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1. Case studies monographs 

The internationalisation strategy of the University of Nottingham (UK) 
and the establishment of campuses in Asia 

Authors: Professor Michael Osborne, Professor Chris Duke, Dr Fumi Kitigawa and Dr Ming 

Cheng 

Overview 

a. Drivers: The University of Nottingham’s overseas expansion has been driven by 

challenges of globalisation; the challenge being met is one of modernisation of the 

University and ensuring world-class standing through internationalisation as a deliberate 

strategy for a university located outside the ‘golden triangle’ of England’s South East. The 

innovation covers a long period and is an institution-wide ‘entrepreneurial’ transformation. 

The idea flowed from a period of disruptive change under a forceful new and young Vice-

Chancellor demonstrating firm will and building a record of achievement. 

b. Strategy: The Malaysia Semenyih and China Ningbo Nottingham campuses are the most 

evident examples of a wider internationalisation strategy. They are distinctive by virtue of 

echoing the Nottingham Park main campus architecturally and in replicating the 

‘Nottingham student experience’. A key to sustained success and continuing innovation has 

been the stability of top management; the recent new vice-chancellor had been at 

Nottingham even before Sir Colin Campbell. Key staff moves between such roles as PVC 

International, Dean, and Provost of the Ningbo and Semenyih campuses. The University 

has appointed a Chinese Chancellor (the titular Head of the whole university), highly 

symbolic and a rarity for European/UK institutions. 

c. Outcome: The University of Nottingham Malaysia Campus (UNMC) with about 4,500 

students and the University of Nottingham Ningbo Campus (UNNC) with 5,500 students 

have been created and these campuses are also developing research capacity.  

d. Key factors for success: effective leadership, long and stable management, adoption of 

established quality standards, funding assurance, prestige of the well-regarded UK 

university system, local business investments. 

e. Implementation challenges: There have been major external and external challenges to 

overcome. The developments required very high and prominent levels and forms of 

national support in each of the countries involved, and had to build strong links with the 

local economy ensuring success based in relevant engagement. The innovative 

internationalisation initiatives have developed as part of the higher education system in 

the UK, with the courses and teaching at the overseas campuses subject to the same 
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quality assurance processes as in Nottingham. Internally it has been about the challenge 

of bringing all key players on board.  

f. Main changes: Creating the Nottingham campus experience at other locations. Full 

integration of the three campuses; and the appointment of a Chinese Chancellor, highly 

symbolic and a rarity for European/UK institutions. 

g. Results: Nottingham has established itself as a global university with high quality 

standards and maintains an ongoing pace in improving its services. 

Part A: Setting the scene: introduction, challenges and contexts 

A1: Introduction: definition of the innovation initiative   

Overall objectives of the initiative and future plans  

In this case study, innovation concerns the institutional strategies and the leadership related to 

the internationalisation of the University. The key objective of the initiative studied is to secure 

and enhance the University’s position and reputation as a national and international institution.  

The initiative started with plans to set up two international campuses in Malaysia and China, 

originating in the 1990s. This innovation needs to be seen as part of deeper and wider 

institutional processes: the initiatives aimed not only to make Nottingham a global university, 

but to transform its identity, mission and ways of working from deeply conservative to vibrant, 

visionary and imaginative. 

The initiative is seen as “deliberatively disruptive”. The overall objective of establishing the 

two Asian campuses, in Semenyih, Malaysia in 2000, and Ningbo, China in 2004, was to create 

a different identity and stature for the University than could be won in the UK alone; to 

progressively embed an attitude of innovation and an international outlook throughout the 

University; and thus to create a habit of continuous development – permanent non-violent 

revolution. Summer schools introduced on both Asian campuses in 2011 are one of many 

examples, as is the plan to make them credit-bearing from 2014. A new (2013) senior 

management structure sees the pro vice-chancellor (PVC) International joined by four part-

time Assistant PVCs International with a brief to work in four regions: the Americas, Asia, 

Europe and the Middle East & Africa.  

The University intends to continue along this path of innovation as a leading international 

university with a high reputation and high standards. There are no plans to replicate the 

campus model in other countries, which is very demanding of management time; but 

Nottingham is open to future possibilities consonant with sustaining the highest standards.1 It 

                                                 
1
 Nottingham was ‘one of the first to embrace a truly international approach to higher education’, according to the Sunday Times 

University Guide 2013. It is ranked in the UK's Top 10 and the World's Top 75 universities by the Shanghai Jiao Tong and the QS World 

Rankings. (University website, accessed 1 July 2013)
1
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replicates “the Nottingham student experience” in Ningbo China and Semenyih Malaysia, 

tightly managing reputational risk. 

Outcomes of the practice  

Expansion and transformation started at home with expanding student numbers, a renewed 

curriculum, and the new Jubilee campus in 1999. In 2000, the University was awarded a 

Queen’s Award for Enterprise in recognition of its work in recruiting overseas students and its 

decision to open a campus in Malaysia. 

The plan to establish a campus was announced in 1998 after an initiative in Thailand fell 

through. The original Kuala Lumpur campus started in 2000 under the auspices of a Joint 

Venture company established by the University with two partners, Bousted and Yeoh Tiong Lay 

(YTL) Corporation, and courses in three fields of study. Plans were modest but student 

numbers were still lower than planned. Over time, YTL’s interest in the venture diminished and 

the role of Boustead (influenced by considerations of national interest and corporate social 

responsibility) increased. The University persisted and adapted in the face of recruitment 

difficulties and changed partnership arrangements. YTL effectively became a “sleeping partner” 

with a smaller proportionate holding, while Bousted became increasingly active. Practices were 

modified with experience, initially more vocationally-oriented courses and disciplines were 

added, and relations for accreditation with professional bodies established. Subsequently a 

broader range of less vocationally-oriented programmes was introduced. With success, new 

capital was raised for future investment. A substantial share of the financial risk was borne by 

the majority shareholder in the joint venture, but the University has been willing to invest its 

share of any capital calls. The Semenyih campus opened in September 2005, then the KL 

Chulan Tower city campus in early 2006. Research students were recruited at an early stage in 

the campus’s development. Research funds and programmes followed. UNMC now has about 

4,500 students. It plans to increase to about 6,000 by 2020. 

The University of Nottingham Ningbo Campus (UNNC) started later. UNNC, which opened in 

2004, is the first Sino-foreign collaborative university under the State Council decree No. 372 

on 1 March 2003.1 In 2010, it became the first foreign university in China to be designated an 

“international cooperation base" - a status awarded to universities and companies with 

successful international research collaborations. In 2010, Chris Rudd, then the pro vice-

chancellor who leads Nottingham's strategic partnerships group, said the award ‘signals our 

arrival as a mature and respected provider of research and knowledge transfer, delivering UK 

excellence with an Asian flavour’ (THE, 4 November 2010). The campus, on a larger footprint, 

architecturally echoing features of the original University Park campus in Nottingham, now has 

some 5,500 students rising by 2020 to 8,000. As with UNMC growth has been steady, 
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significantly widening the curriculum offerings, involving more Schools, and connecting 

strongly with the economic and other needs of the Ningbo City and wider region. As in 

Malaysia, the campus has attracted vital national interest and support. It too enjoys high 

academic status and has also maintained a very strong financial position. A striking recent 

change at Ningbo has been widening demand for fields of study and degree courses not 

obviously vocational, in the arts and humanities. This befits an elite and prestigious English-

style liberal arts tradition as a route for high career ambition.  

Table 1: Total student numbers in 2011/2012 

 Nr. of students in 

2011/20122 

Nr. faculty 

staff 

University of Nottingham Malaysia Campus 

(UNMC) 3,869 450 

University of Nottingham Ningbo Campus 

(UNNC) 
4,832 513 

University of Nottingham UK  34,076 7,000 

The UK Quality Assurance Agency (QAA) for HE has always taken a close and critical interest in 

overseas partnerships, franchising and other forms of collaboration. The QAA Review of the 

UNNC in November 2012 commended the fact that UNNC had achieved its stated intention to 

provide the 'Nottingham experience' in China in less than eight years. The review also noted 

UNNC’s fruitful relationships with Chinese institutions and Ningbo city itself that has benefitted 

from the import of expert foreign resource, and the long-term relationships that have been 

formed between the University and the local community (QAA, 2012). Its unqualified 

endorsement of the work at Ningbo was later celebrated at Nottingham.    

In November 2012, the University launched a new joint venture in collaboration with the East 

China University of Science and Technology: the Shanghai Nottingham Advanced Academy 

(SNAA). The SNAA will deliver joint courses in Shanghai including periods of study in 

Nottingham UK, with teaching and research at undergraduate, postgraduate and doctoral 

levels. 

University of Nottingham was chosen as the Guardian University Awards 2013 “International 

Strategy” winner. As of February 2013,  

“Over 9,500 students are enrolled in Malaysia and China, and as well as having one of the 

largest cohorts of international students in the UK, Nottingham is a top 10 recruiter (by 

volume) in most markets worldwide. 

As the first university to open a fully operational branch campus in Malaysia in 2000,   

internationalisation has been in the University of Nottingham DNA for well over a decade. 

                                                 
2
 http://www.nottingham.ac.uk/about/facts/studentpopulation20112012.aspx  
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It has since opened a further campus in China, and says that global reach is "hardwired" 

into its strategic plan”.  (The Guardian, 28 February 2013). 

Both campuses have had very high-level visitors including the Heads of State of all three 

countries. The Nottingham campuses in China and Malaysia stand out among other elite high-

fee private universities. They share Nottingham’s strong research profile as well as 

encouraging and rewarding active learning required for leadership and sought in both 

countries. The overseas campuses have proved welcome and beneficial in Nottingham City, 

where both Vice-Chancellors (the other university being Nottingham Trent) have engaged 

strenuously with the City community and the local region.   

Funding of the initiative  

Both overseas campuses benefit from local business investment as well as municipal 

government funding in China. This has underpinned growth; surpluses have been used to 

reinvest in each campus. In both cases, where the UK campus incurs costs relating to the QA 

processes, these are recharged to UNMC and UNNC. Several senior staff stressed the 

importance of maintaining strong financial positioning of UNNC and UNMC within the 

overarching system and the University of Nottingham, something closely scrutinised by the 

University Council as the Governing Body in Nottingham, with interest taken also by the 

Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE) from the outset and Nottingham being 

a very visible player. In an integrative academic model the overseas campuses are part of the 

Faculties and Schools at Nottingham. As Schools’ participation has widened, the costs and 

benefits have become more dispersed and embedded in the regular running of the University. 

The time and cost of senior management conceiving, creating, developing, overseeing and 

hands-on managing the two overseas campuses is significant; its mainstreaming illustrates 

commitment to innovation as “permanent revolution”. Being global has increasingly become 

the norm as staff members are made aware of the major opportunities for their career 

progression by engaging actively with the international campuses. This continuing institutional 

innovation is in stark contrast to some other separately and externally funded, project-based 

short-term initiatives, where little remains after the project is finalised. 

The initial and ongoing funding illuminates the thinking which has led to its success. The 

student-fee base of the overseas campuses as fully private ventures prefigured the current 

emerging shape of the funding of teaching in England. An important additional dimension is 

that in both Asian countries, UNNC and UNMC have access to government-funded, competitive 

research grants, although there is no core research funding available to private institutions in 

Malaysia. 

Funding assists, but does not drive, development. The high cost of managing the present 

systems is well recognised. Thorough hands-on top management requires the Vice-Chancellor 
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to make six or seven annual visits to Asia. There is much travel in both directions by staff as 

well as students. The Chief Financial Officer recognises the complexity of the current 

management systems across all campuses, with some 200 different business systems in the 

UK alone. Re-engineering the financial and student management system to bring records 

together will facilitate student and staff movements and other records, and make savings. This 

requires time now taken up with ongoing management of present systems. A fully joined-up 

backbone will be expensive and might take three-four years to set up. 

A2: Understanding of the context  

The institutional, geopolitical and regulatory context  

Institutional context 

The University of Nottingham is a member of the Russell Group, a loosely defined association 

of the leading research-led universities in the UK. The University was founded in 1871 as 

University College, Nottingham, offering teaching for University of London degrees and 

providing opportunities mainly for local students. Nottingham received full university status in 

1948, and since the 1950s it has seen its primary role as being national and, particularly 

during the past two decades, international. Like all UK universities it is a self-governing 

institution with full control over its academic and financial affairs3.  

