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Abstract
In this article, a popular model for organizational development is utilized as a framework for assessing the
organizational readiness and capacity of educational institutions whose leaders wish to establish or expand their
online/distance education programs. Examples of institutionalization factors to consider and alternative models for
assessing readiness and capacity are also provided.
Introduction
Online/distance education is widely recognized as a way for higher education institutions to increase their student
enrollment and graduation levels, and to provide ﬂexibility for non-traditional students, whose employment,
health, family or other circumstances are not conducive to a traditional academic schedule (Clinefelter & Aslanian,
2015). Throughout the new millennium, online education has been the fastest growing segment of higher
education, even during recent years of historic declines in overall U.S. higher education enrollments (Allen,
Seaman, Poulin, & Straut, 2016). A recent survey of chief academic ofﬁcers at 2,807 colleges and universities
indicated that more than 70% consider online education to be critical to their institution’s long-term strategy,
compared to less than 50% in 2002 (Allen & Seaman, 2015). The National Center for Education Statistics reports
that over 70% of degree granting institutions offer distance education--the number increasing to 95% for
institutions with 5,000 students or more (U.S. Department of Education, 2016).
Online Development Not Always Successful
While the growth of online education enrollments has slowed in the past few years, its importance for the future of
colleges and universities has continued to increase, with many institutions establishing new online programs or
scaling up their existing programs. (Allen, Seaman, Poulin, & Straut, 2016; Clinefelter and Aslanian, 2015).
However, not all online education initiatives have been successful. Highly publicized attempts to establish virtual
campuses by the University of Illinois and University of California systems never gained traction and eventually
failed--even after millions of dollars were spent (Derousseau, 2015; Kolowich, 2009).
Ashford University, which saw online enrollments skyrocket from less than 11,000 to 74,000 in a mere four years,
had ten times the staff for admissions and recruitment staff as it had for advisement and retention. Of the
institution’s 2,100 faculty, only seven were full-time. As a result, retention of its online students was less than 50%
(WASC, 2012). Ashford’s initial bid for accreditation with the Western Association for Schools and Colleges was
denied. Although Ashford was able to achieve accreditation in a subsequent evaluation by WASC, it was only after
bringing in new academic leadership, hiring dozens of full-time faculty and academic advisors and undergoing a
complete restructuring of its organization, stafﬁng and operations, costing more than ten million dollars (Fain,
2013).
The WASC visiting team had noted that Ashford’s previous leadership had failed to properly assess its capability
and infrastructure for successful expansion of its online education program. Had a systematic and complete
internal capacity and readiness assessment been performed, time and money could have been saved and many
layoffs could have been avoided (WASC, 2012).
Assessing Organizational Readiness and Capacity
Educational leaders seeking to establish or expand their institution’s online education must look beyond simply
adopting a learning management system (e.g. Blackboard, Canvas, Desire2Learn or Moodle) and have faculty

create and teach online courses. Online education is systemic and involves strategic planning and the involvement
of multiple areas of the institution (Piña, Lowell & Harris, 2017; Shelton and Saltsman, 2005). Successful online
programs require systematic organizational development and change, beginning with an assessment of the
organization’s internal capacity and readiness to establish or expand is online education program.
A widely-referenced model for assessing organizations is the “Comprehensive Model for Diagnosing
Organizational Systems” formulated by Thomas Cummings and Christopher Worley. The model is based on
principles and theories of organizational development and change and considers organizations in terms of their
inputs (i.e. external environment); transformations or design components (i.e. internal environment) and outputs
(i.e. organizational results) (Cummings and Worley, 2015). In this article, the Comprehensive Model for
Diagnosing Organizational Systems will be utilized as a framework for assessing higher education institutional
capacity and readiness for establishing or expanding online education.
Establishing and Diffusing Online Learning
Successful online learning programs do not just happen, they are established, developed, grown and, at some
point, are institutionalized (Piña, 2016). At most colleges and universities, online courses are initiated by faculty
seeking to meet the needs of their particular learners. These innovators gain the attention of other faculty, who also
begin to offer their own online courses. At some point the program captures the attention of administration, which
codiﬁes the online program with policies, procedures, resources and operations. This follows the diffusion of
innovations model popularized by Everett Rogers (Rogers, 2003). In Roger’s model, illustrated in Figure 1 below,
innovations are formulated by innovators, who persuade early adopters to join in the innovation. Formal and
informal communication channels, time and social systems (including opinion leaders, organizational mandates,
media, and government regulations) help the innovation to spread until it becomes widely accepted by the early
majority, late majority and, ultimately those most resistant to the innovation (laggards).

