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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 
 

The University of North Carolina serves two principal purposes: 

 

 to provide educational opportunities, at the university level, to the people 

of North Carolina; and 

 

 to enhance the future economic, societal, cultural, and personal well-being 

of the people of North Carolina. 

 

The academic programs conducted or proposed to be conducted on a given campus 

represent that campus’ judgment as how to best pursue these two purposes. 

 

 During the last 20-25 years, the University’s attention to the second purpose has 

evolved so that it now has campus-wide importance at each institution.  With the 

adoption of the recommendations of the UNC Tomorrow Commission, its importance has 

been appreciably enhanced. 

 

 Through its constituent campuses, the University currently offers slightly more 

than 1,900 degree-granting academic programs.  Since the University assumed its current 

structure in 1972, there has been a net gain of only109 academic programs, or an average 

of fewer than three per year.  As will be discussed in what follows, however, this modest 

growth is now challenged by the large number of new program proposals precipitated by 

campus responses to the recommendations of the UNC Tomorrow Commission.  

 

 At this point in time, “unnecessary program duplication” does not appear to be a 

serious problem within the University.  This is principally due to a demanding process for 

the consideration, review, and approval of new programs and a fairly rigorous process for 

reviewing the productivity of existing programs.  However, both of these processes 

warrant careful evaluation and strengthening if “unnecessary program duplication” is not 

to become a problem in the future—perhaps in the new future.  Justification for this 

opinion and related recommendations are given in the body of this report. 

 

 The demand for higher educational services will continue to grow in North 

Carolina.  How effectively and efficiently the University responds will be greatly 

impacted by the nature of the evolution of online education.  As presented in the report, 

this is a topic that warrants University-level action, including deliberation and policy-

setting by the UNC Board of Governors. 

 

 In summary, the University of North Carolina does not have an “unnecessary 

program duplication” problem at the current time.  However, the emergence of such a 

problem within the next several years is a distinct possibility.  The report presents 

recommendations that, if adopted, will help ensure that it doesn’t. 
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I. WHY DOES THE UNIVERSITY OF NORTH CAROLINA EXIST? 

 

 A study of a University-wide topic such as “unnecessary program duplication” 

should be guided by an understanding of why the University of North Carolina exists.  

That understanding can be aided by reviewing certain documents readily available at 

www.northcarolina.edu.  Excerpts from those documents especially pertinent to this 

study follow: 

 

 Article IX of the Constitution of the State declares: “The General Assembly shall 

maintain a public system of higher education…” 

 

 The Higher Education Reorganization Act of 1971 “asserted the basic objectives 

and purposes for the University of North Carolina: to foster a well-planned and 

coordinated system of higher education, to improve the quality of education, to 

extend its benefits, and to encourage an economical use of the state’s resources.” 

 

 As part of a comprehensive mission review conducted in 1992, the UNC Board of 

Governors adopted a general mission statement for the University that was 

incorporated into statute in 1995.  That mission is “to discover, create, transmit, 

and apply knowledge to address the needs of individuals and society.  This 

mission is accomplished through instruction…; through research…; and through 

public service, which contributes to the solution of societal problems and enriches 

the quality of life in the State.  In the fulfillment of this mission, the University 

shall seek an efficient use of available resources to ensure the highest quality in its 

service to the citizens of the State.” 

 

 The UNC Tomorrow Commission, which issued its report in December 2007, was 

given the following charge: 

 

“The University of North Carolina is dedicated to the service of North Carolina 

and its people.  In order to efficiently and effectively fulfill its three-pronged 

mission of education, research and scholarship, and public service in the 21
st
 

century, the University should proactively anticipate and identify the needs facing 

our state over the next 20 years and, consistent with its mission, develop and 

implement responses to those needs.” 

 

 With those statements as a backdrop, perhaps the purposes of the University can 

be summarized as follows: 

 

 To provide educational opportunities, at the university level, to the people of 

North Carolina. 

 

 To enhance the future economic, societal, cultural, and personal well-being of the 

people of North Carolina. 

 

http://www.northcarolina.edu/
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For most of the history of the University, its purpose was fairly well contained in 

the first statement with, perhaps, “young people of North Carolina” being substituted for 

“people of North Carolina.”  Today, of course, the University embraces responsibility for 

providing educational opportunities to people of all ages. 

 

Although the second purpose has long been pursued through health-related and 

“land grant” activities, that purpose has emerged as having University-wide, and campus-

wide, importance during the last 20-25 years.  More recently, it has been given enhanced 

importance by the adoption of the recommendations of the UNC Tomorrow Commission. 

