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Abstract

The purpose of this qualitative study was to examine the Distance Learning Quality [ssues published by
the American Assembly of Collegiate Schools of Business International (AACSB-International) to
document the various characteristics that high-quality online courses must possess. A content analysis
methodology was employed to examine the seven quality issues to develop a high-quality framework to
assist business schools’ faculty and administrators and other educators in planning, designing, evaluating,
and continually revising online courses.

Introduction

A significant growth in the demand of online courses has resulted in a major increase in the number of
online courses being delivered (Allen & Seaman, 2010, 2013). This unprecedented growth, however, has
brought several challenges. For instance, ensuring quality in online courses has proven to be a significant
challenge and, as a result, has become a major focus in online and distributed education today (AACSB-
International, 2007; Moore & Kearsley, 2012).

Much formal, scientific research has been conducted on online learning. For instance, some researchers
(Tallent-Runnels et al., 2006) wrote a comprehensive review of literature related to online learning. Yet,
other researchers (Gaytan, 2007a, 2007b, 2008a, 2008b; Gaytan & McEwen, 2007) have focused on
student and faculty perceptions of online teaching and learning. However, more research is needed that
focuses on quality issues in online courses (AACSB-International, 2007) because high-quality online and
distributed education programs "can fundamentally change the way schools compete for students,
especially part-time students. A school that develops distance learning programs usually increases the
scale and scope of its offerings" (AACSB-International, 2007, p. 3).

Guidelines for quality issues in online education have been developed by AACSB-International (2007)
and should be used by "educators who design, construct, and deliver distance learning programs as a
source of ideas to ensure quality programs" (AACSB-International, 2007, p. 3). This study will examine
the AACSB-International's Distance Learning Quality Issues to document the various characteristics that
high-quality online courses must possess. The goal is to develop a high-quality framework to assist
business schools' faculty and administrators and other educators in planning, designing, evaluating, and
continually revising online courses.

Purpose of Study

The purpose of this qualitative study is to examine the AACSB-International's Distance Learning Quality
Issues to document the various characteristics that high-quality online courses must possess. A content
analysis methodology will be employed to examine the seven quality issues to develop a high-quality
framework to assist AACSB-accredited business schools’ faculty and administrators and other educators
in planning, designing, evaluating, and continually revising online courses. Specifically, this study will
seek answers to the following research questions:

1. What are the AACSB-International's Distance Learning Quality Issues?



2. What recommendations could be given to faculty and administrators, housed in AACSB-accredited
business schools, to assist them in the effective integration of these quality issues into teaching
practices to deliver high-quality online courses?

This study’s findings and discussions will assist AACSB-accredited business schools’ faculty and
administrators, as well as other educators, in gaining a better understanding of the characteristics that
online courses must possess to be considered of high quality.

Literature Review

The AACSB-International's Distance Learning Quality Issues document was first written in 1999 and
revised in 2007 by an AACSB-International Task Force appointed by the AACSB-International Board of
Directors. It emerged from the recognition by AACSB-International's Board of Directors of the great
importance of online teaching and learning in business education and charged the Task Force to provide
quality guidelines for online education to assist business schools' faculty and administrators in developing
high-quality online education programs and assessing the success of such programs (AACSB-
International, 2007).

Low-quality online education programs have resulted in lower student retention in such programs than in
traditional, face-to-face counterparts (Liu, Gomez, Khan, & Yen, 2007; Stanford-Bowers, 2008; Terry,
2007), which has become a major educational concern (Allen & Seaman, 2013). In order to respond to
this challenge, faculty and administrators in business schools must understand that the demographics of
online learners (e.g., older, family and work responsibilities) are much different from those present in the
face-to-face learning environment, making it very challenging to apply existing high-quality models,
designed for the face-to-face classroom, to online students (Rubin, 2013; Street, 2010).

Students claim that both internal and external factors affect the quality of an online course and, therefore,
the likelihood of remaining in that course. Regarding internal factors, student motivation and self-
efficacy are two key factors. External factors, on the other hand, have to do with environmental
influences, such as organizational and family support (Street, 2010; Jones & Meyer, 2012). For example,
Liaw (2008) conducted a study that developed and tested a high-quality model for developing online
learning that included three factors: learner's self efficacy, interactive environments, and multimedia
formats. Findings revealed that self-efficacy (i.e., self-directed behavior and autonomy) was the most
important contributor in predicting online student satisfaction with the quality of the online course.

