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Academic Department Head Guidelines Regarding Low Enrollment 
Courses and Overload Pay, including Summer Pay 

Low Enrollment Classes 

As a general rule, low enrollment classes are defined as those with fewer than 10 students at 
the 100-400 level and fewer than 6 students at the 500+ level. 

In determining whether to run a low-enrollment class, ADH’s should consider whether the 
courses are: 

 Essential to degree program requirements 

and 

 Required for timely completion of the degree; i.e., not offering the course would require 
student(s) to delay completion of studies and graduation  

Assumed within these two points is that students worked with their academic advisors to plan a 
course of study that integrated the course in question into their program of study for the 
semester in which the course would normally be offered. 

ADH’s need to evaluate low enrollment courses relative to these two conditions, as well as 
potential opportunities to substitute other courses that meet students’ program of study 
needs. For licensure considerations and some degree plans, this may not be possible. However, 
in cases where there is an option, it should be explored, and where feasible implemented. 

 

The current lecturer and overload pay scale is maintained in the Office of Academic Affairs. 
Exceptions to the pay structure (see in particular summer and online pay) appear on page 2. 
Note: The list of exceptions on page 2 is not intended to be exhaustive. Other “exceptions” 
may be granted with approval of the VPAA. 

Overload Payment 

 ADH’s need to adhere to CMU policy (see the Professional Personnel Employee Handbook, 
Section VIII.C) and be judicious when assigning overload pay.  It is the responsibility of the ADH 
to maximize the institution’s resource use while still fairly compensating faculty.   

 Faculty members should not be paid overloads for low-enrolled courses unless both of the 
above conditions for running low-enrollment courses are met. 

 When a faculty member has two or more online courses, the course with the lowest enrollment 
will be used as the overload course. 

  

http://www.coloradomesa.edu/academic-affairs/faculty/handbook.html
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Online Course Enrollments 

Since 2012, CMU’s policy has been that online sections should have the same course caps as 
face-to-face courses. Over time, however, increasing enrollments have often led to increases in 
online course caps. At the point at which online course caps can, in aggregate, support another 
section of the course, another section should be added. In this case, an additional instructor 
would be needed.  (NOTE: An online lecturer would not have to be located on campus.) 

CMU institutional directives regarding course comparability and online instruction derive 

from the Course Comparability Manual and communications from Academic Affairs and the 
Office of the President originating in 2013. These communications instructed that face-to-face 
course capacities and online course capacities should be congruent. In fall 2016 (Academic 
Council Meeting: 11/17/2016) the following reaffirmation guidance was shared with Academic 
Department Heads as part of a broader discussion relating to low enrollment courses, summer, 
January term and online instruction:  

 

Online Course Enrollments: Since 2012, CMU’s policy has been that online sections 
should have the same course caps as face-to-face courses. Over time, however, 
increasing enrollments have often led to increases in online course caps. At the point at 
which online course caps can, in aggregate, support another section of the course, 
another section should be added. In this case, an additional instructor would be needed. 

 

Grounded in a review of relevant literature, this document serves to provide course 
comparability guidance as CMU instructional needs continue to evolve.  

Relevant Literature 

Research on constructivist approaches to online learning (constructivist being a traditional 
faculty-led presence in a course) supports a requisite for increased engagement in order to 
promote teaching and learning comparability to F2F courses. This engagement is evidenced 
through use of discussion questions, instructor-posted videos, active learning activities, and 
small group assignments. For constructivist courses, research supports a class size of 25-30 
students for maximum effectiveness (Aragon,2003; Rovai, 2002). 

Non-constructivist classes (those that do not rely on instructor-student interaction, such as 
MOOCs or online courses heavily reliant on gaming content) may have significantly higher caps. 
These course types are not consistent with CMU’s emphasis on teacher-student interaction.  

 Variables impacting decisions about optimal class size include: (a) nature of the 
discipline, course objectives and outcomes, (b) instructors’ prior experience teaching 
online, (c) student class level (undergraduate, graduate), and (d) overall institutional 
support for online instruction (e.g., faculty workload, technology staff assistance, etc.). 
With these variables in mind, research by Artz (2011) noted 12-22 students per class as 
desirable.  

 

http://www.coloradomesa.edu/academic-affairs/documents/manuals/CourseComparabilityManual.pdf
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 Rovai (2000) recommended a class size of 30 students, noting that greater than 30 
diminished the amount of social presence that can be established between student and 
instructor.  

 According to Rao (2000) courses designed to teach technical laboratory skills should be 
limited to 12-15 students. Boettcher (1998) recommended 25 to 65 students for courses 
focusing on training, certification and/or professional degrees.  

 Roach (2002) recommended course caps for online undergraduate course work of 25 
students. Colwell and Jenks (2006) recommended caps of 20 undergraduate students.  

 MacKinnon (2002) suggested that class size should be limited to 20 students, while 
Larson (2002) found “…although greater student–faculty interaction had a positive 
impact on learning, class size per se had no significant effect” 
(http://www.professionalnursing.org/article/S8755-7223(08)00095-1/fulltext#back-
bib1).  

 Palloff and Pratt (2003) found a class size of 20 to 25 students facilitated a sense of 
connectedness and that large class sizes were associated with less satisfaction and less 
learning. 

 Orellana (2006) reported online instructor perceptions of optimal class size ranging from 
15 to 22 undergraduate students.  

  “…for online classes that range from 16-40 students, increasing class size as much as 25 
percent does not significantly affect student grades, credits earned…or enrollment… 
(Bettinger, Doss, Loeb, & Taylor, 2014).   

CMU Course Comparability Guidance 

CMU realizes there may be instances where course cap incongruence between F2F and online 
sections can be permissible based on:  

-Course structure  

-Pedagogical best practices of the discipline 

-Co-requisite courses 

-Artificially low enrollment caps in face-to-face courses due to facility or instructor 
limitations 

Departments wishing to apply for a one-time or ongoing exception to expected course cap 
congruency should provide evidence and rationale, including a review of best practices, to the 
Director of Distance Education during the semester prior to the requested exception. Requests 
for exceptions beyond the areas listed above may be considered upon recommendation of the 
Director of Distance Education to the Vice President of Academic Affairs. 
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