 

Programs conducted—or proposed to be conducted—on a given campus represent 

that campus’ judgment as how best to pursue the two purposes stated above.  Through 

them, the contributions of the campuses of the University of North Carolina are 

demonstrated worldwide. 
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II. WHAT IS A “PROGRAM?” 

 

 In pursuing the purposes stated in the previous section, each campus provides 

instruction, research and scholarly work, and public service.  It does so through programs 

and other activities, some structured and some not.  For example, NC State provides a 

structured instructional program at the baccalaureate level in electrical engineering.  UNC 

Charlotte provides public service through structured projects conducted by its Urban 

Institute.  An English professor at UNC-Chapel Hill conducting research on an 18
th

 

century British writer is providing research, but probably not through a structured 

program. 

 

 Although a campus might have structured, or at least formally organized, 

programs of instruction, research, and service, the research and service programs 

generally derive from the instructional programs.  An example can be found in the area of 

real estate at UNC Charlotte.  An undergraduate instructional program in business 

administration was initially put in place.  Over time, that led to the development of a 

concentration in real estate taught by faculty with expertise in that area.  Those faculty 

were expected to do research and to be engaged with the real estate development 

community.  Ultimately, a Center for Real Estate with a Board of Advisors was formed to 

support the research and the community engagement.  If there had been no instructional 

program, faculty with expertise in real estate would not have been appointed and 

subsequently engaged with research and service activities, many through the Center for 

Real Estate. 

 

Assumption: The contents of this report on “unnecessary program duplication” will 

focus on structured, instructional programs. 

 

 As of spring 2011, there were slightly more than 1,900 “structured instructional 

programs” listed in the UNC Academic Program Inventory.  The approximate 

distribution by level is as follows: 

 

   Baccalaureate  1,000 

   Master’s     700 

   Doctoral     200 

 

 Each program is assigned a CIP code defined by the National Center for 

Educational Statistics (NCES), which is responsible for collecting and presenting 

statistical data and information for the nation.  As noted on the Center’s web site 

(www.nces.ed.gov), “The Classification of Instructional Programs (CIP) provides a 

taxonomic scheme that supports the accurate tracking and reporting of fields of study and 

program completion activity.” 

 

 Although two programs with the same CIP code should initially be viewed as 

duplicative, a further look at the content of the programs is generally warranted before a 

conclusive statement can be made.  Some academic disciplines are highly segmented by 

http://www.nces.ed.gov/
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NCES, whereas others are not.  The following gives the number of subdivisions (CIP 

Codes) for some common academic disciplines: 

 

No. of CIP Codes Discipline 

  

  9              History 

 17              Mathematics and Statistics 

 27              Psychology 

 54              Engineering 

 82              Foreign Language, Literatures, and 

             Linguistics 

100               Education 

 

Assumption: Academic Programs with the same CIP code will be viewed as 

duplicative unless a review of the programmatic content shows 

otherwise. 
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III. ACADEMIC PROGRAM OFFERINGS WITHIN THE UNIVERSITY 

 

 If the University of North Carolina is obligated to pursue the two purposes stated 

previously, then the addition of new programs should be anticipated as the campuses 

strive to respond to changing societal and personal needs.  For the same reason, the 

elimination of some existing programs should also be expected.  As indicated in the 

following table, the “adding and winnowing” of academic programs within the University 

of North Carolina has been underway since the current system was formed. 

 

TABLE I 

Actions by the UNC Board of Governors 

July 1972 – October 7, 2011 

 

 Established Discontinued 

Bachelor’s 341 281 

Master’s 304 226 

Doctoral 103  26 

     Subtotal: 748 533 

Associate     0  19 

Intermediate (CAS & EdS)                         0                       87 

     Total: 748 639 

 

 

 This net growth in the number of academic programs offered by the University 

over nearly 40 years does not appear excessive given the factors that reasonably influence 

those offerings.  Obviously, the overall “body of knowledge” has grown, and continues to 

grow, in size and in complexity.  If structured programmatic offerings reflect this “body 

of knowledge,” a net growth in the number of programs should be anticipated.  For 

example, no campus offered degree programs specifically in nanotechnology in 1972. 

 

 The University serves a state in which every sector is increasingly complex and, 

therefore, increasingly dependent on higher education.  That complexity and dependence 

drive growth in program offerings, especially at the graduate level.  This can certainly be 

seen over the last ten years.  TABLE II shows the number of programs established and 

discontinued, by level of degree, for each of these ten years. 

