020) has 
pointed out that the need to buy internet access 
and devices has resulted in an increase in the 
costs of attending university in India with a 
subsequent drop in enrolment. 

As McMurtie (2020) argued, emergency 
remote teaching is likely to run out of goodwill 
capital shortly: 

Higher education has been granted good will 
these past couple of months by students and 
their families. But as with an unhappy marriage, 
everyone involved agrees that the patched-
together system of awkward Zoom classes, 
glitchy technology, and uncertain expectations, 
among both students and professors, needs to 
end (McMurtie 2020). 
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Distance education before 
the internet
In 1728, a Boston-based teacher named Caleb 
Phillips ingeniously began offering private 
shorthand correspondence-based lessons. 
However, such individual entrepreneurialism 
was hampered by the lack of an efficient and 
widespread postal service, which would not arrive 
until the early 19th century. The latter would 
greatly expand the popularity of correspondence 
courses in the USA, while also increasing the 
emergence of distance learning in Sweden 
(1833), UK (1840), Germany (1856), and South 
Africa (1873). Although these courses tended 
to be initially trade-oriented, the creation of the 
external programme by the University of London 
(UoL) in 1858 was the first university attempt 
at providing a formal, university level distance 
education sanctioned by a university degree. 

The term “distance education” was coined by the 
University of Wisconsin in 1892, underlining the 
fact that this is by no means a new phenomenon. 

The arrival of radio and television presented 
new opportunities for academic institutions 
to deliver courses, with Pennsylvania State 
University becoming the first university to 
broadcast courses using radio in 1922. In 1934, 
the University of Iowa was the first higher 
education institution to use television as the 
medium of instruction. These disruptive methods 
of delivery did not become widespread and there 
was little appetite from established universities 
to follow suit on a mass scale, perhaps because 
the wider context did not provide the necessary 
incentives, underlying the fact that technological 
innovation alone may not be sufficient 
to offer the necessary paradigm shift for 
fundamental change.

Section 2

The current state of 
online learning
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Distance learning is therefore something 
universities have embraced before, and we 
should not consider it a new phenomenon, nor 
should we expect universities to be disinclined 
to it. Television as the mode of delivery became 
so popular that the US Federal Communications 
Commission created the Instructional Television 
Fixed Service, with 20 television channels for 
the purpose of university level instruction. 
Interestingly, during COVID-19 many countries 
have once again turned to television to provide 
educational programming for schools (The World 
Bank 2020). However, these distance learning 
modalities were characterised by their one-way 
delivery. It was not until the arrival of the Internet 
that a more dynamic teaching and learning 
environment including a blend of asynchronous 
(eg, pre-recorded videos, discussion blogs, 
quizzes, discussion forums, peer review activities) 
and synchronous (e.g. webinars) content could 
be offered (Banasiewicz, 2020). 

Online students – 
who are they?
Prior to the pandemic, online student numbers 
were growing. Overall, in the United States, the 
online student population is getting younger. 
In 2015, the average online undergraduate 
student was 32.3 years old and the average 
online graduate student was 35. In 2019, both 
averages fell by almost two years, as the average 
undergraduate was 30.5 years old and the 
average graduate student was 33.7 years old 
(Clinefelter, Aslanian, & Magda, 2019).  

Based on data from the United States, roughly 
half of online college students are millennials 
(ages 28 to 38), about one-third are from 
Generation X (ages 39 to 54), and the remainder 
is equally divided between baby boomers (ages 
55 to 73) and Gen Zers (ages 18 to 22). The rich 
fabric of the online student population is further 
reflected by one-third of online college students 
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being first-generation college students, and 13% 
having no prior college experience. Of online 
students with previous experience of higher 
education, about one-third are returning after a 
break of five or more years. Any given class may 
therefore include a diverse range of students, 
which creates a complex mix of preferences and 
behaviours among classmates, and different 
expectations. Furthermore, and perhaps 
surprisingly, 67% of online college students 
enrolled locally at institutions within 50 miles of 
their residence, and 44% of those students lived 
within 25 miles of their institution (Clinefelter, 
Aslanian, & Magda, 2019). In 2015-16, 43% of 
US undergraduate students took at least one 
course online with 10% taking an entire degree 
programme online (Snyder, de Brey, & Dillow, 
2018). The majority of these students were 
over 24 years old. For undergraduate degree 
programmes offered by Community Colleges in 
California, 75% of students were under 30 years 
old (California Community Colleges Chancellor’s 