National context 

The national context was one of increasingly sharp competition between institutions and 

institutional groups. Nottingham belonged to the most elite of the several groups in an HE 

sector enlarged by the 1992 conversion of polytechnics to ‘new’ universities seen as having a 

stronger regional mission. The elite Russell Group, described as research-led, derives status 

from research output, the most powerful criterion in national and world rankings, and from 

high academic student intake. Leadership style became more directive, described as 

managerial rather than collegial. As institutions grew in size many were restructured to 

enhance efficiency with devolution; in some cases to very large units grouping faculties and 

schools within a few colleges. Undergraduate fee levels almost tripled under the Labour 

Government in 2003, and tripled again under the subsequent Coalition in 2011. One 

consequence has been more complaints from students as consumers dissatisfied with the 

teaching they get for their money, fuelled by government interest for example in contact 

hours, an example of increasing intrusion into what was formerly seen as private university 

business. The (current) national research assessment exercise (REF) introduced ‘impact’ as a 

                                                 
3
 In the UK, its legal status is that of a charity, which is required to use any financial surplus it generates for the furtherance of its 

academic and educational work as set out in its Royal Charter, and in return receives certain tax concessions. Apart from this it is able 

to undertake any activities it considers worthwhile, subject only to the contractual conditions set by the government and other sources 

of finance. Like most other UK universities it has, since 1988 with encouragement from the national government, used its autonomy to 

behave, in effect, as a medium-sized commercial enterprise, whose core business is selling academic services.  
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new significant criterion (see Smith et al., 2011), but the research function judged by 

traditional output and quality criteria dominates the competitive reputational environment. This 

marginalises the ‘3rd mission’ of regional engagement for many. This and a highly qualified 

student intake, strong income streams and good financial reserves characterise the policy 

environment and priorities for most Russell Group institutions.   

Geopolitical  context 

The University of Nottingham is the senior of two universities in the large regional industrial 

city of Nottingham, its popular history and identity deriving from Nottingham Forest and the 

legends of Robin Hood. This is former coal-mining country in the English East Midlands, just on 

the southern side of the economic and cultural North-South divide that splits England and the 

UK. Nottingham has a more diverse and somewhat less stressed economy than many northern 

towns. It nevertheless faces the multiple socio-economic problems of the UK. The City Council 

is seeking ways to restore economic growth following the demise of the Regional Development 

Authorities (RDAs) under the current UK Coalition Government.  

There is therefore keen interest in what the universities can do to support innovation across 

their teaching, research and engagement missions; and, among the more forward-looking, 

keen interest in the potential of ‘soft landing sites’ in the booming South-East Asian and 

Chinese region and economies. Like the University, the city council is said to include both 

innovators and more conservative members slower to embrace new ideas.  

The UK HE institutional map largely mirrors the economic geography map of the UK. The 

nation is increasingly ‘tilted towards the South-East’. Wealth, power and human resources 

drain to the Greater London area. Known as the higher education Golden Triangle of Oxford, 

Cambridge and London (Imperial, UCL and other powerful London institutions), this dominates 

global rankings, research income, wealth, reputation and prestige. 

The context of the internationalisation encompassing the three countries directly involved has 

changed rapidly and significantly over the period of the innovation: it is 20 years since an 

Asian campus was first considered, 15 since the first announcement about the Malaysian 

campus, and over ten since Ningbo work began. 

Malaysia developed a strategic ambition to become an education and higher education hub of 

South-East Asia. UNMC started as an incorporated partnership of Boustead Holdings Berhad, 

YTL Corporation Berhad, and University of Nottingham UK. It is attractively located at 

Semenyih, 30 km outside the Malaysia capital Kuala Lumpur. There is also a KL downtown city 

presence. UNMC’s active main partner is still the conglomerate Bousted Holdings Berhad. 

Boustead and YTL are mostly held by Malaysian investors and focus on a wide range of 

interests including plantations, property, services including education, and infrastructure 
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building. These arrangements can restrict institutional autonomy, but also serve to “protect the 

home campus from some financial risks, particularly if the endeavour proves unsuccessful” 

(Lane, 2012). YTL quickly became more of a sleeping partner, its stake falling to 5%. Bousted 

has wide economic interests connected in many ways to the booming Malaysian economy. It is 

keen to exploit the knowledge economy potential of elite UK higher education in its own and 

the national interest.  

Similarly the Ningbo development is in a fast-growing city on the South-East China coast, soon 

to be connected by high-speed rail bringing it within two hours of Shanghai. Its population is 

thought to be some seven million registered, with an additional approximately three million 

migrants. It is the second largest port in China, and fourth or sixth in the world depending on 

the criteria used, in a fast-growing and prosperous part of China. The geographical economic 

and now political environment is thus highly favourable in both Asian countries. This advantage 

is reflected in the influential and high-level supporters and ongoing health of innovation on 

both countries.   

Regulatory context 

British universities are autonomous institutions, although there are a number of mechanisms 

for public accountability and assurance. The policy environment of UK higher education, 

especially in England following partial devolution to the different countries in the UK, has been 

increasingly demanding and at times difficult.  

The key funding and regulatory body in England is HEFCE. HEFCE is a funding body for 

universities and colleges in England, which allocates public funding for HEIs, and monitors and 

addresses financial and other risks associated with HEIs and related bodies. Their priority focus 

is on activities within England. HEFCE is generally concerned with the financial health and 

performance of the institutions.  

The government body responsible for higher education policy and its regulatory arena has 

changed several times over the past decades and is currently the Department for Business, 

Industry and Skills (BIS). These and other changes in government policy are characterised as 

turbulent ‘churn’. The climate has changed from one of broad encouragement of growth 

(‘Education, education, education’ and a 50% age participation rate for HE were the mantras of 

the Blair government of 1997) in the late nineties to one of damaging criticism of the sector 

and severe fiscal constraint. This has driven universities to diversify income streams, massively 

raise fees (notably in England), privatise some operations and become more entrepreneurial. 

This includes becoming more relevant to the economy in teaching, research and 

economic/societal engagement, and more transparent, making for a tough working 

environment. On the other hand, creating and generating income from new private university 

branches in key markets abroad naturally accords with government policy inclination.  
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The main agency concerned with teaching quality is the QAA, established in 1997. The QAA 

safeguards the public interest in the quality and standards of UK higher education. The QAA 

takes a leading role in international developments in standards and quality. Arrangements 

such as franchising come under close scrutiny, especially with overseas partners. This meant 

that the early and innovative Nottingham arrangements in Malaysia and China would be of 

particular interest.  

The regulatory environment in Malaysia and China was in an obvious sense more challenging, 

yet appears to have been easier to navigate in reality. Any post-colonial legacy and worries 

about the motives and standards of overseas investors seeking entry are balanced by the 

desire for expansion and high quality in universities to underpin economic development. 

Managing start-up in Malaysia required tact and care; some overseas universities over the 

years, including some from the UK and Australia, quickly withdrew. In China it was not 

possible until early last decade to create such an arrangement at all, so Nottingham needed to 

pioneer a new model and legal identity in a country still quite new to such partnership in any 

sphere, and to navigate issues of relevance and utility as well as financial viability and 

standards.  

High standing, and the prestige of the well-regarded UK system of oversight and quality 

assurance including that of the funding council and QAA, made the regulatory environment 

navigable with care. The dual administration in which the Communist Party remains a key 

power proved manageable and indeed supportive. The UK QAA system was trusted to assure 

quality, leaving the task of negotiating professional recognition and the right to practise to the 

institution.   

A3: Challenges and drivers  

The challenges that the initiative aims to address  

The initiative aims to address the challenge derived from the higher education policy 

environment, and the increasing difficulty of leading and managing a large university with a 

strong sense of identity, purpose and direction, as well as prosperously in more difficult and 

competitive times. Nottingham grew rapidly at this time, with a desire to be distinctive and 

highly regarded. With a forceful new Vice-Chancellor it underwent major transformation as 

well as expansion. Ambition meant thinking globally rather than predominately nationally. 

The challenge was to make Nottingham a leading innovation global player by 

internationalising. The two Asian campuses were the most prominent and leading part of this 

strategy. The whole UK HE sector was also expanding. Many institutions looked abroad for 

new business opportunities. The University aimed to be a sector leader, accurately reading 

emerging contextual necessities and moving effectively to prosper in hard times. Going global 

opened up opportunities for competitive advantage and a new sense of identity and purpose 
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less easily available in the constraining UK context. Learning how to create, negotiate and 

sustain new modes for new overseas campuses was a main challenge. This continues well 

into a second decade. It means sustaining a culture of innovation, being open to community 

and client needs and feedback, and building on these successes without cutting off 

opportunities to innovate globally in new and diverse ways. 

The immediate cause for developing the initiative  

There was no single critical and immediate trigger for this initiative. It was driven by a 

determination to be outstanding, to avoid being overwhelmed by intense competition in a more 

entrepreneurial environment, and to eradicate complacency. It grew out of recognition that a 

northern East Midlands university could not relocate into the Golden Triangle and the charmed 

circle where the highest prestige was assured. It was already a Russell Group member, and a 

founding member of the international Universitas21 group of research intensive universities 

(U21) started in 1998, thus staking an elite presence globally as well as nationally. Adopting 

a global rather than mainly national identity to secure the institution’s future became 

part of the strategy of the new and long-serving Vice-Chancellor. UNMC and UNNC provided a 

visible and challenging manifestation of this new aspiration. The risk was considerable, but 

dominantly reputational, rather than directly financial. The highly ambitious innovation resulted 

almost entirely from the vision, drive and opportunism of an unusually young and energetic 

leader, with the blessing of a University Council which as the governing body saw the need to 

reinvigorate what some saw as conservative complacency, and the capacity to create a strong 

and loyal team of active senior managers. The result and it seems the intent was a cultural 

revolution: a continuing ever more deeply embedded process of becoming vibrant, innovative 

and risk-taking, with continuous innovation as a way of life rather than a time-bound incident.  

Part B: The higher education innovation system: functions, components and 

relationships 

B1: Analysis of the functions  

The function to which the innovation is related  

The ‘innovation system’ affected the delivery of teaching at the two overseas campuses and 

implied the transformation of the University of Nottingham from a static and conventional to a 

dynamic model. It meant retaining a campus-based teaching-learning approach called ‘the 

Nottingham experience’, and replicating it within the same unitary faculty-school-department-

curricula model much as local Nottingham campuses were added to the original University Park 

campus. 

The same academic and management structures and processes were used, with significant 

time and cost invested in developing local capital and human resources, seconding key staff for 



 

 

 

12 | J a n u a r y  2 0 1 4  

 

significant terms, and exercising the same teaching development and quality assurance 

systems as at home.  

It also required more of the kind of adaptive innovation seen at home to make courses and 

curricula more relevant to the needs of the environment and the economy. Where problems 

were discerned specific to the context and culture, different behaviours were required; for 

example, both countries saw the need for more active learning to produce innovative leaders 

for a knowledge-based economy. Teaching was adapted to encourage and reward active class 

participation. Whereas initial degree programmes in both countries were essentially vocational, 

linked to obvious career openings like branches of engineering relevant to the region and to 

key partners, a (surprising) demand emerged for more general liberal arts and humanities 

programmes at Ningbo, so curricula and course options were widened accordingly.  

Impact of the innovation on other functions  

In the sense of using internationalisation as part of sustained strategic institution-wide 

transformation, the innovation embraced all the core functions of a university. For convenience 

we treat research and the ‘third mission’ of community, regional service and engagement 

separately, not as subject to the ‘impact’ of new campuses and the teaching that was 

provided. The initial innovation as thus manifested overseas was in teaching (and progressively 

towards more active learning).  

Part of the identity and appeal was that Nottingham was a research-led university. Teaching 

can start up quicker than research when connected to and supported by local needs and 

resources. Within a few years however research connections were made and priorities 

identified and supported. Although teaching provides the main source of operating income, 

research is seen as an integral component of the activity of UNNC and research funding is 

being received from a diversity of Chinese public and private sources (Ennew and Fujia, 2009). 

Now Ningbo makes a significant contribution to Nottingham’s research identity and profile by 

virtue of its Marine Economy research and R&D. Similarly UNMC is becoming eminent for its 

collaborative Food for the Future research programme. Quite distinct and a different ‘model of 

innovation’ is the development of another research initiative in a different part of China, the 

new advanced research academy in Shanghai. It could be argued that this innovation was 

partly inspired by the success of Ningbo in that vitally important country; but in reality it was 

part of a wider internationalisation agenda, and in this sense a ‘free-standing indirect 

beneficiary’. Clearly the ‘third mission’ of regional and community engagement and service 

permeated the innovation from the outset. In this way it was and is interwoven and 

inseparable, a characteristic and dimension of the developing teaching activity rather than a 

distinct ‘function’.  
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B2: Analysis of the components    

Identification and description of actors involved  

The innovation processes have been taking place over several years, led by entrepreneurial 

institutional transformation. The original initiatives were taken by the visionary institutional 

leader, Sir Colin Campbell, the Vice Chancellor at the time.  