Figure 1: Diffusion of Innovations Model (Rogers, 2003).
Institutionalization and Assessment
Adopting and implementing an innovation, while essential, does not, by itself, make that innovation a normal,
regular and enduring part of the organization. Many innovations are adopted and implemented, only to be
discarded later (Piña, 2008). The key to an innovation’s endurance is institutionalization (Surry & Ely, 2002). In a
research study to identify those factors leading to successful institutionalization of distance learning in higher
education, 30 different factors were identiﬁed and were subsequently validated by 170 online education
professionals from colleges and universities nationwide as indicators that the distance learning program has been
successfully institutionalized and that the program can be considered a strong one (Piña, 2008; 2016). The 30
factors are listed and deﬁned in Table 2 below.
For institutions seeking to establish their initial online programs or seeking to expand their current online
programs, it is necessary to determine whether the institution has the capacity and readiness for online learning
success. The ﬁeld of organizational development can provide a solution to meet this need.
Table 2: Topic Areas, Institutionalization Factors and Application Items (Piña, 2016)

Organizational Development
Organizational Development (OD) has been deﬁned as “a system-wide process of data collection, diagnosis, action
planning, intervention and evaluation aimed at: 1) enhancing congruence among organizational structure, process,
strategy, people and culture; 2) developing new and creative organizational solutions and 3) developing the
organization’s self-renewing capacity" (Beer, 1980, p. 1). Cummings and Worley (2015) posit that OD is different
from other ﬁelds concerned with improvement and change in organizations, such as project management,
operations management and management consultation.
“OD and change management both address the effective implementation of planned change. They are both
concerned with the sequence of activities, the processes and the leadership that produce organizational
improvements. They differ, however, in their underlying value orientation. OD’s behavioral science foundation
supports values of human potential, participation and development in addition to performance and competitive
advantage. Change management focuses more narrowly on values of cost, quality, and schedule. As a result, OD’s

distinguishing feature is its concern with the transfer of knowledge and skill so that the organization is more able
to manage change in the future” (Cummings and Worley, 2015, p. 4).
The general OD framework for planned organizational change is based on four basic activities: 1) Entering and
Contracting, in which the OD professional establishes whether a situation exists that may warrant organizational
development and change; 2) Diagnosing, in which the client system is studied an analyzed; 3) Planning and
Implementation, where the interventions and other methods of change are formulated and applied and 4)
Evaluation and Institutionalization, where the change is evaluated for success and made permanent (Cummings &
Worley, 2015). The framework is illustrated in Figure 2 below.

Figure 2: General OD Framework of Planned Change (Cummings & Worley, 2015)
A Model for Assessment
For the purposes of assessing an organization’s readiness and capacity for adoption or expansion of online
learning, this article draws primarily from the OD activity of diagnosing.
“In this stage of planned change, the client system is carefully studied. Diagnosis can focus on understanding
organizational problems, including their causes and consequences, or on collecting stories about the organization’s
positive attributes. The diagnostic process is one of the most important activities in OD. It includes choosing an
appropriate model for understanding the organization and gathering, analyzing and feeding back information to
managers about the problems or opportunities that exist” (Cummings & Worley, 2015, 29).
The diagnostic/assessment model developed by Cummings and Worley is based on principles and theories of
organizational development and change (OD) and shares commonalities with other popular OD models, such as
Kotter’s Organizational Dynamics (Kotter, 2012), Galbraith’s Star Model (Galbraith, 1995), Nadler and Tushman’s
Congruence Model (Nadler & Tushman, 1997) and Weisbord’s Six Box Model (Weisbord, 1978). The model is
designated as the “Comprehensive Model for Diagnosing Organizational Systems” (Cummings & Worley, 2015, p.
94), shown in ﬁgure 3 below.