Several learner-centered educational theories and approaches have been found to offer insight into the
characteristics of a high-quality online course. Among them are: social integration (Tinto, 1975);
constructivism (Khare & Lam, 2008; Magnussen, 2008); situational and authentic learning (Correia &
Davis, 2008; Khare & Lam, 2008); and transformative learning (Correia & Davis, 2008; Stanford-
Bowers, 2008).

Gaytan (2008a) found that teachers did not have a good understanding of effective ways to integrate the
Internet into their teaching practices. As a result, he presented a research-based and -validated framework
to guide instructors in such integration. Gaytan (2006) recommended the development of a framework
for planning, designing, delivering, and assessing distance education, using the reputable work of the
American Psychological Association (APA Task Force on Distance Education and Training in
Professional Psychology, 2002).

Three years later, Gaytan (2009) presented this framework based upon the nine domains that constitute
the principles of good practices in distance education developed by APA. These domains "were chosen
because they are research-based and -validated principles that provide an integrated framework of all
factors affecting e-learning, allowing a thorough understanding of the way human beings learn" (p. 70).
The nine domains included:

(1) Access; (2) Interactions within the Learning Community; (3) Faculty Support; (4)
&Student Support; (5) Curriculum and Instruction; (6) Evaluation and Assessment; (7)
Institutional Context and Commitment; (8) Facilities and Finance; and (9) Library and
Learning Resources. (Gaytan, 2009, p. 70)



However, more research is needed to determine the characteristics of high-quality online courses with the
goal of developing a high-quality framework to assist educators, particularly business schools' faculty and
administrators, in planning, designing, evaluating, and continually revising online courses.

Methodology

This qualitative study will employ a content analysis methodology to examine the AACSB-International's
Distance Learning Quality Issues to document the various characteristics that online courses must possess
to be considered of high quality, increasing the probability of student academic success. A content
analysis methodology will be used to examine the seven quality issues to develop a high-quality
framework to assist educators, in general, and business schools’ faculty and administrators, in particular,
in planning, designing, evaluating, and continually revising online courses. Content analysis has been
defined as “a detailed and systematic examination of the contents of a particular body of material for the
purpose of identifying patterns, themes, or biases” (Leedy & Ormrod, 2012, p. 142). Generally, content
analysis includes the following steps (Leedy & Ormrod, 2012):

1. The specific material to be studied is identified by researcher. If material is small, it is studied in
its entirety. If it is large, a random sample is used and the material is broken down into more
manageable parts that are analyzed separately. In this study, AACSB-International's Distance
Learning Quality [ssues were identified.

2. Researcher defines the traits or qualities to be examined. In this study, the traits or qualities to be
examined are the characteristics that online courses must possess to be considered of high quality,
according to AACSB and an extensive literature review.

3. Researcher scrutinizes the material to find and document the various characteristics that online
courses must possess to be considered of high quality, based upon the material under scrutiny (step
2).

4. Researcher interprets data. This last step may involve quantitative analyses (Johnson &
Onwuegbuzie, 2004).

Findings and Discussion

Findings related to the two research questions under scrutiny will be presented in this section. The seven
AACSB-International's Distance Learning Quality Issues include the following items: (1) mission, (2)
students, (3) faculty, (4) curriculum and learning issues, (5) instructional resources, (6) intellectual
contributions, and (7) business and institutional relationships (AASCB-International, 2007). As each
quality issue is presented and discussed, recommendations will be given for its effective integration into
teaching practices to deliver high-quality online courses in an attempt to develop a high-quality
framework for the delivery of online education.

1. Mission

Faculty and administrators in a business school must first determine the mission of its school's online
program to ensure that it aligns well with both the school's and the university's mission. The main issue is
that a business school must ensure that its online program contributes to the high-quality, face-to-face
educational programs. Problems may occur when a business school's online program decreases the value
of other programs (AACSB-International, 2007).