The innovation was distinctive in being a process of continuous development and change in the 

light of feedback and experience. This process continues with additional PVC leadership 

strength and clear plans for expansion of research as well as teaching within a proven model. 

Strong unbending leadership is shared by the top and senior management team with ideas 

from different members and rolled out. Gradually enthusiastic existing and new staff have 

balanced top-down drive with energy, commitment and initiative from below. A key to 

sustained success and continuing innovation has been the stability of top management; the 

recently appointed vice-chancellor had been at Nottingham even before Sir Colin Campbell.  

The institutional change has been supported by external stakeholders such as the city of 

Nottingham and the local governments in China and Malaysia where the international 

campuses were being developed. As Shattock (2007) points out: ‘there is no doubt that an 

overseas campus is an extremely high-risk experiment’. Alongside general business risks there 

are also more specific risks associated with the development and maintenance of a partnership 

relationship and the need to deal with cultural and linguistic differences. Staffing and 

management stretch have also been identified as key concerns (Matross Helms, 2008). The 

University, by collaborating with key external stakeholders, has managed these risks and built 

reputations. 

Table 2: Actors/stakeholders, level of operation, roles and responsibilities and 

activities 

Actor/stakeholder 

components 

Level 

(macro, 

meso, 

micro) 

Role/responsibility Activity 

Institutional actors:  

� Vice Chancellor, and 

senior management 

team 

� University of 

Nottingham 

Micro and 

meso 

� Envisioning 
international 

strategy; 

� Mobilising resources; 

� Institutional 
leaders/entrepreneurs 

� Opportunity spotting, 

planning of international 

campuses; 

� Identification of partner 
institutions; 

Negotiations,  

� Execution of 
international campuses 

External stakeholders:   

� City-regions (e.g. 

Nottingham, Ningbo, 

Meso  � Partnership building;  
� National legal and 

financial frameworks; 

� Physical planning and 

development of the 

campuses; 
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Semenyih) 

� National 

government (e.g. 

China and Malaysia) 

� Foreign partners   

� Risk 
sharing/management 

� Local job creation; 

� Financial investment; 

� Providing services 

� Student recruitment 

National regulatory 

bodies (e.g. QAA) 

 � Quality assurance; 

Risk management 

� Auditing of teaching 

quality of international 

campuses;  

� Sharing of good 

practices 

International markets: 

� Students 

� Academics  

Macro  Economic opportunities; 

Solving global 

challenges 

Internationalisation of 

teaching and learning; 

Internationalisation of 

research and impact 

 

B3: Analysis of the relationships   

The nature of the relationship  

Managing the three international campuses with varying degree of resources, history and 

reputation with different sets of activities and student numbers requires the careful building of 

a number of relationships across campuses within and beyond the institution. This is reflected 

in the way the highest authority within the university is organised. There is one Chancellor for 

the whole University (including the three campuses). Periodic meetings are held in each of the 

three sites with the governing body travelling to them in turn. The two campuses in Malaysia 

and China have a Provost, who is the Executive Head also holding PVC status at the University 

of Nottingham. These therefore, have a dual identity. In addition, they are part of the unitary 

top management team (the Provosts quite often are in Nottingham). Each campus is governed 

taking into account the local customs. 

The balance between teaching and research activities conditions some of the relationships 

between actors. Although teaching provides the main source of operating income for the 

overseas campuses, research is seen as an integral component of the activity of both the 

China and the Malaysia campuses. Already there are six functioning research centres at the 

University of Nottingham Ningbo, China.4 

Changes in existing relationships  

                                                 
4
 These include the Institute for Comparative Cultural Studies, the Centre for Sustainable Energy Technology, the Centre for Global 

Finance and the Centre for Research in Applied Linguisitcs. Research funding is being received from diverse Chinese public and private 

sources.  In November 2008, the Leverhulme Centre for Globalisation and Economic Policy, which was initially established at the 

University's UK campus, opened a branch at the Ningbo Campus. A regular programme of international conferences and seminars 

provides an opportunity to bring together leading scholars from China and around the globe to address key challenges within and 

across disciplines (Ennew and Fujia, 2009). The Malaysian campus has major research initiatives such as the Crops for the Future 

research centre, which was given funding approaching $40m from the Malaysian government. 
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In 2001, the University appointed Professor Yang Fujia, former President of Fudan University, 

as its Chancellor. In developing its engagement with China, the University had a number of 

overarching objectives, which were articulated by the Chancellor and Vice-Chancellor as 

follows and which guided the new campus initiative (Ennew and Fujia, 2009): 

1. To bring together the best of UK and Chinese educational values and practices; 

2. To educate generations of students as truly international citizens, rooted in their own 

cultures but aware of, and sympathetic towards, other cultures; 

3. To encourage international research, not by ‘staying home’ but by working in a host 

country and concentrating upon subjects that are mutually beneficial to Nottingham 

researchers and Chinese society. 

 

Impact of the relationships on the innovative practice  

One of the ways the University ensures impact of the relationships on the innovative practice is 

through “people mobility and transfer” at the highest level of personnel within the 

organisational architecture.  

While leadership from the home campus at the highest levels was essential, the management 

of core academic processes has followed an embedded model in which the University has 

sought to devolve and distribute responsibility to key units at the home campus. Accordingly, 

academic units at the international campuses are regarded as part of their home school. Thus, 

the University's Business School, School of Computer Science and Faculty of Engineering may 

be viewed as single academic units with bases across all three campuses.  

Furthermore, key senior university staff moves between such roles as PVC International, Dean, 

and Provost across the three campuses in the UK, China and Malaysia, ensuring sharing values 

across the three campuses. For example, Professor Christine Ennew, currently Provost of the 

Nottingham Malaysia campus, was previously a Pro-Vice Chancellor International at 

Nottingham campus.   

Mobility of people is not only at senior academic level. A new £17 million International Doctoral 

Innovation Centre at the University's China campus will train 100 of the brightest PhD students 

– who will split their time between the UK and China – in the fields of energy and digital 

technologies (The Guardian, 28 February 2013).  In the longer term, the geographical and 

cultural spread of the university's student body is creating a “global alumni network” that is 

extensive and growing fast. 

Table 3: Relationships between actors 

Actor 1 Actor 2 Relationship What changed? 

Chinese Vice Chancellor Highest level of Strategic objectives being 
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Chancellor 

appointed 

people-based 

strategic alignment 

implemented in engaging with 

China 

PVC 

International, 

Nottingham 

Provost, 

Malaysia 

Mobility and transfer 

between  senior 

leader roles  

Sharing institutional culture, 

practices and value across the 

campuses 

B4: Cross-elements analysis   

Mapping the system and stakeholders  

For the university, the higher education innovation system is two-fold. Firstly, there are 

external stakeholders that the university interacts with, including local authorities, national 

governments, private sector partners and funders. They constitute the components of the 

higher education innovation system as distinctive ‘actors’. Secondly, the key ‘linkages’ of the 

system are maintained through the University’s main activities, namely, teaching, research 

and engagement with economy/society. The University’s main sources of income are through 

teaching students. Building research excellence is the key part of its institutional profile, and 

engagement with the stakeholders is the key to sustain the external linkages.  

What are the major stakeholders and how do they interact?  

Through its internationalisation strategy, the University of Nottingham created a new identity 

encompassing three geographical locations, where the University’s different activities - namely, 

teaching, engagement and research - interact. The strong institutional leadership that 

originally spotted opportunities and since then has provided visions and resources, combined 

with strategic alignment with external stakeholders at multiple levels in multiple locations – the 

city of Nottingham, the cities of Semenyih in Malaysia and Ningbo in China – with strong 

support from the respective national governments and private partners. The multiple levels of 

partnership have enabled the innovative global enterprise to take off and continue thus far. 

This journey has been supported by national and international regulatory mechanisms, 

assuring quality as well an existing and growing reputation as a truly global university.  

The innovation processes through internationalisation can be presented schematically as 

follows: 
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Conclusions related to the innovation system map 

Given the complexity of the inter-relationships and dependencies between stakeholders in 

multiple national settings, inter-linked university activities and management of resources 

across teaching, research and engagement, the concept of an innovation system provides the 

best framework for ensuring a comprehensive understanding of the innovation processes 

throughout the internationalisation. The innovation system model adopted should be capable 

of considering the breadth of issues and challenges encompassing various phases of 

internationalisation.  

� Through internationalisation, the building of the two overseas campuses and the 

delivery of teaching at the overseas campuses has transformed the position of the 

University of Nottingham within the national system of higher education. 

� Through its internationalisation strategy, the University of Nottingham created a new 

dynamic model of innovation - encompassing three geographical locations, where the 

University’s different activities - namely, teaching, engagement and research interacts, 

embracing all the core functions of a university. 

Figure 1: The internationalisation process 
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� The strong institutional leadership originally spotted opportunities and since then has 

provided vision and resources. 

� High-level staff mobility and transfer has been the key instrument to new relationship 

building, along with the development of research capability across the three campuses 

and building the international reputation under “Nottingham experiences”, creating the 

new identity as a global university. 

� Strategic alignment with external stakeholders at multiple levels in multiple locations 

has been critical for the process – the city of Nottingham, the cities of Malaysia 

Semenyih and China Ningbo with strong support from the respective national 

governments and private partners. 

Part C: Outcomes, assessment and conclusions 

C1: Conclusions: outcomes in terms of expected and unexpected consequences   

Barriers and bottlenecks  

On the one hand internationalisation at Nottingham and its two overseas campuses was 

purposeful, well thought and talked through during the nineties. Different models were 

considered, compared and dropped before the full-scale extension and replication of 

Nottingham overseas was adopted. Obvious barriers of internal conservative resistance (or 

sheer incomprehension) were largely circumvented. So was ‘parochial’ resistance and suspicion 

of motives in Malaysia and China, where high-level patronage was used successfully. On the 

other hand staying power and sustained openness to new experiences, feedback and new 

ideas, along with pragmatic flexibility, allowed difficulties to be overcome, like the 

disappointingly low initial enrolment in Malaysia and the conflicting ambitions of the two local 

business partners. Relations with all three governments were carefully handled, with sensitivity 

to local norms and practices, British as well as Malaysian and Chinese. The Vice-Chancellor had 

a genuine interest in the history, culture and ways of the partner countries and became well 

versed in these before and while doing business. The only evident bottleneck was in the scale 

and cost of very senior management time needed for the thorough hands-on approach 

adopted. This was resolved by staying with just two campuses, and using other means for 

internationalising in other places and ways. The staffing and management of an international 

campus has presented particular challenges. IT limitations became evident with much enlarged 

scale and are being addressed in coming years.  

The former Vice-Chancellor spoke of a severe but temporary crisis around the end of last 

century. A politically motivated attack through the media singled out the University as 

supposedly going in unprepared for a quick, unscrupulous and ill-thought-through killing. 

Whether this was an accident of resentment of Russell Group elitism falling on Nottingham, or 
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a consequence of a strong Vice-Chancellor making unpopular changes, is for speculation. The 

successful defence was to track the consideration of the idea as it firmed up over several 

years, enumerating discussions in Senate and in the key strategy and finance committees of 

Council. An external probably ideological attack was thus defeated much as internal resistance 

to change was overcome, by patient preparation.  

The challenges for the University of Nottingham in China that were expressed by an officer of 

the Higher Education Evaluation Centre (HEEC), are instructive and for him are similar to those 

for Chinese universities themselves. These include how to realise internationalisation of a 

university, instead of simply becoming a branch of a foreign university or just focusing on 

some international exchange activities. Rather from his perspective the task is to cultivate 

talented students who have international views and experience, who understand different 

cultures and become capable in actively engaging with international affairs, and know about 

international regulations and issues of international competition.  

Influence of the context on the success of the initiative  

In the UK higher education system, there had been perceived difficulties such as a shortage of 

government resources via HEFCE and the various Research Councils (which offer funding in a 

competitive fashion), which was considered to be a barrier to more rapid growth in student 

numbers for teaching, for capital works, and for more research funds. The overseas campus 

partnerships and innovations turned these perceived barriers in the domestic market into new 

opportunities for transcending them as a global university through a number of on-going 

entrepreneurial transformations.  

