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ABSTRACT 

 

Many colleges and universities are expanding their current online offerings and creating new 

programs to address growing enrollment.  Institutions often utilize online education as a method 

to serve more students while lowering instructional costs. While online education may be more 

cost effective in some situations, college decision makers need to consider the full range of cost 

implications associated with these online offerings. The unbundling of faculty roles in online 

distance education programs is one cost consideration which is often overlooked.  As the faculty 

role has become more distributed, so have the costs associated with providing instruction and 

instructional support. This paper reviews the hidden costs associated with the unbundling of the 

faculty role and presents a framework for calculating the true costs of the unbundled faculty role.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

nline distance education programs are growing.  Allen and Seaman (2008) reported a 12% increase in 

students taking at least one online course from 2007 to 2008. When the numbers are in for 2009, the 

growth is expected to far exceed original estimates. Universities are expanding current online offerings 

and creating new programs to address growing enrollment.  At the same time online enrollments are increasing, 

most colleges and universities are also facing unprecedented pressures to cut costs. State funding for higher 

education is being cut dramatically and university endowments have decreased in value (Stratford, 2009). In 

response to the growing pressures to reduce costs, many colleges have looked to distance education, particularly 

online education, as the primary method for reaching more students while lowering instructional costs.  Studies have 

shown that while online education may be more cost effective in some situations, college decision makers need to 

consider the full range of cost implications associated with online education. The unbundling of faculty roles in 

online distance education programs is one cost consideration which is often overlooked. Interviews were conducted 

at a major regionally accredited online university to determine the true cost of the development, launch, facilitation 

and maintenance of a graduate business course. The data, while limited to one graduate course at one university, is 

presented as a means of opening the discussion of the true cost of unbundling faculty roles in online education.  

 

UNBUNDLING OF FACULTY ROLES 

 

The Unbundling Concept 

 

The unbundling of faculty roles begins with determining the core faculty responsibilities associated with 

the institution. For example, Franklin University has identified three principle faculty functions including leadership, 

instruction, and curriculum quality (Hagerott & Ferezan, 2003). The unbundling of these roles allows the university 

to assess, manage and utilize resources based on each of these functions. It also allows the faculty to focus on their 

areas of expertise. Faculty members with training in curriculum design are involved in developing courses while 

those with experience delivering instruction are able to focus on facilitating the course. In a traditional faculty model 

the faculty is responsible for both the content and delivery along with other functions like supervising graduate 

students, advising students, conducting research and serving on university committees. In an online classroom, this 

O 
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would also entail being responsible for technology functions. Unbundling these roles separates and redistributes the 

instructional from the delivery activities.  Figure 1 illustrates the unbundling of a traditional faculty role. 

 

 

Figure 1:  Unbundled Faculty Roles 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

The concept of unbundling is not new. The problems associated with the bundling of faculty roles for 

example  faculty being responsible for areas in which they were not trained such as advising students, counseling, 

credentialing, and course development were first introduced in the 1970’s (Trout, 1979; Wang, 1975). Most online 

faculty members today are hired specifically to work with students around the course content in a facilitator’s role. 

The unbundling of the traditional faculty role results in the need for a number of support personnel.  Faculty 

supervisors, trainers, instructional technologists, academic advisors and graders are used to support the faculty 

member.  

 

The unbundling of faculty roles results in a number of challenges for online colleges and universities.  At a 

time when state budgets are shrinking and pressures to contain costs have risen, the unbundled faculty role makes it 

increasingly more difficult to calculate the actual costs of instruction for a single course (Neely, 2004). From a 

management perspective, an increased number of support personnel leads to additional activities involved with 

hiring, training and supervising individuals in specialized roles.  

 

Cost of Unbundled Faculty Role  

 

In the traditional university structure, the department or college is a cost center and budgets and reports on 

instructional activities are contained within the department.  Department chairs and university administrators who 

take an accounting or historical approach to costing in higher education are able to attribute actual expenditures to 

each activity (Rumble, 2001).  When costs for instructional activities are included in a department budget, allocating 

the costs on a per course basis becomes a matter of bookkeeping wherein direct costs are attributed to a single 

activity or course (Brinkman, 2001).   

