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 If online learning is the solution, what is the 
problem?  Is the solution a good fit?  

 

 What are the current tensions? 

 

 What does history tell us? 

 

 



 











 



 Quality of research 
◦ Unknown fundamentals (e.g. 5.5 v. 7 million)  

◦ Paradox of choice 

 Definitions 

 What is problem OLL solves? 





 Increased access (Sloan-C, 2000) 
 Lower costs (Twigg, 1999) 
 Produce learning effectiveness gains (Twigg, 2012) 
 Improve developmental education (Gates Foundation, 

2012) 
 Increase college persistence, retention, and 

graduation rates (Gates Foundation, Lumina 
Foundation) 

 Individualize instruction & improve outcomes; cure 
“Baumol’s cost disease” (ITHAKA, 2012; Bowen,2012) 

 Educate masses for free (almost) (Kohler, 2012) 
 

 From a research perspective: What is the “treatment”?  
Can it be the same? 





Conceptual Level 

 Democratization 

 Liberal Education 

 Educational Quality 

 

  (Larreamendy-Joerns & Leinhardt, 2006) 

 





 “the day is coming when the (course) work 
done through correspondence will be greater 
in amount than that done in the classrooms 
of our academics and colleges…” 



 “the day is coming when the (course) work 
done through correspondence will be greater 
in amount than that done in the classrooms 
of our academics and colleges…” 

 

(Vincent, 1885) 



 "Over 4 million Americans - far more than 
attended traditional colleges - were enrolled 
in correspondence courses by the 1920s... 
(with a completion rate under 3%)." 

 

      (Kett, 1996) 



 “Our classroom can be world-wide. (…) we 
embrace…those who by stress of 
circumstance are debarred from the ordinary 
means of education.” 



 “Our classroom can be world-wide. (…) we 
embrace…those who by stress of 
circumstance are debarred from the ordinary 
means of education.” 

      



 “...(the) goal is to take the best courses from 
the best instructors at the best universities 
and provide it to everyone around the world 
(for free)…” 

 

 Daphne Koller, 2012 

 



 Increasing either access to higher education 
for populations otherwise excluded, or 
increasing the range of people who might be 
served by elite institutions. 

 Roots go back to 1870s in the US 

 Ticknor Society, U of Chicago, Wisconsin, 
University, Extensions in general 

 Rhetoric of democratization clearly echoed in 
current MOOC discourse 



 



 Absence of adequate organizational 
infrastructure to sustain initiatives as they 
scaled up.  

 Lack of incentives for participating faculty, who 
deem distance teaching load oppressively time 
consuming.  

 Most distance programs lack sound financial 
support and business models 

 

 



 Absence of adequate organizational 
infrastructure to sustain initiatives as they 
scaled up.  

 Lack of incentives for participating faculty, who 
deem distance teaching load oppressively time 
consuming.  

 Most distance programs lack sound financial 
support and business models 

 
(Reber, 1915 - In Larreamendy-Joerns & 

Leinhardt, 2006) 





 



 



(Hill, 2014) 



 edX, Coursera, Udacity provide access to 10s 
of millions of students 

 Far more than would ever attend the 
institutional partners in these initiatives 

 

HarvardX also 

 Enhancing teaching and learning on campus 

 Advancing teaching and learning through 
research 

 



 As with earlier efforts attrition is high 

 

 Not yet reaching those “debarred” from 
higher education 

 

 Some initiatives backing off “free”… 
◦ (HarvardX not so much…) 



 



 



 “…on average, 72 percent of the HarvardX 
registrants had a bachelor’s degree or higher.  
Just 2.7 percent of registrants had Internet or 
mailing addresses from identified “least-
developed” countries...“ 

 

http://harvardmagazine.com/2014/05/harvard
-measures-its-moocs 
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 “Right now courses are free and we’re 
charging for certification... the price we 
charge probably can grow, too.  