In achieving the internationalisation, the University has been led by a strong institutional 

leadership, acting as institutional entrepreneurs in spotting new opportunities and creating new 

organisational capabilities through the negotiation with external stakeholders. International 

opportunities have been created through targeting international students markets and building 

the international academic staff community. The mobility of students and staff and the sharing 

of the value has proved to be the key, alongside the physical development of the international 

environment, i.e., the development of the international campuses that replicate the 

‘Nottingham student experience’. 

The context was crucial to success. In a positive sense the keen UK government interest in 

universities being more entrepreneurial and contributing more to economic survival and growth 

made Nottingham something of a role model and a darling. In the other sense, the contraction 

in different forms of grant support led naturally to seeking such an initiative. In the case of 

Malaysia and China rapid growth and economic buoyancy, in marked contrast to slowdown and 

even contraction of the real economy in the UK, made this fertile ground for development. 

Money flowed freely when purposes were clear and agreed, and mutual benefit was evident. 
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This applied to both UNMC and UNNC, nationally and locally. The initiative was in each case 

handled with cultural and political sensitivity and business clarity. The timing was charmed in 

that governments in both countries had come to realise that their university systems and 

teaching were not fit for the purpose of modernising and feeding the knowledge economy that 

both sought. By playing its cards well, Nottingham was able to exploit this and become a role 

model and reference point for top quality and relevance for both countries. Such arrangements 

only became legally possible in China at this time, so Nottingham enjoyed the status of lead 

innovator and test model for the Chinese.  

Outcomes and results  

Modest ambitions and targets were set, starting initially just with teaching meant to meet local 

needs, and moving into research a little later. So far as can be judged, the results met and 

well exceeded hopes and expectations. No examples were uncovered of serious 

disappointment or shortfall, as distinct from a slow start in Malaysia. Overcoming difficulties 

and learning from them developing progressively. Growth was more rapid and perhaps 

confident in China, but both performed well on all criteria. There was careful progressive 

development, starting with the most obvious areas of demand and the most willing University 

schools and departments. Nottingham’s most precious asset, along with fine facilities, tends to 

be defined as reputational. This has gained despite being seen as the obvious area of risk, as 

vindicated by quality assessment. Student numbers appear set to attain the growth targets set 

for both initiatives through to 2020. It is evident on the wider canvas that the institutional 

appetite for other kinds of internationally oriented innovation has not slackened; but nor is it 

locked into necessarily replicating the same model. 

The small sample of four students interviewed spoke highly of Nottingham Ningbo, outlining 

the merits of the opportunities afforded in terms of the status of a degree from the West, the 

courses offered (including the lack of courses concerned with politics and Marxist philosophy), 

the opportunity for extra-curricular activity and the timing of vacations. There were also 

deterrents including the higher tuition fees, less attention to support for career development 

by comparison to Chinese universities and limited opportunities for interaction with visiting 

students from other campuses outside the classroom because of the nature of living 

arrangements. An indication of the success of Ningbo campus was that three of the students 

were studying or intending to study at postgraduate level in the UK. 

Transferability  

Most of what Nottingham has achieved in this large and sustained innovation or transformation 

is in principle replicable. In the specific sense of the two campuses, the Ningbo campus 

followed close on the Malaysian and outstripped it, perhaps reflecting the different contexts.  
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The joint venture approach might be emulated, adapted to different business and regulatory 

environments. Several senior staff spoke about whether the work should be protected as 

commercially confidential, knowledge of how to do it kept secret. The common view is that 

there is little competitive risk: an institution going into this has to learn its own way by doing 

it; little can be achieved by copying. 

At the higher level of generalisation, the way that a university transforms itself, probably all 

the elements are ‘transferable’ but the requisites may be lacking. Nottingham’s successful 

innovation and staying power is down to: a highly charismatic and purposeful Vice-Chancellor 

with practical applied intelligence and patient persistence; whose 20-year reign was followed 

by the appointment of a close ally and deputy; flanked by a set of strong PVC-level and other 

senior staff who move around the system rather like the old tradition of senior echelons of the 

British Public Service, with similar loyalty to shared institutional purpose. A fourth vital element 

has been the long service of many senior members of the institution as a basis for successful 

sustainability and continuing evolution.  
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The innovative approach to teaching and learning of the Olin College 
of Engineering (US) 

Author: Ms Pam Marcucci 

Overview 

a. Drivers: Olin’s development has been driven by challenges from the changing supply of 

and demand for higher education, including the changing needs of society and 

employers regarding the numbers, kinds and quality of graduates and the need for 

universities to bridge the gap between entrepreneurial attitude and entrepreneurial 

behaviour, and the changing needs and expectations of students in terms of subjects of 

study and study methods. Main drivers for Olin include the increase in the number of 

engineering undergraduates; recruiting and training a new generation of engineers able 

to cope with the current needs of society and the job market through innovative 

thinking and a problem solving approach. 

b. Strategy: Olin’s strategy is based on the design of an innovative curriculum based on 

the principles of interdisciplinary, project-based learning and hands-on learning; a more 

flexible and objective-oriented faculty. 

c. Outcome: The Olin College of Engineering and the Olin “constructing knowledge” 

learning model. Olin illustrates innovative teaching and learning in the field of 

engineering education characterised by a strong emphasis on collaborative curriculum 

development, project based learning and an interdisciplinary and hands-on approach.   

d. Key factors for success: Olin’s success is amplified by the funding available for the 

setting up of a new institution over a period of several years, little resistance to 

innovation, and shared governance. 

e. Implementation challenges: Main challenges include assessing the quality and 

impact of the curriculum, replicating the Olin learning model; continuing to innovate, 

updating and improving the results achieved. Stakeholders’ main concerns relate (i) to 

the ability of the College to maintain the momentum needed to continue being an 

innovative institution (e.g. ensure that curriculum development, teaching and learning 

methods are constantly updated and improved) and (ii) to the best ways to measure its 

impact on engineering education at other institutions. 

f. Main changes: New selection criteria and procedures; from overspecialisation to multi-

disciplinarity; from theory to practice; communication and team skills, better 

understanding of social, environmental, business and political context; need for 

continuing education; no academic departments; no tenured faculty members.   

g. Results: To date, the curriculum at Olin College of Engineering has been successful in 

preparing its students for careers in engineering and for further study as evidenced by 

its student satisfaction and the experiences of its graduates. The Olin model is also 
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becoming increasingly attractive to other institutions. While the history of Olin is 

singular, its model is being adapted and implemented in other very different types of 

higher education institutions. Indeed, all Olin stakeholders are clear in their belief that 

the Olin learning model (or parts of it) can be replicated even in institutions serving 

very different types of students than those served at Olin. Such implementation, 

however, has to involve attention to organisational change management and the 

introduction of changes on a pilot basis in order to gain faculty, staff and student 

support. Olin has achieved international recognition as one of the most innovative 

institutions in the US; Olin undergraduates are admitted to the best graduate 

programmes and hired by big companies. 

Part A: Setting the scene: introduction, challenges and contexts 

A1: Introduction / definition of the innovation initiative 

Since 2001 Olin College has introduced a pioneering approach to engineering education based 

on an interdisciplinary curriculum and a set of innovative practices. The aim of the curriculum 

and innovative practices is to assist students in actively “constructing” knowledge rather than 

passively having it “delivered” to them. According to a recent brochure (Olin College 2010), 

Olin College “seeks to redefine engineering as a profession of innovation encompassing 1) the 

consideration of human and societal needs; 2) the creative design of engineering systems; and 

3) the creation of value through entrepreneurial effort and philanthropy”.  

The curriculum was designed by the Olin College administration, implemented by the faculty 

and endorsed by student experiences over the past ten years. Olin’s interdisciplinary 

curriculum is built around the “Olin Triangle” which includes studies in Science and 

Engineering, Business & Entrepreneurship, and Arts/Humanities/Social Sciences in 

collaboration with two neighbouring colleges, one specialised in Business (Babson College) and 

one in liberal arts (Wellesley Colleges). It aims to produce graduates who have robust 

technical skills, the ability to apply engineering concepts to real problems, an interdisciplinary 

orientation and extensive design experience. 

The collaboration with Babson and Wellesley Colleges not only allows students to take courses 

in other disciplines, but also to approach and work with students from other fields who have 

different competences.  

Key Features of the Olin Curriculum 

The innovative approaches to teaching and learning introduced in Olin’s curriculum include: 

Constructing knowledge through project-based learning: According to Olin’s President, Richard 

Miller (in an interview with the author June 2013), and “the world has bought into the idea that 



 

 

 

25 | J a n u a r y  2 0 1 4  

 

the purpose of education is to transmit knowledge”. He explained that the faculty and 

administration at Olin do not believe this and its curriculum is built on the premise that the 

purpose of education is to help students construct knowledge through their work on projects, 

which requires them to apply mathematics, science and engineering principles to real 

problems. This project based learning approach is thought by Olin to be more effective than 

passive lecture-based teaching from a pedagogical point of view as it engages students more 

fully. It is also necessary for practical reasons as engineering evolves so rapidly that the 

specific content of what future engineers will need to know is impossible to predict. Therefore 

engineers, like other professionals such as medical doctors, need to be given the tools and 

experience to continue to learn throughout their careers. The National Academy of Engineering 

stated in a 2005 report that engineering education has to “arm (students) with the tools 

needed for the world as it will be, not as it is today”. As expressed by President Miller in a 

2007 interview (Schwartz 2007), “How can you possibly provide everything (students) need in 

their knapsack of education to sustain them in their 40-year career?...Learning the skill of how 

to learn is more important than trying to fill every possible cup of knowledge in every possible 

discipline.” 

Hands-on approach: Olin is very different from traditional engineering degree programmes in 

which students spend their first three years studying science and mathematics and wait until 

their final year to apply what they have learned in a senior project. At Olin, in contrast, 

students are involved in hands-on design work from their first semester according to Olin’s 

conviction that if you want impact, you have to provide an excellent freshman experience. 

President Miller made an analogy (interview with writer in June 2013) with music education 

asking, “What if music students had to wait until they had taken three years of music theory 

before were they allowed playing their instruments? Just as musicians can start to play their 

instruments before they understand musical theory, so too can engineering students design 

things before taking three years of Mathematics and Physics”.  

In the first-year class “Foundations of Business and Entrepreneurship”, for example, students 

learn how to start a business, by inventing or improving a product. In order to do this, they 

are given €300,000 which they have to pay back once they have found a buyer for the 

product. Any extra profit must be given to charity.  In their final year of study, students 

participate in real life business projects with corporate sponsors for developing prototypes for 

new products.5 

                                                 
5
 SCOPE project: In their final year of study, most students carry out a capstone project called SCOPE in which they work in teams of five to 

seven students with a corporate sponsor to solve a real problem. Olin works closely with companies to develop SCOPE projects that provide 

value to the sponsors and an educational experience for the students. Each Scope team has a faculty advisor and a dedicated, professionally-

equipped work space. This year, for example, a team of Olin students worked with Boston Scientific, a medical device company, to develop a 

new tool with which to diagnose lung cancer.  
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Human Centred Design: Another concept inherent in the Olin curriculum is the idea that 

engineering should be aimed at solving people’s problems and giving them what they need, 

not simply designing something because it is possible to do so. While most engineering schools 

focus on drawing up specifications and making prototypes (see Figure 1 below), Olin involves 

students in the process of identifying what is needed before beginning design. Different classes 

at Olin cover each part of this process. According to Professor Lynn Stein (interview with writer 

in June 2013), “engineering is not just drawing up specs and making prototypes. It also 

involves the process of figuring out what is needed by talking with people”. 

Figure 2: Design process 

 

One course offered in the second year, User Oriented Collaboration Design, guides students 

from the first step (talking to people to identify the problems that need to be solved) through 

to the fifth step (developing prototypes). In this class, small groups of students choose a 

category of people (choices range from bike messengers to disabled people confined to 

wheelchairs) whose quality of life they want to improve. They develop a sociological profile of 

these people through research and interviews and identify a problem that they have. The 

students then come up with several ideas for a new technology that are both feasible and 

address the problem and they propose them to the target group. Once the group has made its 

final selection, the students do the design specifications and make a prototype of the new 

product6.  

A 2010 Olin graduate (Leah Engelbert-Fenton, Class of 2010 in telephone interview with writer 

June 2013) reported that she had incorporated the human-centred design perspective that she 

learned at Olin in her work where it is not the norm. She said, “As a result, I have received a 

great deal of recognition and I have been invited to participate in a number of high-level teams 

that I otherwise would not have had access to”. 