 

As the faculty role has become more distributed, the costs associated with providing instruction and 

instructional support have been dispersed to multiple cost centers across the university. Faculty salaries are tangible 

and easy to account for in budgets (Palloff & Pratt, 2007). Less tangible and more difficult to identify are 

supervisory costs, training costs, and other support costs necessary to keep online courses functioning.   Examining 

Unbundled Faculty Model  
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multiple budgets to identify and allocate costs to a specific course is a complex undertaking.  To properly allocate 

costs, the activities of all instructional support personnel would need to be recorded and allocated to a specific 

course.  In doing so, the costs from multiple departments would need to be gathered and calculated on a per course 

basis.    

 

With the unbundled faculty model, new hierarchies are created within the university to support instructional 

activities. What does it cost to create a new department dedicated to curriculum development, academic advising or 

instructional technology?  Calculating the costs goes beyond allocating an instructional technologist’s salary to each 

course supported.  Administrative support, equipment, technology, training, and supervision must also be allocated 

to course activities to obtain the true instructional costs for an online course.      

 

Recruiting, hiring, and training activities proliferate with the unbundled faculty model.  The traditional 

faculty model tasks the department chair with recruiting, selecting, hiring and training new faculty with support 

from the human resources department and faculty committees.  Hiring multiple individuals in highly specified roles 

also requires increased support for human resource activities as increased numbers of individuals are hired for these 

roles and the activities are continuous.  Hiring is typically based on the semester system in a traditional faculty 

model.  Many online institutions have multiple terms throughout the year resulting in continuous hiring and training 

of instructional support positions. Increased administrative support is required for processing the hiring paperwork, 

payroll, and for monitoring faculty performance.   

 

Multiple supervisors are needed with specialized expertise to monitor and evaluate the performance of 

individuals in specialty roles. Instruction, training and supervision are ongoing in the unbundled faculty model as 

multiple part-time instructors are used in various capacities to facilitate learning. The instructional costs per student 

is a growing concern for higher education institutions as they struggle to contain costs while providing quality 

education in a technologically rich and competitive environment. It is important that all costs be considered when 

determining the yearly budget for faculty and calculating the true capital-labor ratio in these institutions. 

 

Developing A Framework for Calculating Unbundled Faculty Costs 

 

 A review of each of the unbundled faculty roles identified in Figure 1 reveal that the process for identifying 

costs must begin by creating a framework for the costing process.  The researchers determined that a modified 

activity based costing approach would be used.  According to Horngren and Harrison (2009), activity based costing 

examines costs that are the building blocks for measuring the costs of services such as an online course.  With an 

activity based costing methodology, individual activities are identified and the resulting costs attributed to an 

individual, online course at the university.      

 

The process for identifying the costs of the unbundled faculty role began by reviewing each of the 

unbundled faculty roles identified in Figure 1.  The costs for all roles were examined and calculated except for the 

academic advising role.  Over the past thirty years, the academic advising function has been increasing segregated 

from the role of a faculty member (Hrabowski, 2004). Specialized positions have been created within most colleges 

and universities to address student advising activities. For the purposes of this study, it was determined that 

academic advising activities were provided through the same advising centers for both students in traditional courses 

and students in online courses.  Academic advising has been segregated from the faculty instructional role at many 

universities using a traditional faculty model.  The researchers determined that calculating the costs for academic 

advising would not be undertaken as part of this study since advising was centralized for students in both online and 

on grounds courses.  

 

The first step in conducting a study of the costs of the unbundled faculty role was to identify a framework 

for gathering costs.  The unbundled roles can be separated into three types of activities.  The first activity undertaken 

with the unbundled faculty role is the design and development of the online course.  Rumble (2001) suggests that 

there is a clear division of labor between the activities associated with course development and the delivery of the 

course.  Delivering the course is a second cost center.  Interviews with distance education administrators at the 

university where this study was undertaken revealed a third center of activity, course maintenance.  
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Once the cost centers were identified, a second step was taken to identify the individuals and the actions 

taken by those individuals to support online course design and development, delivery, and maintenance.  A course 

developer, course facilitator, and faculty member charged with course maintenance were interviewed to determine 

the activities associated with each unbundled faculty role.  

 

Data obtained from the interviews as well as research into costing in distance learning was used to develop 

the Unbundled Faculty Costs Worksheet provided in Table 1.  The worksheet provided a starting point for gathering 

and calculating the costs of the activities associated with the unbundled faculty role.  
 

