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The history of the MOOC 

2008: The emergence of the 

MOOC 
MOOCs as a term first came into 

being in 2008 to describe a 

particular type of open online 

course format. The 

popularity of the MOOC has been 

unprecedented, with as many as 5 million 

students undertaking a MOOC in 2012 across 

the three leading providers alone. 

Whether the MOOC is a genuine educational 

innovation or not is a key question; is it an 

evolution of open education, or a pioneering 

experiment in distance learning technology? 

For those concerned with their success, the 

distinction appears to matter. 

Online learning at other times has seen a 

boom and bust cycle; Fathom, AllLearn and 

Universitas 21 are all examples of commercial 

undertakings which have failed or had to 

change their original aims. 

The future of the MOOC is dependent on its 

ability to overcome or avoid the barriers to 

success which have held back online learning 

ventures of the past. Will the MOOC be able 

to live up to its hype? 

Key models of MOOCs 
Two core models have been identified: 

 

2012: The MOOC explosion 
Although MOOCs have been around 

since 2008, the rapid expansion 

only began in 2012. The landscape 

now comprises a range of for-profit 

and not-for profit companies, and 

universities. As business models for MOOCs 

are evolving, the potential benefits to HE 

institutions are becoming clear: 

With some predicting that online courses spell 

the demise of universities1, MOOCs could be 

key in universities maintaining a competitive 

edge. However, with costs being high 

(Harvard and MIT invested $30 million each 

into edX),developing a viable business model 

for MOOCs in Higher Education is crucial to 

their success. 

                                                                    
1http://www.economist.com/news/international/21568738-online-
courses-are-transforming-higher-education-creating-new-
opportunities-best 

cMOOCs:  

With C meaning connectivist, the 
cMOOC focuses on creativity, 
generation, autonomy and social 
network learning. cMOOCs are 
associated with their founding 
institutions Abathasca and Manitoba 
Universities in Canada. 

xMOOCS:  

The model of more recent MOOCS, 
taking the format of traditional 
learning models; lectures, instruction 
and summative assessments. 
Typically they involve a relationship 
between universities who provide 
content, and specialist software 
platforms. Most well-known 
providers are edX, Udacity, Coursera 
and FutureLearn. 

Possibility of 
monetisation 

Demonstrates 
innovation 

Increases 
brand 
awareness 

Aides student 
recruitment 



The 
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The MOOC business model 

There is no one clear business model being used at the moment, although there are a number of avenues to explore. The business models below have 

been identified by Coursera2 (we’ve included a couple of our own too): 

Proposed solution 

The strengths  The weaknesses 

Students pay an additional fee to sit an 
invigilated exam 

Increases value of the course to the student. 
 

Could cannibalise traditional course enrolment.Requires 
more staffing resources to run.Requires more infrastructure. 

Students pay to receive a certificate 
once they have completed the course 

Increases value of the course to the student. 
Avoids the possibility of students seeking accreditation elsewhere 

Is a MOOC still “open” if you have to pay for it?Is 
unaccredited certification a compelling offer? Is it convincing 
to employers? 

A company pays to access records on a 
student’s performance 

Could drive student recruitment through the employer.Increases 
use of MOOCs in the CPD market.Funding from an external 
source to the student highly attractive.Reduced dropout rates. 

Potential concerns around student confidetiality. 

Employers / universities pay to access 
student performance records to screen 
out applicants 

Could drive student recruitment through demand from employers 
/ universities.Funding from an external source to the student 
highly attractive. Reduced dropout rates. 

Potential concerns around student confidentiality. 

Student would pay to have a lecturer 
tutor them through the MOOC or mark 
their assessment 

Increases awareness of university and traditional teaching 
methods – may drive recruitment. Content remains open and free 
for all. 

May raise issues around equality of access to education – 
arguably one of the key benefits of a MOOC. 

