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1	 MOOCs are just one point—although a 
large and visible one—on the continuum 
of online education, which is, in fact, 
expanding on campuses around the 
country. The number of students who 
have taken on or more online courses has 
risen significantly in recent years.

2	 The main policy issue confronting most 
institutions regarding MOOCs will be to 
accept or not accept their certificates for 
course credit.

3	 Rather than rushing to MOOCs, colleges 
and universities, and their boards, should 
engage in thoughtful discussions about the 
current or future role of online education in 
the context of their institutional missions. 
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Forget basketball and March Madness.  

aside from always pressing financial issues, it is 

“Mooc madness” that has emerged as the topic 

du jour at a growing number of american col-

leges and universities. Indeed, in boardrooms all 

across the country, people are grappling with what 

the advent of Moocs—massive open online 

courses—means to their institutions. M
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how should they be thinking about—
and perhaps rethinking—the delivery of 
their educational programs? What kind 
of investments should they be making 
in online learning? how might vari-
ous approaches to Moocs and online 
learning support the mission of their 
institutions? 

since their explosive “arrival” in fall 
2011, Moocs have been the subject of 
more than 100 articles and blog posts 
at the Chronicle of Higher Education 
and Inside Higher Ed. Moocs have also 
benefitted from a steady stream of gener-
ally favorable reporting in the New York 
Times. In addition, in May 2012, the 
influential Times columnists david brooks 
and thomas l. Friedman each “blessed” 
Moocs as a good thing for american 
higher education, noting that Moocs are 
free and can reach thousands—and pos-
sibly even millions—of potential learners 

around the world. Friedman 
places Moocs in the con-

text of 
the 

con-
vergence 

of college costs and new 
technologies: “Wel- come to the 
college education revolution. big 
breakthroughs hap- pen when what 
is suddenly possible meets what is 
desperately neces- sary. the costs 
of getting a college degree 
have been rising faster 
than those of health 
care, so the need to 
pro- vide low-cost, 

quality higher 
education is 
more acute 
than ever…a 
generation 
that has grown 
up on [new] 
technologies is 
increasingly 

comfortable learning and interacting with 
professors through online platforms.”

although brooks expresses concern 
that “if a few star professors can lecture to 
millions, what happens to the rest of the 

faculty?” he states that there are “more 
reasons to feel optimistic. In the first 
place, online learning will give millions of 
students access to the world’s best teach-
ers…online learning could extend the 
influence of american universities around 
the world….research into online learning 
suggests that it is roughly as effective as 
classroom learning.”

some of the nation’s elite institu-
tions have aligned themselves with vari-
ous Mooc providers such as coursera 
(coursera.org), edX (edx.org), or Udacity 
(udacity.com), among others. alterna-
tively, in november 2012, a consortium 
of elites—duke University, northwestern 
University, University of north carolina 
at chapel hill, Washington University in 
st. louis, and others—announced they 
would be working with the for-profit firm 
2U (2U.com) on what might be seen 
as a counter-Mooc strategy, one more 
focused on “traditional” online education 
initiatives. In this model, academically 
qualified students at each institution can 

take certain courses online at any institu-
tion in the consortium for a fee and for 
credit. the courses will be open to about 
15 to 20 students.

Yet for all the buzz about Moocs, it 
is likely that a fair number of presidents, 
provosts, board members, and others in 
and around higher education who retain 
some memory of the dot.com/dot.edu 
era also have a sense of what Yogi berra 
once described as “déjà vu all over again”: 
We’ve been here before, and not all that 
long ago. 

Points on a Continuum
For many people, the current discus-
sions about Moocs—and by extension, 
the accompanying formal and informal 
conversations about mission, money, and 
online education—will recall similar 
conversations more than a decade ago 
when the emergence of the Internet was 
a catalyst for campus discussions about 
“going online.” In the dot.com/dot.edu 
era, and perhaps again now, the expecta-

What is a MOOC?

