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What is Online Distance Learning?

Online distance learning is a term used to describe any type of distance learning course that is delivered via computer and has two or more Internet-based components.   The Internet is a system of computer networks joined together by high-speed data lines and electronic mail, commonly known as email, Internet Relay Chat, and the World Wide Web.

Practically every Sailor aboard ESSEX has access to the Internet and email through the ship’s nonsecure Internet access system or NIPRNET.  In online distance learning, email is often used as the method of communication among students and between the student and instructor.  It can also be used for submitting course assignments.

Internet Relay Chat is a network providing channels or areas (called chat rooms) where one can log in and participate (using chat software) in real-time discussions about various topics.  In online distance learning, the course instructor may hold chat sessions where class participants can discuss readings, virtual lectures, or just about anything course-related.

The World Wide Web (better known as the Web) is a system for viewing and using multimedia documents on the Internet.  Web documents are created in Hypertext Markup Language (HTML) and are interpreted by Web browsers (software that enables one to view HTML).  In online distance learning, instructors can create Web sites to deliver lectures, assignments, and tests, as well as message boards where students can share information and questions.  Students can also search the Web for online databases to use on assignments.

For Sailors assigned to Forward Deployed Naval Force (FDNF) ships like the ESSEX, online distance learning allows enormous flexibility.  Upon completing an assignment, a Sailor submits the assignment to the instructor via email.  Internet chat rooms allow students living in various parts of the world to communicate with each other on class assignments.  This gives each student the opportunity to interact with other classmates and receive immediate feedback from the instructor.  Many of the online distance learning programs adhere to the same academic schedule as their on campus counterparts.

What Types of Degrees or Certificates Can Be Earned Online?

ESSEX Sailors can earn a variety of certificates and accredited college degrees through online distance learning.  There are programs available for degrees at the Associate, Baccalaureate, Master, and Doctorate levels, as well as professional certificate programs and Continuing Education programs.

· Associate’s degree—

· Baccalaureate or Bachelor’s degree—
· Master’s degree—
· Doctorate or Doctoral degree—
· Certificate Programs—
· Continuing Education Programs—
How Valuable is a Degree Earned Through Distance Learning?

ESSEX SMART Sailor and Under My Wing programs will not encourage any Sailor to enroll in an online program that is not accredited by one of the major U.S. regional accreditation organizations.  However, even among the accredited colleges and universities, there are academic institutions that rank above others in terms of prestige, reputation and quality of academic programs.  This means that if a Sailor chooses a quality school, with the help of his/her mentor, then a degree earned from that particular institution through distance learning will be as valuable and credible as a traditional degree earned from that same institution.

Is Distance Learning Right For You?

Most Sailors aboard ESSEX work long hours when the ship is underway.   Trying to manage one or two college level courses while juggling one’s primary and collateral duties will be no easy task.  However, with help and guidance from one’s mentor, every Protégé will be able to complete at least one online course each semester.  To successfully pass a course with a grade of “C” or better for undergraduates and “B” or better for graduate students, the student will have to become proficient at managing his/her time.  Research proves that students who take college courses through the distance learning format are highly motivated and disciplined.

Of course, there are financial and upward career mobility incentives for wanting to pursue a degree through online education.  The U.S. Census reports that in 2001, the average annual salary for a male with only a high school diploma was approximately $33,600, while the average earnings for a male with a bachelor’s degree was $45,800.  The average annual earnings for a female with only a high school diplomas as $23,656, while a female with a bachelor’s degree earned $38,300.  With more advanced degrees, the earning potential for both males and females continued to increase.

Earning a bachelor’s degree also qualifies an enlisted Sailor for many Navy commissioning programs.  If a Sailor advances from Petty Officer Second Class to Ensign, for example, the Sailor can expect an immediate basic pay increase of $11,000!
  And that’s just for starters.    

What are the Advantages of Online Education?

(  Coursework can be completed for online classes when it’s convenient for the Sailor.  

     Online courses allow Sailors to work at their own pace.  

(  Online programs provide the Sailor with hundreds of courses and degrees from which to 

choose.  

Other Important Considerations When Deciding to Pursue an Online Degree

(  A Sailor will need to be firmly committed in his/her pursuit of an online certificate or degree.  