Office, 2013). For all these sources, more women 
than men attended in online distance mode. 
Online education has become even more popular 
with postgraduate students. In the US, 45% of 
graduate students were taking one or more 
online courses in a graduate programme in 2015-
16, and 27% were taking their entire programme 
online (Snyder et al., 2018). These students are 
likely to be more experienced and therefore 
better able to self-motivate and learn from peer 
feedback (Laurillard & Kennedy, 2020), and are 
therefore more equipped for online study.

“ In the US, 45% of graduate 
students were taking one 
or more online courses and 
27% were taking their entire 
programme online (2015-16).”
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Universities going online: 
trends and types
It has been argued that when traditional 
universities adopt online education, they 
favour doing so in non-strategically important 
specialised modules, and their online activity 
remains separated from their mainstream face-
to-face activities. This is in stark contrast to a 
small group of online universities that deliver all, 
or most, of their courses online. A particularly 
poignant illustration of this separation between 
mainstream and online presence is the recent 
purchase of Ashford University, a fully online 
university, by the University of Arizona as part 
of a “transformational agreement” that created 
a new entity named the University of Arizona 
Global Campus. The University of Arizona 
acquired Ashford University for a symbolic 
amount, the latter becoming as part of the 
process a non-profit institution affiliated with 

the University of Arizona. Under the agreement, 
the new University of Arizona Global Campus 
kept its own leadership, faculty members and 
academic programmes, and is accredited 
separately. In other words, association falls short 
of incorporation or full integration. The ambition 
for the University of Arizona Global Campus is to 
reach more learners and “be able to improve their 
lives and realize their hopes and dreams through 
a college degree associated with the University 
of Arizona” (R. C. Robbins, President of the 
University of Arizona). A similar arrangement was 
previously agreed between Purdue University 
and Kaplan University, resulting in the creation of 
Purdue University Global in 2017. It is likely these 
initiatives will offer a blueprint for other research-
intensive universities eager to move into the 
online space – but without fully committing to it 
either, to preserve their reputational capital and 
spread risk.
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Online Universities 

e.g. the University 
of Phoenix, Walden 

University, etc.

Physical Universities

where the main delivery 
model is on campus 

taught classes.

Extended-Physical 
Universities

whose presence is primarily 
in the face-to-face space, 
but who nonetheless offer 

complete programmes 
in a distance format as a 
strategically important 

addition to their on-campus 
delivery, such as Deakin 

University, the University of 
Arizona, the University of 
Edinburgh, King’s College 

London, the University 
of New England and the 
University of Liverpool.

Broadly-speaking, the literature identifies three main strategic categories of university
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Successful online learning
Online learning has existed since around the 
beginning of the 21st Century. Since then it 
has largely taken the form of asynchronous, 
mostly text-based courses using VLEs (Virtual 
Learning Environments) sometimes also known 
as LMS (Learning Management Systems) such 
as Moodle, Blackboard and Canvas. On these 
platforms, student and teacher engagement is 
focused on discussion forums and assignment 
submission and feedback. 

Popular theoretical models have emerged 
to guide the design of online courses. The 
Community of Inquiry (CoI) Framework 
(Garrison, Anderson, & Archer, 2000) argued 
that three elements are essential to online 
learning - cognitive presence, social presence 
and teaching presence. For educators designing 
online learning environments, the selection and 
presentation of learning resources that inspire 

students to explore, make connections between 
ideas and develop skills of critical inquiry results 
in “cognitive presence” (Garrison, Anderson, and 
Archer 2000, p. 89). Since this aspect of online 
learning largely equates with the presentation 
of teaching materials in traditional education, 
it tends to be the area that is the focus of 
educators who are new to this mode of learning. 
Developing interactive or multimedia resources 
helps create cognitive presence, but there is a 
need for social and teaching presence also.