 

Table 1:  Unbundled Faculty Costs Worksheet 

 

Course Development  

 

Curriculum Developer (Curriculum Writer)        $ 140  

 $2800 divided by 20 deliveries of the course  

 

Faculty Co-Writer  

 $3000 stipend divided by 20 deliveries of the course     $ 150  

 

Instructional Designer Costs         $ 104 

  80 hours multiplied by $26 per hour ($2,080) divided by 20 deliveries of the course  

  

Curriculum Supervisor/Department Chair        $ 27 

12 hours multiplied by $45 per hour divided by 20 deliveries of the course 

  

Total Course Development Support per each delivery of the course    $ 431 

 

Course Instruction  

 

Instructor/Facilitator         $2,600 

 Per course costs for a course instructor 

 

Graders           $0 

 No additional graders used  

 

Department Chair/Faculty Mentor Supervision        $315 

 7 hours per course per term multiplied by $45 per hour 

 

Total Course Instruction per each delivery of the course      $2915 

 

Course Maintenance (each term course is delivered)  

 

 Estimated number of hours spent on course maintenance multiplied by hourly rate    $ 330  

Course lead/supervisor:   3 hours @ $38 per hour = $148 

Instructional Technologist: 7 hours @ $26 per hour $182  

 

 Total Course Maintenance         $ 330  

 

Total Costs of Unbundled Faculty Support for One Course      $3,676  

 

 

Calculating Costs of the Unbundled Faculty Role  

 

 Online universities seem to follow three major models for curriculum development.  A number of 

universities have developed departments devoted to curriculum development.  Subject matter experts and curriculum 

developers with expertise in course design are hired in full time positions to develop courses (Knowles & Kalata, 

2007).  Many universities follow the traditional model of paying a stipend to current faculty for course development 
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while some universities use part-time curriculum developers to create courses.  Other universities use some type of 

blended model using current faculty and outside experts to develop courses.  In this study, the university that 

provided costing data used a blended method which paired a current faculty member with an external curriculum 

writer.  The faculty member created learning objectives, identified learning materials including journal articles and 

textbooks, and identified the assessment methodology.  The external curriculum writer developed the course 

assignments, discussion threads, and the scoring rubrics for assignments.   

 

 The role of an instructional designer can vary depending on the university (Tantivivat & Allen, 2004).   

Some universities do not provide instructional design assistance to course developers.  At other universities, the 

instructional designer assists with each step of course development.  The university participating in this study 

provided instructional designer support to assist the faculty member with loading the course into the learning 

management system used by the university.  The instructional designer ensured that the course provided ease of 

interaction and clarity to the student and made certain that there were no biases in the way the subject matter was 

presented.  

 

 During the course design process, a department chair or lead faculty member often provides assistance to 

the course designers.  The individual in this role makes sure that the course meets university standards, ensures that 

the course is developed according to project deadlines, and reviews the course to ensure that it is a quality course.  In 

this study, a full-time faculty member provided support and supervision for the development of the course. The 

faculty member estimated the number of hours dedicated to supporting the course in this study.  

 

 Calculating the costs for individuals filling the unbundled faculty role required several different approaches 

to costing.  The costs for individuals who worked for the university on a full time basis were calculated  by dividing 

the total amount of salary plus benefits by the number of hours in the yearly contract to arrive at a per hour cost.  

The per hour cost was then multiplied by the number of hours that the individual identified as spending in support of 

the course. Some individuals participating in the study were paid a flat fee for their contributions. The flat fees were 

easily allocated to the course activities.  

 

RESEARCH FINDINGS  

  

 Our study revealed that there are significant per course costs that are often under accounted for in 

university budgets as a result of the unbundled faculty model.  The unaccounted for costs in the course design phase 

include leadership and support provided by lead faculty and department chairs in coordinating the design, 

development, and implementation of new courses.  Far easier to identify and quantify are the costs incurred during 

the instructional phase.  Faculty salaries were clearly identified based on the courses assignment.  The missing costs 

in the instruction phase were activities around faculty supervision and training.  Course maintenance activities were 

also difficult to identify and often overlooked in calculating unbundled faculty costs.   

 

Most university budgets consider course development costs as sunk costs and do not allocate the costs to 

each delivery of the course.  The costs of department chair support and instructional designer support are also rarely 

allocated at the course level.  Course development costs for the course studied were $431 per course delivered.  