Contrary to popular opinion, courses offered online are not easier than courses offered in the traditional classroom.  In fact, in most cases, courses offered online are rigorous and challenging.

(  Sailors who decide to pursue an online certificate or degree program must be highly 

motivated.  

Finding the Right School

What is Accreditation and Why is it Important?

· Middle States Association of Colleges and Schools—accredits schools in Delaware, District of Columbia, Maryland, New Jersey, New York, Pennsylvania, Puerto Rico, and the Virgin Islands.

· New England Association of Schools and Colleges—accredits schools in Connecticut, Maine, Massachusetts, New Hampshire, Rhode Island, and Vermont

· North Central Association of Colleges and Schools—accredits schools in Arizona, Arkansas, Colorado, Illinois, Indiana, Iowa, Kansas, Michigan, Minnesota, Missouri, Nebraska, New Mexico, North Dakota, Ohio, Oklahoma, Utah, and Washington.
· Northwest Association of Schools and Colleges—accredits schools in Alaska, Idaho, Montana, Nevada, Oregon, Utah and Washington.
· Southern Association of Colleges and Schools—accredits schools in Alabama, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, Mississippi, North Carolina, South Carolina, Tennessee, Texas and Virginia.

· Western Association of Schools and Colleges—accredits schools in California, Hawaii, and Guam.

Factors to Consider When Choosing an Online Program

· Is the school accredited?  

· How many online courses does the school offer?   

· How long has the school been offering courses online?  

· What is the student to instructor ratio

· What are the direct costs to take courses from the school?   Each student will want to know all costs associated with taking an online course.  The Navy’s Tuition Assistance Program will only cover 75% of the cost of tuition, up to $187.50 a semester hour and no more than $3,500 per calendar year.

· Does the school accept transfer credits?  

· Does the school require any time on campus?  

· What services are available to the student?  

· What are the time limits within which the student must complete a program of study?  

· What is the drop-out rate for the program?  

· How will lectures be conducted?

· How will the student be expected to interact with other students and the instructor—via the Web, email or chat rooms
Applying to an Online Program

In general, each Sailor will be required to submit a completed entrance application, an application fee, an essay about his/her intentions and goals, a current resume, letters of recommendation, official transcripts from colleges and universities previously attended and official copies of standardized test scores.  Specific requirements for admission vary from school to school, and even among programs of study.  The ESSEX SMART Sailor/Under My Wing Program Education Coordinator will provide valuable assistance to the Sailor and his/her Mentor during the application process from start to finish.

· Undergraduate programs—Undergraduate programs are those in which a Sailor can earn an Associate’s degree or Bachelor’s degree.  To be admitted to an undergraduate program, one must generally have a high school diploma or a General Education Development (GED) certificate.  Also, most schools require that the student take either the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) or American College Testing (ACT) assessment.

· Graduate or Professional programs—Graduate programs are those in which a Sailor can 

earn an advanced degree, such as a Master’s or Doctoral degree.  To be admitted to a Master’s program, one must normally have a Bachelor’s degree.  A Master’s degree is generally required for admittance to a Doctoral degree program.  However, there are some Doctoral programs that require only a Bachelor’s degree.  Also, each graduate program has its specific requirements for standardized tests used in the admissions process.

· Certificate programs—Generally, a student must have a certain amount of work experience related to the field in which the certificate is issued in order to participate in these programs.  Some advanced certificate programs require the student to have a Bachelor’s degree.

Are Standardized Tests Required?

There are several standardized tests available and which one, if any, is required when applying to a particular program of study depends on the level of the certificate/degree (undergraduate, graduate or professional) and the field of the program (business, education, and engineering).  Since testing requirements vary by school and by program, each Sailor should contact the schools that they are interested in before applying for any particular program.  The following is a list of the most common standardized tests and information about them.

· College Level Examination Program (CLEP)—The CLEP offers general and subject-specific tests to assess knowledge at the undergraduate level.  Schools award credits to students with passing scores, allowing the tests to fulfill course requirements in particular fields.  They are offered in paper form and must be taken at a testing site where a proctor oversees the examination.  Further information on the CLEP can be obtained by accessing their website:  www.collegeboard.org/clep/html/index001.html.

· Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT)—The SAT is generally required for students applying to undergraduate programs.  The general test assesses one’s potential or aptitude for college study, and costs approximately $23.50.  In addition to the general test, there are subject-specific tests.  Further information on the SAT can be obtained by visiting this website:

www.sat.org.

· American College Testing (ACT) Assessment—The ACT is another test that is generally required for students applying to certain undergraduate programs.  It assesses one’s educational development and aptitude for college by testing one’s abilities in English, mathematics, reading, and science.  The test costs $22 if taken in the United States or $37 if taken outside of the United States.   More information on the ACT can be obtained by accessing this website: www.act.org.

· Graduate Record Examination (GRE)—The GRE is usually required for admission to all non-business graduate programs.  The general test assesses one’s analytical, quantitative, and verbal skills.  It is offered in paper and computer-assisted forms and costs approximately $99 (if taken in the United States) or $125 (if taken in foreign countries).  In addition to the general test, there are subject-specific tests and writing assessments available for additional fees.  A prospective graduate student can obtain more information about the GRE by accessing this website:  www.gre.org.

· Graduate Management Admission Test (GMAT)—The GMAT is generally required for graduate level business and administration programs.  It tests one’s analytical, mathematical, and verbal abilities.  It is offered in a computer-assisted form and costs $165 (if the test is taken in the United States) or $210 (if the test is taken abroad).  The prospective graduate business student can obtain more information on the GMAT by researching this website:  www.gmat.org.

· Miller Analogies Test (MAT)—Some schools require the MAT for applicants to graduate programs in psychology and related fields.  It tests one’s ability to reason using analogies and is offered in paper form.  For more information, contact the Psychological Corporation, MAT, 55 5 Academic Court, San Antonio, Texas  78204-2408 or visit the website at www.hbtpc.com/mat/.

· Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL)—Most schools require students whose first language is something other than English to take this test for any program of study.  Its test one’s ability to comprehend written and spoken English, and is offered in paper form.  Generally, the prospective student will be required to score above 500 to be considered for admission.  Some schools require a higher minimum than 500.  More information on the TOEFL can be obtained at this website:  www.toefl.org or by calling (609) 771-7760.

What is Credit and How Does One Earn It?

A credit is a unit that measures progress towards a certificate or degree.  Credits are usually based on the number of hours per week that it takes to complete a particular course over a specified period of time.  

There are four ways in which one can earn credits.

· Take a course for credit.  By successfully completing a course (either by traditional means or through an online program), a Sailor may earn a certain number of academic credits.

· Life experience.  Many schools will allow one to submit a portfolio detailing one’s experiences in life.  A board will review the portfolio and award credits based on the individual’s experiences and the relevance they have to the degree or certificate being sought.

· Military or other professional training.  Some schools will award a student credits toward a degree for the training courses he/she completed in the military or for a specific occupation.  However, it is important to note that often the courses have to be relevant to the degree being sought.
· Examination.  Most academic institutions will allow one to “test out of” certain core or basic courses.  The student must take an examination in a particular subject.  If the student achieves a passing score, the school will grant the student credit for the course.  The prospective student should contact the school directly to obtain detailed information about earning credits through examination.   

Transferring Credits from One School to Another

Whether a student can transfer credits from one school to another largely depends on the schools involved.  Some schools from partnerships with other schools (called consortium agreements) guaranteeing that they’ll accept credits earned at or through the other schools that participate in the consortium.  To find out a particular school’s transfer policy and whether they will accept credits from a specific school, please contact the school directly.

What are Credit Banks?

Credit banks are institutions that enable a student to consolidate into one transcript some or all of the credits that one has earned at various schools, as well as credits for examinations, on-the-job training, work experience, volunteer activities, and other life experiences.  The student must complete an application for the credit bank, pay a fee for the services, and submit a portfolio (see “What is a portfolio?” in this Introduction).  Administrators at the credit bank then review the student’s application and portfolio to determine which courses to count and which experiences to award credit.  They then create a new, single transcript reflecting all of these credits.   A Sailor can use the consolidated transcript to support his/her application to another school (most colleges offering distance learning degrees recognize credit bank transcripts) or for future employment purposes.

