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Establishing
requirements for
teaching at a
distance

According to the Higher Education
Act, Final Rule,

1
distance education

is defined as “An educational
process that is characterized by the
separation, in time or place,
between instructor and student.”
Reference to the term distance edu-
cation began surfacing in graduate
education in the late 1800s. Corre-
spondence courses initiated the
advent of distance learning and
continued until the age of telecom-
munications, which evolved to that
of today’s online courses.

Currently, nurse anesthesia pro-
grams are provided multiple ways
to offer distance education courses
(Table).

2
Because the Council on

Accreditation of Nurse Anesthesia
Educational Programs (COA) is
recognized by the US Department
of Education as the accrediting
body of nurse anesthesia programs,
COA is obligated to follow rules
promulgated under the Higher
Education Act. The aforemen-
tioned definition of distance edu-
cation is included in COA’s assess-
ment of nurse anesthesia programs’
compliance with the Standards for
Accreditation of Nurse Anesthesia
Educational Programs.

3
This article

examines COA’s process of deter-
mining the status of distance edu-
cation courses offered by all nurse
anesthesia programs in existence in
fiscal year 2001.

Background
In March 1992, COA surveyed the
existing 89 accredited nurse anes-
thesia programs to determine the
status of distance education offer-
ings by individual programs and
to determine if a need existed for
faculty development and for train-
ing onsite reviewers on distance
learning. Results of the 1992 sur-
vey (COA, unpublished data,
March 1992) indicated that 86 of
the 89 programs completed the
survey for a 96.6% return. Of the
completed surveys, 11 (13%) of
the nurse anesthesia programs
acknowledged offering some type
of distance learning course.

From 1992 until 1997, COA
approved distance education
courses offered by nurse anesthe-
sia programs under an accred-
itation standard and companion
policy and procedure encouraging
the development of Experimental/
Innovative Curricula/Programs.

2

Shortly after receiving a 1997 pub-
lication from the US Department
of Education that explained the
newly revised Higher Education
Act regulations for distance learn-
ing, COA adopted Standard III,
Criterion C18, to clarify require-
ments for nurse anesthesia pro-
grams involved in distance educa-
tion. Additionally, COA developed
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Audio conferencing – Synchronous communication in which interaction
between sender and receiver takes place simultaneously, excluding
telephone (eg, 2-way radio).
Cable – The delivery of television signals via coax or fiberoptic cable
connections, managed by commercial or nonprofit organizations.
Closed circuit – A system for transmitting television signals over a private
cable network.
Computer conferencing: electronic mail – Messages stored and sent via a
computer system.
Internet – The global computer network that interconnects all other networks
using a common telecommunications protocol.
Computer diskettes – For use on a desktop or laptop computer used at home,
office, or school.
Conference calls – Communication in which interaction between sender and
receiver takes place simultaneously via telephone.
Correspondence – Written communication between teacher and learner
incorporating printed references.
Microwave: Instructional television fixed service – Television channels that
use high-frequency channels and microwave transmission to broadcast over a
distance of 20 to 30 miles (line of sight).
Open broadcast – The 1-way transmission of information (ie, conventional
radio and television).
Satellite transmission: direct broadcast satellite – A satellite capable of
uplinking/downlinking directly to small diameter dishes (1 to 2 feet) at user
sites (ie, offices, homes).
Two-way interactive video – Live interaction between teacher and learner via
television.
Videocassettes – Courses in video formats that are delivered via television or
videotape and that may be played on videocassette recorder in Beta, VHS, or
8 mm formats.

Table. Types of distance learning2
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a policy and procedure, Distance
Education,

2
plus an application

outline for use by nurse anesthesia
programs. Thus, COA imple-
mented a means to hold nurse
anesthesia programs accountable
for courses, student support serv-
ices, and learning outcomes to be
equivalent to traditional offerings.

In November 1998, COA again
surveyed the nurse anesthesia pro-
grams to determine the status of
distance education offerings.
Results of the 1998 survey

4
indi-

cated that 54 of the existing 82
accredited programs completed
the surveys for a 66% return.
Results of the completed surveys
revealed that 18 (33%) of the
nurse anesthesia programs either
offered or planned to offer some
type of distance education courses.
The COA responded to the results
of this survey by including a ses-
sion on evaluating such courses or
programs during training work-
shops for onsite reviewers. Subse-
quently, COA hired an expert in
distance learning, associated with
the Distance Education and Train-
ing Council, to conduct a fall 2001
session for onsite reviewers and
new COA members.

