
Karen Ludwig, PhD Candidate

Ron J Richard, PhD

CAUCE 2010

Proprietary Universities: 
Drivers of Diversity and Innovation 
in Online Higher Education



Ron Richard, PhD
▶ Manager, Course & Program Development
▶ Doctorate in Education from McGill
▶ Designer and Instructor face2face and distance 

courses at McGill, Concordia and U of Windsor
▶ LMS, faculty development

Karen Ludwig, MA, MEd
▶ Director, Academic Affairs
▶ PhD candidate
▶ Award-winning instructor
▶ Instructor at MeritusU, UNB, NBCC, UPEI

Who we are…



Meritus is a fully accredited, online 
university

Global, mobile, innovative, and 
competitive

Proprietary
▶ Privately owned
▶ For-profit

What we are…

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Meritus University is one of Canada’s few fully online universities, a fully accredited, degree-granting institution.

We offer business undergraduate and masters degree programs for students worldwide, with specializations ranging from global management to information and communications technology management, hospitality services management to health care management.

Our university provides a global, mobile, innovative, and highly competitive educational format, giving students flexible options that fit today’s global workplace and suit today's diverse lifestyle. 

We are a proprietary university, meaning that we are a privately owned, for-profit organization.




Why here (Canada), why now?
36% Percentage of business professionals who said they were interested in 

completing an undergraduate degree

48% Percentage of business professionals who were interested in 
completing a Master’s degree

52% Percentage of the business community who believes that the value of 
an online education is equivalent to that of the traditional system

88% Percentage of employers who would hire an employee with an online 
degree

92% Percentage of the business community who said they would consider 
online education

96% Percentage of the business community who confirmed that pursuing 
an educational degree, which enables them to maintain their current 
working schedule, appeals to them

98% Percentage of employers who would encourage their employees to 
upgrade their education through online learning

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Is there a demand for online education in Canada?
In a general survey of Canada’s business community done recently by Dicomm Media:
36% said they were interested in completing an undergraduate degree
48% of business professionals said they were interested in completing a Master’s degree; 
52% of the business community believes that the value of an online education is equivalent to that of the traditional system. 
88% of employers would hire an employee with an online degree. 
92% of employers said they would consider online education. 
96% of the community confirmed that pursuing an educational degree, which enables them to maintain their current working schedule, appeals to them. 
98% of employers would encourage their employees to upgrade their education through online learning. 




To bring education to people who 
require different access 

70% of jobs require a post-secondary 
education – but only 40% get it

Our market is the remaining 60% 
who cannot access a university 
degree delivered in a traditional 
manner

“Next generation learners” want to
▶ Improve financial security for their 

family
▶ Gain respect from credential
▶ Prove their doubters wrong
▶ Become role models for their children

What do we want?
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Presentation Notes
Our market consists largely of those who cannot access a university degree delivered in a traditional manner. 

Today, 70% of jobs in Canada require a post-secondary education credential, but only 40% of Canadians pursue higher learning. (Stats: comScore)

But these 60% don’t just represent a marketable statistic. In a recent speech at Harvard University, the president of the University of Phoenix, using surveys done in the US about this same group there (except there the number is over 70%) called these learners “the next generation learners” who identified four important reasons why they want to go back to school:

They are people who desire increased financial security and stability for their families; 
who seek the respect and credibility that a university degree imparts among peers and employers; 
who want to prove to themselves and anyone who may have doubted their abilities that they CAN get a degree; 
and they want to be role models for their children (Pepicello, 2010).

Pepicello, W.  (2010, April 22).  Classic College Meets Online Education: Whither the Future of Higher Education, Harvard Education [Video podcast].  Retrieved  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_iL175mPb7k







A university that, like any 
university, must adopt 
sound business as well 
as academic practices. 

Our business model 
incorporates 
innovation in the field 
of online, higher 
education.

So, what are we…really?

Presenter
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So, what are we.

Simply put, we are a university. And like any university, must adopt sound business and organizational practices, as well as sound academic practices. From this perspective we are not very different from any other Canadian public university.

However, as we are not public, we also have a business to run, and run as profitably as we can. We see this as an opportunity, because unlike most universities, but like any business, we can devise whatever business model we like to deliver our product to market. Our model thus chooses to target a segment of that 73% that is not being serviced by the public university.

Moreover, we can, and have, adopted components within our business model that we see as innovation in the field as a whole.  The uniqueness of our business model lies in that our university: 
allows for flexible scheduling 
allows someone to earn a valuable university degree without: 
uprooting family  
interrupting careers 

Adopting this sort of model is a sound business strategy. It has a proven track record, has lots of future growth potential, and can be done profitably.