                                                 
6
 One group of students came up with an idea for a light-weight bike lock for bike messengers. When they presented their idea to a 

group of messengers, however, they found out that the messengers generally only leave their bikes unattended for periods of 15 to 20 

seconds and that they take it as a point of pride not to lock them, as locks would add weight and slow them down. The messengers 

preferred the idea for a better, more functional messenger bag and that is what the students ultimately designed. 
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Student Assessment: Instead of conventional examinations, students are evaluated during a 

weeklong, institution-wide assessment called gates at the end of each year. Assessments 

include written examinations, oral examinations, and team exercises, and are aimed at 

assessing each student’s mastery of institutionally defined learning objectives as opposed to 

the objectives of each individual course. It is thought that gates force students to synthesise 

material among classes and across terms. A student’s performance on his/her gate is used to 

identify areas in which he/she requires additional strengthening.  

Innovative Organisational Practices 

Alongside its curricular innovations, Olin also introduced practices that are unusual in most 

higher education institutions in the United States. 

No academic departments and no tenured faculty members: One of the most striking 

differences between Olin and other colleges is the absence of academic departments and the 

way in which faculty members operate as a single interdisciplinary group. It is felt that the 

problems that society is going to face in the 21st century are complicated and will not be easy 

to parse into different disciplines. Therefore, the school sees a need to create systems thinkers 

who can work across disciplines in teams with multiple points of views and different areas of 

expertise. In addition, none of the faculty members have tenure. Lawrence Milas, Director of 

the F.W. Olin Foundation and one of the founding Trustees said (in a telephone interview with 

the author in June 2013) that having tenure for faculty did not fit Olin’s model as “how do we 

know what we will need in five to ten years as engineering is always evolving”. The President 

of Olin concurred (in a face-to-face interview with the author in May 2013) saying that tenure 

works against the idea of sweeping change. Instead, faculty members are hired with year-long 

renewable appointments. 

Low tuition fees for students: When Olin was first opened, accepted students were given a full 

tuition fee scholarship and only had to pay for room and board. This scholarship was 

subsequently cut in half as a result of the recession in 2008. Nevertheless, every student 

admitted to Olin receives a half-tuition merit scholarship valued at more than $80,000 over 

eight semesters, which makes Olin significantly less expensive than other private prestigious 

colleges/universities. Any additional financial aid is provided according to the student’s socio-

economic status. One of the reasons for its low cost according to the Chief Marketing Officer, 

Michelle Davis (in an interview with the writer June 2013) is the school’s belief that the 

students are participating in an experiment that has no guarantees and therefore Olin “does 

not want to saddle these kids with debt. We want them to give back to the world”.  

Student selection process: Another significant difference between Olin and other engineering 

schools is the way in which students are selected. In light of the decreasing size of engineering 

students as a proportion of the total undergraduate student population over the past 10 years 
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and the high rate at which engineering students transfer to other programmes7, the staff and 

faculty responsible for creating Olin’s student selection process theorised that part of the 

problem with engineering education was that schools were not attracting the right kind of 

students and that they were driving out the more creative types such as Bill Gates and Steve 

Jobs. Olin, therefore, decided to do recruitment and selection differently than most colleges 

and universities and created “Candidates Weekend” during which selected applicants visit the 

campus in groups of 70 for a two day period8. As the educational approach at Olin centres on 

making things and working in groups, the selected applicants are broken into groups of five. 

Each group is assigned three Olin faculty or staff members most of whom have not seen the 

applicants’ academic scores. The groups are then given three hours to do a project. Similar 

exercises are held throughout the weekend. At the end of the weekend, the Olin faculty/staff 

score each applicant separately on a scale of one to five and then compare their scores with 

one another. They generally arrive at very similar conclusions regarding the suitability of the 

various students for a programme like Olin’s. They do not over-emphasise grades, but are 

looking for smart students who have multiple interests and talents. Of the 240 students who 

attend Candidates Weekend, 130 are offered places in the entering freshman class.  

Objectives and outcomes of the initiative 

While the original intent of the College was to re-think the undergraduate engineering 

curriculum that it would use in educating a new kind of engineer, it is now developing what it 

refers to as a “learning model” based on what it has learned in its years of operation. 

According to President Miller (in an interview with the author in May 2013), “Olin cannot be a 

catalyst for change in engineering education without engaging with other institutions”. Its 

second decade of operation is, therefore, aimed at creating a movement for change in higher 

education using the principles that they developed. They are operationalizing this vision 

through collaborations with other institutions. 

One issue mentioned by both President Miller and Mr. Milas in their respective interviews is the 

difficulty of identifying which metrics should be used to assess the “success” of the school. 

While Olin graduates have an excellent track record in terms of employment (see Section C), 

incomes and further study at prestigious institutions and Olin has been successful in spreading 

its learning model to other higher education institutions (HEIs), its real impact on 

undergraduate engineering education in general and on engineering as a profession will only 

be observable in the longer term. 

A2: Understanding of the context 

                                                 
7
 Only about half of the students who start in an engineering programme, graduate in engineering. 

8
 There are three such weekends each year so that 240 candidates have the opportunity to attend. 
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The fact that Olin is a small, private and well-endowed institution was critical to its developing 

the curriculum, but not to its further dissemination and implementation elsewhere. Olin is a 

small (only 346 students) institution. It is very competitive to enter and has far more 

applications for places than it can accommodate. Only 19 per cent of applicants are ultimately 

accepted. Its students are bright as demonstrated by their scores on the national ACT and the 

SAT tests and class ranks in secondary school9, though they are not always those that score 

the highest on standardised tests. All of Olin’s faculty members have doctorate degrees, many 

from top schools including MIT, Harvard and California Technical Institute. 

Olin College of Engineering was ranked as one of the United States’ best 377 institutions for 

undergraduate education by the Princeton Review, an education services company, in its 

publication, The Best 378 Colleges: 2013 Edition. Only about 155 of America's 2,500 four-year 

colleges and three colleges outside the U.S. are profiled in the book. In addition, Olin College is 

ranked number six in the US News and World Report 2013 ranking of the best undergraduate 

engineering programmes in institutions with no doctoral programme. 

Olin College was created in 1997 with an endowment from the F.W. Olin Foundation when the 

Foundation became convinced that nothing short of a fresh start in a new institution would 

address the problems inherent in undergraduate engineering education. The Director of the 

Olin Foundation, Lawrence Milas, is quoted in 2007 as saying that “he had grown frustrated 

with a process that helped schools but didn’t change engineering education, which he says he 

thought was in a rut. He wondered whether it might be a good idea to fold the foundation and 

devote its assets to the creation of a new college” (Schwartz 2007). The Foundation ultimately 

decided on this course of action and according to Milas (in the June 2013 interview with the 

author), “starting in 2000, the faculty and staff were given two years without students and 

teaching responsibilities to strategically prepare the curriculum and develop institutional 

policies”. Guided by the National Science Foundation reform recommendations and best 

practices collected from around the world, they examined all aspects of college life to identify 

better ways of delivering undergraduate engineering education.  

Olin received its Education Charter from the Commonwealth of Massachusetts in 1997 and is 

accredited by the New England Association of Schools and Colleges, Inc. and by the 

Engineering Accreditation Commission of ABET, the recognised U.S. accreditor of college and 

university programmes in applied science, computing, engineering and technology. While 

graduates of Olin may take the Fundamentals of Engineering exam and pursue licensure as a 

Professional Engineer by the National Council of Examiners for Engineering and Surveying (a 

credential that is required if they want to offer engineering services directly to the public as a 

                                                 
9
 Admitted students usually rank within the top 10% of their secondary school graduating class. Their middle 50% SAT scores are 2100-

2280 out of a total possible score of 2400 and their middle 50% ACT scores are 33-35 out of a total possible score of 36. 
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consultant), most enter graduate school or are employed upon graduation. According to the 

National Academy of Engineering (2005), the Bachelors of Science degree in engineering 

should be considered as pre-engineering or “engineer in training” degree rather than a 

professional programme. 

In terms of its governance, the College subscribes to the fundamental principle in higher 

education of shared governance. The faculty members and students have been very much 

involved in decision-making and planning since the College began. Ultimate responsibility for 

the quality and integrity of the College is held by the Board of Trustees, which consists of 15 

members, including two of the three surviving Directors of the F. W. Olin Foundation. The 

President of Olin College is an ex-officio member of the Board. The College also has a 

President’s Council, which is an advisory group of distinguished advisors who counsel the 

President on a full range of issues relating to curriculum, student life, administration and 

finance, governance, and admission.  

As a result of a construction delay, the campus was not ready for the first batch of incoming 

students in the autumn of 2001. The school, therefore, decided to admit only 30 students to 

experiment with the main components of the curriculum that was in the process of being 

developed. The programme was organised into six modules or what President Miller calls 

“challenges” (projects to design, build and demonstrate) each of which was used to test some 

aspect of the envisaged curriculum. It also included a four-week trip to France to investigate 

international aspects of the programme on the campus of Georgia Tech Lorraine in Metz. 

According to a faculty member, Lynn Stein (interviewed by author in May 2013), faculty 

learned that it is not necessary for students to have taken two years of calculus and physics 

before designing something and that the making of the thing was what made the students 

WANT to learn calculus and physics so they could improve their designs. They found that the 

students were considerably more capable than most people think. Other lessons that they 

learned according to President Miller (May 2013 interview) was that constructing knowledge is 

far more potent than learning it in a book, that student engagement is essential for learning 

and that project-based learning was considerably more engaging than lecture based learning. 

These lessons were fed into the curriculum development process by the Curriculum Decision 

Making Board.  

Parts of the innovation have subsequently been adapted for use in other very dissimilar higher 

education institutions via training and partnerships with Olin. For example, the University of 

Illinois Urbana-Champaign is a large state university and The University of Texas at El Paso 

caters to commuter students. Notwithstanding these contextual differences, the partner HEIs 

have successfully adapted and implemented Olin’s learning model. 
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A3: Challenges and identification of the specific drivers behind the innovation 

initiative 

Olin College was created to address the fact that America is not graduating enough talented 

engineers as demonstrated by the shrinking share of undergraduate engineering students as a 

percentage of total Bachelor degree students. The founders suspected that this is a result of 

the nature of engineering education (ever increasing specialisation and loss of its 

interdisciplinary approach, focus on theory as opposed to practice, and emphasis on research 

as opposed to teaching) that is driving the most talented students away from the field as 

demonstrated by the fact that only half of the students who start off in engineering nationally 

eventually graduate in it, while the other half moves to other disciplines (Radio Boston July 

2012). 

These problems had been recognised throughout the 1990s by such organisations as the 

National Science Foundation and the National Academy of Engineering. The National Science 

Foundation called for such systemic changes as shifting from disciplinary thinking to 

interdisciplinary approaches, for increased development of communication and team skills, for 

greater consideration of the social, environmental, business, and political context of 

engineering; improved student capacity for life-long learning; and design throughout the 

curriculum. Nevertheless, the many papers that were written10 and conferences that were held 

did not have the hoped for impact on engineering programmes. Institutionally entrenched 

interests were resistant to change, especially change that involved professors acting more like 

coaches than experts in their interactions with students.  

According to President Miller (June 2013 interview), engineering education is more interested 

in producing professors who excel at research and publishing than in producing engineers. 

Coupled with this trend, he notes that there is a growing conception of engineering as a body 

of knowledge, rather than as the process that he asserts it is. Olin’s curriculum was designed 

from scratch to address these problems and fundamentally change the way students were 

taught to be engineers. 

Olin’s curriculum responds to challenges from the changing supply of and demand for higher 

education including the changing needs of society and employers regarding the numbers, kinds 

and quality of (engineering, in this case) graduates and the need for universities to bridge the 

gap between entrepreneurial attitude and entrepreneurial behaviour. Olin’s challenges also 

include the changing needs and expectations of students in terms of subjects of study and 

study methods. 

                                                 
10

 National Academy of Engineering. (2005). Educating the Engineer of 2020. Adapting Engineering Education to the New Century. 

Washington, DC: National Academy of Engineering. 
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The F.W. Olin Foundation decided the best way to maximise its impact was to help create a 

college from scratch that can address these emerging needs. The college’s first and foremost 

goal in its first decade of operation was to attract talented perspective students and produce 

more practice-oriented engineers.  

As it moved into its second decade, the college decided to work to create a movement for 

change in engineering education across the United States and internationally using its 

“learning model”. According to the President, it has seen that it cannot be a catalyst for change 

in engineering education without engaging with other institutions.  

Part B: The higher education innovation system: functions, components and 

relationships 

Part B studies the innovative curriculum at Olin College along the lines of the higher education 

innovation system: components, functions and relationships. 