T he acronym helps to explain the basics: Moocs are massive (very 
large enrollment), open (no admissions standards, no prerequi-
sites), online courses. enrollments that exceed 20,000, 50,000 or 
even 100,000 students for a single course are not unusual. Moocs 

are also, for the moment, typically free: students pay no fees to register for or 
participate in the course. also, Moocs currently do not offer official college 
credit; just because you have completed a Mooc on artificial intelligence, entre-
preneurship, or another topic taught by a professor from harvard University, the 
Massachusetts institution of technology, or stanford University does not mean 
you can take your certificate of completion, if available, to those institutions (or 
others) to receive course credit.

in addition, Moocs are generally offered and managed by third-party organi-
zations such as coursera, edX, and Udacity, which may or may not have formal 
institutional relationships with specific postsecondary institutions. For example, 
the University of Virginia has a formal institutional relationship with coursera, but 
an individual UVa professor also leads a Mooc at Udacity. Finally, course com-
pletion rates for Moocs are, to date, extremely low. Frequently, no more than 5 
or 10 percent of the students who register go on to finish the course.

YouTube Videos:
What is a Mooc: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eW3gMgqcZQc 
online education, Udacity, Mooc, open ed: http://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=kp7DKztxFsw&feature=related 

http://agb.org/trusteeship/2013/1/mission-moocs-money
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tion among some observers is that going 
online has the potential to be highly 
profitable and “only” requires a syllabus, 
servers, and students willing to sit in front 
of screens (“eyeballs” in the lexicon of 
the dot.com era). then, as perhaps now, 
administrators and board members at 
smaller or less-well-known institutions 
were concerned that by going online, elite 
institutions (“brands”) would disrupt the 
market for higher education and threaten 
their enrollments.

alas, neither the anticipated easy 
money nor the threatened market disrup-
tions materialized. While some of the 
campus and corporate ventures from the 
dot.com/dot.edu era survived and thrived, 
others—such as Unext’s cardean Uni-
versity, the british open University efforts 
to launch in the United states, Fathom 
(launched by columbia University), and 
alllearn (a collaborative online venture 
involving Yale, Princeton, and stanford 
Universities)—crashed and burned. 

so given both notable successes and 
also some seemingly spectacular (and 
expensive) failures, what has changed over 
the past dozen years to sustain—indeed 
refuel—the interest in online learning? 
In other words, why Moocs, and why 
now? how do they fit into the overall move 
toward online education? and, are things 
really different this time? 

let’s first acknowledge that the 
enabling technologies have improved 
dramatically—both the network infra-
structure, such as consumer broadband 
and wireless access, and also the software 
applications that support online teach-
ing and learning. second, enrollment in 
online courses has grown significantly 
over the past decade, as reflected in data 
from the babson survey research group. 
the number of american college stu-
dents who have taken one or more online 
courses has risen from 1.6 million in 
2002 to 6.7 million students in 2011. 
roughly one-third of all students have 
taken at least one online course, and, as I 
noted in a January/February 2011 article 
in Trusteeship, the search for new skills 
and credentials in a changing economy 
has been a major catalyst for the rise in 
online enrollments over the past decade. 
now, according to the babson study, 

almost 70 percent of academic leaders 
say that online learning is critical to their 
long-term strategy. (Please see boxes on 
the following pages for examples of the 
different approaches to online education 
that various colleges are taking.)

Moreover, the pipeline for undergradu-
ates who have had prior experience with 
online learning looks promising, as a 
small but growing number of states now 
require high-school students to complete 
an online course as part of their curricula. 
alabama, Florida, and Michigan now 
mandate at least one online course for 
high-school students; an online course 
requirement is also under discussion in 
georgia, Idaho, and elsewhere.

however, lest we be consumed by 
Moocs as the truly “new new,” it would 
be useful to recall that there is a long his-
tory of “technology enabled” free or low-
cost courses from a variety of colleges and 
universities that dates back some eight 
decades, to the early days of both radio 
and television. Indeed, in their respective 
keynote addresses at an october 2012 
sloan-c conference, both Jack M. Wilson, 
president emeritus of the University of 
Massachusetts system who directed the 

launch of UMass online, and stanford 
professor and Udacity co-founder sebas-
tian thrun each confirmed the placement 
of Moocs as another point on the con-
tinuum of online education.

For example, during the 1920s and 
1930s, several land-grant universities 
offered extension courses and home-study 
courses over the radio airwaves. during 
the explosive growth of television in the 
1950s, cbs, in partnership with new 
York University, broadcast full college 
courses at 6 a.m. in its Sunrise Semester
series. the first class, a comparative lit-
erature course, enrolled 177 for-credit 
students; another 120,000 people took 
it without credit. (cbs cancelled Sunrise 
Semester in 1982, replacing it with a 
morning news program.) 