For instance, a business school's online program may have a mission to provide an opportunity to gain
educational access to a diverse group of individuals otherwise unable to take advantage of such
educational opportunity (AACSB-International, 2007; Allen & Seaman, 2013; Gaytan, 2009). This
mission, however, must be consistent with the school's and the university's mission. While the increase in
bandwidth and Internet connectivity in the community (Gaytan, 2008b) and the decrease in costs
associated with distance learning hardware and software have contributed to the increase in online course
offerings, several access-related challenges remain, such as disabled individuals being reached by the
online program; full-time employees with hectic work and family schedules; and individuals living in
rural areas that have, if any, limited access to technology (AACSB-International, 2007; Allen & Seaman,
2013; Larreamendy-Joerns & Leinhardt, 2006). In addition, while online courses satisfy students’
demand for convenience (Gaytan & McEwen, 2007; McEwen & Gaytan, 2006; Moore & Kearsley,



2012), Gaytan (2009) found that students living in remote areas or those considered physically-challenged
had very limited access to online education. The mission of the business school and that of the university
may include the allocation of funds to the online program to respond to the access-related challenges
effectively.

The following recommendations are offered to assist business schools' leadership teams in the effective
integration of mission-related issues into planning, designing, delivering, and assessing online programs
to ensure they are of high quality (AACSB-International, 2007):

B. A business school must create a plan for the development of the mission and implementation
strategies of its online program that must involve the following stakeholders: online and face-to-
face students, faculty, administrators, and employers located in the online program's service area.
The perceptions, experience, and expertise from these stakeholders should assist a business
school’s leadership team in the effective development of program content, delivery of instruction,
assessment of costs, and understanding of timing issues. A business school must systematically
solicit input from these stakeholders to ensure proper planning, designing, delivery, and assessing
of an online program to ensure that its online program is of high quality.

C. The mission of the online program must be consistent with the mission embraced by both, the
business school and the university. That is, a business school must articulate the way its online
program emerged from, and contributes to, the mission of the business school and that of the
university. To this end, a business school must identify the student learning outcomes of the
online program and courses. Then, an assessment process must be in place to ensure that learning
activities, that are connected to the student learning outcomes, are designed by online instructors,
completed by online students, and evaluated by instructors using well-designed assessment rubrics
to ensure that students have achieved the stated course learning outcomes. Closing-the-loop
activities must be designed by a business school's leadership team to ensure that the online
program's weaknesses are determined and addressed systematically to engage in continuous
improvement efforts. In short, student learning outcomes, instructional activities, and assessments
must be linked.

D. Based upon the mission of the online program, a business school must analyze the characteristics
of the student population to be served by the online program and determine the various needs that
must be met to achieve an effective and efficient online program. This way, a business school
should be able to articulate the uniqueness of its online program and the way it serves its unique
student population.

E. A business school’s leadership team must have significant commitment to its online programs and
courses. To this end, the leadership team must establish a strong educational infrastructure that
includes policies, procedures, and proper funding. Most institutional policies for online courses do
not include course development, training, support, and evaluation (Gaytan, 2009; Tallent-Runnels
et al., 2006). In terms of funding, the costs associated with online education are enormous
because state-of-the-art online technologies are very expensive. In addition, faculty members
should be compensated for developing and delivering online courses because of the significant
amount of time it takes to plan, design, and deliver an online course. Course reductions, financial
and other types of incentives, and a faculty support system require significant additional funding
by a business school. Regarding a faculty support system, it should take the form of a consulting
team comprised of online technology technicians, online distribution and site administrators, and
library personnel that constantly and consistently provide assistance to online instructors. For
instance, "redesigning a course to fit the online framework is not an easy process because it may
require the expertise from various individuals (e.g., technology and pedagogy experts) and
countless resources" Gaytan (2009, p. 69). This belief is also held by other researchers (Lin,
Dyer, & Guo, 2009; McQuiggan, 2007). The costs associated with the establishment of this online
faculty support system are extremely high, quite often unknown to a business school's leadership
team. For this reason, a business school's leadership team must engage in benchmarking efforts
against existing online learning programs at comparable institutions to determine online programs
costs and overall best practices for the delivery of online education. Problems "will continue to
emerge anytime that there is a difference in the way online and face-to-face faculty are treated
regarding academic qualifications, workloads, class size, intellectual property, research
opportunities, salary, incentives, recognition, and merit and promotion review criteria" (Gaytan,



2009, p. 72).