Figure 3: Comprehensive Model for Diagnosing Organizational Systems (Cummings & Worley, 2015)

The OD-based diagnostic model is divided into three broad categories:
Inputs, which constitutes the human and non-human resources from the organization’s external environment.
These can come from the General Environment (e.g. social, technological, economic, regulatory and
political), the Task Environment (e.g. suppliers, competitors) or the Enacted Environment (e.g. the
observation and perception of the external environment by members of the organization).
Design Components, which include the major areas of an organization’s internal environment that
transforms inputs into outputs. This category includes Strategy (how the organization utilizes its resources to
meet its goals); Structure (how the organization is organized to meet its goals); HR Systems (how the
organization obtains and utilizes its people to meet its goals); Technology (how the organization uses its
tools and techniques to meet its goals) and Culture (the basic assumptions, values and priorities of the
organization’s members).
Outputs, which are the measures by which an organization’s effectiveness and success are determined.
Adapting the OD Model
Just as there are multiple models for classifying higher education institutions--including public, private, for-proﬁt,
two-year, four-year, graduate, doctoral, bricks & mortar, virtual, etc.—there are multiple ways to establish or
expand online learning for different institutions (Miller, Benke, Chaloux, Ragan, Schroeder, Smutz & Swan, 2014;
Piña, Lowell & Harris, 2017). Online programs vary widely in their structure, organization, mission and functions
(Shelton & Saltsman, 2005). While OD is generally thought to be a process for improving organizations in
business and industry, Cummings and Worley (2015) have demonstrated its successful use in health care, public
schools and public-sector organizations. Below is an adaptation of the Comprehensive Model for Diagnosing
Organizational Systems speciﬁcally for inputs, design components and outputs relevant to the assessment of
capacity and readiness for establishing or expanding online learning at a college or university.
Inputs/External Environment
Students
What are their characteristics, demographics?
What are their goals?
What are their challenges?
Community/employers
Who are the largest, most signiﬁcant employers?
Which are likely growth industries?
What are the employer, economic development, community education and service learning needs?
Regulatory environment (federal, state)
Are there existing or upcoming laws/regulations that could affect the institution’s online education
operations and/or growth
Is the state restricting what online programs institutions can offer (to address in-state competition)?
Is the state a participant in NC-SARA compact for state regulation of online programs?
Fiscal restraints
Is the institution in enrollment decline?
Is the institution experiencing a decline in revenue/funding?
Is the institution undergoing extreme austerity measures?
Does the institution have funds to invest in building up capacity to expand online education?
Accreditation
Is the institution in compliance with accreditation standards and distance educational policies and
guidelines?
Will the establishment/expansion of online education be considered a substantive change by the
accrediting agency?
Will both institution and programmatic accrediting agencies be involved?
Competition
Who are the institution’s closest competitors in terms of proximity and programs offered?
Who are the institution’s local and national competitors in the online arena?
Design Components/Internal Environment

Strategy
What is the mission of the institution? How does online learning ﬁt into the institution’s mission?
What are leaders’ main reasons for deciding to pursue online learning?
Who is the target student audience? Is there an intention to educate geographically remote students
who do not come to campus?
Has retention of online students been considered--will there be online-speciﬁc services? Will online
students have to compete with on-campus students for services? Are their institutional processes,
procedures or policies that assume that students will come to campus?
Organization/structure
How are new programs, degrees, innovations, etc. determined?
Where does leadership envision online learning ﬁtting within the organizational structure? How will it
interact with the institution’s educational technology, center for teaching and learning, information
technology, academic affairs (Provost) and academic departments/schools/colleges?
What kind of authority/decision making ability will the organizational leader over online learning
have?
Who will gather assessment data & monitor compliance for regulations and accreditation?
HR/Human Capital
Faculty – Are online faculty predominately full or part time” What is the institutional culture of
faculty (level of autonomy, openness to innovation & change, relationship with administration, role of
union/collective bargaining/shared governance)? How is online work factored into load, promotion
and tenure decisions? Are thought leaders/inﬂuencers in favor of or resistant to online learning?
Academic support – Will there be instructional designers, faculty training and technical support
available for faculty and course development?
Student support – Are there provisions for online library services, advisement, tutoring and technical
support for online learners? Will the same people be supporting on-campus & online students? How
will you keep online students from becoming 2nd class citizens?
Leadership – Who will be the “teeth”? What if there is resistance, can online education be
“stonewalled” by resistant administrators, faculty or staff?
Infrastructure/Technology
Is the LMS self- or vendor-hosted? Who administers and supports the LMS? Is the LMS
organizationally under IT or Academic Affairs?
Is there sufﬁcient bandwidth and network stability?
How are supporting technologies/3rd party vendor products obtained and supported?
Culture
Is there a high satisfaction with the status quo?
Is there a culture of innovation and a willingness to take risks?
Is online education supported by executive, managerial and faculty ranks?
Are their internal political considerations that must be addressed?
Outputs
Outputs for higher education institutions adopting or expanding online learning include numbers of enrolled
students, transferability of credits, student retention rates, graduation rates, employment of graduates, student
satisfaction and accreditation (Shattuck, 2014).
Alternative Solutions
The OD-based Comprehensive Model for Diagnosing Organizational Systems adapted above is comprehensive.
However, it is not the only option for assessing organizational capacity and readiness for online learning. For
several years, various assessment models and methods have been proposed by professionals from inside and
outside academe.
An early model for assessing organizational readiness for e-learning is provided by Haney (2002) and is based
upon a framework and survey to identify organizational goals, needs, motivators, resources and constraints. This is
done via a series of seven checklists with ten questions per checklist. The checklists are categorized as 1) Human
Resources, which deals primarily with the management of the employee records and processes; 2) Learning
Management System, is concerned primarily with the tracking and enrollment capabilities of the system; 3)
Learners, which establishes how employees access the system; 4) Content, which covers the technicalities of how