In 1976, bernard J. luskin, the 
founding president of coastline com-
munity college in california, led the 
development of the first “campus-less” 
community college, broadcasting college 
courses and leveraging local learning cen-
ters for student support and assessment 
services. (see box on page 15 for coast-
line’s most recent online initiative.) some 
observers, myself included, view luskin 

Presidents express Strong Support for Online education

Pct. of presidents who “agree” or “strongly agree,” January 2011
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as the father of Moocs for his work at 
coastline and later for his role as the chief 
academic operating officer of the accred-
ited, for-profit Mind extension University, 
which broadcast college courses over cable 
networks. 

and now that Moocs have emerged? 
as of this writing, Mooc-provider cours-
era, founded by two stanford professors, 
has 33 institutional (primarily american) 
partners, and offers some 209 courses. 
Udacity, lead by another stanford prof, is 
promoting 19 courses, while edX, a col-
laborative initiative between harvard and 
the Massachusetts Institute of technology, 
lists nine courses from six institutional 
partners. In contrast, (and in response to 
my recent email queries) google (which 
owns Youtube) reports that some 400 
colleges and universities are currently 
posting “lectures and/or full courses 
online” on Youtube, while more than 
1,000 institutions worldwide are posting 

courses to apple’s itunesU; over half of 
those courses are publically available.

Mission and Money 
at this point, and in the context of emerg-
ing new online approaches like Moocs, 
what do we know about how university 
presidents view “going online?”

the “Presidential Perspectives” survey 
of 956 campus and system presidents 
and chancellors that I conducted for 
Inside Higher Ed in winter 2011 reveals 
the following:
•  across all segments and sectors, a very 

solid majority of presidents believe that 
online education supports the mission 
of their institution and also provides an 
important opportunity for their institu-
tion to increase net tuition revenues. 

•  More than three-fourths (or 78 percent) 
of the surveyed presidents agreed/
strongly agreed that “launching/expand-
ing online education courses and pro-

grams provides a way for my institution 
to serve more learners.” 

•  More three two-thirds (69 percent) 
also agreed/strongly agreed that 
“launching/expanding online educa-
tion courses and programs provides a 
way for my institution to increase (net) 
tuition revenues.” 

•  the percentage of presidents who 
viewed online education as being 
good for both enrollment and revenue 
was consistently high across all sec-
tors, although slightly higher among 
public institutions than independent 
institutions and highest in community 
colleges.

While strong majorities of presidents 
agree that going online should be good 
for both enrollments and revenue, there 
is less evidence about just how much new 
net revenue online education actually 
produces—if any. For example, in a small 

University of Southern California: 
Residential Undergraduate and Graduate Programs; Online Graduate Program

T here was a time 
when cutting-
edge distance 
education at 

the University of southern 
california (Usc) meant that 
students in the aerospace 
industry gathered together 
in a room to watch a profes-
sor in a television studio 
elsewhere give a lecture. 
the satellite transmis-
sion was beamed to them 
via microwave dish, and a 
landline telephone allowed 
students to call the teacher 
with questions and receive 
real-time answers. a courier 
carried assignments back 
and forth between the two 
locations. the university was 
one of the first in the country 
to offer this type of course. 

c.l. Max nikias, presi-

dent of Usc for the past two 
years, remembers well those 
days in the ’70s. in 2001, 
when he became dean of the 
Usc Viterbi school of engi-
neering, he began the move 
to online courses that much 
more closely resemble what 
students today have come to 
expect. now, half of Usc’s 
18 graduate schools offer 
online degrees; within the 
next five years, all will do 
so. the institution’s pro-
fessional, graduate, and 
continuing-education pro-
grams—which reach 5,500 
today, with plans to double 
that in the next five years—
bring in annual revenue of 
$114 million. 

“i know how disruptive 
this technology is,” said 
nikias, who was educated 

partly in his native greece 
and was the founding 
director of two national 
research centers at Usc: 
the national science Foun-
dation (nsF) engineering 
research center (erc) on 
integrated Media systems 
and the Department of 
Defense center on commu-
nications signal Processing. 
he has been a driving force 
behind Usc’s expanding 
online education programs, 
which have the strong sup-
port of the board’s roughly 
55 members, as well as sig-
nificant faculty buy-in.

