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Deceptive Promises:
The Meaning of MOOCs-

Hype for Higher Education

ABSTRACT

Since 2011, massive open online courses (MOOCs) fired the imagination of the general public as well 
as the academics, university administrators and investors alike. This chapter is an analysis of the main 
promises and expectations associated with MOOCs in higher education. This analysis is largely informed 
by a literature review of new extensive research reports, press releases, media articles, scholarly blogs 
and academic papers. Considering costs and benefits, ethical aspects and the impact on the landscape 
of higher education, the author explores whether MOOCs stay consistent with their initial promises 
and rhetoric. This chapter continues the discussion on the book section ‘RIA and education practice of 
MOOCs,’ with the particular focus on the topic of ‘educational training design.’

INTRODUCTION

In the general enthusiasm for a set of gener-
ous promises, Massive Open Online Courses 
(MOOCs) were often presented as the ultimate 
solution for most important problems facing 
higher education across the world: opening ac-
cess to quality higher education to all, creating 
‘global student bodies’ for universities, which 
believed in “the hope of perhaps, eventually, mak-
ing money doing so” (Lewin, 2012). Enthusiasm 
was general – and groupthink so tempting – that 
many universities across the world adopted them 
as a panacea for ‘21st century learning’ (and all 

other problems) without hesitation or critical re-
flection. Academics and university leaders may 
be reluctant to adopt a solution that was based on 
no research data or empirical support discovered 
the power of groupthink and personal costs as-
sociated with it. A well-known example was that 
of the President of University of Virginia in the 
United States, who was dismissed for not being 
fast enough in adopting MOOCs. The Chronicle 
of Higher Education observed in September 2012 
that “The University of Virginia board’s deci-
sion to dismiss Teresa A. Sullivan as president 
in June illustrated the pressure on universities 
to strike MOOC deals quickly to keep up with 
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peer institutions” (Azevedo, 2012). In general, 
the ubiquitous prediction was that MOOCs will 
completely change the game in higher education.

THE MOOC FERVOUR: GENEROUS 
IDEALS AND PROSAIC REALITIES

Since the acronym became popular in 2011, 
MOOCs were predominantly described through 
the extensive use of strong metaphors that seem 
to be more suitable to express the amplitude of the 
change they bring to higher education. We find 
Massive Open Online Courses expressed in terms 
associated with natural disasters, from ‘tsunami’ 
to an ‘avalanche’ or ‘earthquake.’ Proponents of 
MOOCs promised that this particular solution 
will completely reshape the landscape of higher 
education across the world. MOOCs are – com-
mentators said - a ‘tsunami of change’ that “is 
coming, whether you like it or not” (McKenna, 
2012).

The year of 2012 was marked by the firm 
prediction of a historic transformation through 
the MOOC, promoted with compulsive passion 
as the solution for all problems faced by higher 
education. The promise was unprecedented: un-
derprivileged students from all parts of the world 
have the possibility for the first time in history to 
get access to higher education and study at some of 
the most respectable – and expensive – universities 
of the world, as gates of knowledge finally stay 
unguarded for the first time in history. The New 
York Times published at the end of 2012 an article 
creatively titled ‘Year of the MOOC’ (Papanno, 
2012), and David Brooks and Thomas Fried-
man wrote enthusiastic op-eds about the MOOC 
‘revolution,’ the ‘tsunami’ that will undoubtedly 
transform all universities (Brooks, 2012; Fried-
man, 2013). The Economist – along with other 
financial publications that seem to discover sud-
denly an in-depth expertise in pedagogy and higher 
education – followed the same line, with articles 
with titles such as “Free education - Learning new 

lessons. Online courses are transforming higher 
education, creating new opportunities for the best 
and huge problems for the rest” (The Economist, 
2012). This op-ed offers a perfect sample of the 
type of thinking fuelling the general excitement:

MOOCs are more than good university lectures 
available online. The real innovation comes from 
integrating academics talking with interactive 
coursework, such as automated tests, quizzes and 
even games. Real-life lectures have no pause, re-
wind (or fast-forward) buttons [...] MOOCs enrich 
education for rich-world students, especially the 
cash-strapped, and those dissatisfied with what 
their own colleges are offering. But for others, 
especially in poor countries, online education 
opens the door to yearned-for opportunities. (The 
Economist, 2012)