F. Quite often, there is a conflict between a business school's leadership team and online faculty
instructional issues that must be addressed. While online faculty are thinking about ways to
improve the quality of their online courses, business schools' leadership teams may have other
priorities such as being able to remain competitive (Gaytan, 2009). For instance, while
administrators view online education "as a way to remain competitive and to increase college
visibility and enrollment, faculty perceived online education as a time-consuming instructional
delivery mechanism unable to support and promote student learning outcomes" (Gaytan, 2009, p.
67). In addition, "while colleges have embraced online education to respond to pressures from the
external environment, the adoption of online instruction has been guided by a vision that is based
upon unsubstantiated beliefs and assumptions and has taken the status of myth" (Gaytan, 2009, p.
67). For example, some business schools' leadership teams may want to increase enrollment and
reduce costs by placing a large number of students in an online course. However, a faculty
member would struggle significantly because of the amount of time required to be invested in
teaching such a large online course. In this scenario, learning outcomes may not necessarily be
achieved by the online students (Gaytan, 2009). In summary, a business school's leadership team
must focus on instructional quality and not so much on cost savings and remaining competitive.

2. Students

Faculty and administrators in a business school must inform the students that the online experience
requires a different kind of attitude and disposition toward learning to be successful. Business school
personnel must be able to articulate very clearly the demands and expectations of online courses and
communicate them to the students in a constant and consistent manner. Most students are not aware of the
fact that, in order to be successful in an online course, they must manage and control their own learning
far more than in a face-to-face learning environment. In other words, students must be mature enough to
be able to assume more responsibility for their own learning, be flexible, take more of a lead in asking
questions and seeking assistance, and understand that technology fails and they must plan accordingly
(AACSB-International, 2007).

Faculty and administrators in a business school must monitor students enrolled in online courses at
various intervals during a given term to ensure that the challenges that students are experiencing are
addressed properly and timely. The following recommendations are offered to assist business schools'
faculty and leadership teams in addressing student-related issues effectively:

A. The demands and expectations of online courses must be communicated to the students before the
course actually begins to allow students an opportunity to engage in some type of training
activities. For instance, students must be aware of the type of technology that they must have
access to be successful in an online course and the fact that some online courses require a few face-
to-face mandatory meetings to

B. Many academic administrators have "embraced a vision of online education that is based upon the
assumption that students acquire technological skills, required by today’s global economy, by
participating in online courses.... because technology has experienced unprecedented advances,
many individuals claim that online education technology has fostered advances in student learning.
This claim is unsubstantiated because technology, by itself, does not have much of a positive
impact on student learning" (Gaytan, 2009, p. 68-69). Rather, it is the way online technologies are
used and the type of instructional activities that make a difference in student learning (Lamb,
2006). Consequently, student training must include critical learning areas such as online team
collaboration and interaction strategies and the proper use of online technologies required to
implement those strategies effectively. In addition, online students must be trained in the
following areas: course registration process, financial aid, cost and payment policies, and online
Helpdesk access and dynamics.

C. A centralized online Helpdesk must exist to ensure that students have access to immediate
assistance when needed. Because student support is key in the success of online instruction, a
business school must write policies and guidelines related to technical support for students (Jones
& Meyer, 2012; Tallent-Runnels et al., 2006). The online Helpdesk must be staffed with
competent individuals (e.g., online technology technicians, Web designers, database managers,



graphic designers, and instructional designers) able to provide around-the-clock support to students
(National Education Association, 2008).

3. Faculty

Business school administrators must first gain faculty commitment to online teaching and learning. It is
highly recommended to begin "with the involvement and development of a small cadre of faculty who
are highly respected by their peers. These early-entry faculty then can become resources to assist the
development of additional faculty" (AACSB-International, 2007, p. 8). This small group of faculty
members must be composed of technology-driven instructors with a clear understanding of their roles as
developers of student-centered learning environments in which they are the facilitators and designers of
learning experiences. The following recommendations are offered to assist business schools' faculty and
leadership teams in addressing faculty-related issues effectively:

A. The initial investment in technology and faculty and student support and training represents a
major financial commitment.