Two of the best-known credit banks in the United States are at Regents College and Thomas Edison State College.  Each provides specific information on its web site regarding the application process and documents to include in one’s portfolio.  For more information, contact the following:




Regents College Credit Bank




7 Columbia Circle




Albany, NY  12203




http://www.regents.edu/098.htm



Thomas Edison State College




Portfolio Assessment




Trenton, NJ  08608




http://www.tesc.edu/ways_to_earn_degree/portf.html



info@tesc.edu
What is a Portfolio?

A portfolio is a collection of documents, transcripts, and work-samples that a student can use to support an application for admission or when requesting life-experience credits, as well as for job applications and interviews.  It is intended to reflect one’s knowledge and experience in a particular field.  Many schools that offer distance learning will perform a portfolio assessment allowing a student to earn credits for his/her past work and life experiences outside of the classroom, and some even award credits that the student can transfer to other colleges.

What Should a Sailor Include in a Portfolio?

A Sailor’s portfolio should include anything that is directly relevant to the goal being sought—whether the goal is a certificate, degree or particular job.  Academic transcripts, copies of military awards, a resume including work experience and volunteer activities, and samples of one’s work and writing are all items that a Sailor should consider including in his/her portfolio.  When using a portfolio for academic purposes, it is a good idea to check with the school before putting in the time to create a portfolio.  This way, the Sailor can ensure than all items required by the school are included in the portfolio.

Costs and Financial Aid

What are the costs associated with taking a course online?

The direct costs for taking online courses depend entirely upon the school and are not necessarily less than the costs for taking traditional, in-classroom courses.  Generally, one can expect to pay charges for tuition, some fees, course materials, and any equipment or supplies that will be needed for the course.

For the ESSEX Sailor, the Navy’s Tuition Assistance Program is the best choice to help offset the expensive cost of a college education.  Tuition Assistance (TA) is available to all ESSEX Sailors, officers and enlisted.  TA covers 75% of the cost of tuition, or as much as $187.50 per semester hour and up to $3,500 per calendar year.  In order to be eligible for TA, an ESSEX Sailor must first receive educational counseling from one of the many friendly counselors at the Navy Campus office at Fleet Activities Sasebo, phone number 252-3511.  Additionally, for undergraduate students, a grade of  “C” or higher must be earned by the student in order for tuition assistance to apply.  For graduate students, a letter grade of “B” or higher must be earned for tuition assistance to apply.

What is Financial Aid and How Does a Student Receive It?

Financial aid is assistance meant to help a student pay for school.  Some schools allow students taking distance learning courses online to have financial aid, and others do not.  The ESSEX SMART Sailor and Under My Wing Education Coordinator will assist the Sailor in contacting specific schools about financial aid resources available for distance learning students.

Most financial aid programs fall into two categories:

1. Grants and scholarships, and

2. Loans

Grants and scholarships are types of financial aid that a student will not have to pay back.  However, if a student withdraws from a course or fails to maintain eligibility requirements, the student may have to repay part or all of the grant or may lose the scholarship, depending on the particular award’s rules.  Some grants and scholarships are based on financial need, while others are academic-based or awarded on one’s personal characteristics or traits.

Loans are types of assistance that a student will have to repay after completing his/her degree or if the student leaves the program for a certain amount of time.  Generally, student loans have a lower interest rate than other kinds of loans. 

The ESSEX SMART Sailor and Under My Wing Program will encourage all Sailors to take advantage of the Tuition Assistance Program to its fullest.

What are the Sources of Financial Aid?

There are several sources of financial aid: governments (federal, state, and local), companies, non-profit organizations, individuals, and the schools and programs of study themselves.

Federal

· Federal Pell Grants—Federal Pell Grants are awards to undergraduate students who have a certain level of financial need.  The amount varies between $100 and $4000 per year, depending on the level of funding that the overall program receives, as well as depending on the student’s particular financial need, cost of attendance, and whether the student is enrolled full-or part-time.

· Supplemental Education Opportunity Grants (SEOG)—Federal SEOG awards are for undergraduate students who have the greatest financial need and the amount one receives depends on the school’s awarding policies for funds.  Generally, the amount varies between $100 and $4,000.

· Federal Work-Study—Federal Work-Study is a program in which the school helps students find jobs to earn money to pay for education-related expenses.  Students enrolled in distance learning programs usually are not eligible for Federal Work-Study because of the need for the student to be able to work on-campus or near campus.