the system delivers, scores, prints and manages content; 5) Information Technology, dealing with the technical and
infrastructure requirements to run the program; 6) Finance, which focuses on institutions costs of e-learning and 7)
Vendor, which includes vendor services, support and quality. Advantages of Haney’s model include the fact that it
considers the organization from multiple perspectives and that the 70 survey items tend to be heavily oriented
toward the learner’s experience. However, the model emphasizes technical course-related items throughout the
seven checklists and, in the process, excludes important non-course items, such as the external environment
(inputs), organization, strategy and culture. As a tool for institutional assessment of capacity and readiness for
online learning, Haney’s model, while very useful, ends up being less comprehensive than the OD-based model.
Bandiru and Jones (2012) propose a framework for executing distance education programs based on principles of
project management, which they deﬁne as “the process of managing, allocating, and timing resources to achieve a
given goal in an efﬁcient and expeditious manner” (p. 160-161). The framework includes a step-by-step process
for implementation of the framework that includes: 1) Identiﬁcation, which is the process for identifying the need
for distance education; 2) Deﬁnition, which involves identifying goals and strategies for distance education; 3)
Planning, encompassing program expectations, quality control strategies, organizational communication and the
selection and delivery of technology-based instruction; 4) Organizing, where the responsibilities and tasks of
individuals involved with distance education are determined and mapped; 5) Resource Allocation, the process in
which people, funding, materials, equipment, facilities, and services are allocated; 6) Task Scheduling, in which
the various activities (e.g. classes, resources, instructors, and bandwidth) are scheduled and deployed, typically
using a software-based system; 7) Tracking, which “entails reporting and auditing the performance of the DE
program to ensure that DE operations are aligned with the plans, goals, and institution standards” (p. 159); 8)
Control, where decision makers review the data gathered and make decisions regarding the success of the program
and 9) Phase-out, where actions are taken to improve the program. In terms of the total number of activities
undertaken, the project management-based model goes farther than the OD-based model, as the former is both a
diagnostic and an implementation model, while the latter is exclusively a diagnostic model, relying upon
additional OD-based models for designing interventions and managing change (Cummings & Worley, 2015). As a
diagnostic tool, the project management-based model provides less guidance and is less robust than the OD-based
model, although Bandiru and Jones do include a useful case study as an example of how the model can be
implemented.
The e-Learning Maturity Model (Marshall, 2011) applies the continuous improvement paradigm of capability
maturity models (Paulk, Curtis, Chrissis & Weber, 1993) to an online learning context. The model considers 35
different processes that are assessed within the context of six dimensions: 1) Learning, which includes processes
that directly impact on pedagogical aspects of e-learning; 2) Development, which includes processes surrounding
the creation and maintenance of e-learning resources; 3) Support, which includes processes surrounding the
support and operational management of e-learning; 4) Evaluation, which includes processes surrounding the
evaluation and quality control of e-learning through its entire lifecycle; and 5) Organization, which includes
processes associated with institutional planning and management (Marshall, 2011, p. 68). While the e-Learning
Maturity Model does not include all of the process that occur within the OD-based model (e.g. inputs, outputs,
strategy and culture) it is a true diagnostic model and is a viable and comprehensive alternative to the OD-based
model.
Another notable example for assessing online learning readiness is from Aydin and Tasci (2005) who developed a
survey instrument designed to offer a more simpliﬁed approach appropriate for programs in developing countries.
The survey consists of four areas for evaluation: technology, innovation, people self-development. Its greatest
strength is in assessing the capability and readiness of the people who will be developing, supporting and utilizing
the distance learning program. While this could be an effective way to assess institutional capacity and readiness
for institutions with access to few resources, it does not measure up well compared to the other models highlighted
in this section.
Recommendations and Implementation
There are many worthy models available for assessing the capacity and readiness of an institution to establish or
expand a program of online learning. In comparison to other established models and solutions, the OD-based
Comprehensive Model for Diagnosing Organizational Systems developed by Cummings and Worley appears to
provide a more robust, viable and inclusive assessment solution and is the model recommended by this report.
The model is best implemented via a series of interviews with representatives from key stakeholder groups,
including top academic/administrative leadership, support staff, faculty and students. Qualitative data are gathered
and analyzed to determine common trends and to identify whether there is a shared vision for online learning