 

 The net growth in the total number of programs over the last decade has been 

modest—fewer than three a year.  However, most of this growth has been at the doctoral 

level.  While a more rapid growth at this level would reasonably derive from the 
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increasing complexity of our society, as will be discussed in Section IV, care must be 

taken in the University’s new-program approval process to ensure that the authorization 

of new programs at this level is fully compatible with the approved missions of the 

affected campuses and that it reflects statewide considerations. 

 

 In summary, the University should be expected to continue adding new program 

offerings in the future as it strives to properly serve its students and state.  However, 

acceptance of this view does not imply anything about the role of a specific campus in 

providing those offerings.  That role will be influenced by a number of factors, the most 

prevalent being how online education evolves within the University.  (A section devoted 

to online education will follow in this report.) 
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TABLE II 

Actions by the UNC Board of Governors 

July 1, 2001 – October 7, 2011 

Established 

Year B M I D TOTAL 

2010-2011 6 9  3 18 

2009-2010 13 15  5 33 

2008-2009 0 1`  0 1 

2007-2008 14 11  5 30 

2006-2007 21 13  5 39 

2005-2006 33 19  4 56 

2004-2005 15 11 1 9 36 

2003-2004 19 11  5 35 

2002-2003 10 16  8 34 

2001-2002 12 7  2 21 

Total: 124 113 1 46 303 

 

Discontinued 

Year B M I D TOTAL 

2010-2011 39 23  2 64 

2009-2010 1 5  0 6 

2008-2009 40 30 2 5 77 

2007-2008 1 3  0 4 

2006-2007 4 2  1 7 

2005-2006 20 18 4 2 44 

2004-2005 6 4  0 10 

2003-2004 3 19  0 22 

2002-2003 5 2  0 7 

2001-2002 9 4  0 13 

Total: 128 110 6 10 254 

 

Associate of Arts Degrees        15 

Post-Baccalaureate Degree Programs        8 

Grand Total:          277 
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IV. ESTABLISHING AND DISCONTINUING PROGRAMS 

 

 At this point in time, “unnecessary program duplication” does not appear to be a 

major problem within the University because there has been a demanding process for the 

consideration, review, and approval of new programs and a fairly rigorous process for 

reviewing the productivity of existing programs.  However, both of these processes 

warrant careful evaluation and perhaps strengthening if “unnecessary program 

duplication” is not to become a problem in the future—perhaps in the near future.  

Justification for this view is provided in what follows, as well as associated suggestions. 

 

New Program Review Process 

 

 With the 1972 restructuring of the University of North Carolina, each campus was 

assigned an academic mission formally approved by the Board of Governors.  That 

“assigned mission” provided boundaries within which a campus could propose new 

degree programs and, if approved, could offer those programs.  For example, in 1990, the 

missions assigned to UNC Charlotte and to North Carolina A&T State University did not 

include doctoral work.  Hence, neither campus could request permission to plan a 

doctoral program, even if a good argument might be made as to why such a program 

should be offered. 

 

 Although there had been some individual adjustments to the assigned missions of 

the campuses, there had not been a broad review of those missions prior to 1991, when 

President Spangler and the Board of Governors engaged a team of outside consultants to 

conduct such a system-wide study.  One outcome of that review was an expansion of the 

missions assigned to UNC Charlotte and NC A&T to include doctoral work.  The Board 

of Governors approved that expansion of missions in the spring of 1992. 

 

 At that time, adjustments were also made to the missions assigned to other UNC 

campuses and, over the years, additional adjustments have been approved.  Nonetheless, 

those “assigned missions” continued to provide fairly rigid boundaries for the academic 

programs proposed and delivered by the various campuses until UNC Tomorrow. 

 

 The UNC Tomorrow report pretty much opened the floodgates for the new 

program proposals.  The campuses were charged with finding new ways to respond to 

current and future state needs and to the educational needs of enrolled students.  This led 

to over 200 new programs being identified as needed.  As of June 2011, 43 program 

proposals were under review by the Office of the President.  Twenty-five of these 43 

were at the doctoral level, some submitted by campuses not previously engaged in 

doctoral work. 

 

 In many ways, the impact of the UNC Tomorrow report has been very positive for 

the state.  There is no question that the campuses are now more focused on understanding 

and responding to the current and future needs of North Carolina.  However, identifying a 

community or regional need that can be met with a new academic program does not 

necessarily justify approving that program.  Just as with a new road that might benefit a 
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particular community, it’s a matter of weighing the cost and benefit against the cost and 

benefit of responding to the needs of other communities and regions in the state. 

