
 Online Learning In Higher Education 
The Impact on Learning Outcomes & Costs 

1 | P a g e  
Case Study www.onlineedureport.org Central Washington University 
 

       
 
 
CASE STUDY 
 
 
Natalie Lupton 
Associate Dean 
Central Washington University 
 
 
Dr. Lupton is the Associate Dean of Graduate Studies and Research at Central Washington 
University. Natalie’s specialty areas include; IT leadership in management education, online 
learning and psychosocial development of online and adult learners. 
 
The origins of Central Washington University (CWU) date back to 1891, however university 
status was granted in 1977 (formerly a college). CWU is a publicly assisted university offering 
undergraduate and graduate degrees and has four colleges. CWU and located close to Seattle, 
Washington and enrolls some 10,200 students.  
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LAUNCHING THE PROGRAM 
 
We have just started implementing a Master’s of Science in Information Technology in 
Administrative Management. This is a one year master’s program. We work on a ten-week 
quarter system (fall, winter, spring and summer), therefore, students take three classes every 
ten weeks and they can complete the program online in one year.  
  
We have built this master’s program based upon our experiences with the online undergraduate 
degree. Therefore, we started with an in-class degree however, we then following the trend in 
the market of students wishing to complete an online degree. However, although we created the 
same content and outcomes a new curriculum was built with different assessments because we 
always have to stick with the outcomes that are approved. Therefore, we keep the outcomes 
and changed the format so that it goes into our learning management system (Canvas 
(previously Blackboard). We have a specific outlook for each class and the students know if 
they’re in-class that it will be looked and function in the same way. 
 
The master’s program will have 10 modules and for each module they will be one assignment 
per week. We started by looking at the outcomes together with the professors and the course 
leads for each of those sections (area/topics) that we have in the program. Therefore, they are 
selecting the content, and designing the assessments based on the previously defined 
outcomes.   
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For each specialization, we have capped the number of students at a maximum of 20. With time 
we will find out if that is too many or not enough based on students graduating and their 
feedback. Therefore, we will maintain the 20 student cap on this master’s program in order to 
retain quality in the classes. In our undergraduate program we have up to 45 students in each 
online class. However, we brought that number down to 20 in the master’s program in order that 
the professors can get to know the students better and also provide more of a one-on-one 
learning experience. Furthermore, we wanted to maintain quality in grading of assignments 
because students require a considerable amount of feedback on their research projects. 
Professors might be reading 20-40 different written assignments and once again students need 
and expect one-on-one feedback and high quality feedback appropriate for a master’s degree 
level. 
 
QUALITY CONTROL (2:31) 
 
The course leads and professors created the content and they looked at the outcomes. In that 
process they may change the assessments for that particular environment (course context). 
One of the biggest challenges has been to change the mindset of faculty to consider going into 
online delivery mode (for the master’s program). However, we have been lucky because we 
have been doing online education for about 10 years in our university (undergraduate) and now 
many of the faculty we are attracting to the program are accustomed to teaching online. 
Furthermore, our faculty tenure-track requirements state that faculty has had to deliver some 
teaching online to qualify for tenure. Therefore, we no longer need to train most of the faculty.  
 
Course quality is also controlled by our Office of Multi-MOODLE Learning. That office evaluates 
online quality. Therefore, they are looking at every course before it goes live and also during the 
life of that course. In that way we can be assured that particular requirements are met. 
Furthermore, after each class students fill-out a feedback form of how that class went. Students 
are very honest with that feedback and they tell us for example; did the professor provide 
enough feedback, did they like the discussion boards and those types of things. Therefore, we 
have many different ways to figure out if we’re doing the right things, at the appropriate quality 
level and in this way we try to be as consistent as we can be. However, sometimes the faculty 
member may come in and try to do something totally different with a course and that can be a 
challenge. 
 
LEARNING OUTCOMES (3:54) 
 
Regarding learning outcomes, it is too early to determine for the master’s degree because it has 
been launched just this year. However, with the undergraduate degree we have a grasp on that, 
we know the process and we are able to change or not change certain things every year. 
Therefore, this is one thing that we evaluate together with the faculty. In that discussion we 
consider issues such as; do we get rid of a particular class in our core area, do we need a 
wireless class in our undergraduate core. Therefore, most of those issues are related to creating 
the class or moving the class over to online depending where it needs to be offered and in 
which degree area. 
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Our undergraduate in-class students are young (18, 19, 20) – traditional age. However, our 
online students are older working adults in their upper 20s, 30s, 40s, all the way up to 60s. 
Therefore, that is a different student as well and we have to adjust for that audience. As far as 
retention rates, I don’t have that exact data; although we do collect that data. However we do 
pretty well with retention because with the data we can see if someone is not registering and in 
those cases we go out and follow-up on what’s going on. The system is also monitoring 
student’s grade-point-averages (GPA) and we provide good advising support when the GPA 
goes down. The system flags students in those cases and they are asked to come in for 
advisory support. 
 
CHALLENGES (5:18) 
 
Be ready for anything and stick with it and just be confident in what you believe in and that this 
will work. Furthermore, always try to figure out what the administration wants and then tie 
together the needs of the industry, the needs of the students and the needs of the university. 
However, sometimes that is very difficult to achieve. You must dream for the impossible. 
 
This whole experience has been a steep learning curve because a lot of things had to happen 
across the university simultaneously. Furthermore, one of the big challenges before launch was 
that we had a lot of applicants ask a lot of questions. We could answer the majority of those but 
for some we had to go out into the university to find the answers. Another challenge was getting 
everything approved by the university, including funding and also the curriculum development. 
There are so many people involved in the process in both of those areas (funding & curriculum) 
and that slowed us down. However, we did learn from that experience however, on occasion we 
got a little bit nervous here and there that someone was going to say “No” along the way. 
Fortunately, that did not happen and because we had compiled a thorough needs analysis and 
ran the quantitative numbers we got through the whole process and here we are now. We had a 
goal of 40 students to come online in the first cohort and we’ve exceeded that. We now have 47 
students of which 40 are online and the other 7 are in the traditional classroom.  
  
 
LINKS 
 
Central Washington University:  
http://www.cwu.edu/  
 
Online Education in the USA:  
http://www.onlinelearningsurvey.com/reports/changingcourse.pdf  
 
Open Educational Resources In U.S. Higher Education: 
http://www.onlinelearningsurvey.com/reports/openingthecurriculum2014.pdf 
 
2015 Grade Level: Tracking Online Education in the United States 
http://www.onlinelearningsurvey.com/reports/gradelevel.pdf 

 
FURTHER INFORMATION: 
Dr. Gerard L. Danford 
gerard.danford@haaga-helia.fi 
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