Supporting Kentucky’s eLearning Ecosystem

Strategic Plan of the Kentucky Virtual University: 2006-2009

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Exceeding the Vision

Kentucky’s eLearning ecosystem has grown dramatically since 1997.  In that year the framers of the Kentucky Virtual University (KYVU) foresaw significant growth and opportunity for technology to increase access, efficiency, and effectiveness in postsecondary education.  Nine years later the realization of this vision is evident across the nation – the South – and in Kentucky.  

Nationally, enrollments in distance learning courses have risen.  Even in 2000-01, the last national analysis, the number had risen to 3.1 million from 1.7 million in 1997-98.
  In 2005, 62.5 percent of all postsecondary education institutions offered online courses to undergraduates.  In the 16 states of the Southern Regional Education Board (SREB) the penetration was even higher at an impressive 69 percent.
  In Kentucky all of the public postsecondary education institutions offer online undergraduate instruction.  And Kentuckians are increasingly taking advantage of distance learning.  Between fall 2002 and fall 2005 the number of students taking all their courses at a distance rose by 48 percent.  In the 2004-05 academic year 55 percent of all students receiving a degree or credential had taken at least one distance learning course during the previous four years.

Describing Kentucky’s eLearning Ecosystem

The scope of technology’s impact on education is increasing.  Technology enables unprecedented levels of cooperation, sharing, and leveraging of expertise and resources changing once discrete roles and services into multi-partner collaborative opportunities.  The mix of providers developing and delivering instruction online and the range of learners who can access it are broad, diverse, and increasing almost geometrically with the increasing use of technology supported learning.  Therefore, the use of the terms “eLearning” and “ecosystem” are a deliberate description and expansion of how KYVU must position itself to catalyze continued development and growth in Kentucky’s eLearning ecosystem.   

The term “eLearning” or “electronic learning” encompasses a broad range of technologies used to teach. Using this term connotes an explicit inclusion of a much broader range of instructional activities, concerns, and opportunities with those of distance learning.  While distance learning is certainly a prominent subset of eLearning, this term also aggregates uses of technology to support learning on-campus, at work, and at home as well.

Describing Kentucky’s postsecondary education environment as an “ecosystem” is also intentional.  In biological terms an ecosystem is a complex, dynamic community of individual groups, interacting with each other as a functional unit, plus the environment in which they live and react.  Kentucky’s eLearning ecosystem is no different.  Across the virtual campus, traditional “silo” activities of instructional design, development, delivery, and support are becoming increasingly consortial.  From competency-based objectives to sharable content objects to course development teams – today’s best practices in technology-supported instruction require coordination and collaboration.  The result is a rapidly evolving symbiosis of innovation and potential integration that constantly challenges communities to reevaluate and rediscover their role in the ecosystem that is Kentucky eLearning.

KYVU’s Role in Kentucky’s eLearning Environment

The state’s official virtual campus opened its doors to students in the fall of 1999. KYVU partners with institutions and state agencies creating targeted entryways into online learning.  Use of KYVU services has grown from less than 300 students in that opening semester to 55,964 in the fall of 2005. Of these, 42,426 were served by Kentucky academic institutions.  Enrollment in the not-for-credit courses offered within the KYVU infrastructure rose to 13,538.  For the 2005-06 academic year, KYVU received and addressed 50,150 calls and emails through its Call Center and technical helpdesk services.  On average, students who use KYVU services are 34 years old, about 70 percent of them are female, and over 75 percent are from a rural county.  Even more significant, 28 percent of all students receiving a degree or credential in 2004-05 had taken at least one distance learning course supported by KYVU.

When KYVU was established, online learning was in its infancy.  Few institutions had the Internet-based instructional experience, basic software, training, and technology services needed to teach online.  During this incubation period KYVU provided statewide coordination and program development support, and became a service provider acquiring and providing applications and services to support integrated, statewide access to online learning.  This included licensing and operation of course management software and the creation of  the Kentucky Virtual Library.   KYVU became an eLearning “utility.”  

A model of Kentucky’s postsecondary education eLearning environment during this period would resemble a pyramidal structure with KYVU leading statewide efforts and broadening out into individual institutional efforts (figure 1).
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Figure 1

Significant growth in Kentucky’s eLearning ecosystem resulted from a combination of efforts including those of KYVU and the discrete and confederated efforts of postsecondary education institutions and state agencies.  From the epicenter of distance learning for the comprehensive universities as originally envisioned, KYVU has become a supporter of statewide lifelong learning opportunities for a variety of academic, professional development, literacy, and workforce development instructional partners creating an integrated and distributed eLearning ecosystem. This has meant changes to KYVU services and new partners not originally envisioned in 1997, including partnerships with Kentucky Adult Education, Education Professional Standards Board (EPSB), the Kentucky Virtual High School, Kentucky GEAR UP, Early Childhood Development, the Office of Employee and Organizational Development (OEOD), and the Kentucky Department of Criminal Justice Training.  The new model of Kentucky’s eLearning ecosystem reveals a significantly more symbiotic, collaborative, and interdependent model (figure 2).
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Figure 2

The needs for KYVU services are changing as the enterprise matures.  The need for KYVU to be an eLearning utility is diminishing while the need for KYVU to support growth and innovation in Kentucky’s eLearning ecosystem is increasing.  Development of this strategic plan confirmed that while some newer partners still need such basic services as Web sites, course management software, and registration capabilities, many others have become their own utilities, expertly managing applications like course management systems as core, mission-critical, production services.  

Working with a broad spectrum of Kentucky’s eLearning experts over the past 12 months (see Appendix G: KYVU Strategic Planning Milestones & Future Timeline), KYVU has revisited and updated its vision, mission, and goals to reflect the changing needs, expectations, and opportunities of its constituencies.   The strategic planning effort has included input from multiple constituencies.  These groups included faculty, students, and representatives of Kentucky’s secondary, postsecondary, and state agency education communities.  The result is the forward-looking revised KYVU mission directing Kentucky’s virtual campus to serve less as a utility and more “as a statewide advocate for access to learning through technology, a convener of partners that use resources effectively, and a catalyst for innovation and excellence in eLearning.”  

� 	Learning Opportunities: Distance Education at Postsecondary Institutions.  NCES, 2004.


� 	Growing by Degrees: Online Education in the United States, 2005.  Sloan Consortium (Sloan-C), March 2006.
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