 

 If the assigned mission for a campus previously determined what new programs it 

could propose, can it now be said that new programs approved determine the new 

assigned mission?  If so, then the order is wrong.  The mission should drive the program, 

and not vice versa. 

 

 Appendix A presents the University’s Policy on Academic Program Planning.  

The first sentence in the second paragraph is as follows: 

 

“Campuses shall continue to have a lead role in identifying academic program 

needs and in formulating proposals to meet those needs.” 

 

Recommendation:  In determining what programs a given campus can propose, 

the role of the mission formally assigned to that campus should be strengthened. 

 

 A first step would be to modify the above sentence so it would now read, 

 

Each campus shall continue to have a lead role in identifying academic program 

needs and, when those needs can be responded to with programs consistent with 

the campus’ assigned mission, formulating proposals for those programs. 

 

 

With the decrease in staffing resulting from recent budget cuts, the Office  

of the President does not have adequate staff to handle, in a timely manner, the large 

number of program proposals it is now receiving. 

 

Recommendation:  The Board of Governors should delegate to the Office of the 

President the authority to approve a request to plan a program when that program 

is clearly compatible with the historic mission of the proposing campus and when 

the associated costs appear to be modest.  Such approvals shall be routinely 

reported to the Board of Governors, along with the justification for those 

approvals. 

 

 It has now been 20 years since there has been a system-wide review of assigned 

campus missions.  If those assigned missions are to clearly and effectively define 

boundaries for academic program proposals, a new system-wide review is likely needed. 

 

Recommendation:  Consider a system-wide review of the missions formally 

assigned the campuses.  Such a review should utilize a team of outside 

consultants.  The goal would be to arrive at an aggregation of campus missions 

that, in total, best meet the current and future needs of North Carolina. 
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 Even if a broad system-wide review of campus missions is not desirable in the 

near future, any substantial expansion of program offerings by discipline or level of 

degree should be preceded by a state-level evaluation of need and how that need might 

best be met.  An example would appear to be engineering.  There is clearly a growing 

need for technical education in North Carolina.  Given the substantial incremental cost of 

new engineering programs that can achieve specialized national accreditation, careful 

attention should be given to how that need can most efficiently be met.  It might be time 

to repeat the statewide study of engineering education that was conducted several years 

ago. 

 

 An expansion of program offerings at the doctoral level warrants particular study 

because of cost and the unique nature of doctoral work.  In a given discipline, the content 

of a master’s program is generally a smooth extension of the contents of the bachelor’s-

level program.  For example, it is not uncommon for a specific course to be dual listed as 

undergraduate and graduate.  However, the addition of a doctoral program is not an easy 

or simple extension of the master’s program.  Unlike most master’s programs, a doctoral 

program is research-based.  While doctoral program requirements routinely include 

additional course work, the central program requirement is the dissertation.  The topic for 

the dissertation normally derives from discussion with faculty who are engaged in 

research and therefore knowledgeable about the “frontier of knowledge” in the discipline.  

For a faculty member to then properly guide and assist the student’s dissertation research, 

that faculty member must be an active researcher.  Hence, the implementation of a 

doctoral program must be preceded by the assembling of faculty who are conducting 

publishable research in that discipline. 

 

Recommendation:  Any substantial expansion of program offerings by discipline 

or level of degree, especially at the doctoral level, should be preceded by a state-

level evaluation of need and how that need might best be met. 

 

Process for Reviewing Existing Programs 

 

 The University of North Carolina has had in place a fairly rigorous process for 

reviewing existing programs since 1995.  The most recent review took place in the fall of 

2010 and the resulting report, submitted to the Board of Governors in February 2011, is 

provided in Appendix B.  As stated in the first sentence, “The UNC Board of Governors 

has the statutory responsibility to review academic programs biennially to identify those 

programs that are of low productivity or low priority or are unnecessarily redundant.” 

 

 The process implemented to carry out this responsibility utilizes degree 

production thresholds to identify programs subject to further review.  For example, a 

bachelor’s degree program offered by a campus is flagged if “the number of degrees 

awarded in the last two years is 19 or fewer—unless upper division enrollment in the 

most recent year exceeds 25, or degrees awarded in the most recent year exceed 10.” 
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 Using such program productivity criteria, the fall 2010 study identified 264 

programs that warranted further review.  That review utilized materials submitted by 

affected campuses and took into consideration factors such as “centrality to the 

institutional mission, high societal need, regional uniqueness,” and so forth.   

 

 The outcome was the elimination of 60 degrees that previously had been listed in 

the University’s Academic Program Inventory.  This included 36 baccalaureate, 22 

master’s and 2 doctoral programs.  The specific programs are listed in Appendix B. 