A closer look…
Our market is a diverse and uniquely 

modern entity:
Adults
Mid-career professionals
Domestic and international 
locations 

Personal (family) and professional 
limitations to their time and 
geographic availability 

The need in this market is for an accredited 
university degree.

To change careers
To earn a promotion
To meet company PD goals
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Let’s take a closer look…

A successful business is built upon the marriage of a market need to a solid, desirable and easily accessible product that meets that need. 

For Meritus, this translates in a variety of ways:

Our market is a diverse and uniquely modern entity:
 
 adults
 mid-career
 domestic and international locations 
 personal (family) and professional limitations to their time and geographic availability 

The need in this market is for:
 an accredited university degree in order to:
 change careers
 earn a promotion
 meet company PD goals




Our market research informs our praxis

▶ Stay current

▶ Design courses and programs based on 
sound andragogy (pedagogy for grown 
ups)

▶ Focus on 
▶ Learning effectiveness
▶ Cost effectiveness
▶ Our students

Presenter
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How does identifying the market need inform the academic side of the organization?

We do market research, as any business should. 

Our market research in turn informs our praxis, and so we make every effort to: 
review the literature and actively research
examine how our target market (adults) learn most effectively
develop course specs and program clusters that cater to how to most effectively teach this very same market demographic, with regards to: 
learning-effectiveness (performance-based outcomes)
cost-effectiveness (removing any unnecessary trappings and expenses of teaching)
focus on our students (our clients)



▶ Is a quality education that 
acknowledges what the student 
already knows

▶ Is rooted in real-world scenarios 
and experience

▶ Encourages discussion and peer-
reaction

Our product:

Presenter
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As a result, we believe we deliver a product that 

Is a quality education that acknowledges what the student already knows and credits them for it
Is rooted in real-world scenarios and experience
Encourages discussion and peer-reaction




▶ Uses the same textbooks and 
covers the same subject areas that 
traditional universities do

▶ Has the same educational objectives 
that traditional universities do

▶ Is facilitated by experts in their 
fields, but who have also been 
specifically trained on how to teach 
our target students using our 
unique delivery system

Our product:

Presenter
Presentation Notes
As a result, we believe we deliver a product that is

Uses the same textbooks and covers the same subject areas that traditional universities do
Has the same educational objectives that traditional universities do
Is facilitated by experts in their fields, most of them with graduate and terminal degrees, who have also been specifically trained on how to teach our target students using our unique delivery system.




▶ It is delivered entirely 
online

▶ It is asynchronous

▶ It has frequent course 
offerings

Our delivery method

Presenter
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Our delivery method is built upon the needs of the student

It is delivered entirely online, removing the need to be physically present in a room with an instructor. Yes, we acknowledge that there are advantages to face to face instruction, but also that other approaches can be very effective as well.
It is asynchronous. Even though once a class starts students must participate and keep up, they can do so at times during the day that are convenient and most conducive to learning. A balance of the direction, structure, consistency and rhythm conducive to focused learning, with the flexibility to fit their study and interaction when and where it fits their lifestyle.
It has frequent course offerings, so that students can enroll in courses as they need them, not when the university is ready for them to take it



▶ Provides all textbooks and other resources to the 
students – for life

▶ Provides skilled and empathetic advisors (Graduation 
Team) at every step of the process for every student 
from application through graduation

A happy, engaged and successful student is a 
repeat student, and our best advertising

Our delivery method

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Our delivery method is built upon the needs of the student

It provides all textbooks and other reading resources to the students, included in the price of registration, with access to these and every other textbook and article in the library  --  for life. Here’s where being affiliated with one of the largest university systems on the planet really pays off.

It provides skilled and empathetic advisors at every step of the process for every student, to ensure they get and remain comfortable and confident in their studies. A happy, engaged and successful student is a repeat student, and our best advertising.



Incentives and Obstacles for Faculty Influencing 
Higher Education

Incentives Obstacles

Providing innovative 
instruction

Time requirements 

Applying new teaching 
techniques

Developing effective
technology skills

Fulfilling a personal desire to 
teach

Assistance and support 
needs

Receiving recognition of your 
work

Perceived lack of institutional 
support and training

Gaining Peer recognition Inadequate compensation

Building teaching experience Loss of control over 
curriculum

Continuing lifelong learning Lack of release time for 
planning

(Parker, 2003; Rockwell, Schauer, Fritz & Marx, 1999)

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Faculty are great assets to helping students achieve their career goals

 Perceived lack of institutional support and training
 - “suggests that faculty need help with instructional design and technological delivery” (Rockwell, Schauer, Fritz, & Marx, 1999, p. 7).

