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[ABSTRACT]

Quality Assurance and Federal Accountability in Distance Education
in US. Higher Education:
Development of the 50-Percent Rule

MORI Rie*

U.S. distance education, which was introduced into the higher education sphere in the late 19" century, gradually
developed along with innovations in communication technology until its enormous flourish in the 1980s brought about
by the spread of the Internet. Throughout history, distance education has been exposed to questions about its quality
simply because the mode of delivery differs from traditional campus-based education. That question became a critical
issue when the regulation known as the 50-Percent Rule was laid down in the 1992 amendment of the Higher Edu-
cation Act of 1965. Under the 50-Percent Rule, a student enrolled in a distance education program provided via tele-
communication in order to be awarded a degree or other credentials is not considered eligible for Federal Student
Aid, and an higher education institution providing more than 50% of its courses via telecommunication or where half
the students are enrolled in courses provided via telecommunication, is also not considered eligible to participate in
the Federal Student Aid program.

This study determines the contents of the 50-Percent Rule and of the Distance Education Demonstration
Program, which was installed to provide a bypass enabling distance education providers that fall under the regula-
tions of the 50-Percent Rule to take part in the Federal Financial Aid program. It assumes, contrary to the general
hypothesis, that the Distance Education Demonstration Program does not help in the total development of distance
education via telecommunication because it accommodates the 50-Percent Rule in order to survive, giving Congress
direct control over higher education institutions regarding their quality of education. The exceptionality of quality
control carried out by the federal government under this demonstration program, which was installed to ensure the
fair allocation of taxpayers’ money in the form of student aid, is additionally discussed. This exceptionality is found
in the phase where federal government gives a quality control directly to higher education institutions whereas indi-
vidual state governments, instead of federal government are primly responsible for almost all kinds of issues in edu-
cation in the United States. The appropriate balance between federal accountability and the principle of academic
freedom is also discussed.

The study indicates that (1) a certain group in the Republican Party, (2) the Department of Education, and (3)
the higher education institutions themselves are key players with the capability of reducing the restrictions brought
about by the 50-Percent Rule.
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