Section 3

Key components of successful 
online teaching

“ Three elements are 
essential to online learning 

- cognitive presence, social 
presence and teaching 
presence”
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The need for presence in 
online learning
The Community of Inquiry’s two remaining 
concepts, social presence and teacher 
presence, arguably provide greater value for 
educators, since they relate fundamentally to 
the online learning environment. The concept 
of social presence can be defined as the 
“sense of being with another” (Biocca, Harms, 
& Burgoon, 2003). Research indicates that a 
sense of social presence can have a positive 
effect on the way students view their learning 
experience (Lowenthal, 2009). Social presence 
involves both the design of the technological 
environment (e.g. design features that enable 
participants to feel connected with each other) 
and, critically, the design of the learning activities 
that invite participants to engage in social 
learning, exchanging ideas and building shared 
knowledge through collaboration. Examples 
of features that can produce a sense of social 

presence include asynchronous discussion 
forums or live video conferencing. However, 
these features will not provide a sense of social 
presence without students’ active engagement. 
It is necessary, therefore, for active participation 
to be encouraged by well-designed discussion 
prompts or collaborative activities (e.g. using an 
interactive whiteboard) during webinars.

Creating the presence of a teacher online is 
also a conscious design feature that is crucial 
to the positive experience of online students. 
Teacher presence can be achieved through 
the moderation of the online environment, 
e.g. providing tutor feedback in asynchronous 
discussions, grading assignments and meeting 
students through video conferencing. As 
online learning scales up, however, this can 
be more difficult to achieve. For example, the 
phenomenon of MOOCs (Massive Open Online 
Courses) emerged in 2012 (Laura Pappano 
2012). MOOCs are not traditional online courses. 
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Instead, they are designed to enable students not 
formally enrolled at a university to access short 
online learning experiences. MOOC pioneers 
came largely from computer science rather than 
education, with no grounding in online pedagogy. 
As a result, early MOOCs contained little more 
than video lectures and automated feedback via 
quizzes. As free, open courses, MOOCs attracted 
10s of 1000s of participants, making it impossible 
for educators to grade individual assignments. 
However, MOOCs have developed over time and 
provide insights that could help all online course 
creators find ways to provide cognitive, social 
and teacher presence at scale.

Creating cycles of 
communication
Consideration of another model of learning, 
the Conversational Framework (Laurillard, 
2012) is useful in this regard. This framework 
synthesises theories of learning to identify three 
necessary cycles of communication between the 
teacher and the learners in formal education: 
the teacher communication cycle, the teacher 
modelling and practice cycle, and the peer 
communication cycle. In the first cycle, the 
teacher communicates their concepts and seeks 
to understand the degree to which students 
have understood. In the second cycle, the 
teacher sets up a practice environment to model 
the learning and enable students to practice 
with the concepts. In the final cycle, students 
communicate with each other, modelling the 
learning and creating knowledge together. In 
order to create the conditions for learning to 
take place, therefore, six types of learning need 
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to be put in place: acquisition (reading, watching 
or listening), investigation, discussion, practice, 
production and collaboration.

When learning goes online at scale, this 
framework is compromised, since it is not 
possible for the teacher to know how much 
each student has learnt, or to provide individual 
feedback. However, by enhancing the peer 

“ Three necessary cycles of 
communication between 
the teacher and the learners 
in formal education: the 
teacher communication cycle, 
the teacher modelling and 
practice cycle, and the peer 
communication cycle”

communication cycle, students themselves can 
learn from and give feedback to each other, and 
the technological environment itself can give 
automated feedback to each learner. 