among the shareholder groups or whether interpersonal or group intervention processes are necessary to achieve
consistency and cooperation (Cummings & Worley, 2015).
Possible outcomes of the assessment of institutional capacity and readiness for online learning are:
The institution has the internal capacity to develop or expand its online learning program and is ready to do
so.
The institution has substantial internal capacity, but is lacking one or more essential components or
functions which need to be added or enhanced before it is ready to fully develop or expand its online
learning.
The institution lacks the internal capacity to develop or expand its online learning program and is not ready
to do so at the present time.
Implementation of the assessment ﬁndings will be determined according to the institutional mission, the goals and
priorities of the institution’s leadership and whether the overall culture of the institution will support the
development or expansion of online learning (Miller, Benke, Chaloux, Ragan, Schroeder, Smutz & Swan, 2014).
For institutions whose assessment concludes that they do not have the internal capacity to develop a new online
education program or effectively scale their existing programs, alternative solutions do exist. One solution is to
enhance the internal capacity through investments in personnel, infrastructure or technology. If, for example, the
decision is made to venture anew into online learning, there will be a need to establish a process for the design and
development of online courses, which will include hiring instructional designers skilled in online course
development and delivery. A college or university that wishes to expand its operations and offerings to include
fully online programs for students outside its geographical area will need to invest in an infrastructure of student
services and technical support to accommodate the unique needs of learners who may never set foot on campus.
An alternative to performing all operations, services and support completely in-house, is to outsource one or more
functions to a third–party e-learning vendor, such as Learning House or Pearson Embanet, or to a local consulting
or solutions ﬁrm, such as an instructional design group or I.T. solutions provider. Several colleges and universities
use third-party vendors to, in essence, run their online education programs, as the vendors handle program and
course development, marketing, student recruiting, technical support and reporting. The typical model for this type
of arrangement involves revenue sharing, with the vendor receiving a percentage of tuition and/or fees paid by the
students. An advantage of this approach is a relatively quick start-up time, as the vendor supplies the personnel,
courses, materials and expertise needed to establish and operate the program.
Leaders and faculty at a higher education institution may be wary of turning over so much control (and revenue) to
third-party vendors and may have concerns that their online programs might be merely copies of programs that the
vendors are providing for other colleges and universities (Riter, 2017). There may also be the fear that if the
partnership with the full-service vendor were ever to be discontinued, the vendor could “pack up the program and
go,” leaving the institution and its learners without any program at all.
A less invasive alternative is to use a third-party vendor to provide a more limited number of services in areas for
which the institution does not have sufﬁcient capacity, such as providing instructional design support for course
development, after-hours helpdesk/technical support, admission and retention services or data analytics reporting.
This hybrid approach (i.e. mostly in-house with outsourcing only in areas that the institution lacks capacity) has
the advantage of giving the institution the time to build up its internal capacity, while it can still offer its own
online programs—rather than someone else’s—to its learners.
All indications are that online learning will continue to increase in ubiquity across higher education. Colleges and
universities that do not currently offer online courses will likely do so in the not-too-distance future. Institutions
that now offer only online courses will undoubtedly expand to online diploma, certiﬁcate and degrees later. In an
era of declining higher education enrollments and long-established colleges having to shut their doors, most
colleges and universities are looking for strategies to increase the size of their student bodies. By using one of the
models presented in this report to perform a systematic assessment of its internal capacity and readiness to
establish or expand online learning, institutions may be able to avoid costly mistakes.
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