
chief of staff at the Weeneebayko General
Hospital in Moose Factory, Ontario, an island
without road access located in the middle of
the Moose River. Weeneebayko General
Hospital is the most remote northern hospital
in the province of Ontario.

Green also is a clinical lecturer and the pro-
gram director of the third-year residency program
in aboriginal health in the family medicine de-
partment at Queens University in Moose Factory. 

In 2002, Green graduated from the MPH pro-
gram at Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of
Public Health in Baltimore. The program was
ranked number one among MPH programs in
2001, the most recent ranking by U.S. News &
World Report. The 80-unit program is primarily
conducted via the Internet; however, 20 units
must be earned at the campus. Courses typical-
ly range from one to seven units, so full-time
students complete the program in one year. 

ant to go back to school for
a master’s degree in public

health (MPH) or business ad-
ministration (MBA), but can’t

figure out how to manage it
with your 60- to 70-hour work week? It’s unlike-
ly that you’d want to give up your practice or
dramatically reduce your hours, so why not
consider earning a degree by studying on line? 

Currently, there are approximately 2.5 mil-
lion students in distance education programs
in the United States, according to the Distance
Education and Training Council. While sitting
in the comfort of your study, you could log on
to the program’s Web site to listen to lectures,
read assignments, and do other work.

One physician who earned his MPH on line
is Mike Green, MD. It’s not surprising that
Green choose to earn his MPH degree pri-
marily through on-line study considering
where he lives and works:  The 34-year-old is
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On-line degrees are more popular than ever, but learner beware:

Evaluate programs for cost, content, and accreditation carefully. 

Not all degrees are created equally. 

Continued

C y b e r
Education  gains ground

U
n
iq

u
e

 O
p
p
o

rt
u

n
it

ie
s®

Th
e 

Ph
ys

ic
ia

n’s
 R

es
ou

rc
e

1-
80

0-
88

8-
20

47
   

 M
AY

/J
UN

 2
00

3

www.uoworks.com

http://www.jhsph.edu/
http://www.jhsph.edu/
http://www.usnews.com/usnews/edu/elearning/tables/pub_reg_prof.htm
http://www.usnews.com/usnews/edu/elearning/tables/pub_reg_prof.htm
http://www.detc.org/
http://www.detc.org/
http://www.uoworks.com/edit.html


Rich Douglas, MBA surveyed 267 hiring managers to determine employers’ acceptance of various

degrees and how employers are influenced by a school’s accreditation. “What I found is that human

resource professionals are not familiar with many schools and don’t check them out.  This means that

holders of degrees from on-line programs won’t get a lot of scrutiny about the nature of their degrees

or the issuing schools.” Douglas, a corporate trainer and a PhD candidate at Union Institute and

University in Cincinnati, conducted the survey for his dissertation. 
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Green says, “The [on-line] cours-
es were at least as good as the on-
site ones in terms of the lecture
content and how it was delivered.
They were well organized in terms
of homework and work groups. I

didn’t find them to be inferior in
any way from taking the courses
face-to-face.”

No easy degree

However, not everyone has such a fa-

vorable experience. Some students
mistakenly believe that their school is
accredited by a recognized agency
even though it is not (see “All About
Accreditation,” below); others can’t
find the time to study and drop out.

ON-LINE DEGREES
Continued from previous page

The most important factor to consider when

evaluating a program is accreditation,

according to author and consultant John

Bear, PhD. “If I have one thing to say to a

potential student, it’s to be careful, and do

your due diligence, and make sure the school

is legitimate.”

Bear has worked as a distance learning

consultant for the FBI and a dozen

universities. He is the author or co-author of

29 books, including seven on distance

learning.

Rich Douglas, MBA, agrees. In fact,

Douglas says he knows of several physicians

who hold academic degrees from schools

that are not legitimate because the programs

are not accredited by recognized agencies.