The solution to deliver good quality higher 
learning to all galvanized the imagination of 
academics and venture capitalists. The narra-
tive was generous and inspiring; it said that the 
door to what Time magazine called ‘High-End 
Learning on the Cheap’ (Ripley, 2012) was 
discovered. New start-ups and investors were 
there to fight to open it for the benefit of the 
poor around the world. Silicon Valley venture 
capitalists have seen the potential of MOOCs 
and Thomas Friedman argued in 2012 that 
“nothing has more potential to lift more people 
out of poverty” than Silicon Valley solutions. 
His prediction was that MOOCs will “unlock a 
billion more brains to solve the world’s biggest 
problems” (Friedman, 2013).

In ‘Capital in the Twenty-First Century’, an 
outstandingly well-documented book written by 
the French economist Thomas Piketty, inequal-
ity is exposed as the main risk for the future of 
world economies and societies. Piketty finds that 
inequality is threatening democratic societies 
and “the values of social justice on which they 
are based” (Piketty, 2014, p. 571). The unusual 
fact that this book on economy with 685 pages 
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became an international best seller reveals also 
that rising inequality is a concerning development 
for the world. In a speech delivered at Stanford 
University at the end of February 2014, Christine 
Lagarde, the Managing Director of The Interna-
tional Monetary Fund, observed that:

… income inequality is on the rise across the 
world – starkly so. According to Oxfam, almost 
half the world’s wealth is owned by one percent 
of the population and, stunningly, the bottom half 
of the world’s population owns the same as the 
richest 85 people in the world […] If not man-
aged carefully, rising inequality and economic 
exclusion can have pernicious effects. It can 
undermine economic, social—and perhaps even 
political—stability. It can tear the very fabric that 
holds society together” (Lagarde, 2014).

It is important to remember in this context that 
San Francisco is one of the most unequal cities in 
the US, and that reports and analysts commonly 
identify the source of inequality in the social 
and economic model followed by Silicon Valley 
(Berube, 2014).

The model of MOOCs was adopted and 
marketed by Silicon Valley ventures as the new 
model suitable to save higher education from ob-
solescence and solve problems such as inequality. 
The fact is that the Silicon Valley solution is not 
working at home, and American politicians make 
public calls to find answers (Reilly, 2014). A set 
of important questions should be raised about 
any set of solutions coming from the same place 
where education for all or homelessness stays 
unaddressed. The Guardian (Blasi, 2014) reports 
that in Palo Alto ‘92% of homeless people lack 
shelter of any kind. Silicon Valley stands now as 
a symbol for inequality and greed, with social 
problems on the rise. In this context, it seems 
legitimate to explore the promise of a solution 
for inequality from this space with reserved 
scepticism.

Another luring promise of MOOCs was that 
‘the Internet revolution’ comes with a silver bullet 
for budgets in higher education. Many universities 
found this promise as a competition to adopt as fast 
as possible this solution to solve financial pressures 
impacting their budgets. Again, mass media was 
fuelling this competition to invest in MOOCs: in 
‘changing the economics of education,’ The Wall 
Street Journal presented MOOCs as a possible 
solution for universities to make ‘numbers add up’ 
(Hennessy & Khan, 2012). The Australian Finan-
cial Review also states with unabated confidence 
that ‘free online courses will change universities’ 
and this is why “top universities worldwide rush 
to put free courses online, setting up so-called 
massive open online courses or MOOCs” (Dodd, 
2012). From Silicon Valley the perspective was – 
not surprisingly – identical, claiming that “massive 
open online courses are revolutionizing higher 
education” and that “MOOCs provide something 
for everyone” (Woodard, 2012).