B1: Analysis of the functions 

The innovation at Olin College has to do with the education function of higher education. One 

of the reasons behind its establishment was to re-balance the then prevalence of research over 

teaching in engineering and the growing (in the eyes of Olin’s founders) conception of 

engineering as a body of knowledge as opposed to a process of framing and solving problems. 

Within the education function, of particular relevance are teaching and learning and curriculum 

development, undertaken in innovative ways, entailing the construction of knowledge through 

projects, as opposed to its being imparting to students, interdisciplinarity, as opposed to ever 

increasing specialisation, a hands-on approach, as opposed to exclusive teaching of natural 

sciences and math with few opportunities for application. 

Olin’s innovative curriculum has also had a significant impact in terms of its third mission and 

has generated considerable entrepreneurship among its students as evidenced by the 

significant number of students who start businesses while in school or following graduation and 

graduates and has considerably influenced engineering education at other institutions (see 

section 3). 

B2: Analysis of the components 

Students are the group that is most affected by the innovative initiative at Olin. They are 

clients (consumers) who decide together with their parents whether to apply for and attend 

Olin (so they are also veto players to a certain degree) and if they do, they are its 

beneficiaries. Students have also been involved in driving the initiative almost from the 

beginning and are well aware of their pioneering role. A 2010 graduate said that one of the 

things that attracted her to Olin was the opportunity to contribute to its development.  
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Employers are similarly affected except as clients/consumers. They benefit to the extent that 

the Olin graduates have the skills that they need in their businesses. By hiring the students, 

they drive and validate the initiative, but they can also conceivably be veto players when they 

do not hire Olin graduates. 

Graduates of Olin are beneficiaries, but also drivers as they help other Olin graduates find jobs 

and serve as ambassadors for Olin’s learning model. Two alumni (interviewed by the author by 

telephone in June 2013), Leah Engelbert-Fenton and Sam Young, said that Olin prepared them 

for the world of work. While they acknowledged that graduates of other engineering 

programmes might have more technical knowledge, they felt that they had been given a 

grounding that made it possible for them to learn what they did not already know. Sam Young 

recounted how she is working at an apps development company. She had not known very 

much about programming when she started as she had majored in mechanical engineering, 

but she had the confidence from Olin that she would be able to jump in and learn what she 

needed to know. Since 2011, Olin has had an alumna of the first graduating class on its Board 

of Trustees. 

The Olin Foundation was probably the most significant driver of the initiative and the main 

decision maker at the beginning of the process. According to Lawrence Milas (June 2013 

interview), the Foundation considered three options to pursue its goal of improving engineering 

education: putting its resources into an existing engineering school, opening an engineering 

school at an existing institution or founding a new engineering school. The foundation chose to 

found a stand-alone state of the art undergraduate engineering school so it would not have to 

change an existing culture. As the school was developed and especially, once it had been in 

operation for several years, the Foundation passed these roles on to the administration 

especially the President that it had chosen. Since he was hired, the Olin President has been a 

significant driver and decision maker.  

Table 4: Actors involved in the initiative 

 Clients Beneficiari

es 

Drivers Decision 

makers 

Facilitat

ors 

Veto 

players 

Students ���� ���� ����   ���� 

Employers   ���� ����   ���� 

Graduates  ���� ����    

Admin   ���� ����   

Olin Found   ���� ����   

Board of 

Trustees 

  ���� ����   

Faculty 

members 

  ����  ���� ���� 

Corporate 

partners 

 ����   ����  
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Academic 

partners*  

 ����   ����  

Model 

partners** 

���� ����  ����   

*Academic partners include Babson and Wellesley. 
**Model partners include those with which Olin is co-developing curricula. 

The Board of Trustees at Olin has been a driver of the initiative as well as a decision maker 

responsible for the governance procedures and oversight. Faculty members at Olin have been 

important drivers of the initiative as they were involved from the beginning in the design of the 

curriculum. They can also be veto players as they are sometimes uncomfortable with the 

learning model that is used. Corporate partners who participate in internships and Olin’s final 

year SCOPE programme are beneficiaries of Olin’s education model as well as facilitators as 

their agreeing to host student groups adds legitimacy to the school. 

Olin’s academic partners including Babson and Wellesley colleges are also beneficiaries as their 

students can take classes at Olin and they can offer joint co-funded activities. They are also 

facilitators as Olin does not have to offer the classes that its students can take at the other two 

institutions. Model partners such as the University of Illinois and University of Texas at El Paso 

and their faculty members are clients of Olin as they participate in the summer programmes 

held at Olin and benefit from Olin’s consulting services. They are also beneficiaries given that 

their engineering programmes are strengthened by their collaboration with Olin. They are 

decision makers in their own institutions when they decide whether to implement some of the 

innovations.  

Table 2 shows the main actors/stakeholders, the level at which they operate (macro, meso and 

micro*), their roles and responsibilities as defined in Table 2 and outlines the activities that the 

stakeholders carry out in relation to the innovation.  

Table 5: Actors/stakeholders, level of operation, roles and responsibilities and 

activities 

Actor/stakeholder 

components 

Level 

(macro, 

meso, 

micro) 

Roles Activities 

Students Micro clients, beneficiaries, 

drivers, veto players 

Learning, providing 

feedback on curriculum 

model 

Employers Micro beneficiaries, drivers, 

veto players 

Hiring graduates 

Graduates Micro beneficiaries, drivers Working 

Admin Meso drivers, decision 

makers 

Policy making and day-to-

day operations 
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Olin Foundation Macro drivers, decision 

makers 

Initial school creation and 

policy making  

Board of Trustees Meso drivers, decision 

makers 

Policy making 

Faculty members Micro drivers, facilitators, 

veto players 

Teaching, contributing to 

adaptations of curriculum 

model 

Corporate partners Meso beneficiaries, 

facilitators 

Providing practical 

experience for students 

Academic partners*  Meso beneficiaries, 

facilitators 

Providing business and 

liberal arts courses to Olin 

students 

Model partners** Meso clients, beneficiaries, 

decision makers 

Working with Olin to 

develop and implement 

curricular improvements in 

their institutions. 

*defined as follows: micro – involved in day to day operations; meso – involved in decision 
and policy making; macro involved with Olin outputs such as students and graduates or Olin 
consulting on curriculum development. 

 

 

B3: Analysis of the relationships 

When looking at the relationships between the different actors involved with the innovative 

curriculum at Olin, it must be noted that several of the relationships were, in fact, only 

established after the innovation took place. For example, the Board of Trustees was only really 

established once the innovative curriculum had been developed, the two neighbouring 

institutions (Babson and Wellesley) only become involved once Olin was operational and the 

relationship between Olin and corporate partners and employers was only established once the 

curriculum was developed and being implemented.  

Table 6: Relationships between actors 

Actor 1 Actor 
2 

Relationship What changed?  

Olin 
Foundation 
 

Olin 
College 
 

Collaboration 
Costs: significant 
financial investment 
Benefits: success of 
College in furthering 
foundation goals 

Substitution 
 

Faculty 
members 

Olin 
College 

Collaborative 
Costs: risk of working 
at a new HEI 
Benefits: opportunity to 
be involved in 
developing curriculum; 
salary 

Became even more collaborative as they 
embarked on an untried experiment 
together  
Costs: continued risk  
Benefits: opportunity to be involved in 
developing curriculum; salary 
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Board of 
Trustees 

Olin 
College 

NA as did not exist 
before innovation 

Collaboration, networking 
Costs: none 
Benefits: opportunity to be involved in 
college guidance  

Babson 
and 
Wellesley 
Colleges 

Olin 
College 

NA as did not exist 
before innovation 

Collaboration  
Costs: accommodating additional 
students 
Benefits: sharing resources 

Students College 
staff 
and 
faculty 

Collaborative 
Costs: low cost 
Benefits: design 
education; collaboration 
on curriculum; returns 
on education 

Service/consumer; collaboration as they 
embarked on an untried experiment 
together 
Costs: higher costs 
Benefits: design education with high 
returns 

Employers Olin 
College 

NA as did not exist 
before innovation 

Service/consumer relationship; 
collaboration 
Costs: none 
Benefits: pool of talented graduates with 
unique skills 

Corporate 
partners 

Olin 
college 

NA as did not exist 
before innovation 

Funding; collaboration; networking 
Costs: time and effort involved with 
working with student SCOPE teams  
Benefits: assistance in solving problems 
by young, dynamic thinkers 

Model 
institutions 

 NA as did not exist 
before innovation 

Service/consumer; collaboration; 
networking 
Costs: financial costs of collaboration 
Benefits: improved curriculum and 
educational potential of their 
engineering programs 

As to the relationships between the other actors, Olin College benefited from the Olin 

Foundation’s investment both financially and in terms of the opportunity it had to create an 

innovative engineering programme that could have a national impact on engineering 

education. The Olin Foundation, in turn, benefited in its quest to change engineering education 

and in leaving a long-term legacy benefiting the engineering profession. 

Prior to the implementation of the curriculum, the relationship between the faculty members 

and Olin College was collaborative as they worked together to develop what would become the 

Olin College curriculum. At the same time, the faculty benefited financially from the 

relationship. Similarly, the selected students in the project year had a collaborative relationship 

with Olin in that they also were involved in creating the curriculum. 

Following the implementation of the curriculum, several relationships were established such as 

those between the Board of Trustees and Olin’s administration, between Babson and Wellesley 

Colleges and Olin, between employers and Olin, between corporate partners and Olin and 

between model partners and Olin and others changed or strengthened as shown in Table 3. 

The relationship between the Foundation and College became one of substitution when the 

Foundation closed, transferring additional money and responsibility to Olin College. The 
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relationship between the faculty members and Olin College became even more collaborative as 

they embarked together on piloting the curriculum. Olin College pays faculty members to use 

the innovative curriculum covering its costs with endowment and tuition fee resources. 

Expected returns are a better engineering curriculum that creates better engineers and more 

prestige. 

Students pay for and benefit from the curriculum in terms of their experience while in school 

and the employment potential it offers to them after they graduate. 

 

 

 

B4: Cross-elements analysis  

Mapping the system and stakeholders 

The majority of relationships between stakeholders have a collaborative element (yellow) 

indicating participatory decision making and cooperation. There are also a number of 

service/consumer relationships (green) such as those between students and Olin College, 

between students and faculty, between students and corporate partners and between Olin and 

its model partners and potential employers of its graduates. The only substitution relationship 

is between the Olin Foundation and the college, which took on the Foundation’s objectives and 

its funds. Funding relationships are also found between students and the college, faculty and 

the college and corporate sponsors and the college.  

The curriculum has had an impact on all of the main actors. The Olin Foundation closed after 

the curriculum had been piloted at Olin College for two years. Mitch Cieminski, a student 

(interviewed by author by telephone in June 2013) who had just finished his first year at Olin 

claimed that: “the first semester embodies what the curriculum tries to do – to teach students 

to be fearless, to take risks and to have confidence in their ability to solve problems”. 

Similarly, the recent graduate, Sam Young, said, “I learned to break problems apart in order to 

solve them and this approach has been recognised at work”. 

Faculty members have the opportunity to implement a challenging curriculum which requires 

them to coach students rather than to lecture to them. The curriculum has a strong impact on 

students as it influences their approach towards engineering in their professional lives and 

further education. It also has an impact on employers as it supplies a different kind of 

engineering graduate. The curriculum offers a tested learning model to partner faculty 

members and institutions that they can adapt to and implement in their institutions. The 

curriculum has an impact on corporate partners as they benefit from the ways the student 
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teams approach their problems. The interdisciplinary elements of the curriculum have an 

impact on Babson and Wellesley Colleges as they have additional demand for classes from Olin 

students. 

Key: 

 Blue Funding (role) 

 Red Driving (role) 

 Yellow Collaboration/conflict (relationship) 

 Green Service/consumer (relationship) 

 Orange Substitution (relationship) 

 Purple Networking (relationship) 

   

Note: In the figure below the Olin Foundation is strikethrough since it was closed down in 

2005. Before it was closed it played a central role for macro level policy making as indicated in 

the schematic representation.  
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Macro Level: 

Policy making 

Meso Level: 

institutional 

Micro Level: 

individual 

Function to which innovation is related: primarily education, but also the College’s third mission of encouraging student entrepreneurship and 

influencing engineering education nationwide. Aim of innovation: to provide a new kind of engineering education that attracts and retains more 

students and produce engineers capable of solving complex 21
st

 century problems. 

Context and 

challenges to 

innovation: 

include 

sustaining a 

culture of 

change at all 

institutions and 

resistance to 

change at other 

engineering 

schools.  