During fiscal year 2001, COA
funded a distance education project
with temporary staff to determine
the number of nurse anesthesia
programs offering distance learning
and to determine if all distance
learning offerings met the require-
ments of the Standards for Accredi-
tation of Nurse Anesthesia Educa-
tional Programs. The project analyst
(a master’s-prepared Certified Reg-
istered Nurse Anesthetist) and a
secretary, who has a baccalaureate
degree, staffed the 1-year project.

Assessment methodology
In June 2000, the project analyst
and secretary began employment
by COA to implement the project
on distance learning in nurse anes-
thesia programs. Six of the existing
85 accredited nurse anesthesia pro-
grams participated in a pilot study

to determine the survey tool’s items
for data collection. After complet-
ing the pilot study, the project staff
decided to divide the nurse anes-
thesia programs into 2 groups
known as phase 1 and phase 2.
Phase 1 evaluated 34 nurse anes-
thesia programs, and phase 2 eval-
uated the remaining 51 nurse anes-
thesia programs. The project staff
chose fewer nurse anesthesia pro-
grams in phase 1 based on the
assumption that some clarification
might be needed on the survey
tool, which indeed did occur.
Thus, the phase 2 programs com-
pleted the revised survey tool with
very little clarification needed.

Results
At COA’s October 18-20, 2001
meeting, COA members reviewed
the summary of the distance edu-
cation courses offered by all pro-
grams. Results of the distance
learning project revealed that 85 of
85 of the existing nurse anesthesia
programs completed the survey for
a return of 100%. The results fur-
ther revealed that 19 (22%) of the
85 nurse anesthesia programs
offered some type of distance edu-
cation. At the same time, COA
reviewed those programs with any
type of distance education offer-
ings to determine compliance
with requirements aimed at ensur-
ing educational quality in distance
learning. Closure of the project
occurred on October 31, 2001.

Future plans regarding
distance education courses
in nurse anesthesia
programs
Nurse anesthesia programs must
seek approval by COA before they
offer any type of distance learning
courses. In seeking such approval,
programs are required to submit
the information as required by
COA’s policy and procedure enti-
tled Distance Education. Also,
onsite reviewers are required to
review compliance of nurse anes-
thesia programs with the accredita-
tion standards. Onsite reviewers are

not allowed to conduct onsite
reviews until they complete the
training sessions on distance edu-
cation conducted by COA.

Conclusion
The COA began accrediting nurse
anesthesia programs offering dis-
tance education in the early 1990s.
Following publication of the latest
rules for the Higher Education
Act, COA conducted a detailed
survey of all nurse anesthesia pro-
grams to determine the type of dis-
tance education offerings. Addi-
tionally, COA reviewed the course
offerings to evaluate the programs’
compliance to the current accredi-
tation requirements for distance
education. Furthermore, nurse
anesthesia programs are not
allowed to add any type of dis-
tance education course or program
until approval is granted by COA.
This requirement is intended to
ensure that distance educational
courses or programs are of suffi-
cient quality to achieve their
objectives for the duration of an
accreditation period.

REFERENCES
1. US Department of Education. The Secre-
tary’s Recognition of Accrediting Agen-
cies; Final Rule. Federal Register. October
20, 1999;64(202)§602.3.

2. Accreditation Policies and Procedures Man-
ual. Park Ridge, Ill: Council on Accredita-
tion of Nurse Anesthesia Educational Pro-
grams; 1996.

3. Standards for Accreditation of Nurse Anes-
thesia Educational Programs, Park Ridge,
Ill: Council on Accreditation of Nurse
Anesthesia Educational Programs; 1994.

4. Kinslow K. Distance Learning Principles
and Practice. AANA J. 1999;67:225-226.

Author’s Clarification
In the June 2002 AANA Journal
“Education News” column (Hor-
ton BJ. Monitoring Nurse Anes-
thesia Educational Programs.
AANA J. 2002;70:177-179), the
word “1992” in the first line of
the first paragraph should be
“2002.”