MOOCs and the Call for Evidence

The dramatic increase of excitement for MOOCs 
(Liyanagunawardena et al., 2013, p. 204) and their 
widespread adoption was marked for years by a 
surprisingly rare call for evidence. This is unusual 
in the sector of higher education, which is shaped 
to a great extent by the culture of academic rigor, 
academic scepticism and the call for data and 
evidence-based criteria (Klein, 2000). However, 
recent research starts to fill the gap and provides 
relevant data for comprehensive analysis on sustain-
ability and results of MOOCs (Hollands & Tirthali, 
2014, pp. 74-89). The first problem encountered by 
most passionate supporters of MOOCs is that the 
evidence debunks most initial promises that were 
at the core of the general enthusiasm. Prominent 
voices also questioned the feasibility of MOOCs for 
higher education, and even some of the most enthu-
siastic supporters reflect that “we’re moving from 
the hype to the implementation” (Lewin, 2013).
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In an interview for the Fast Company Magazine, 
Sebastian Thrun, a computer scientist who started 
the hype on MOOCs and established Udacity, the 
company that started the MOOC trend, expressed 
his disappointment with this solution:

We were on the front pages of newspapers and 
magazines, and at the same time, I was realizing, 
we don’t educate people as others wished, or as I 
wished. We have a lousy product […] I’d aspired 
to give people a profound education – to teach 
them something substantial. But the data was at 
odds with this idea” (Chafkin, 2013).

The fact that data was ‘at odds’ with the idea 
that MOOCs represent an effective solution for 
higher education also became visible to some 
university leaders. An example is John Hennessy, 
the President of Stanford University, who observed 
in the first months of 2014 that “Two words are 
wrong in ‘MOOC’: massive and open”; they are 
too large to successfully engage and motivate most 
students and present insurmountable challenges in 
maintaining academic rigor (Hill & Waters, 2014). 
MOOCs are associated with some important ben-
efits for lifelong learning, with their power to use 
technology to link academic life with the public 
debate and by offering the chance to access freely 
knowledge and academic courses in all parts of 
the world. But it becomes clear that universities 
reached in 2014 a point where it is important to 
draw the line and seriously analyse the evidence 
on MOOCs, evaluate their costs, benefits and risks 
and their long-term feasibility.

Assumptions about MOOCs: 
The Target Audience, 
Marketing, and Greed

As noted above, we have now new data and solid 
research on MOOCs. Another recent example is 
coming from The University of Pennsylvania, 
where a study on a million users through sixteen 
Coursera courses. Results reveal that most students 

lost interest in its MOOCs within two weeks and 
less than 10 percent complete the course. In addi-
tion, they find that a massive 83 percent of students 
enrolled in massive open online courses already 
have a two- or four-year diploma or degree. The 
chance to have them enrolled in mainstream (or 
paid) degrees is called into question even more, as 
results show that 69 percent of MOOC students are 
already employed (Perna et al., 2013, pp. 18-32). 
In a similar research, Christensen et al. explore 
characteristics of MOOC students and reach the 
conclusion that the majority is represented by 
highly educated, employed, mostly male from 
developed countries, driven towards MOOCs 
by curiosity, ‘just for fun’ or aiming to advance 
their current careers. The most underrepresented 
category is that of youth without access to higher 
education in developing countries, the group that 
was at the core of the narrative of MOOC revolu-
tion (Christensen et al., 2013, pp. 4-5).

This new data bring into light the argument 
that spending important resources and costs as-
sociated with the course design, research time, 
teaching time, course administration and IT 
infrastructure for free courses should not be a 
priority for investment for universities under 
any form of financial stress. Simply assuming 
that new students will enrol in regular courses 
in universities generous to provide free online 
courses is placed in opposition with data revealing 
the low interest of the majority of MOOC early 
adopters, as graduates with jobs. Commenting 
on another massive 211 page report on MOOCs, 
Fiona Hollands of Columbia University’s Teachers 
College notes that “The people who have taken 
up these opportunities are not the needy of the 
world. [MOOCs] are not democratizing education. 
They are making courses widely available, but the 
wrong crowd is showing up” (Porter, 2014). In 
‘MOOCs: Expectations and Reality’, an exten-
sive report of 211 pages published in May 2014, 
researchers from Columbia University observe 
that ‘there has been little evidence collected that 
would allow an assessment of whether MOOCs 
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do indeed provide a cost-effective mechanism 
for producing desirable educational outcomes at 
scale” (Hollands & Tirthali, 2014, p. 7). Exploring 
the MOOCs, authors’ documents common trend 
marked by significant investments and an unclear 
and unexplored impact on innovation in teaching 
and learning or on the improvement of educational 
outcomes. Authors reach the conclusion that it is 
certainly debatable at this point that MOOCs will 
survive in their current forms in the future.