 

 As part of this study, recent activities in a number of states were reviewed. 

Appendix C presents a brief summary of some of those activities, which reveal that the 

UNC methodology for reviewing existing programs is very similar to what has recently 

been used in Missouri and Louisiana.  In Missouri, the Governor charged the Department 

of Higher Education (MDHE) with “conducting a statewide review of all degree 

programs at our public institutions.”  The MDHE used productivity thresholds to identify 

programs that would receive detailed analysis by the state department.  As presented in a 

February 2011 report, these thresholds resulted in 438 programs being selected for 

detailed analysis.  Broad criteria were then used by MDHE for that analysis. (See the 

notes on Missouri for further detail about the outcome.) 

 

 In Louisiana, the Board of Regents recently initiated and oversaw a review of 

academic programs.  Also using productivity thresholds, the staff identified 456 “low 

completer programs” and charged the various campuses with conducting a self-review 

and, for each program, submitting “a proposition and justification for one of the 

following actions: 

 

 1. Termination; 

 2. Consolidation; 

 3. Continuation or Maintenance.” 

 

As indicated in the notes on Louisiana, through action by the Board of Regents this past 

April, 109 programs were terminated and 189 consolidated. 

 

 The three distinct steps in the UNC methodology and what was used in Missouri 

and Louisiana are as follows: 

 

 Program productivity is the parameter used to identify those academic 

programs subjected to detailed evaluation. 

 

 The detailed evaluation is conducted by a central entity using general 

criteria, including consideration of program duplication and materials 

submitted by the campuses. 

 

 The implementation of the results follows interaction with the campuses, 

but is finally accomplished, directly or indirectly, by a central entity. 
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While UNC conducts its review every two years, those recently 

done in Missouri and Louisiana appear to have been one-time reviews precipitated by the 

recent economic downturn. 

 

Internal Campus Reviews 

 

 Although the UNC review process has served effectively to “winnow” under-

performing programs in recent years, it can be strengthened.  One area where attention is 

warranted relates to what the campuses do internally.  While each campus is likely to 

have a process in place for periodically reviewing programs, it is also likely that these 

campus processes vary considerably.  Some may be associated with strategic planning, 

some related to institutional and specialized accreditation, and so forth.  Still, they vary in 

purpose, criteria, timing, and probably rigor. 

 

Recommendation:  The Office of the President, working with the campus 

leadership, should develop common criteria and other characteristics for internal 

campus reviews that include attention to program productivity.  The campuses 

should then develop and present for approval internal campus review processes 

that are shown to incorporate these criteria and other common characteristics. 

 

 If this recommendation is accepted, it should be recognized that any internal 

review process of this type is particularly burdensome to a campus because of the 

necessary involvement of large numbers of faculty, staff, and administrators.  Although 

the adoption of the “common criteria and other characteristics” should be required, the 

campuses should be permitted flexibility in determining the specifics of the review 

process.  Even though the University-level program productivity review is biennial, that 

is too frequent for the campuses to be required to conduct the internal reviews.  The 

appropriate frequencies should be a topic for discussion with the campuses. 

 

 Very comprehensive internal reviews are currently underway at NC State and 

UNC Greensboro.  While no specific review process is being recommended here for 

systemwide adoption, the lessons learned by these two campuses will be of great value if 

the above recommendation is accepted. 

 

 The NC State Strategic Realignment initiative is an extensive campus undertaking 

with the stated goal of achieving greater effectiveness and efficiency throughout the 

institution.  Although other topics such as organizational structure are subjects of this 

review, considerable attention is being given to academic programs.  For example, 

undergraduate programs have been flagged for detailed evaluation based on five variables 

including enrollment, number of applications, degrees awarded, SAT scores, and 

selectivity.  An undergraduate program is flagged if it is in the lowest quartile in two or 

more of the five variables.  For graduate programs, seven variables are used.  Programs 

are flagged if they fall in the bottom quartile for five of the seven variables or are 

“identified as programs of greatest concern in the analysis of specific attributes…” 
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 The programs identified during this first step will undergo a more detailed 

evaluation during the 2011-2012 academic year.  However, it is not obvious that 

duplication or programs offered by other campuses will be specific considerations. 

 

 Although this particular part of the Strategic Alignment initiative falls under the 

Provost, all aspects of the process have involved faculty and staff.  Programs identified 

for elimination and consolidation will ultimately be submitted to the President and Board 

of Governors for final action. 