However, the capacity for students to learn 
successively in this way has been considered 
a result of the degree of self-regulation they 
possess. Self-regulated learning refers to the 
student’s capacity to think, feel and do things 
independently to achieve their learning goals 
(Milligan & Littlejohn, 2014). This is much easier 
for experienced learners than those starting 
out, explaining why MOOCs mostly attract 
participants that already have degrees or 
postgraduate degrees (Laurillard and Kennedy 
2020). There are a number of insights here for 
those planning conventional online courses 
for undergraduate or postgraduate students. 
Designing cycles of peer communication into 
online courses will be beneficial for all students, 
but these are not sufficient in themselves. This is 
particularly true for students at the beginning of 
their degree journey who tend to need teachers 
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Adaptive learning and 
learning analytics
Adaptive learning systems monitor and 
interpret learner behaviours, inferring learner 
requirements and acting on them to provide 
a personalised response (Despotović-zrakić, 
Marković, Bogdanović, Barać, & Krčo, 2012). 
This could include providing individualised 
feedback or setting up an appropriate learning 
path (Pugliese, 2016). However, while adaptive 
learning systems may be under development, 
Pugliese (2016) suggests that there could be a 
difference between what the creators of these 
systems “believe the market requires” and “what 
the market may need” (para 20). 

The digital footprint left behind every time a 
student (or teacher) engages with an internet-
based technology has the potential to produce 
actionable insights to improve the online learning 
experience (Sclater, 2017). The creation of 
dashboards to enable teachers to view these 
learning analytics could highlight opportunities 
to intervene to avoid students dropping out. 

to motivate them and provide personalised 
feedback throughout their course of study. 
However, the development of adaptive learning 
systems and learning analytics may also be 
helpful here.
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The role of learning design
Creating quality learning experiences is complex. 
While it is generally accepted that pedagogy 
rather than technology should influence 
decisions to implement online learning solutions, 
it is not always clear how to navigate the 
complexities, including the choice of digital tools 
and teaching techniques and approaches. The 
relatively new field of learning design is a means 
of doing this. Learning design is a student-
centred approach to planning learning tasks or 
activities. It is learning outcomes-based (Dobozy, 
2013) as it shifts away from thinking about what 
the teacher does, to focus on what learning 
activities the students need to experience in 
order achieve the learning outcomes for the 
unit, module or course. Learning design uses 
frameworks and tools to assist teachers to 
think through the decisions about the activities 
that need to be created, and, once these are 
established, the appropriate technologies to 
support them can be identified. Ideally, whole 
teaching teams and even students themselves 
should be involved in learning design, making it a 
co-design experience. 

However, having the data does not mean that it 
will be used appropriately. The effectiveness of 
making interventions based on learning analytics 
depends heavily on teachers’ willingness and 
ability to interpret data, and there is limited 
research on how teachers engage with learning 
analytics (Herodotou, Rienties, Boroowa, 
Zdrahal, & Hlosta, 2019). Another perspective 
on learning analytics is to provide feedback 
directly to learners themselves so that they 
can improve their performance. Again, this is 
not straightforward and requires students to 
interpret and be able and willing to take action 
based on that interpretation. Verbert, Duval, 
Klerkx, Govaerts, & Santos (2013) have made 
links between students’ use of learning analytics 
dashboards and the ‘quantified self’ movement 
where data from apps such as fitness trackers 
are used to improve personal performance. 
However, other researchers have reacted with 
alarm to such developments, decrying the 
increased student (and staff) surveillance and 
privacy concerns arising from the “datafication” 
of university life (Knox, Williamson, and Bayne 
2019, p. 31).
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However, much professional learning also entails 
exchanging stories and learning from peers. 
Teachers may need to consult each other about 
implementation ideas and share experiences. 
Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs) can 
therefore provide an effective and cost-efficient 
approach to professional development in online 
learning, since MOOCs organise a learning path 
through short ‘chunks’ of video and text-based 
learning along with opportunities for discussion 
and sharing knowledge (Laurillard and Kennedy 
2020). MOOCs also enable access to the best 
practices and emerging ideas from a global 
community of teachers, and adaptation to local 
practice can be facilitated through blended 
learning support within the university (Chase, 
Kennedy, Laurillard, Abu Moghli, & Pherali, 
2019; King, Luan, & Lopes, 2018). Therefore, 
online learning itself can be a tool for its own 
development.