A result of this new set of research and data is a 
shift in attitudes within higher education regarding 
MOOCs. In an extensive survey of campus leaders 
conducted by The Chronicle of Higher Education 
in January 2014 findings also reveal that:

… an overwhelming majority of presidents – three 
quarters at private institutions and even more at 
public campuses – think that hybrid courses that 
contain both face-to-face and online components 
will have a positive impact on higher education. 
They are more skeptical, however, about massive 
open online courses (MOOCs), at least in their 
current form. Half of the presidents surveyed 
suspect that MOOCs will have a negative impact 
on higher education” (Selingo, 2014, p. 5).

These findings also point towards another 
widespread confusion between MOOCs and on-
line education. While online education represents 
an important pedagogical solution embraced by 
most universities for decades for their enrolled 
students, MOOCs are a specific platform designed 
to offer ‘open’ courses for prospective students. 
There are many other differences, but the most 
important aspect here is that many administrators 
in higher education start to realise that “charity 
starts at home”: quality of online education for 
your own students is a hard enough task to deal 
with. Spending considerable amounts of money 
and teaching time for those who are already edu-
cated, employed and unmotivated to pay course 
fees for new credentials is simply an unaffordable 
luxury for universities.

As a tool for marketing university’s courses, 
the investment into a MOOC looks too dispro-
portionate when we consider that the potential 
number of student enrolments driven by these 
massive open online platforms is extremely 
small. Data reflects that MOOCs attract mostly 
employed graduates with little intention to enrol 
in new credit programs. Moreover, smaller uni-
versities already know that the most prestigious 
and renowned universities have the potential to 
secure massive participation in their open online 
courses. Even enthusiastic supporters of MOOCs 
noticed this, observing that “[MOOCs] …are 
transforming higher education, creating new 
opportunities for the best and huge problems for 
the rest” (The Economist, 2012). The Economist 
observed in 2012 that only a few major players 
manage to attract thousands of students in their 
massive open online courses, while the major-
ity of medium and small universities just fall 
short of their enrolment targets. The hope that 
an average university can be as visible and at-
tractive as any other Ivy League institution just 
because it is delivering open online courses was 
just another unrealistic assumption. As reflected 
by a recent analysis published by The European 
Universities Association, the business model of 
MOOCs are still unclear, but there is a already a 
body of data relevant to reflect on what a MOOC 
may cost. As the production and maintenance 
costs for MOOCs are covered by universities, 
“for an institution, the first question should be 
whether it can afford one or several MOOCs. 
In this regard the institution has to consider the 
costs for development, but also for delivery, and 
maintenance” (Gaebel, 2014, p. 18). Some insti-
tutions of higher education already discovered 
that significant investments in massive open 
online courses fail to balance costs with benefits. 
Free offerings may be a luxury for some of the 
most important players on the market, but the 
majority of universities placed under increasing 
financial strains a MOOC may be just a costly 
and ill-considered decision.
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From Clicks, Back to Bricks

Another general assumption translated into a 
widely accepted prediction was that in the ‘ava-
lanche that is coming’ those Doric columns on 
campuses are only good to be sold to real estate 
investors. Technology – was said – is making the 
university campus obsolete. For example, Jim Bar-
ber, the former Vice-Chancellor of The University 
of New England predicted with certainty in ‘The 
end of university campus life’ that:

MOOCs merely confirm what we’ve known for 
years – that the most basic currency of universi-
ties, information, is now more or less valueless, 
so universities might as well give it away [....] 
Universities are no longer the only, or even the 
best, aggregators of information anymore. That 
role was usurped by the internet years ago. (Bar-
ber, 2013). 

It is interesting to observe that the University 
of New England recently announced the end of 
its MOOCs because the effort to provide free 
courses was just too expensive. The university’s 
new Vice-Chancellor, Annabelle Duncan, said 
that this useful ‘experiment’ does not work for a 
small university.