Parker (2003) reviewed over a 100 articles on the topic of online faculty incentives. The common themes focused on intrinsic and personal rewards
 - personal satisfaction
 - flexible work schedule
 - wider student audience
 



Traditionally, faculty are often expected to 
fulfill specialized functions:
▶ Research
▶ Teaching
▶ Departmental commitments
▶ Course design or curriculum
▶ Course development
▶ Academic Advising
▶ Limited technical support

(Paulson, 2002)

Unbundling of Faculty Roles

Presenter
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Faculty Roles
Paulson (2002) asserted that administration  at most academic institutions still expect their faculty to fulfill three functions: research, professional, and public service. These institutions have not systematically examined the unbundling of faculty roles.  Unbundling involves recognizing distinct roles and responsibilities of current faculty and fostering a work culture that provide experts in the areas of course design, curriculum development, course delivery, and assessment. Apollo’s  University of Phoenix’s and Meritus University’s course models and assessment methods for each course were developed in collaboration with instructional designers and subject matter experts.  Faculty at Meritus teach the courses, do not conduct research funded by the University, and are not tenured faculty. 



Unbundling of Faculty Roles

Meritus faculty are expected to fulfill a 
single specialized function:

Teaching 
(facilitation, not lecturing)

Research and course development are optional
• Faculty can apply to the University Academic 

Council for research support
• Faculty often choose to serve as Subject Matter 

Experts in a separate course development 
process, in conjunction with instructional 
designers

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The Meritus Model unbundles the role of teaching to a single responsibility – Teaching. Research is optional.  Our faculty are current practitioners in their fields of study and teaching is a passion and commitment to give back.  The majority of Meritus faculty are part-time.



The Meritus Example
Preparing Faculty for Online

Meritus University (it’s not about the technology)

Time management strategies are incorporated into faculty 
development program

Courses developed by a team of subject matter experts

Faculty are provided with course materials, grading rubric, and guides

Faculty and students have access to 24/7 technical support

Professional development opportunities are offered to faculty and 
students  

Faculty are coached and mentored by seasoned  colleagues through 
their first few classes

Appropriate hardware is a prerequisite

Appropriate software is a prerequisite

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Majority of Meritus applicants are relieved  to know they do not have do course design and many of them are from traditional academe.

According  to Morss and Flemming (1998), Faculty at traditional universities report the following obstacles
Lack of time
Lack of time to develop course and efficient notice
Need for technical support
Lack of familiarity with online learning technologies
Effective grading of student performance
Lack of encouragement by administrators
Intellectual property issues
Lack of appropriate hardware
Lack of appropriate software



▶ Online seminar format: reading, research, writing, 
discussion, simulations, group work, problem 
solving; lectures, tests and exams avoided

▶ Curriculum and courses: centrally developed to 
high and consistent standards

▶ Teaching: faculty practitioners to facilitate and 
mentor; faculty are trained, monitored, and 
supported

▶ Students: incentives to read, write, discuss, 
participate, collaborate

▶ Not technologically sophisticated.

The Meritus example: One step toward the new 
paradigm



▶ Offer ongoing faculty coaching

▶ Fund faculty research requests 
(2% of revenue to support 
research)

▶ Facilitate regular online faculty 
seminars to exchange ideas and 
discuss best practices

▶ Connect faculty who teach same 
subject areas

▶ Encourage faculty feedback in 
course content

Strategies for developing quality Faculty experience

Presenter
Presentation Notes
To improve product quality, retention, faculty satisfaction.

Sharing of best practices and creating a feeling of engagement and contribution in the larger picture



▶ Offer an extensive and inclusive 
academic advising and support system

▶ Provide a “Walk to Class” and on-going 
follow-up

▶ Value international student 
experiences and incorporate them into 
a globalized approach to content and 
collaboration

▶ Provide lifetime access to graduates to 
the University library, tutorials, 
WritePoint, Plagiarism Checker, and E-
Books

Strategies for developing quality Student experience



▶ Target next generation learners
▶ Lifetime access to learning through access 

to library and e-books
▶ Personalized and individualized academic 

advising support 
▶ Faculty training and on-going coaching
▶ 24-hour response to student issues
▶ Courses are independently developed and 

revised based on student and faculty input
▶ Nimble approach to change in meeting 

industry, teaching, and learning needs

Wrap-up:  Unique features to the Meritus Model

Presenter
Presentation Notes
To wrap up our presentation, the unique features to the model that works for our students and faculty.  
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▶ We will make copies of this presentation 
available to CAUCE for inclusion in the 
conference resources.

▶ This presentation will also shortly be 
available online at SlideShare (login at 
http://www.slideshare.net/search and search: 
Meritus)

▶ Or, contact us directly! We’d love to hear from 
you.
▶ Ron.richard@staff.meritusu.ca
▶ Karen.ludwig@staff.meritusu.ca

Questions?
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