 

 UNC Greensboro has initiated a highly structured, internal program review 

process based on the work of Robert Dickeson, as presented in his book, Prioritizing 

Academic Programs and Services.  It may well be the most sophisticated and thorough 

review ever undertaken by a campus of the University of North Carolina. 

 

 Extensive quantitative data is collected for each academic program.  For each 

college, the information for its programs is provided to a committee of staff, students, and 

a majority of faculty.  That committee must then segment all college programs into three 

categories, with Group 1 consisting of those programs with the highest ranking. 

 

 The findings of the college review committee will be forwarded to a University 

Program Review Committee comprised principally of faculty and academic 

administrators, with faculty again being a majority.  The report of this committee will go 

to the Provost and “shall make recommendations that one-third of all programs it reviews 

(plus or minus one) be (1) discontinued, (2) curtailed; (3) combined with other UNCG 

programs; (4) combined with other UNC system programs; or (5) continued with budget-

neutral interventions to address program quality, functions and demand, or efficiency.”  

Hence, the topic of program duplication is to be considered. 

 

 The recommendations of the Provost are to be submitted to the Chancellor and 

then to the Board of Trustees in the spring of 2012.  The Chancellor will then submit 

recommendations to the President and Board of Governors for consideration and final 

action.   

Again, the University of North Carolina has had in place a fairly rigorous process 

for reviewing existing programs since 1995.  Although it has been recommended that 

internal campus review processes be evaluated and perhaps strengthened, the University-

level process warrants no more than “tweaking.”  Some suggestions for that “tweaking” 

follow: 

 

 Consider increasing the program productivity thresholds so that more 

programs are subjected to detailed evaluation. 

 

 Review the criteria currently used for that detailed evaluation with the 

Chancellors, and perhaps Chief Academic Officers, with the goal being a 

broadly understood and accepted prioritization of those criteria. 
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 Engage the Board of Governors early in the discussions about the criteria 

and their prioritization, given that Board approval must ultimately be 

sought for any modifications to the current process. 
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V. ONLINE EDUCATION 

 

 As discussed in Section III, the demand for higher education in North Carolina 

can be expected to continue to grow.  That growth in demand will be dispersed 

geographically.  The University’s response will be to expand services in the form of 

academic programs, as well as outreach service activities.  The rate and degree of this 

expansion and its associated cost effectiveness will be highly dependent on the nature of 

the evolution of online education offered by the University of North Carolina. 

 

 One of the great strengths of the University is the degree of academic autonomy 

afforded to each campus.  This results in many very smart people working every day to 

identify new and better ways to serve North Carolina.  It also has resulted in each campus 

having different admission policies, academic calendars, course numbering, registration 

procedures, grading policies, degree requirements, and so forth.  It would not be incorrect 

to describe the University as a confederation of strong academic institutions. 

 

 This academic autonomy served the state very well until technology connected us 

and took each institution off campus.  Consistent with normal practice, this technology 

led to each campus developing its own online education offerings governed by campus-

specific policies, procedures, and internal politics.  The aggregation of campus-specific 

policies and procedures is an irrational system-wide set of policies and procedures for 

online education. 

 

 President Ross is providing explicit support to an effort by his staff and faculty 

leadership to improve the delivery of online education in North Carolina.  That effort is 

guided by a working paper presented in the spring and entitled UNC ONLINE.  The 

opening paragraph of the paper, which is provided in Appendix D, states the following: 

 

In the decade since internet-based courses became widespread, each UNC 

institution established a unique online presence.  At varying rates, campuses 

developed their own internal mechanisms for offering online courses, programs, 

and degrees, funding course and program development, collecting tuition and 

fees, and providing academic support services.  Although this method of 

expansion allowed each campus to meet the academic needs of its students, little 

sharing of best practices occurred and extensive duplication of effort resulted. 

 

 The paper proceeds to offer a number of worthwhile recommendations for 

improving the current policy structure.  While adoption of those recommendations would 

certainly yield improvement, the result would likely be an improved, but still flawed, 

system-wide policy structure.  Later in this section, an alternative approach will be 

discussed that might be pursued in parallel with actions based on the recommendations of 

the UNC ONLINE paper. 

 

 As is apparent, various elements of a proposed online program, including the 

anticipated service area, can differ from those of the same program that might already be 

offered on the campus.  Accordingly, any proposed online program should continue to be 



 18 

subject to the normal review and approval process for new programs.  Likewise, existing 

online programs should be considered as distinct academic programs in the biennial 

program productivity review process. 