Olin Foundation  

Board of Trustees 

Olin  

Administration 

(home of the 

innovation) 

Babson/Wellesley 
Model  

Partners 

Corporate  

Partners 

Students  

Faculty  

Employers 

Graduates 

Figure 3: Higher education innovation system map in the case of Olin College 
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Part C: Outcomes, assessment and conclusions 

C1: Conclusions: Assessment of outcomes in terms of expected and unexpected 

consequences 

Barriers and bottlenecks  

According to Lawrence Milas (June 2013 telephone interview), there were no real barriers 

other than logistical (building delays) in implementing the new curriculum. The school was able 

to get both the Massachusetts Department of Education and the Community behind it and had 

the support of two established academic institutions, Babson and Wellesley Colleges. Most 

importantly, the students and faculty members were eager to be part of an experimental 

learning model. Olin has been well-accepted by other engineering schools as demonstrated by 

its on-going partnerships with the University of Illinois, Duke University, and the University of 

Southern California among others organising international conferences and joint programme.  

What continues to challenge the College, however, is sustaining a culture of change or as 

articulated by Lawrence Milas (in a June 2013 telephone interview with the author), “never 

believing that you have it totally figured out.” This challenge is tied to another one that the 

college is grappling with - how to best assess whether it is meeting its goals of producing 

engineering innovators and transforming engineering education. While the outcomes of its 

graduates are positive and the school is gaining international recognition as one of a select 

group of the most innovative institutions in the United States (it was featured at the UNESCO 

World Conference on Higher Education and the World Bank Knowledge Economy Forum as an 

example of innovation in education), it is also interested in assessing its impact on engineering 

education at other institutions. To this end, as part of its grant from the Argosy Foundation, 

Olin is setting up an evaluation process to monitor and assess methods of fostering sustainable 

institutional change.  

Influence of the context on the success of the initiative 

The context in which the Olin College curriculum was developed was a factor in its success, 

although it is not necessary that the context be replicated for the innovative learning model 

tested at Olin be implemented at other institutions.  Olin has several partnerships with other 

institutions where parts of the curriculum have been successfully adapted and implemented. At 

the University of Illinois for example, two signature Olin courses, User-Oriented Collaborative 

Design/ID8 and Foundations of Business and Entrepreneurship, were adapted and are now 

offered as elective options to all engineering students. 
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According to the student and graduates interviewed by telephone in June 201311, the Olin 

curriculum prepared them to tackle complex problems and to not be afraid of failure. In some 

cases, while it was obvious to them that their peers were coming from different places and 

some may have been technically superior, the Olin graduates said that they felt that they are 

more confident learners and problem solvers and that these skills are highly valued in the 

world of work. They also felt that they have an intrinsic motivation that is quite different from 

their peers12.  

The school tracks its graduates and collects employment and further academic study 

information (see Table 4). According to its website, 26 Olin graduates have received 

postgraduate fellowships such as the Fulbright and National Science Foundation and about a 

third are enrolled in advanced degree programmes at some of the best graduate programmes 

in the country (Berkeley, Carnegie Mellon, Cornell, Harvard, MIT, Stanford and others). More 

than half are employed and others have continued on with entrepreneurial start-ups they 

created at Olin. 

Table 7: Where do Olin alumni go after they graduate? 

Top Employers Top Graduate Schools 

Employer Name Number 

of 

graduates 

hired 

School Name Number of 

students 

who attend 

or attended 

Microsoft 42 Harvard University 23 

Athenahealth 15 MIT 18 

Google 12 Carnegie Mellon University 14 

Navy 9 Babson College 11 

Rockwell Automation 8 Stanford University 11 

Boeing 7 Cornell University 8 

Pocket Game 6 University of Washington 6 

Twitter 6 University of California 

Berkeley 

5 

Bluefin Robotics 5 Virginia Tech 4 

Raytheon 5 University of California 

Santa Barbara 

4 

Synapse Product 

Development 

5 University of Illinois 

Urbana-Champaign 

4 

Akamai 4 Worcester Polytechnic 

Institute 

4 

Energy Solutions 4   

Facebook 4   

                                                 
11

 Mitch Cleminski, a student who had just finished his first year at Olin. Sam Young, a recent graduate (she graduated in May 2013). 

Leah Engelbert-Fenton, a 2010 graduate of Olin. 
12

 The student who had just finished his first year at Olin said that by the end of the year, he was working hard on his projects not only 

because he wanted a good grade, but because he wanted his projects to be the best they could be. 
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GE 4   

Intuit 4   

Massachusetts General 

Hospital 

4   

Pivotal 4   

Source: Based on results of surveys administered by Office of Post-Graduate Planning between 
2006 and July 2013 (available on Olin College website). 

Despite the time consuming and great effort that the college devoted to developing the 

curriculum, it is not meant to be immune from changes and updating. The curriculum is to be 

revised and re-designed every seven years after a comprehensive assessment at the 

institutional level. 

Transferability 

During its first decade of operation, Olin College focused mainly on using its curriculum to 

attract and teach a new generation of engineers and to test the impact of its curriculum. As it 

started its second decade, it decided to use its learning model to create a movement for 

change in engineering education. According to President Miller (interview with author June 

2013), the College has seen that “it cannot be a catalyst for change in engineering education 

without engaging with other institutions”. He asserted that if its learning model can only be 

successful on a small well-funded campus then it is not working and that they have worked 

hard to make it scalable beyond their gates. 

While the history of Olin University is singular as it was built on a Foundation start-up grant of 

more than $400 million, the educational model has been adapted and implemented at other 

very different types of higher education institutions. Stakeholders13 consulted at the University 

of Illinois, for example, believe that the Olin learning model (or parts of it such as the hands-

on project-based learning approach and user-oriented project design) can be replicated even in 

institutions that serve very different types of students. 

The longest-running example of this is Olin’s collaboration with the University of Illinois at 

Urbana Champaign in which they explore ways to scale up the curricular innovations pioneered 

at Olin with only 300 students to an institution with a much larger student body of more than 

5,300 undergraduates. The collaboration started five years ago when Olin was contacted by 

the University of Illinois, where some faculty members in the school of engineering had set up 

IFoundry, a space to experiment with new interdisciplinary curriculum models that could 

transform engineering education. Together with the IFoundry, Olin adapted two signature 

courses in design and entrepreneurship to Illinois: User-Oriented Collaborative Design/ID8 and 

Foundations of Business and Entrepreneurship. These courses are offered as elective options to 

                                                 
13

 Telephone interviews in June 2013 with David Goldberg, iFoundry Co-Founder, University of Illinois and Professor Charles Tucker, 

Professor at University of Illinois 
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all engineering students, and may count as Liberal Education requirements in a students’ 

course program. 

iFoundry also worked with Olin faculty to design a one-credit course, Illinois Engineering 

Freshmen Experience, which all first year engineering students would take to enhance their 

autonomy, mastery, and purpose. Now stakeholders say that they see the “Olin Effect” as 

students are taking control of their learning. The experience of implementing new curricular 

elements at the University of Illinois revealed that the process is as much about organisational 

change management as it is about curricular reform. The new courses could not simply be 

announced. The stakeholders, including faculty members and students, have to be convinced 

to participate in the pilot and then shown that the innovation works. It is particularly important 

to get students on board as they then become messengers and drivers for the innovation.  

The two institutions also carry out joint research, exchange faculty and students, and share 

curricula, content and pedagogical materials. As part of the Olin-Illinois Exchange Program 

(OIX), students at Illinois can spend up to two semesters at Olin College, pursuing courses 

that are fully transferable to Illinois. Similarly Olin students can study at the University of 

Illinois.  

Olin College is also working with the University of Texas to apply elements of its learning 

model to what is mainly a commuter college. They decided to start with one programme (the 

Bachelor of Science in Leadership Engineering), because it will be easier to expand once 

proven successful. While the University of Texas at El Paso College of Engineering has been 

developing the programme since 2008, it recently signed a partnership agreement with Olin 

College to develop its curriculum, train, and align the BSLE programme with Olin’s ten years of 

development in changing the face of Engineering Education. 

Olin has recently signed an agreement with INSPIR, a private higher education institution in 

Brazil, to help with the setting up of an engineering school using some of the learning 

principles used at Olin. 

In 2009, the College developed the Initiative for Innovation in Engineering Education (I2E2), to 

provide coordination, leadership, and a single point of contact for both internal and external 

conversations aimed at fostering innovation and change in engineering education. Olin's I2E2 

offers faculty workshops to co-design curricula and empower academic innovators; short- and 

long-term faculty exchanges to learn, develop and deliver innovative curricula; and customised 

consulting to help institutions recognise, develop, and meet their needs for innovation.  

Olin has also recently created a position for a Marketing Officer who is charged with reaching 

out to donors and educating people about what Olin is doing to transform undergraduate 

engineering education. 
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Olin received a $1.3 million grant from the Argosy Foundation for faculty exchanges with the 

goal of effecting wider reform on campuses across the country. Participating faculty, known as 

Argosy Olin Fellows, work on their projects for up to a year while at Olin, enabling them to 

experience first-hand the school's curriculum. Teaching opportunities – such as co-teaching in 

some of Olin’s distinctive courses – are encouraged and may also include piloting of courses 

developed during the residency for the home institution. Olin faculty and students benefit from 

the fresh perspectives that visiting professors offer.  As part of the program, Olin faculty also 

spent time at the partner campuses to help with the implementation of their planned curricular 

innovations.  

Part D: Annexes 

 

D1. Description of the Olin curriculum 

The Olin curriculum consists of three phases: 

• Foundation (first two years of the four-year programme), which emphasises mastering 

and applying technical fundamentals in substantial engineering projects; 

• Specialization (third year), in which students develop and apply in-depth knowledge in 

their chosen fields; and  

• Realization (final year), in which students bring their education to bear on problems 

approaching professional practice.  

 

Figure 4: Structure of the Olin curriculum 

 

Source: Olin College website 

 

In all three phases of the curriculum, students are engaged in interdisciplinary engineering 

projects that, under the guidance of their professors, require them to put theory into 

practice, to put engineering in context, and to develop teaming and management skills. 

Project based learning puts students in the role of designers of problem solutions and faculty 

in the role of coaches. As a student progresses, these projects become increasingly open 
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ended and authentic. Figure 1 shows the increasing emphasis on projects and decreasing 

emphasis on coursework in the Olin curriculum as a student moves from foundation to 

specialization to realization.  

Table 8: Required courses at Olin College 

 Course Title 

M
a
th
 a
n
d
 S
c
ie
n
c
e
 

Modelling and Simulation of the Physical World 
Vector Calculus 
Linear Algebra 
Probability and Statistics 
Foundations of Modern Biology (with laboratory) 
Chemistry/Materials Science - One of:  

� Introduction to Chemistry (with laboratory)  
� Materials Science and Solid State Chemistry (with 

laboratory)  
� Organic Chemistry (with laboratory) 

Physics – One of: 
� Electricity and Magnetism  
� Mechanics  
� By petition only:  

o Modern Physics  
o Solid State Physics  
o Advanced Classical Mechanics  

E
n
g
in
e
e
r
in
g
 Modelling and Control 

Real World Measurements 

Principles of Engineering 

Engineering Capstone - One of:  
� SCOPE  
� Affordable Design and Entrepreneurship (ADE) 

D
e
s
ig
n
 

Design Nature 
User-Oriented Collaborative Design 

Design of Depth Course – One of:  
� Sustainable Design  
� Human Factors and Interface Design  
� Distributed Engineering Design  
� Product Design and Development  
� Design for Manufacturing  
� Systems  
� Affordable Design and Entrepreneurship (ADE) 

 

All students must complete a minimum of 120 credits in order to graduate from Olin. These 

120 credits must satisfy both general requirements in the areas of math and science, 

engineering and design as well as programme-specific requirements. The general requirements 

(14 courses listed in Table 1) are taken by all students regardless of their degree or 

concentration.  
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Students at Olin chose between three main degree programmes: Electrical and Computer 

Engineering, Mechanical Engineering and Engineering and between five concentrations 

(BioEngineering, Computing, Design, Materials Science or Systems) within the latter. Each 

programme has its own requirements. General Requirements and Program-Specific 

Requirements are further broken down into Distribution Requirements that specify the minimal 

number of credits that must be completed in Engineering, Math, Science, Arts, Humanities and 

Social Sciences and Entrepreneurship and Course Requirements that specify which courses 

must be completed. A sample four-year curriculum from the Olin website is shown in Figure 

D2. 
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Figure 5: An example of one of many ways a student might progress through the 

four-year programme 

1st YEAR 

1
s
t  

s
e
m
e
s
te
r
 

ENGINEERING MATH & SCIENCE ENGINEERING ARTS  

Compartment 

Systems 

Modelling and 

Simulation of the 

Physical World 

Designing 

Nature 

Arts, 

Humanities, 

Social Sciences 

Foundation 

= 15 

credits 

2
n
d
 

s
e
m
e
s
te
r
 ENGINEERING MATH SCIENCE SCIENCE E FOUNDATION  

Spatially 

distributed 

systems 

Vector 

Calculus 

Physics Biology or 

Materials 

Science 

Foundations of 

Business and 

Entrepreneurship 

= 17 

credits 

2nd YEAR 

1
s
t  

s
e
m
e
s
te
r
 

ENGINEERING MATH SCIENCE AHS  

Principles of 

engineering 

Linear algebra  

Probability and 

stats 

 

Chemistry or 

math and 

science, or 

materials science 

Arts, 

Humanities, 

Social Sciences 

=16 

2
n
d
 

s
e
m
e
s
t

e
r
 

ENGINEERING MATH  ENGINEERING ENGINEERING  

Program specific 

engineering 

Math or science Program specific 

engineering 

User-Oriented 

collaborative 

design 

=16 

credits 

3rd YEAR 

1
s
t  

s
e
m
e
s
te
r
 ELECTIVE ENGINEERING ENGINEERING AHS  

 Program specific 

engineering 

Program 

specific 

engineering 

Arts, 

Humanities, 

Social Sciences 

= 16 

credits 

2
n
d
  

s
e
m
e
s
te
r
 

ELECTIVE ENGINEERING ELECTIVE AHS/E!  