Douglas, a corporate trainer, is a PhD

candidate in a program featuring a

specialization in non-traditional higher

learning at Union Institute and University in

Cincinnati, Ohio.

When considering accreditation, make

sure the accreditation agency is recognized

under “Generally Accepted Accrediting

Principles” (GAAP). According to Bears’

Guide to Earning Degrees by Distance

Learning (15th Edition, published by Ten

Speed Press, 2003), “To offer recognized

accreditation under GAAP, an accrediting

agency must meet at least one of the

following four criteria:  1) Recognized by the

Council on Higher Education Accreditation

(CHEA) in Washington, DC; 2) Recognized

by the U.S. Department of Education; 3) If

not based in the United States, recognized

(or more commonly, part of) the relevant

national education agency; 4) Schools the

agency accredits are routinely listed in one or

more of the following publications: the

International Handbook of Universities, the

Commonwealth Universities Yearbook, the

World Education Series, or the Countries

Series.” More detailed information on this

standard is available in Bear’s book.

Students attending schools accredited by

agencies that don’t meet this standard may

find that the program’s quality is poor and

that their degree is not recognized by

employers, says Bear. Worse yet, according

to Bear, an employer may reprimand or fire

an employee after finding out that the

person’s degree is from such a school. Bear

adds, “I’m consulting as an expert witness for

a large company that just discovered its chief

financial officer has an MBA from a school

that is accredited by an unrecognized

agency. The company has been listing that

he has an MBA on their Securities and

Exchange Commission reports and company

annual reports.” Additionally, a reporter may

uncover this fact, resulting in an avalanche of

bad publicity.

In some cases, students mistakenly

believe their school is accredited by an

agency recognized by GAAP when it is not.

It’s not surprising that students become

confused. “There are there are 161

unrecognized accrediting agencies currently

operating, many of which have similar names

to the valid industries,” says Bear.

Bear suggests that physicians narrow

their search to MPH and MBA programs that

meet the following standards: 1) The entire

school is regionally accredited, or 2) the

entire school is regionally accredited, and the

program is professionally accredited.  

There are six U.S. regional accreditation

agencies, all of which are listed at the end of

this article.  Double- and triple-check the

accrediting agency as the names of agencies

that are not recognized by GAAP are very

similar to the agencies that are recognized.

Regional accreditation ensures students that

their degrees will probably be recognized by

other educational institutions and employers.

This is important for students who would like

to work in academia, continue their

education, seek tuition reimbursement, or

look for a job.

The most prestigious MPH programs are

accredited by the Council on Education for

Public Health. The most prestigious MBA

programs are accredited by the AACSB

International—The Association to Advance

Collegiate Schools of Business. (The latter

was formerly known as AACSB—The

International Association for Management

Education.) In addition, the school itself is

regionally accredited.

Professional accreditation is valued in the

business world. Human resource

professionals who are seeking applicants for

prestigious jobs may only consider graduates

from professionally and regionally accredited

programs, Bear says. ■

Regional Accrediting Agencies

Middle States Assoc. of Colleges and Schools

New England Assoc. of Schools and Colleges

North Central Assoc. of Colleges and Schools

Northwest Assoc. of Schools and Colleges

Southern Assoc. of Colleges and Schools

Western Assoc. of Schools and Colleges

All About Accreditation 
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Continued from previous page

“In fact, about two-thirds of all students
drop out of distance learning programs
for which the school and/or program
is accredited by recognized agencies,”
says John Bear, PhD. A distance learn-
ing consultant for the FBI and a dozen
universities, Bear is also the author or
co-author of seven books on distance
learning.

Vicky Phillips, the chief executive of-
ficer of GetEducated.com, a distance
education consulting firm in Essex
Junction, Vermont, says the number of
dropouts is closer to one-third for stu-
dents who had attended a program for
which the program and/or the school
is accredited by a recognized agency. In
comparison, about 25 percent of tradi-
tional age freshman students drop out.