B. Decisions related to pedagogical issues must not rest on individuals responsible for the technical
aspects of online education. Instead, these decisions must be made by excellent instructors.
However, these instructors must be trained. Therefore, the small group of faculty members
selected must undergo training related to the online learning environment in "critical pedagogical
issues such as effective and efficient delivery of instruction, proper use of communication tools,
effective assessment techniques, and the importance of feedback" (Gaytan, 2009, p. 69). Training
must focus in the effective planning, designing, delivering, and assessing of online courses. In
addition, instructors must learn how to evaluate their teaching effectiveness as it relates to the
achievement of online course learning outcomes by their students. Furthermore, training should
also

C. Upon active participation of online learning environment training by the small group of faculty
members, the next step is to convince and train skeptical faculty members.

D. A business school's promotion and tenure guidelines and reward systems must reflect the heavy
demands placed on faculty involved in the online teaching experience.

4. Curriculum and Learning Issues

Once every faculty member teaching online courses receives the appropriate training discussed in # 3
above, curriculum decisions must be made and instructional delivery mechanisms chosen. Each faculty
member must pay attention to student various learning styles (Larreamendy-Joerns & Leinhardt, 2006;
Lin, Dyer, Guo, 2009). The following recommendations are offered to assist business schools' faculty and
leadership teams in addressing curriculum and learning issues effectively:

A. Each faculty member must be able to clearly articulate course content and the way it will be
delivered through various technologies. Then, each faculty member must clearly establish student
learning outcomes, design instructional activities linked to those student learning outcomes, and
develop rubrics to assess whether or not students achieved the learning outcomes. The instructional
activities must include meaningful tasks that motivate students to engage in higher-order level
thinking strategies. These types of tasks allow students to analyze, summarize, and generate new
ideas, becoming active learners. Each faculty member must continuously search for instructional
technology that represents the best fit to teach the knowledge or skill represented by the learning
outcomes. However, technology, by itself, will not improve online teaching and learning. Instead,
instructional practices have the most impact on teaching and learning. Each faculty member must
understand that "self-teaching is not the essence of online education" (Gaytan, 2009, p. 71).
Campus technology must be compatible with student technology. A business school's
administrative team must constantly and consistently evaluate online technology being used to
ensure continuous improvements and that it adapts to the demands placed by students and the
outside world.

B. Faculty teaching online courses must receive assistance from online instruction specialists in the
effective development and delivery of an online course. In addition, assistance in the area of
assessment is highly recommended (Southern Region Education Board, 2008). For instance,
assessing students' work in an online course requires a more continuous and systematic approach



than the one used in a face-to-face course. Examples of effective assessment techniques include
“projects, portfolios, self-assessments, peer evaluations, weekly assignments with immediate
feedback, timed tests and quizzes, and asynchronous type of communication using the discussion
board” (Gaytan & McEwen, 2007, p.129). Assessment integrity must be sought by ensuring that
testing procedures possess adequate security.

C. While the interaction with a student working alone is typically asynchronous, group interaction is
typically synchronous. Group members should be given an opportunity to meet online at
designated days and times to engage in planning their activities. In both cases, interaction must be
dynamic, assessed, and take place constantly and consistently because it has a direct impact on
student achievement (Gaytan, 2006; 2007a; Moore & Kearsley, 2012; Tallent-Runnels et al.,
2006). In short, “every effort should be made to ensure a high-level of interaction between
students and faculty and among students” (Gaytan & McEwen, 2007, p. 130).

5. Instructional Resources

The success of online courses in a business school depends upon the availability of resources (AACSB-
International, 2007). The following recommendations are offered to assist business schools' faculty and
leadership teams in addressing issues related to resource availability effectively:

A. Students must be trained in the proper access to library databases, course registration services,
bookstore services, and academic advising. In addition, students must receive training in the
effective use of distance learning technologies, including course management systems

B. Because instructional resources are critical to student success in an online course, they must be
evaluated regularly and become an essential part of budget, policy development, and strategic
planning considerations and decisions.