However, we have reasons of concern when 
a leader of a university presents publicly institu-
tional strategies based on fads and assumptions 
that ignore the fact that higher learning involves 
much more than ‘aggregating information.’ This 
type of arguments also reveals a limited view 
of students, as simple recipients of information, 
especially in a moment when building abilities to 
find, select, critically analyse data and create new 
information is what stays now as one of the most 
important sets of tasks for universities. Higher 
learning is much more than a simple aggregation 
of information and in this sense a good univer-
sity is surprisingly more complex than Internet. 
Universities serve the vast purpose of rendering 

civilisation and strengthening human condition 
through teaching and research. In effect, higher 
learning is not a simple ‘aggregator’ of informa-
tion, but a complex process where students are 
exposed to new information and ideas able to 
inspire, inform, provoke, challenge and disrupt 
stereotypes and old paradigms in order to create 
new and useful knowledge. The ultimate goal of 
higher learning is an educated mind, and this is 
not simply a repository of data and information, 
but a complex mind that is capable to build on 
emergent ideas and capacities for innovation and 
progress, in line with core values of humanity 
and civilisation. The university is using learning 
not as an aggregator and provider of data, but to 
shape new people capable to think for knowledge 
advancement and to bring their contribution to 
the wellbeing of their families, communities and 
societies. Academic research creates new possibili-
ties and impacts on an ongoing cycle of teaching 
and learning to build the intellectual profile of 
students. As Drew Faust has said, in her installa-
tion address at Harvard University:

A university is not about results in the next quarter; 
it is not even about who a student has become 
by graduation. It is about learning that molds 
a lifetime, learning that transmits the heritage 
of millennia; learning that shapes the future. 
(Faust, 2007).

Nevertheless, thinking that the campus is 
obsolete and useless will stay as a massive and 
costly mistake for institutions of higher education 
that were lured by the MOOC-mania to disregard 
the importance of the physical campus. It should 
not escape them that some of the most important 
MOOC providers – which used to stand as a solid 
argument against the physical campus – are now 
building their own brick and mortar campuses. 
In ‘Online students can’t help being sociable,’ an 
article published in April 2014 by the BBC News 
Business, we read:
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Instead of demolishing the dusty old classrooms, 
the online university revolution is responsible 
for opening some new ones. Coursera, a major 
California-based provider of online courses, is 
creating an international network of ‘learning 
hubs,’ where students can follow these virtual 
courses in real-life, bricks and mortar settings. 
(Coughlan, 2014).

The so-called ‘year of the MOOC’ can stay 
in the history of higher education as the mo-
ment when most policy makers and academics 
completely ignored a vast volume of educational 
research documenting that ‘there is an irresistible 
social side to learning’. It should not be a surprise 
that Silicon Valley venture capitalists discovered 
only now the important social side of learning and 
its relevance for the specific type of endeavours 
involved in higher education. But it is startling to 
see that some university leaders find that brick-and-
mortar campuses are obsolete because students 
use Internet. The point where campus adminis-
trators and academics alike abandon decades of 
research in learning and teaching, pedagogy and 
the culture of education just to prove the adherence 
and adoption of the culture of technologists is a 
sobering moment. This reckless shift impacts on 
the sustainability of higher learning in particular 
and of higher education by and large. As new 
technologies became part of everyday learning 
experiences in higher education, the value of the 
physical campus was enhanced, as a privileged 
space for meaningful personal interactions for 
learning. In this new context universities have 
to find new ways to use their spaces to enhance 
learning and nurture creativity and innovation.

It is also important for institutions of higher 
education to explore if MOOCs do not involve 
a shift of focus and resources from their online 
education and learning management systems. In 
other words, MOOCs may be interesting and con-
venient for many, but universities – placed under 
significant financial pressures in a general climate 
of uncertainty – must see if these initiatives do 

not hinder their business models and quality of 
their hybrid courses. As the President of Stanford 
University suggested, the problem induced by 
‘massive’ and ‘open’ (as ‘free’) directly impacts on 
funding and investments required to make small and 
personalised online courses designed for enrolled 
students engaging and innovative, aligned to new 
technological solutions widely used by learners.

Some universities may soon realise that out-
dated learning management systems and online 
solutions for ‘traditional’ students work as a much 
more efficient marketing tool against them than 
all assumed benefits associated with the use of 
MOOCs. Training for academic staff in the use 
of new technologies to facilitate and enhance 
learning is another important area for investment. 
Quality assurance and excellence in online educa-
tion for students at home is the most important 
investment for universities, which need to reas-
sess the list of priorities in the light of new data. 
This is in essence why it is important to consider 
all investments involved by the urge to join the 
MOOC-hype with great care.