· Stafford and Direct Loans--
Money for low-interest loans makes up the majority of federal financial aid.  Federal Stafford Loans (also called Federal Family Education Loans) and Federal Direct Loans (also called William D. Ford Loans) are quite similar, except that the source of funding for a Stafford Loan is a private lender and the source for a Direct Loan is the U.S. government.  If the school a Sailor is attending through Distance Learning participates in the Direct Loan program, the student can apply for a loan through the school.  If the school participates in the Stafford Loan program, a student can apply for a loan through a bank, credit union, or other lender.  A school can only participate in one of the two programs.
State Grants, Scholarships, and Loans

The types of financial aid available from a state vary.  So do the eligibility requirements to receive state-funded grants, scholarships, and loans.  Each state has at least one agency that oversees state-funded assistance programs.  A Sailor interested in state awarded financial aid should contact the U.S. Department of Education to obtain more information on each state’s particular requirements: http://www.ed.gov/offices/OPE/Students/other.html.

Institutional Grants, Scholarships, and Loans

Colleges and universities typically have a variety of financial aid programs that they fund and oversee themselves.  The application and awarding criteria for these programs depend entirely on the types of aid and the policies and procedures of the offices that handle them.  To find out what’s available and how to apply for institutional funds, a Sailor will need to contact the school’s financial aid office.

Private Industry

· Scholarships—There are numerous scholarships available from private sources, and the application requirements and awarding criteria vary widely.  Some are intended to award students for academic achievement, while others are awarded based on interests and affiliations.

· Loans—Some financial institutions offer private loans for educational purposes.  The borrowing and repayment requirements for these loans differ, depending on the lender and type of loan.  However, most of these loans have higher interest rates than the government-backed student loans.  Due to the high interest rates charged by most private lenders, the ESSEX SMART Sailor and Under My Wing Program will not encourage Sailors to take out private loans to help with educational expenses. 

Where Can a Sailor get More Information About Financial Aid?

The ESSEX SMART Sailor and Under My Wing Program recommends that before a Sailor starts to consider sources for financial aid other than the Navy’s Tuition Assistance Program, the Sailor should visit the U.S. Department of Education’s student financial aid Web site at http://ww.ed.gov/finaid.html.  Additionally, the Sailor should check with the financial aid office of the school under consideration for the online certificate or degree program for school-specific financial aid sources.

Additionally, every ESSEX Sailor should check out online scholarship search services.  While they are called scholarship search services, most provide information about all sorts of financial aid, not just scholarships.  Two of these online services are FastWEB (http://www.studentservices.com/fastweb) and Embark.com (http://www.embark.com).  The ESSEX SMART Sailor and Under My Wing Program strongly recommends that Sailors stay away from scholarship search services that want payment for their services—many of these companies will take a student’s money, then provide them with the same information that can be obtained for free over the internet.

What’s Next?

Every ESSEX Sailor should leave the ship after spending two or three years aboard better equipped and prepared to face the next challenge in life, whether it’s a PCS move to another ship or shore assignment or a new job opportunity as a civilian.  Having the right educational preparation will enable the ESSEX Sailor to be competitive among his/her peers in almost any rating, occupation or profession.  The ESSEX SMART Sailor and Under My Wing Program wants to help every ESSEX Sailor achieve academic, professional and personal success.  

The journey starts here.  The journey begins now.

For more information on the number and variety of distance learning degree and certificate programs available, take advantage of the ESSEX SMART Sailor and Under My Wing Program today.   See your ESSEX SMART Sailor and Under My Wing Program Education Coordinator for more information.

For calendar years 2002-2003, the ESSEX SMART Sailor and Under My Wing Program Education Coordinator is LCDR(s) Frank H. Stubbs III, Medical Admin and Legal Officer, ext. 7389.  Call or drop by 01-81-0-L in the Medical Department for more information.

ENDNOTES

Sailor SMARTS Educational Programs and Distance Learning








� Matthew Helm and April Helm, Get Your Degree Online, McGraw-Hill, 2002.	


� Department of Defense Military Active Duty Pay Chart, effective January 1, 2002.  Basic pay for an E-5 with eight years of service is 24,360 per year.  The basic pay of an O-1E with eight years of service is $35,067 per year.
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