“institutions will have to 
decide what they want to 
be in the future,” he said in 
response to a query about 
the direction of the institu-
tion’s online programs, 

which serve only graduate 
students, charge the same 
tuition as on-campus pro-
grams, and require that 
students meet the same 
admissions standards as 
their on-campus peers. 
“You must have an internal 
debate. how would you like 
to picture the institution in 
the future, based on every-
thing you know today?”

his advice to the boards 
of other institutions is sim-
ple: stick to your principles 
and have a viable business 
model. “What is the mis-
sion of your institution?” he 
asked, and then answered 
it himself. “We want to be 
a key player in the area of 
lifelong learning.” 

—Julie Bourbon

http://agb.org/trusteeship/2013/1/mission-moocs-money
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2010 survey conducted by campus com-
puting and WIche cooperative 
for educational technologies 
(Wcet) of some 200 cam-
pus officials who were the 
operating officers for their 
institution’s online efforts, 
45 percent were uncertain 
if their institution’s online 
efforts were profitable. 

of course, a major 
problem in determin-
ing the “profit-
ability” of 
online 
initia-
tives is 
the institu-
tional tendency to 

“borrow” essential infrastructure 
resources, coupled with the absence 
of tight accounting controls that 
identify true course and program 
development costs as well as real rev-
enues. the instructional costs of the 
faculty members who teach and the 
administrative costs of the people 
who manage online courses and 
programs may be part of the balance 

sheet for departmental and insti-
tutional online initiatives. but 

too often the other direct 
costs of the instructional 

support staff (people 
who help move syl-

labi into online formats 
and who provide additional 

assistance to students and faculty 

members) and the technology infrastruc-
ture required to support online courses 
are not fully charged against the revenues 
for online education programs. 

The Cash-Certification-
Credit Conundrum
the emergence of Moocs has been and 
will continue to be a catalyst for more 
discussions among presidents, provosts, 
trustees, deans, accrediting agency 
officials, and others about the quality 
of Mooc courses, the value of Mooc 
certificates, and the potential threat that 
Moocs offered by elite institutions and 
their partners like coursera and Udacity 
might pose to other segments and sectors. 
these new conversations are likely to focus 
on several questions:

Southern New Hampshire University: 
Residential and Online Undergraduate and Graduate Programs

Southern new 
hampshire Uni-
versity (snhU), 
which boasts 

the fastest-growing online 
education program in the 
country, was reaching out to 
students beyond the usual 
boundaries long before the 
internet made it even easier 
to do so. the institution, 
when it was still new hamp-
shire college, always had a 
strong continuing education 
program, as well as a rela-
tionship with the U.s. navy 
that brought many veterans 
within the college’s orbit. 

But, in the last five years, 
snhU’s online enrollment 
has grown from several 
hundred students to over 
23,000; revenues in that 
time have gone from less 
than $30 million to $121 mil-
lion in 2012, with a goal of 
$200 million for the coming 

year. the institution’s “tradi-
tional” online operation, the 
college of online and con-
tinuing education, operates 
out of a separate location 
from the brick-and-mortar 
campus (which enrolls about 
2,000 students) and offers 
four-year degrees for about 
$38,000.

its latest innovation, 
called college for america 
(cFa), will launch in Janu-
ary 2013, offering a two-year 
degree for $5,000 and a 
competency-based model 
(120 competencies and 
three task levels) that holds 
great appeal for older and 
returning students. equally 
important as the sticker 
price for those students 
is that the cFa is the first 
program to be approved by 
regional accreditors and the 
first program to go before 
the education Department 

for title iV approval, accord-
ing to snhU President Paul 
leBlanc.

that means that, should 
the program win title iV 
approval, cFa students 
would become eligible for 
federal financial aid, includ-
ing Pell grants. For now, the 
cFa program will be work-
ing with employers such as 
Federal express and the 
city of Memphis, tennessee, 
which will enroll employees 
in the program. the public 
will continue to have access 
to the traditional online 
program. 

Board chair robert 
Decolfmacker, now in his 
sixth year on snhU’s board, 
expressed great enthusi-
asm for the new program, 
which has the whole board’s 
backing.

“We are a very engaged 
and strategic board, 

engaged at the right level,” 
he said of their involvement 
in this latest endeavor, for 
which they have high hopes. 
“But we also recognize that 
nothing is without risk.” 

leBlanc has enjoyed that 
support since he assumed 
the presidency nine years 
ago, and he has watched 
the university’s on-campus 
program grow as its online 
programs have taken flight—
a process that has involved 
trial and error and will prob-
ably continue to do so for 
some time to come.

“the board’s role was 
to recognize the need for 
investment and patience,” 
said leBlanc. “there’s a 
level of trust and tolerance. 
they allowed me to make 
mistakes. Because doing this 
work means getting it wrong 
before getting it right.”