Selling the MOOC platform to 
enterprises to use in their own training 

Increases university reputation amongst employers. Requires investment in infrastructure and ongoing support. 

3rd party sponsors of courses Funding from external source is highly attractiveto student. 3rd party sponsorship could impact on university brand. 

Students pay tuition fees to take part in 
the MOOC 

Would reduce dropout rates, increasing universities ROI on MOOC 
development. 

Is a MOOC still “open” if you have to pay for it?Logistically 
difficult to do internationally. Likely to be off-putting to 
potential students 

Give the course away for free Raises awareness of university – may drive recruitment to 
traditional courses. Free is highly attractive to learners. 

 No direct revenue. May not recover the investment of 
developing the MOOC. Difficult to measure its impact on 
brand and recruitment 

Publishers invest in MOOCs Publishers can contribute content – may bring production costs 
down. MOOCs can be expanded beyond higher education with 
publishers’ expertise across education. 

Publisher brands may hold less gravitas than universities 

 

                                                                    
2
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/400864-coursera-fully-executed-agreement.html#document/p40 
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The future of the MOOC | Conclusions 

 

These are the key areas we think MOOCs will need to focus on to ensure 

their future success: 

 

Key readings 
Here is a small sample of interesting articles that we read when writing 

this White Paper: 

BIS RESEARCH PAPER NUMBER 130. The Maturing of the MOOC: 

Literature Review of Massive Open Online Courses and Other Forms of 

Online Distance Learning 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_d

ata/file/240193/13-1173-maturing-of-the-mooc.pdf 

Gaebel, M. (2013) MOOCs – Massive Open Online Courses. 

http://www.eua.be/Libraries/Publication/EUA_Occasional_papers_MOO

Cs.sflb.ashx 

THE GREAT UNBUNDLING - POPPING BUNDLES, NOT BUBBLES 

http://universityventuresfund.com/publications.php?title=the-great-

unbundling 

 

Interesting videos 
Cormier, D (2010) What is a Mooc? 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eW3gMGqcZQc#t=256 

The Guardian, A free education online: too good to be true? – video 

debate 

http://www.theguardian.com/education/video/2014/mar/06/free-

education-online-video-debate?CMP=twt_gu 

•As a marketing tool, MOOCs are expensive. They will need 
to generate revenue, either through demonstrably driving 
student recruitment of campus based courses, or more 
directly through the MOOC itself. Universities need to think 
carefully whether they are unbundling their content into 
MOOCs as a sample of their "bundled content", or traditional 
courses, or if they will offer MOOCs as a standalone course. 
The business model will need to reflect this.  

The business model will need to generate 
revenue to ensure MOOCs are self-sustaining: 

•Credentials or badges are being offered through some 
providers. Accreditation may be important to employers if 
MOOCs are to be recognised as credible qualifications. Use 
of tools like Signature Track in Coursera to authenticate 
attendance are likely to prove popular. Accreditation should 
be appropriate to the level of study undertaken. 

Authenticate and certify students as 
appropriate: 

•This will increase completion rates and give students a taste 
of studying at the institution. This is an opportunity to show 
case what is offered. 

Offer an enjoyable experience:  

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/240193/13-1173-maturing-of-the-mooc.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/240193/13-1173-maturing-of-the-mooc.pdf
http://www.eua.be/Libraries/Publication/EUA_Occasional_papers_MOOCs.sflb.ashx
http://www.eua.be/Libraries/Publication/EUA_Occasional_papers_MOOCs.sflb.ashx
http://universityventuresfund.com/publications.php?title=the-great-unbundling
http://universityventuresfund.com/publications.php?title=the-great-unbundling
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eW3gMGqcZQc#t=256
http://www.theguardian.com/education/video/2014/mar/06/free-education-online-video-debate?CMP=twt_gu
http://www.theguardian.com/education/video/2014/mar/06/free-education-online-video-debate?CMP=twt_gu
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Any questions 

. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