CONCLUSION

The MOOC promise was that they are the tech-
nological solution to ‘lift people out of poverty’ 
through quality education. New research con-
stantly dispels the myth that MOOCs open the 
door for the poor and disadvantaged and their 
promise of equity of access to higher education. 
Research data reveals not only that the vast major-
ity of students taking MOOCs are already highly 
educated, but also that two-thirds of MOOC stu-
dents live in OECD countries, the club of leading 
industrialized nations (Perna et al, 2013, p. 30). 
This aspect is especially relevant if we take into 
consideration that the total population of OECD 
countries accounts for just 18 percent of the world 
population. MOOCs not only fail to democratise 
higher education, but increase the gap by giving 
free courses to the (relative) rich of the world, 
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leaving the poor stay poor. Unfortunately, we 
have to consider also what Sebastian Thrun - the 
first MOOC-star with a worldwide coverage – 
concluded on the overall quality of MOOCs as a 
solution for higher education: ‘a lousy product’. It 
becomes clear that MOOCs have their advantages 
for corporate professional development and certain 
forms of vocational education. Nevertheless, the 
promise and MOOC rhetoric for higher education 
is not supported by results and research data.

Some institutions adopted this, as the promise 
of MOOCs was also – much more discretely – as-
sociated with the idea that these technological solu-
tions will solve budget problems for universities by 
cutting costs with teaching. In a MOOC, a single 
lecturer can record one course that will be repeat-
edly viewed by thousands or hundreds of thousands 
of students. The impact of budget cutbacks for 
higher education, the aftermath on universities of 
their binge spending common for the last decades 
and the perspective of inflated profits was luring 
many administrators and politicians to embrace 
MOOCs without reserve or serious consideration. 
In following a ‘greed is good’ philosophy, some 
universities spending for MOOCs that “…could 
cost as much as $750,000+ to $1.2 million” (Hol-
lands & Tirthali, 2014) found that the investment 
return never came. The business model of MOOCs 
remains unclear and most solutions change in fact 
the very nature of massive open online courses as 
they were defined and gained popularity.

In conclusion, we can see that as free higher 
education courses online for the masses, MOOCs 
fail to deliver on their promise. The silver bullet 
for higher education is a genuine focus on the 
quality of teaching and learning, personalised 
education, and student engagement. This is what 
can make a university a sustainable and successful 
institution. The future of universities cannot be 
changed by a set of gadgets or technological tools, 
but by a new vision able to create a new context 
where new technologies can be used to enhance 
pedagogical solutions suitable to address needs 
and challenges of the 21st century.
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KEY TERMS AND DEFINITIONS

Campus: The land area and sum of buildings 
owned and used by an institution of higher educa-
tion for teaching, learning, research, administration 
and all other activities related to institutional goals 
and traditions.

Critical Thinking: The individual capacity to 
question accepted beliefs evaluation, to engage in 
critical self-reflection and to operate a structured 
critique for understanding and analysis and a pos-
sible reconstruction of knowledge.

Equity: A concept defined by fairness and 
inclusivity; equity is used in this paper with a focus 
on fairness, which implies that access and success 
is not determined by social class, gender, political 
affiliation, nationality, ethnic origin or religion.

Higher Education: All institutions of post-
secondary education such as universities and col-
leges, and research institutions placed under the 
administrative and operational control of colleges 
and universities.

Innovation: Any new product, process, 
organisational design or structure that records 
a significant and positive impact on student 
learning or any other activity of an institution of 
higher education (such as teaching, organizational 
structure, business model etc.).

MOOCs: Massive Open Online Courses: 
academic online courses with a design suitable 
to enroll a large number of students, open and 
free to all people that are able to connect online, 
from any country.

Research: The systematic process of collect-
ing and analysing information (or data) collected 
in line with methodologies suitable to maximise 
reliability and objectivity, developed to expand 
our understanding of a specific phenomenon or 
process with which we are concerned or interested.

Student Engagement: The overall result of 
institutional capacities and endeavors to stir and 
use students’ motivation and efforts to enhance 
learning and maximise results of all educational 
experiences.