—JB
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Western Governors University: 
all Online Programs 

Now in its 15th year, West-
ern governors University 
(WgU) was one of the 
first online institutions, 

as well as one of the first to rely on a 
competency-based learning model, 
one that, in Jim geringer’s words, 
“holds learning constant and lets time 
vary.” 

geringer was one of the found-
ers of WgU while he was governor of 
Wyoming and is currently its board 
chair, as well as chair of agB’s board. 
active in 19 states, WgU boasts enroll-
ment of more than 35,000 students. 
students must pass an admissions 
test, but there is no minimum high-
school gPa or standardized test score 
required. geringer’s mantra might 
well be: expanding access, improving 
delivery, reducing costs. and in fact, 
WgU’s tuition of $5,800 has gone up 
only $200 in the last six years.

“We’re growing at 30 percent a 
year, and we’re not even beginning to 
tap the potential out there,” he said. 
that potential comes, in large part, 
from students whose needs are not 
being met by bricks-and-mortar insti-
tutions. a majority of WgU’s students 
are underserved, with ethnic minori-
ties, people of low income, those liv-
ing in rural areas, and first-generation 
college students making up 74 per-
cent of the student body. the average 
student age is 36, and two-thirds of 
students work full time. in comparing 
WgU to traditional colleges, geringer 

said, “Your goal and ours are the 
same: increase availability and access, 
and better the standing of people in 
society.” 

the university is working furiously 
to achieve those goals, offering more 
than 50 undergraduate, graduate, and 
post-baccalaureate degree programs 
in vital workforce areas, including 
business, information technology, 
K–12 teacher education, and the 
health professions. student concen-
trations are particularly high in califor-
nia, Utah, texas, indiana, georgia, and 
Florida, and all students are assigned 
mentors. 

the prospect of returning to school 
can be daunting for older learners, 
geringer said, but WgU’s emphasis on 
competency-based learning—which 
allows students to apply skills and 
knowledge they have already acquired 
and which they must demonstrate 
through assessments—can help ease 
the way. “What we try to stress is that 
knowledge you can demonstrate, 
regardless of the source, is more 
important than where you go to an 
institution,” he said. 

to other boards, geringer offers a 
caution about confusing the delivery 
of distance education with education 
itself. “this isn’t just technology. it’s 
enabled by technology,” he said. “in 
many ways, we’re helping reengineer 
higher education using technology as 
a tool.” 

—JB

•  should we Mooc?
•  could we Mooc?
•  If we build a Mooc, who would 

come? (Would anyone come?)
•  how would offering Moocs serve the 

institutional mission?

•  Would offering Moocs generate any 
new net revenue for the institution?

•  how would offering Moocs comple-
ment, supplement, or compete with our 
current (or the absence of a current) insti-
tutional strategy for online education?

Yet for the vast majority of american 
colleges and universities, questions about 
offering Moocs and affiliating with a 
Mooc provider such as coursera, edX, or 
Udacity are, quite frankly, moot. compara-
tively few of the nation’s more than 4,000 
degree-granting american colleges or uni-
versities (or even the 525-plus institutions 
that enroll over 10,000 students and that, 
in aggregate, account for more than 50 per-
cent of total headcount) have the personnel, 
instructional and technological infrastruc-
ture, reputation (brand), and available cash 
to invest in launching their own Moocs—
even if the institution aligns with a support-
ing entity such as coursera, edX, or Udacity. 
Moreover, because Moocs are, at present, 
free to students and generate no revenue for 
the institution, offering Moocs will not 
provide a short- or mid-term path to signifi-
cant new tuition revenues.

consequently, the key questions that 
board members, presidents, and provosts 
confront in the conversation about Moocs 
really involve certification and credit:
•  how do/should we assess “prior learn-

ing” for students who come to us with a 
certificate of completion from a Mooc 
provider such as coursera, edX, or 
Udacity?

•  assuming we can assess prior learning, 
should we give course credit to students 
who have completed a Mooc? and if 
so, for what courses and 
from which Moocs?

