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FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE
Contact: Tana Stenseng, 360.664.4232
They Learn 24/7
whether based in Iraq or rural Washington
Students once crossed campus lawns to attend classes. Now a growing number stay home (or work from overseas) and log on to any one of several hundred online classes offered by their local community or technical college.

According to the State Board for Community and Technical Colleges the numbers of students enrolled in online classes is growing -- by double digits. In the fall of 2005, 23,352 students in Washington’s community and technical colleges took at least one online class. For a further 9,000 students, it was the only way they can or do attend classes.

For the state’s rural health care employers who continue to experience difficulty finding registered nurses, pharmacists, physical therapists, dieticians, and almost every other profession in the industry, online learning is a boom. According to a Center of Health Workforce Studies, University of Washington/WA State Hospital Association report, in 2005 between 50-99 percent of hospitals in such counties as Kittitas, Klickitat, Yakima, Adams, Chelan, Douglas, Grant, and Okanogan said it was very difficult to find staff in 9 of 22 health care professions. So acute does this problem continue to be, according to the Workforce Training and Education Coordinating Board’s most recent report, that health care tops all industries in the number of job vacancies, representing 16 percent of all of the state’s vacancies in 2005. These include 8,918 vacancies for health care practitioners and technical personnel and 2,429 vacancies for health care support personnel.

Colville knows the issue well. Its hospitals and clinics have had difficulty finding the registered nurses and licensed practical nurses (LPN) needed to keep them operational. 

“Rural healthcare employers experience greater difficulty in recruiting nurses than do employers in more urban settings,” explains Tom O’Brien, Executive Director, Eastern Washington Partnership. “First, nurses must be attracted to a rural lifestyle; secondly, they must be trained to be generalists in rural practice, rather than specialists as are needed in larger hospitals.”

Because health care employers knew that local residents trained close to home would provide an expanded and more stable labor pool, they decided to “grow their own.” They worked with Spokane Community College and the Colville Center of the Institute for Extended Learning in 2005 to set up a nursing program in Colville that was delivered through a combination of both on-site (physically) and interactive video courses (out of Spokane). Twelve students graduated as LPNs in March 2006.

“Students were appreciative that they no longer had to commute seventy miles to Spokane, or move out of the area, to access nurse training,” O’Brien adds. “And employers are encouraged by the prospect of having an expanded labor pool that is locally trained.”

In Yakima, the situation is similar. According to Shirley Mohsenian, Program Coordinator at Yakima Valley Community College’s Allied Health Technology Department, the school offers online courses currently to some 250 students leading to certification in six allied health specialties: medical assisting, pharmacy technician, surgical technology, medical billing and coding, phlebotomy, and medical interpreter. 

Initially the program’s geographic area was similar to that of the college; i.e. 8,500 square miles. But that has increased as has word of the courses offerings. “Now,” she says, “we get, or have had, students from Seattle, Spokane, Wenatchee, and Walla Walla to rural areas without access to education and Idaho. This year we even have a reservist from Yakima who is continuing to take classes while serving in Iraq.”
	
	1999-2000 Graduates (few Internet classes)
	2002-2003 Graduates (all core curriculum offered via Internet)

	City of Yakima
	87%
	33%

	Upper Yakima Valley
	0%
	19%

	Lower Yakima Valley
	13%
	39%

	Other
	0%
	8%


Providing accessible education also has enabled YVCC to expand enrollment in the Hispanic community “making it possible for them to complete a course of study while working or caring for a family,” says Mohsenian. In 1999-2000 in which there were few Internet courses, 87 percent of YVCC Allied Health program graduates were white and 13 percent students of color (including Hispanics). In 2002-2003 when the core curriculum was all Internet based, 70 percent of graduates were white, 22 percent were Hispanic, and 7 percent other persons of color.

It has also helped YVCC retain students with limited English proficiency. “They can take more time to read and understand posted lectures,” Mohsenian explains.

Even in western Washington, where there are a plethora of local educational institutions offering health care training, the demand for online education is growing. In 2003, Lower Columbia College in Longview, recognizing the severe shortage of registered nurses, started a program for LPNs which allowed them to become a registered nurse in one year if they ‘attended’ full time. 

The first such program of its kind in the state, according to Kathy Mauser, the college’s LPN to RN (LERN) program coordinator, LERN provides three quarters of ‘theory’ which is delivered entirely online. The fourth and final quarter (the clinical portion) is an eight week summer course; five days a week, eight hours a day. That’s intensive, she admits, but has found that her students make rapid progress because they are interacting with hospital staff on a daily basis—much more closely than the more traditional campus student. “In the last class,” she notes, “after only two weeks, each of the students had a job offer. And when they took their state boards, we had a 100 percent successful completion rate.”

Online learning, she readily admits, is not for everyone. “You have to be self-disciplined, an active learner who is willing to reach out and seek help when a problem arises.” Her online ‘chat rooms’ are heavily trafficked, as is the LERN site which operates 24/7: the peak period being 2 A.M. 

“Our students are already nurses who are seeking to upgrade skills and earn higher wages by becoming a registered nurse. Many of them can’t do this because they don’t have the time, “she states. “They can’t take the time off work for the year or more that it would take to complete a campus-based program. Online training offers them an opportunity to come back to school, earning a living, and study whenever they have a free moment. That’s an opportunity they never had before!” 

FACTS

· The National Institute of Standards and Technology estimated that by 2004 the US e-learn market would be worth at least $46 billion.

· In 2000, 49 percent of colleges provided Internet connections in classrooms; in 2002, this number had grown to 64 percent.
EDITOR”S NOTE:

For further information about specific programs or to talk with students enrolled about their experiences in these programs, contact:

Colville: Josie Durst or Tom O’Brien, 509.684.8421

Yakima: Shirley Mohsenian, 509.574.4847

Longview: Kathy Mauser, 360.442.2867

For additional information about progress taking place in recruiting health care professionals, go to http://www.wtb.wa.gov/Documents/2006_hcrpt06.pdf for the latest report from the Health Care Personnel Shortage Task Force.
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