Bear explains the high rate: “The
main reason the drop-out rate is so
high is because students don’t realize
how much work is involved and how
much they will have to change their
lifestyle: There are no shortcuts.”

One physician who revamped his
free time to earn an MBA is John
Lowry, MD, a graduate of the one-year
physicians-only MBA program at the
University of Tennessee’s College of
Business Administration in Knoxville.
The 40-year-old is the medical director
for the women’s outpatient clinics at
the Kapiolani Medical Center for
Women and Children in Honolulu and
an assistant professor in the
Department of obstetrics/gynecology
at the University of Hawaii, also in
Honolulu.

“It [studying for my MBA in 2000]
was a very busy, tough year. It was prob-
ably one of the most challenging things
I’ve done in my entire life. I would
argue that it was even more challeng-
ing than medical school because of the
amount of material that was covered in

such a short time,” says Lowry.
Assuming that, like Lowry, you are

willing to change your lifestyle, what is
the next step? You may question
whether a degree from an on-line pro-
gram would be as accepted or respect-
ed as a degree from a traditional, on-
campus program. Do the folks in a po-
sition to hire physicians differentiate
between on-line and traditional de-
grees? Although there isn’t a lot of re-
search in this area, here are data from
several important studies:

Since 1989, GetEducated’s Phillips
has conducted a biennial survey of ap-
proximately 5,000 human resources
executives from such companies as
IBM, FedEx, and AT&T. “Our results
indicate that hiring managers differen-
tiate between prestigious and non-
prestigious colleges, but it is not im-
portant to them if a degree is earned
on line,” she says. “There isn’t any-
thing on the degree or transcript stat-
ing it was earned through distance
learning, so as long as the school is a
regionally accredited brick-and-mortar
school, chances are the hiring manag-
er will not ask if the degree was earned
on line.” 

Rich Douglas, MBA inferred similar
findings from his 2002 study. Douglas
surveyed 267 hiring managers to deter-
mine employers’ acceptance of various
degrees and how employers are influ-
enced by a school’s accreditation.
“What I found is that human resource
professionals are not familiar with
many schools and don’t check them
out.  This means that holders of de-
grees from on-line programs won’t get
a lot of scrutiny about the nature of
their degrees or the issuing schools,”
says Douglas, a corporate trainer and a
PhD candidate at Union Institute and
University in Cincinnati. Douglas con-

ducted the survey for his dissertation. 
In fact, Lowry says when he applied

for the positions at the University of
Hawaii and the women’s outpatient
clinics, no one inquired whether he
had earned his degree on line. But sup-
pose the hiring managers do realize
that your degree was earned on line.
Will they think it is just as credible as a
degree from traditional institution?

This issue was addressed in a 2000
survey of 239 hiring managers and
human resource professionals conduct-
ed by Vault Inc., a New York City-based
company offering career information.
Of the 239 respondents, 37 percent
viewed an on-line graduate degree as
credible as a traditional graduate de-
gree; 54 percent viewed it not as credi-
ble but acceptable, and the remaining
9 percent found it to be not credible
and unacceptable.

Analyzing the data from all her bien-
nial studies, Phillips found that greater
than 80 percent of the 5,000 partici-
pants viewed an on-line graduate de-
gree as credible as a traditional degree
as long as it was earned from a region-
ally accredited brick-and-mortar school. 

There was another interesting find-
ing from the Vault Inc. study:  The re-
searchers determined which industries
are not likely to accept on-line degrees.
Medicine was ranked first and health
care/biotechnology third. The study’s
question on this topic did not specify a
particular type of degree. 

Evaluating a school‘s cost

Once you’ve decided to attend an on-
line program, there are a number of
factors to consider, including the pro-
gram’s accreditation (see “All About
Accreditation,”) and cost.