These costs included the work of a curriculum writer, faculty lead, instructional designer and a department chair.  

These costs may not be considered significant on a per course basis, but when calculated across a number of courses 

can represent a significant investment in financial resources for a university.  With the traditional faculty model, a 

faculty member would be tasked with developing a new course.  The faculty member may or may not receive 

additional compensation for course development work depending on institutional policies.   

 

The costs for course instruction are the most recognized costs in the unbundled faculty role.  Often, course 

costs in budgets are limited to the cost of course instruction.  Again, the costs of providing supervision and training 

to adjunct instructors are either not reported or underreported when considering the costs of delivering an online 

course.  The adjunct faculty member’s salary at the institution studied was higher than average adjunct salary, but 

significantly less than the cost of a full time faculty member.   
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For this study, data was gathered on the per class compensation for an online graduate business course. 

Compensation data was gathered on faculty members who had earned a terminal degree in their field (PhD, EdD, JD 

or DBA) and had three years teaching experience. The number of weeks per class ranged from six to ten weeks and 

the per class compensation ranged from a low of $1800 per class to a high of $4,000 per class with the per class 

average hovering around $2200 per class. The course instructors in the specific graduate course included in this 

study were paid $2600 to facilitate the class for six weeks.  

 

Course maintenance costs were calculated as $330 based on interview data from the department chair and 

an instructional technologist.  Course maintenance costs are the least identifiable costs in the unbundled faculty role.  

Course maintenance may be as simple as updating a web link in a course or as complex as revising the assignments.  

Course maintenance is ongoing and is not reflected in budgets except when major course revisions are scheduled.   

 

After calculating the cost of unbundled faculty support for one course, the researchers examined how the 

cost of support compared to the costs of support for one class with a traditional faculty role.  The National Center for 

Education Statistics reported that the average salary for an assistant professor was $55,300 (Knapp, 2009).  Fringe 

benefits varied as a percentage of salary dependent upon the type of institution.  For the purposes of this study, 

fringe benefits were estimated at 30 percent of salary (Employee Benefits Research Institute, 2009).  Total 

compensation for an instructional faculty member was calculated at $71,890 for the purposes of this study.  The 

National Center for Education Statistics also reports that instructional faculty, on average, support eight courses 

during the academic year (Knapp, 2007).  Based on data from the National Center for Education Statistics, the 

faculty member’s total compensation was approximated at $8,986 for a single course.  

 

Our study revealed a cost of $3,676 for the instructional support provided to a single course with the 

unbundled faculty model.  At first glance, the unbundled faculty role seems significantly less expensive than the cost 

of a traditional faculty member’s course support at $8,986 per course.   The investment on a per course basis may be 

skewed in favor of the unbundled faculty role due to limitations in calculating the number of hours that a faculty 

member devotes to activities outside of instruction, such as university service.  Also, it is difficult to assign the 

amount of time actually devoted to course design and maintenance unless instructional support personnel are asked 

to keep a time log of activities by course.  For the purposes of this study, time spent on administrative and university 

service activities by faculty was ignored.   

 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION  

 

This study suggests that it is difficult to identify and assign costs for instructional activities in higher 

education, particularly when comparing the traditional faculty model with the unbundled faculty model. Interviews 

with university administrators indicate that there is an understanding that hidden costs are incurred, but ferreting out 

the information is difficult given the structure of budgeting and recording costs in higher education.   

 

Completion of this study indicates a need for further research in several areas.  The costing worksheet that 

was designed as part of this study needs to be further developed so that university administrators can easily identify 

costs with the unbundled faculty model.  Further research needs to be undertaken to identify the costs associated 

with creating new departments within the university to support instruction. Questions around how much it costs a 

university to hire, train and supervise instructors remain unanswered.   

 

In conclusion, there is much work to be done in developing costing models for the unbundled faculty 

model.  This study only minimally addresses the hidden costs of the unbundled faculty role.  Future studies 

examining these costs would need to include real time record keeping of hours dedicated to course development, 

delivery and maintenance for not only the instructor, but also, online coordinators, faculty schedulers, instructional 

design coordinators, course evaluators and quality assurance personnel.  As online courses continue to proliferate 

and scrutiny of higher education costs increases, university administrators need to identify the cost impact of the 

unbundled faculty role.  
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