 

Online Programs vs. Online Courses 

 

 While the focus of the campuses has been the development of online programs,  

online courses are also available to students formally admitted to a degree program at a 

specific campus.  This is the same as for face-to-face courses taught on that campus.  The 

program, the courses, and the student are “owned” by the campus. 

 

 Can a student enrolled at one UNC campus take an online course offered by 

another UNC campus?  The bureaucratic hurdles are so great that such cross-enrollment 

is seldom accomplished.  These hurdles are illustrated by the particular policies and 

procedures that govern a student from another campus (home institution) who desires to 

take an online course offered by UNC Charlotte (visited institution). 

 

 Student must be approved by the home institution to take an online course(s) 

through UNC Charlotte. 

 

 Student must then be approved by UNC Charlotte. 

 

 After the approval process is complete, the student will be admitted to UNC 

Charlotte by the Registrar’s Office as a visiting student. 

 

 There is no application fee. 

 

 The Office of the Registrar will register the visiting student into the online 

course(s) provided space is available in the class. 

 

 All courses offered by UNC Charlotte through the UNC Online Program are 

100% online courses. 

 

 The visiting student is subject to UNC Charlotte’s tuition and fees. 

 

 Visiting students will not receive a bill. All payments are made online. 

 

 The visiting student is responsible for payment of all charges in full by the due 

date regardless of any pending Financial Aid to be received at their home 

institution. 

 

 The visiting student is subject to the same refund schedule as all UNC Charlotte 

students should they decide to drop or withdraw from a course. 

 

 The visiting student is subject to the same drop/add/withdrawal schedule as all 

UNC Charlotte students. 
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 Once the grading process has been completed for the term, the visiting student 

must request a transcript be sent to the home institution.  The request should be 

submitted to the UNC Charlotte program coordinator.  There is no fee to have a 

transcript sent from UNC Charlotte to the home institution. 

 

Because UNC Charlotte follows the enrollment processes outlined by the Office of 

the President, the approach on other campuses would be similar.  Note also that the 

processes are essentially the same if the home institution is not a UNC campus. 

 

Online Education in Other States 

 

 Appendix C presents notes summarizing recent activities related to higher 

education in several other states.  In each case, there are initiatives underway to expand 

the availability of online education.  Each of these initiatives incorporates a pivotal 

system-level role with system-level policies and procedures.  Further, these initiatives 

pursue an expansion of online course offerings, as well as online program offerings.  For 

example, the University of California Commission on the Future proposed a pilot 

program to develop 25-40 very high-quality, lower division online courses for 

asynchronous delivery.  In Georgia, the courses offered allow “University of Georgia 

System students the opportunity to complete the first two years of their collegiate careers 

in an online environment.” 

 

 A review of other states also shows that foreign language programs are routinely 

among those programs being dropped because of low productivity.  This unfortunate 

trend is likewise true within the University of North Carolina.  Following a May 2011 

meeting, a group of UNC foreign language department chairs recommended the 

formation of a UNC Foreign Language Assembly (UNCFLA).  One goal of this proposed 

consortium “would be to merge low productivity programs of the same language into a 

statewide program…”  Of course, there are other worthwhile goals, not all of which 

utilize online education.  Understandably so, these goals and recommendations build on 

campus-based policies, practices, and procedures and, in some instances, reflect 

compromises that derive from campus differences. 

 

Suggestion:  Utilize the emerging collaboration in the languages to develop a pilot 

program for online education governed by a set of system-wide policies and procedures. 

 

 These system-wide policies and procedures should derive from what is best for 

the state and the students being served, rather than what might be considered best for a 

particular campus.  Whereas a campus could opt out of the envisioned UNCFLA 

consortium, all UNC campuses should be required to participate in the suggested system-

wide pilot program. 

 

 What might be some of the characteristics of such a pilot program? 

 

 It would only include undergraduate language courses. 
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 A participating student would have to be formally enrolled at one of the 

campuses. 

 The courses available in the online course pool would have been reviewed and 

approved based on quality requirements. 

 

 All campuses would participate in submitting courses for inclusion in the online 

course pool, with the degree of participation reflecting differing campus faculty 

capability. 

 

 Any student enrolled at one of the campuses could take courses available in the 

online course pool, regardless of the campus or campuses producing the courses. 

 

 The registration process would be the same as if the course was an on-campus 

offering of the campus in which the student is enrolled. 

 

 The campus that produced the course and the student’s home campus would share 

the tuition paid by the student. 

 

The above listing simply illustrates some of the characteristics that might be 

incorporated into the suggested pilot program.  Should the suggestion be adopted, it is 

likely that a group should be assembled to develop a full, and perhaps more thoughtful 

list. 