Figuring out the cost can be tricky.
Don’t just compare the obvious:  the

www.uoworks.com
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Continued from previous page

cost per credit. That’s only half the
story because one MBA program may
require 30 credits, while another is 54
credits. Your best bet is to ask the pro-
gram’s director for an estimate of the
total cost. For example, the cost for the
36-credit on-line MBA program at
Bellevue University in Bellevue,
Nebraska, is approximately $10,900. On
the other hand, the cost for the 54-
credit on-line Executive MBA program
at New York City’s Pace University’s is
$60,000, which includes the expenses
associated with the program’s 10 short
residencies.

The cost of MPH programs varies as
well. The on-line 80-unit MPH degree
at Johns Hopkins University costs ap-
proximately $45,120. The 36-credit on-
line MPH from the University of
Massachusetts at Amherst costs about
$18,000.

According to Bear, cost is not neces-
sarily related to quality. “There are out-
standing programs that are costly as well
as ones that are inexpensive,” he says.

Number of courses 
required to graduate

Cost is only one variable to consider;
another is the number of courses re-
quired to graduate. If you’re consider-
ing an MBA but haven’t taken any busi-
ness coursework, you may need to take
additional courses. For example, at
Marist College in Poughkeepsie, New
York, students without prior business
coursework have to complete 51 credits
to earn an MBA, whereas, some stu-
dents who have completed business
courses only have to complete 30 cred-
its. On the other hand, all the students
in Bellevue University’s on-line MBA
program have to complete 30 to 36
credits.

Bear cautions physicians to consider

the number of prerequisites carefully:
“The biggest stumbling block I have ob-
served to earning an MBA is that stu-
dents get bogged down in the prerequi-
sites,” he says.

Also, Bear says a program requiring
more credits is not necessarily a better
program:  “MBA programs can be one
year, two years, or three years—this
doesn’t mean a three-year program is
three times better.”

Considering that programs vary in
terms of prerequisites and number of
credits, it’s not surprising that the con-
tent also varies. According to Bear,
some on-line MBA programs have an
international focus; others concentrate
on business in the United States. Some
programs emphasize math.  Also, the
concentrations vary widely. Some pro-
grams offer accounting while others
offer health-care management.

For example, one reason Lowry
chose his program is because the pro-
gram focuses on health care and all the
students are physicians. “Everything we
discussed the entire year was related to
health care. And that helps me in the
job that I’m doing and that’s what in-

terests me,” he says.

Delivery mode

Another variable to consider is the way
that the program’s content is delivered.
Phillips explains, “On-line learning is
but one form of distance learning....
Most distance degree programs use var-
ious delivery mechanisms,” including
mail, satellite, cable television, and
videocassettes. 

“For example, because the Internet
does not deliver video well to home PC
users, videotapes of lectures are often
sent to students. After viewing the lec-
tures, the students log on to the
Internet to post discussion questions
and answers on Internet bulletin
boards,” Phillips says.

If the Internet is the program’s main
delivery mode, physicians should in-
quire whether the program features
synchronous or asynchronous classes or
both. “Synchronous classes require that
everyone is logged into the Web site at
the same time, and students are partici-
pating in a virtual class room. For ex-
ample, students might hear an audio
presentation of a speaker in real time
and then ask questions,” says Douglas.

On the other hand, in asynchronous
classes, students do not have to be
logged in together at a specific time.
Instead they do the work whenever it is
convenient for them and the instructor
controls the message traffic between
the participants, Douglas says. “Keep in
mind, if you ask the professor a ques-
tion, it may be several days before you
receive an answer,” he says.