6. Intellectual Contributions

A business school's leadership team must clearly articulate ownership issues, including royalties, rights
and privileges, and use and distribution of materials developed for the online learning environment
(AACSB-International, 2007). The following recommendation is offered to assist business schools'
faculty and leadership teams in addressing curriculum and learning issues effectively:

A. A business school's leadership team must develop clearly stated policy related to intellectual
property, including licensing and compensation, for materials either developed or used by any of
its faculty members. This policy must be communicated to any faculty member that will become
involved in the online teaching experience. A form must be signed by both, the faculty member
and the institution, to ensure that both parties understand issues of intellectual contributions. This
way, if a faculty member decides to accept an employment offer from another business school or
educational institution, both parties would know what constitutes a violation of such intellectual

property policy.
7. Business and Institutional Relationships

A business school's leadership team must form relationships with other educational institutions and
business organizations to provide off-campus support to faculty and students. The goal is to provide
support services that mirror those delivered on campus (AACSB-International, 2007). The following
recommendations are offered to assist business schools' faculty and leadership teams in addressing issues
of business and institutional relationships effectively:

A. All logistics related to the formal relationships between a business school and outside parties must
be established before the delivery of online courses. For instance, mutual expectations (i.e., rights
and obligations) must be clearly articulated. Both parties must clearly agree upon issues related to
instructional tools, technology infrastructure, faculty and student support, program management
and promotion, and assurance of learning, among others.

B. In the event that a business school enters into a partnership with a business organization to deliver
customized versions of already existing degree programs to that organization's employees, "it
should be delivered in a manner and quality that would allow students to transfer credits between



the corporate and open programs" (AACSB-International, 2007, p. 14).
Conclusion

This study employed a content analysis methodology to examine the AACSB-International's quality issues
in distance learning and provided recommendations for their effective integration into online instructional
practices to deliver high-quality online courses. First, the mission of a business school's online program
must be consistent with both the school's and the university's mission. The mission of the business school
and that of the university may include the allocation of funds to the online program to respond to the
access-related challenges effectively.

Second, students taking online courses must clearly understand that they must manage and control their
own learning far more than in a face-to-face learning environment in order to succeed in online courses.
By "manage and control their own learning," this researcher means that students must be intellectually
ready to assume more responsibility for their own learning, be flexible, take more of a lead in asking
questions and seeking assistance, and understand that technology fails and that backup plans must be in
place.

Third, a business school's administrators must first gain faculty commitment to online teaching and
learning. The idea is to select a few technology-driven faculty highly interested in the online learning
environment and willing to undergo training in the effective design and delivery of online instruction.
These faculty members would then motivate other faculty to enter the online learning arena and undergo
training in this area. Fourth, faculty teaching online courses, once trained, must make curriculum
decisions and select instructional delivery mechanisms, paying attention to student various learning styles.
Fifth, students must be trained in the proper use of instructional resources, including access to library
databases, course registration services, bookstore services, and academic advising. In addition, students
must receive training in the effective use of distance learning technologies, including course management
systems (e.g., Blackboard). Instructional resources must be evaluated regularly and become an essential
part of strategic planning considerations and decisions.

Sixth, a business school's leadership team must clearly articulate issues related to ownership, such as
royalties, rights and privileges, and the use and distribution of materials developed for the online learning
environment. Seventh, a business school must form meaningful relationships with other educational
institutions and business organizations to provide off-campus support to faculty and students to provide
support services that mirror those delivered on campus.

Business schools must engage in appropriate planning, designing, evaluating, and continually revising
their online courses to ensure instructional quality. The process of teaching and learning is far more
important than the technology by itself. Consequently, business schools' faculty and administrators must
evaluate their online programs and courses based on the manner teaching and learning are being enhanced
and not by the technological components of the online learning environment.

Highly effective online institutional structures must be developed in order to effectively respond to the
challenges of online education. For instance, Gaytan (2009) claimed that:

Progressive online multimedia environments will continue to facilitate the effective
delivery of online instruction because they provide the dynamics involved in high-quality
instruction. For instance, well-designed Internet-based instructional models will continue to
flourish because they support problem solving and allow detail-oriented instructional
guidance using highly structured tasks. Issues of plagiarism; authentication of the learner;
confidentiality; integrity of student records, programs, and course materials; reliability;
privacy protection; security; and safety must be addressed. (p. 73)

Business schools' faculty and administrators must understand that many individuals continue to challenge
the quality of instruction delivered in online courses. These individuals continue to claim that online
education must be required to demonstrate levels of quality found in face-to-face courses. However, these
levels of instructional quality have been seldom found in traditional, face-to-face learning environments
(Gaytan, 2009). In other words, online courses must not be required to be “at least as effective” than their



face-to-face counterparts. They should be required to advance the scholarship of teaching and learning.
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