 

New Campus for Online Education? 

 

 Could the University of North Carolina establish a separate “campus” specifically 

to offer online education?  While it could from a legal perspective, such a separate entity 

is probably not feasible because of the complexity and costs associated with achieving 

institutional accreditation.  Institutional accreditation is a necessity for numerous reasons.  

For example, federally sponsored financial aid is generally not available to students 

enrolled in unaccredited institutions; accredited universities and colleges will not 

normally provide transfer credit for coursework taken at unaccredited institutions; and so 

forth. 

 

 Institutional accreditation is achieved through one of six regional bodies.  The 

Commission on Colleges of the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools is the 

“regional body for the accreditation of degree-granting higher education institutions in 

the Southern States.”  Each campus of the University of North Carolina is accredited by 

the Commission of Colleges of SACS.  (This is normally shortened to “SACS 

Accreditation.”) 

 

 The principles of accreditation can be found at the SACS web site.  One 

requirement in particular, provides a clear indication of the complexity and cost 

associated with achieving institutional accreditation.  Principle 2.8 in Section 2: Core 

Requirements states the following: 
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“The number of full-time faculty members is adequate to support the mission of  

the institution and to ensure the quality and integrity of its academic programs.” 

 

At SAC’s December 6, 2011, annual meeting, final approval is expected for a change that 

would insert “each of” in the statement so that the latter portion would then read, 

 

 “…to ensure the quality and integrity of each of its academic programs.” 

 

 In addition to institutional accreditation granted by regional accrediting bodies, 

program accreditation is available for certain disciplines through national, specialized 

accrediting bodies.  For example, the national accrediting body for engineering programs 

is the Accreditation Board for Engineering and Technology (ABET).  The importance of 

such program accreditation is indicated by the requirement found in most, if not all, states 

that restrict a professional license to graduates of ABET-accredited engineering 

programs. 

 

 Hence, in order for a separate UNC campus to successfully offer online education, 

it would have to achieve institutional accreditation by SACS and, for certain specific 

programs, achieve programmatic accreditation from the appropriate national bodies.  

How, then, has the University of Phoenix, the largest online educational institution in the 

country, managed?  It holds institutional accreditation from The Higher Learning 

Commission of the North Central Association, one of the six regional accrediting bodies.  

Further, the professionals programs appear to hold programmatic accreditation.  For 

example, the business programs hold accreditation from the Accreditation Council for 

Business Schools and Programs. 

 

 Simply stated, the University of Phoenix has made the regional investments in 

personnel and infrastructure.  Although adjunct faculty are widely used, the university 

has full-time faculty and academic administrators.  Its offerings are not solely online.  It 

provides online courses and on-site courses.  In North Carolina alone, The University of 

Phoenix has eight physical locations:  one in Asheville; one in Greensboro; three in 

Charlotte; two in Raleigh; and one in Fayetteville. 

 

 In summary, because of the complexity and costs associated with accreditation, 

the establishment of a separate UNC campus specifically for online education offerings 

does not appear to be feasible.  Expansion of online education offerings should be 

accomplished through the existing campuses. 

 

Concluding Comments Regarding Online Education 

 

 Regardless of whether the suggested pilot program is pursued, it is apparent that 

online education will be of increasing importance as UNC strives to serve the current and 

future educational needs of the people of North Carolina.  Hopefully, it is also apparent 

that for online education to be effectively or efficiently developed and delivered, UNC 

must ensure that a rational, system-level set of policies and procedures is in place.  How 
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that is accomplished while maintaining the appropriate level of campus academic 

autonomy warrants focused attention and deliberation by the Board of Governors. 

 

 Suggestion:  the UNC Board of Governors should consider a workshop on online 

education similar to what was recently held for the University of Florida Board of 

Governors.  The agenda for that workshop can be found at www.flbog.edu. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.flbog.edu/
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A. Policy on Academic Program Planning 

 

B. 2010 Review of Academic Degree Program Productivity 

 

C. Notes from the Review of Recent Activities in Several Other States 

 

D. Working Paper Entitled “UNC ONLINE” 

 

 Prepared by: Sandie Gravett, Chair, UNC Faculty Assembly, and Professor, 

Department of Philosophy and Religion, 

Appalachian State University 

 

Steven Hopper, Director of Online Services & CTO for UNC 

Online, UNC General Administration 

 

Dan Lewandowski, Campus Liaison, UNC Online 

 

Elmer Poe, Assistant Vice Chancellor, Emerging Academic 

      Initiatives, East Carolina University 
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