According to Douglas, “Some people
need the structure of synchronous
classes:  ‘I sign in every Wednesday at 6
p.m. and I do this.’ Other people need
the flexibility of asynchronous classes
because they are very busy and their

www.uoworks.com

Take a Look On Line

To learn more about on-line degrees,
consider visiting these Web sites:

Degree.net, which is owned and main-

tained by Ten Speed Press, features infor-

mation about John Bear’s distance learning

books  www.degree.net 

Peterson’s Web site on distance learning

www.petersons.com/distancelearning/

U.S. News  & World Report:  On-line

Graduate Degree Web site

www.usnews.com/usnews/edu/elearning/di

rectory/gradonline.htm

GetEducated.com

www.geteducated.com/

http://www.bellevue.edu/Programs/Degrees/mba.html
http://www.bellevue.edu/Programs/Degrees/mba.html
http://www.pace.edu/lubin/e.mba/index_home.html
http://www.pace.edu/lubin/e.mba/index_home.html
http://distance.jhsph.edu/
http://distance.jhsph.edu/
http:// www.umassonline.net/degrees/show.cfm?degree_ID=1
http:// www.umassonline.net/degrees/show.cfm?degree_ID=1
http://www.marist.edu/management/mba/
http://www.uoworks.com/edit.html
http://www.degree.net/
http://www.petersons.com/distancelearning/
http://www.usnews.com/usnews/edu/elearning/directory/gradonline.htm
http://www.usnews.com/usnews/edu/elearning/directory/gradonline.htm
http://www.geteducated.com/
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schedule varies.”
While studying for his MBA, Lowry

completed most of the work asynchro-
nously. However, once or twice a week,
he met on line, in real time, with sev-
eral other students to work on group
assignments.  The group “entered” a
virtual classroom where they could
type and speak to each other and also
share documents and Microsoft
PowerPoint slides. 

Furthermore, every Saturday morn-
ing, all the students in the program
met on line for a real-time three-hour
class. While speaking, the lecturer
would change the PowerPoint slides
on the students’ computers. During
the lecture, each student could raise a
“virtual hand” and ask a question, in
real time, to the professor or to the en-
tire group.

Overall, Lowry says that he interacted
with the students and professors just as
much as he would have in a traditional
program.

Residency requirement

Another important consideration is
whether the program has a residency
requirement. That’s right, some on-
line programs require that students
spend time on campus taking exams,

studying, or fulfilling other responsi-
bilities. Not surprisingly, residency re-
quirements vary. Some require that
students study at the campus during
predetermined periods; others allow
students to choose when they will
study onsite.

Green says, “One of the reasons I
chose Johns Hopkins is because the on-
site requirement could be met in short
segments. They offer quite a few cours-
es through their summer and winter in-
stitutes. I actually found it [the onsite
requirement] quite convenient and
spent two weeks each summer there.

“I really enjoyed the onsite. I think
that a program that was exclusively on
line that didn’t include any face-to-face-
interaction would be missing some-
thing,” says Green.

New jobs

Both Green and Lowry credit their
new degrees with helping them land
new jobs. Green was appointed to a
full-time faculty position at Queens
University in Kingston, Ontario, start-
ing in the summer of 2003.  Armed
with his new knowledge and skills,
Green says he feels well prepared for
his new job, where his responsibilities
will include conducting research and

analyzing policy. Without an MPH de-
gree, Green says he probably would
not have been hired.

Lowry was hired as an assistant pro-
fessor at the department of ob/gyn at
the University of Hawaii in Honolulu.
In this position, which is tailor-made
for an MD-MBA, he teaches courses on
the business aspect of medicine. “The
MBA got me the position. No question
about it,” he says.

Furthermore, Lowry was able to use
his business knowledge and skills to im-
prove the finances of the women’s out-
patient clinics at the Kapiolani Medical
Center Women. “The skills I learned
from the MBA helped me turn around
the finances completely. We aren’t mak-
ing money yet, but we are near the
break-even point for the first time in
over five years,” he says.

Reflecting on the overall experience
of earning his MBA, Lowry concludes,
“I really enjoyed it. I felt it was a life-
changing program.” ■

Liz Lipton, who resides in Kingston, NY, has been

a free-lance writer for 14 years. She holds a mas-

ter’s degree in journalism. Lipton also is a consul-

tant with Glazer Medical Solutions and an assis-

tant editor for The Bulletin, published by the New

York State Psychiatric Association.
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