In fact, over the short 
term and midterm, the main 
policy issue confronting 
most institutions regarding 
Moocs will be to accept 
or not accept their 
certificates for 
course 
credit. 
(similar 
issues will 
soon confront 
employers, who 
will no doubt be per-
plexed when job appli-
cants present their Mooc 
certificates and college tran-
scripts as part of their educational 
credentials.) and a big question about 
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Coastline Community College: 
a Public Institution approach 

In october 2012, 
california’s coastline 
community college 
announced an inno-

vative partnership that 
will allow its students 
to enroll in out-of-state 
four-year institutions. 
scheduled to launch in 
spring 2013, coastline 
students will have new, 
online, path-to-degree 
options with the Univer-

sity of Massachusetts 
online, Penn state Uni-
versity’s World campus, 
and the University of 
illinois in springfield. 
supported in part with 
a grant from the gates 
Foundation, one unique 
aspect of this partnership 
is that coastline students 
in california will not pay 
out of-state tuition rates 
for their courses from 

UMass, Penn state, or 
illinois. although the 
coastline partnership 
does not involve Moocs, 
it may provide a model 
for other efforts, par-
ticularly among public 
institutions and com-
munity colleges, to offer 
students high-quality 
courses with a lower 
overall cost for a bach-
elor’s degree.

Mooc credit is if the course inventory of 
Moocs complements, supplements, or 
competes with the current (on-campus and 
online) course catalog. For most institu-
tions, Mooc courses—currently focused 
on higher-end science, engineering, and 
entrepreneurship—might supplement the 
course catalog. In this context, many col-
leges and universities may find policy prec-
edents for Mooc credit in the way they 
assess aP courses, summer courses taken at 
another institution, or transfer courses.

but other issues loom large. For 
example, what happens when one or more 
of the Mooc providers begin to serve as 
a clearinghouse for core (typically large 
enrollment) undergraduate courses in 
introductory accounting, biology, econom-
ics, sociology, or other disciplines? What if, 
for example, Princeton University profes-
sor, nobel economics laureate, New York 
Times columnist, and textbook author Paul 
krugman were to offer an introductory eco-
nomics Mooc hosted by coursera? let’s 
assume that krugman’s Mooc included 
reasonably rigorous assessments leading to 
a certificate of completion that was affirmed 
by krugman. Would or could acme college 
deny its students an opportunity to enroll in 
krugman’s Mooc in lieu of the introduc-
tory economics course offered by its own 
faculty? 

the Moocs also present multi-campus  
institutions and state systems with another 
“what if” issue regarding online vs. on-cam-
pus course development. at present, most 
multi-campus systems grant significant 
autonomy to individual institutions and 
departments to develop their own courses, 
both online and  campus-based. In other 
words, multi-campus systems typically exer-
cise little if any central control over the con-
tent or the assessment of the introductory 
anthropology, economics, or psychology 
courses taught at any of their campuses. 

however, the emergence of Moocs 
may be a catalyst for multi-campus systems 
to assert greater authority over the develop-
ment of multiple online courses for the 
same subject. rather than have each cam-
pus develop its own online widgets course, 
the system office may decide to invest in 
the development of a single, “Mooc-like” 
online widgets course for all the campuses. 
Individual institutions and departments 

might retain autonomy over traditional, 
campus-based courses, but the system 
would mandate the content and assessment 
of that single online widgets course.

Issues for Trustees
so what’s the appropriate role for board 
members in the current (or coming) institu-
tional discussions about Moocs?

Perhaps most important, trustees must 
understand that Moocs really are just 
one point—if an admittedly large and very 
visible one—on the continuum of online 
education. the current publicity about 
large initial enrollments notwithstanding, 
Moocs do not, at present, offer a quick 
and easy path to new revenues. conse-
quently, board members would do well to 
discuss the impact of Moocs at their insti-
tutions in the context of their strategic goals 
and the current or future role of online edu-
cation. the fundamental questions boards 
should be asking include:
•  Why are we online? Is the movement to 

or expansion of online education con-
sistent with the institutional mission? 
does and will it serve and advance the 
institutional mission? or is the key issue 
in the discussion about online educa-
tion—including any conversations 
about Moocs—money?

•  How do we assess quality—that of our 
own online offerings and those of others, 
including the Moocs?

•  What will it take to achieve our objectives 
in terms of online learning—including 
human and financial capital, content 
expertise, the political will to change, 
and many other concerns?

campus officials and board members 
who want to develop or expand online 
education efforts would do well to take 
a long-term, strategic view of issues and 
opportunities. rather than rushing to 
Moocs, they should have pragmatic dis-
cussions about market opportunities and 
anchor their conversations about online 
education in their institution’s fundamental 
mission. ■
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