 

 (Former Yale President Richard Levin now 
Coursera CEO, April 2014) 



 All courses are free (auditing is free) 

 Credentialing costs money 

 Alternative credentials low cost, also currently 
low value in marketplace 

 Costs to provide alternative credentials much 
lower 

 As labor and other costs increase, 
credentialing cost will increase…see e.g.: 



 



“We know that many of our hardworking 
students can’t afford to pay for classes. At 
the same time, we cannot hope that our 
certificates will ever carry great value if we 
don’t make this change.” 

 

Sebastian Thrun, Udacity, April 2014 







 Broad & Deep 

 Humanistic and Scientific 

 Focus on critical and analytic competencies 

 Anchored to a sense of purpose 

 Promotes development of “free human beings” 

 Not training for professions 



 



 Increasingly infused with rhetoric of 
proficiency and training 

 Both MOOCs and “traditional”  OLL 
◦ Identifying employees for Google? 

◦ Filling “high needs” employment 

 Do these reflect the highest aspirations of 
university education? 









 MOOCs don’t have a viable business model? 

 Most of higher education doesn’t have a 
viable business model? 

 







Public institutions with  
online students in the 7-25K+ range 

Source: Integrated 
Postsecondary Educational 
Data System, 2012 



In five years: 

 

“The university expects to start with 5 programs 
in Academic Year 2014, grow to 10 programs in 
AY2015 and add 5 programs each year until the 
university has 35 on-line degrees offered in 
AY2019.” 

   (UF Online Business Plan) 

 



In ten years UF numbers annually: 

 Initial investment $35M  

 Online Students 24,152 

 Online Enrollments 103,494 

 Credit hours 310,482 

 Tuition 75% of residential  

 Revenues $76,621,846 

   (UF Online Business Plan, 2013) 

 



 Students are focused on employment and are 
attracted to institutions that connect program 
specific branding to employment 
opportunities. 

 Student success (retention, graduation, job 
placement) will drive future referrals. 

















Disadvantages of distance education: 

 

 Absence of classroom interaction  

 Loss of unexpected, yet fruitful, suggestions 
on the part of the teacher  

 Increased opportunities for dishonesty on the 
student’s part 

 

 



Disadvantages of distance education: 

 

 Absence of classroom interaction  

 Loss of unexpected, yet fruitful, suggestions 
on the part of the teacher  

 Increased opportunities for dishonesty on the 
student’s part 

 

Harper, 1886 



 

 Acquisition 

 Participation 

 

 Implications for what learning is, students’ 
role,  teachers’ role, concept of knowledge, 
nature of knowing… 

 

     (Sfard, 1998) 















 



 



Lecture and quizzes are core features of xMOOCs 

 

Other forms of pedagogy that we might consider 

 Problem-based 

 Inquiry-based 

 Team-based 

 

Reflect a participation metaphor of learning -   

difficult to enact in large format online 
environments.  



 



 5 meta-analyses indicate it can be as good or 
better 

 To make it better requires focusing on 
◦ Align assessment with instruction 

◦ Promote interaction 

◦ Build sense of learning community 

◦ Support self regulated learning 

◦ Replace lectures with more active learning 

◦ Inform faculty about learners status, progress, risk 

◦ Identifying  big picture goals… 



 Does democratization matter?  
◦ Here or “there”?  

 Does liberal education matter?  
◦ What are likely consequences of both current 

traditional and large format online initiatives? 

 Does quality matter? 
◦ Is learning about acquisition or participation? 

◦ What are consequences of move to larger scale 
forms of online learning that privilege acquisition? 

◦ Does “massive” impact quality?  

 



 4 million students in 1920s was a bubble 

 Early boom in distance education led to abuses 

 Legislation enacted  by FTC to curtail fraud 

 Closure of many institutions by late 1930s 
◦ Especially those making false claims promising 

employment as a result of distance study 

 Clear parallels with today –  
◦ State Authorization, Gainful Employment Act 
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• For-profit spinoff degree programs: 
New York University Online, Temple, E-Cornell, 
Open University of United States 

• For-profit consortia: Cardean, Fathom, 

Global University Alliance, Universitas21 

• UK e-university 

$20 million lost on average; $100 
million by UK e-University 



“…the major threat to successful college online 
education is the divorce from mainstream 
academics…” 

 


