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Today, online education is the largest sector of distance education (Evans & 
Haase 2001. p.246) with online students representing close to 17 percent of the 
American higher education market (Allen & Seaman, 2006, p.5).  This surge in 
popularity can be attributed to the fact that many educators believe that online 
learning “will help make higher education more cost-effective” (Dibiase, 2000, 
cited in Valentine, 2002, p.2), the theory being that “class size increases while 
the overhead remains the same” (Valentine, 2002, p.2).  Such theories, however, 
have been hard to prove, given the lack of published research in the area of 
costing online learning (Bacsich & Ash 2000, Mitchell n.d.).   

In the past, universities were more prepared to risk investment in new 
technologies without necessarily seeing cost-effective results straight 
away.  Currently, however, due to “escalating costs, diminishing resources, 
increased competition from other universities, and demands… for greater service 
and accountability” (Ellis-Newman, 2003, p.333), management are forced to 
focus more attention on resource allocations than ever before: “with high 
emphasis placed on cost reductions in any manner possible” (Bartley & Golek, 
2004, p.174).  Consequently, growth in the online learning sector has been 
slower than expected (Ennew & Fernandez-Young, 2006, p.151), with many 
believing that online education costs more to run than its traditional counterpart 
(Fielden 2002, p.12, cited in Weller 2004, p.295).  The burning question facing 
many institutions today: is online learning cheaper than face-to-face education, 
and how do we go about costing it? (Rumble, 2001, p.75). 

The Institute of Technology, Sligo, is a dual-mode institution whose pedagogic 
approach to online distance learning has been described as a “low-cost, rapid 
development” approach (Carter & Mulligan, 2006).  By minimising the need for 
content development, the institute argues that this approach eliminates the need 
for significant upfront investment (Carter & Mulligan, 2006) – an often-cited 
barrier to online learning development.     

As the institute expands, however, it has been decided that an in-depth cost-
analysis of online distance learning must be conducted, offering “full, accurate 
and clear information… to the institute management” (McCormack & Cosgrove, 
2007, unpublished).  Issues being considered include the following: 

• The current lack of accurate information regarding staff workloads relating 
directly to each of the pedagogies;  

• How communal institutional overheads should be allocated between the 
various pedagogies; and  

• Whether it is more efficient to have a detailed knowledge of overheads, or 
to use educated estimates.  



 To this extent, our research intends to focus on the following: 

• Conducting an institute-wide staff workload survey, with a target response 
rate of 100%;   

• Examine institutional accounts to ascertain communal overhead figures;  
• Using the data gathered from the staff workload surveys, establish the 

benefits (if any) of using exact overhead figures, as opposed to previously 
estimated ones, and the subsequent impact of this variation on the 
projected cost of the online distance learning programs.  

  

The anticipated benefit of this research is that “as managers gain awareness of 
the true costs of providing services, they can make choices that better utilise 
limited resources” (Ellis-Newman, 2003, p.336). 

 