Faculty professional 
development needs
Faculty new to teaching with technology and 
designing for online learning need to use 
professional development resources. However, 
teachers have little available time to undertake 
professional development, and the increased 
time required for developing online learning 
materials erodes what is available. Solutions for 
professional development need therefore to 
adopt a “just in time learning” approach. “Just in 
time learning” has been defined as “anywhere, 
anytime learning that is just enough, just for 
me, and just in time” (Brandenburg & Ellinger, 
2003). This means that, instead of providing a 
traditional course, professional learning can be 
designed to take place when a faculty member 
needs it. For example, short videos or articles 
can be made available for faculty to consult 
as they are developing their online courses. 
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teaching assistants to moderate their courses. 
The implementation of technology-enhanced 
social and collaborative learning is another 
way of providing a quality student experience 
whilst reducing teacher time by promoting peer 
feedback throughout a course. Institutions must, 
however, consider costs against the quality of 
the resulting student experience (Kennedy, 
Laurillard, Horan, & Charlton, 2015).

New costing models
Moving from traditional to online learning 
involves attention to costs, particularly those 
entailed in the teacher time required to design 
and support learning. Online learning has 
been mistakenly perceived as cheaper than 
conventional teaching. Instead, the creation of 
online components require heavy investment up 
front. There are cost efficiencies to be gained in 
subsequent runs of a course, however, and since 
there are fewer constraints on size of cohorts 
online, there may be economies of scale (Bates, 
2001). What can act as a constraint to scaling 
online learning, however, is the teacher time 
required to provide individual feedback to each 
student. As a result, institutions must rethink 
their financial planning models (Bates, 2000). 
Twigg (2003) reported a university level course 
redesign programme in the US, that saved costs 
by replacing higher salaried teaching staff with 
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degrees without help. However, the OPM market 
is growing, with universities still considering that 
50% or even 30% of tuition fee income from 
online students is “found money” that they 
would not otherwise be able to access (Newton 
2016, p. 6). As online education continues to 
grow, however, online students may no longer 
be considered additional students, but the core 
student body, making revenue shares less of an 
appealing prospect. 

Unbundling: Partnerships with 
private providers
Despite the near omnipresence of VLEs or LMS 
software in universities, some organisations have 
chosen to partner with an Online Programme 
Management (OPM) company rather develop 
their own online courses, for example, Keypath 
Education, Laureate Education, Kaplan and 2U. 
This process of “disaggregating educational 
provision into its component parts for delivery 
by multiple stakeholders” (Morris, Swinnerton, 
and Czerniewicz 2019, p. 44) has become known 
as unbundling. For example, the university may 
provide the content and certification for a 
module but allow a commercial partner to recruit 
students and provide teaching. The components 
provided by each partner can vary, but as the 
OPM’s share of running the courses grow, so do 
their share of the revenue from students – as 
much as 80% of the course fees in some cases 
(Newton, 2016). Newton (2016) suggests that 
this kind of arrangement with OPMs is a legacy 
of the early days of the internet when universities 
did not have the infrastructure to offer online 
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Much of what has been discussed to this point 
looks towards best practice in the evaluation 
of online learning programmes. Many of these 
lenses are clearly more fitting for an audit-type 
evaluation, or a ratings approach as is taken in, 
for example, QS Stars. The next phase for the 
QS Rankings team will focus on what can be 
drawn out from the literature and used to devise 

a methodology for a pioneering online ranking. 
Rankings exist to offer an independent point 
of comparison between different offerings – in 
this case, online higher education. For them 
to be useful and useable, they should make 
sense to the end user (the student) and lend 
themselves to data collection and evaluation for 
the institution. A balance between depth and 
breadth is needed. The QS Rankings team will be 
selecting a set of indicators balancing the need 
for directly-supplied data with resource costs for 
institutions, and the necessity of comparing like-
with-like online offerings. The selected indicators 
should be treated as a useful proxy to evaluate 
online provision. With time and market feedback, 
along with input from the QS Advisory Board, 
we hope to be able to expand these evaluative 
lenses even further.

Section 4

Assessing online provision: 
working towards an 
evaluative framework

“ Not everything that can 
be counted counts and not 
everything that counts can 
be counted” 

(William Bruce Cameron, 1963)
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