 Program specific 

engineering 

 Arts, 

Humanities, 

Social Sciences 

or 

Entrepreneurship 

=16 

credits 

4th YEAR 

1
s
t  
 

s
e
m
e
s
te
r
 

SCIENCE 

OR 

MATH 

SCIENCE 

OR 

MATH 

ENGINEERING ENGINEERING  AHS/E!  

Science or math Design Depth SCOPE Arts, 

Humanities, 

Social Sciences 

or 

Entrepreneurship 

= 16 

credits 
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2
n
d
 

s
e
m
e
s
te
r
 ENGINEERING ENGINEERING ENGINEERING AHS/E!  

Olin self-study Program 

specific 

engineering 

SCOPE Capstone = 16 

credits 

Source: Olin College website 
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Name  Organisation Country  
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Dr.  Lynn Stein  Professor, Director of the Initiative for 

Innovation in Engineering Education at 
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United States 

Michelle Davis Chief Marketing Officer at Olin College United States 

Mr Lawrence Milas Founding Trustee of Olin  United States 

Professor Charles 

Tucker 

Professor at University of Illinois who is 

involved with the UIUC-Olin partnership 

United States 

Dr. David Goldberg Co-founder of iFoundry at the University 
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United States 

Leah Engelbert-
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2010 graduate of Olin College United States 

Sam Young  A student who graduated in May 2013 United States 

Mitch Cieminski A student who had just finished his first 

year 

United States 
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The macro-level blended learning at the Bavaria Virtual University 
(Germany) 

Author: Mr Simon Broek 

Overview 

a. Driver: The development of the Bavarian Virtual University (BVU) has been driven by 

(i) challenge from the changing supply of and demand for higher education. Specifically, 

drivers include the growing overall demand for higher education, the growing student 

diversity with growing demand for more flexible courses delivery, and the maintenance 

of the university through local demographic decrease. 

b. Strategy: The BVU strategy makes use of e-learning and increased cooperation 

between the state-funded universities in Bavaria. 

c. Outcome: The Bavarian Virtual University, an innovative institution fostering university 

cooperation in providing online education. 

d. Key factors for success: The success of the BVU has resulted from the following 

factors: the participation of all state-funded universities; the support of a stable 

government; the fact that the BVU is a state-independent, university-governed 

permanent organisation; and the long term perspective maintained by the BVU and its 

actors. 

e. Implementation challenges: Challenges for the BVU include internet accessibility; 

lower interest on the part of certain disciplines; sustainability of the initiative (in the 

case of funding reduction or lack) 

f. Main changes: The BVU has new types of cooperation and interactions among 

universities at many levels in the field of education, new methods of teaching delivery; 

more flexible learning. 

g. Results: The Free State of Bavaria, compared with other Länder, occupies a leading 

position with regard to acceptance, distribution and integration of e-learning in higher 

education; cooperation helps to establish common quality standards for online teaching. 
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Part A: Setting the scene: introduction, challenges and contexts 

A1: Introduction / definition of the innovation initiative  

Overall objectives of the initiative and future plans 

The aim of the BVU is, and has been from the start, to increase cooperation between the state 

funded universities in Bavaria on the issue of education. The use of e-learning should hence be 

seen in a broader context of generally increasing the quality of higher education courses in 

Bavaria, and increasing the accessibility of course programmes across university borders. The 

BVU promotes and coordinates the development and implementation of tailor-made online 

course offerings at Bavarian universities for students (for free) and others (low fee). In 

addition, the BVU allows universities to increase their experiences and competences in 

developing online courses. 

With regard to the online courses, the concept used is “blended learning at macro level”, 

meaning that the course (micro-level) needs to be completely online so that it can be used in 

the study programmes of all universities. However, the BVU does not provide a complete 

online study programme: study programmes (macro-level) are therefore blended, as parts are 

traditional face-to-face courses and others are online courses. It was never the intention to 

develop full online study programmes. 

The objectives of the BVU over the course of time have remained valid, hence the BVU has 

remained fairly ‘static’ in relation to its objectives set. No major changes took place to 

rephrase the objectives set. On a state level, with the help of the BVU, Bavaria addresses 

several major issues: 

� The growing overall demand for higher education, with growing student numbers at 

least until 2020. 

� The urgent need to expand lifelong learning and to open the universities accordingly. 

� Growing student diversity with growing demand for more flexible studies. 

� The consequences of demographic change, leading to substantial population growth in 

some parts of the state while other regions face a serious decline. (The cooperation of 

universities in online teaching will help to maintain universities in regions of declining 

population). 

In order to survive in a world of growing competition, universities need to cooperate not only 

in research, but also in teaching. The BVU is an excellent means of establishing and developing 

such cooperation. One of the positive effects of this cooperation is the establishing of common 

quality standards for online teaching. 
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The BVU avoids competition with its member universities. In particular, the BVU does not 

develop for-profit courses for further and continuing education. However, the courses are 

available to non-students for a low fee. 

For the future of higher education, flexibility will play an ever more important role. Surveys 

show that already today the majority of the students are “non-traditional”. The opening of 

universities for students with qualifications from work experience, the growing importance of 

lifelong learning and the increasing number of students in employment will strongly reinforce 

this trend. The online provision of the BVU works in line with this trend, allowing all current 

students to enrol in any course, and to allow non-students to participate for a low cost.  

Future plans 

The future plans of the BVU include a further increase in the number of courses and online 

offer within study programmes. This implies that more teaching content needs to be included 

in the online offer. The current coverage is large, in particular for economy, law, and medicine.  

Other departments need to be encouraged to develop their courses online and in cooperation 

with their peers.  

Furthermore, there is increased attention towards developing/offering more online courses in 

English. In addition, the BVU is aiming to be used as an introduction programme for foreign 

students to acquaint them with Bavarian universities (e.g. the foreign students can learn about 

the LMU before arriving in Munich14). 

Moreover, the online learning systems can be more student-friendly. To enrol in a course, 

students sometimes have to fill in two or three different passwords. The BVU wishes to 

establish a common authorisation-authentication system for all 30 member universities. At the 

moment this system has been established at nine member universities. In addition, as 

different Virtual Learning Management Systems are used (e.g. Moodle, Everlearn, Blackboard 

etc.), students are confronted with different systems in different courses. In addition, courses 

will have to become more modularly organised, so that elements of courses can be used in 

various occasions. 

Finally, a challenge is to secure funding for the BVU. The current situation is good, but there 

are a number of challenges on the horizon which could put funding under pressure. One of 

these is the abolishment of student fees in Bavaria. This could cause universities to cancel the 

student dependent fee of one Euro per semester; however, the Ministry has guaranteed a full 

compensation for the abolished fees.  

 

 

                                                 
14

 Ludwig Maximilian University of Munich: www.uni-muenchen.de/  
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Outcomes of the practice 

Output  

The BVU is the Bavarian solution to a major common challenge for a better education for all 

against small public budgets. Since its foundation, the BVU has seen a steady development of 

both the number of courses developed and the number of students enrolled. 

Figure 6: Student enrolment    Figure 7: Courses in operation 

     

Course enrolment across university borders is large: more than 55% of the enrolment is from 

a ‘sending’ university (e.g. year 2011/2012). The largest ‘host’ universities are: 

Figure 8: 'Host' universities 

University Total enrolments Home University 

Uni Würzburg 38,212 17,168 

Uni Erlangen-

Nürnberg 

17,922 7,543 

Uni München 10,942 6,653 

The largest ‘sending’ universities are: Uni Bayreuth (7,427), Uni Erlangen-Nürnberg (6,609) 

and Uni München (10,774). The students are mostly enrolled in courses delivered by the 

University of Würzburg, due to the law subjects being offered at the Universities of Applied 

Sciences.15   

In May 2013 an external audit reported:16 

                                                 
15

 See annex for more details. 
16

 Auditierung der Virtuellen Hochschule Bayern (vhb) Empfehlungen der Expertengruppe, München, 10. Mai 2013, p. 4. See: 

http://www.vhb.org/en/vhb/news-summary/newsdetails/artikelnr/156/. Translation: “According to the expert group, the BVU is judged 

to be a very effective and highly efficient operating institute, in particular with regard to their underlying performance of cooperating 
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 “Sie ist nach Überzeugung der Expertin und der Experten heute eine sehr effektiv und hoch 

effizient operierende Einrichtung, die insbesondere im Hinblick auf die ihr zugrunde liegende 

Kooperationsleistung der bayerischen Hochschulen – über die Hochschultypen hinweg – auch 

in internationaler Perspektive Modellcharakter besitzt.Dass der Freistaat Bayern im 

Bundesvergleich im Hinblick auf Akzeptanz, Verbreitung und Integration von E-Learning an 

Hochschulen eine Spitzenposition einnimmt, ist deutlich auf die koordinierende, immer wieder 

impulsgebende Arbeit der vhb zurückzuführen. Im Zuge des enormen Aufwuchses der 

Studierendenzahlen in der letzten Zielvereinbarungsperiode hat die vhb zudem ihre 

Trägerhochschulen erfolgreich entlastet und sich als verlässlicher Partner erwiesen. Auch in 

Hinblick auf die Qualitätssicherung ist die vhb in allen Bereichen sehr gut ausgestellt. Ihre 

hohe Professionalität in diesem Bereich wird nicht zuletzt daran ablesbar, dass sie zur 

Beurteilung der bisherigen Leistungen und zur Vorbereitung der Zielvereinbarungen ein 

Expertengremium im Rahmen eines Audits hinzugezogen hat, dessen Arbeit in die 

vorliegenden Empfehlungen eingemündet ist.”  

In terms of positive benefits for the stakeholders involved, output can be described as follows:   

Students 

� More flexibility: no restrictions of time and place, students can schedule their 

individual study time. 

� Greater choice of courses (and teachers). 

� Stricter quality standards: students’ assess each course each semester; each course is 

assessed externally by two non-Bavarian peers after five semesters. 

� “E-literacy” added value:  enhancement of their employability without any additional 

effort.  

� Participation may be registered in the Diploma Supplement. 

Teachers 

� Financial support for the development and maintenance of courses (online tutors on 

the payroll of BVU; continuing training courses funded by BVU). 

� Greater variety of pedagogical and didactical possibilities within the e-teaching and e-

learning frameworks.  

� Flexibility of teaching; wider range and numbers of students. 

� Improvement of the face-to-face teaching on more advanced or specialised subjects 

(i.e. more time to devote to specialised courses).  

                                                                                                                                                                  
Bavarian universities (crossing different types of universities) and possesses a role model function in an international perspective. The 

Free State of Bavaria compared with other Länder, occupies a leading position with regard to acceptance, distribution and integration 

of e-learning in higher education. This is clearly due to the coordinating, catalysing work of the BVU. In hindsight of the enormous 

growth in student numbers in the last period, successfully relieving the universities, the BVU has proven to be a reliable partner. Also in 

terms of quality assurance, the BVU performs very well […].”  
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� “Third-party-funding” in the performance record of the respective professors and 

faculties. Third-party funding is usually only for research. The BVU offers this funding 

for education. 

� Many teachers appreciate the wider range of teaching they can have by contributing to 

the BVU’s programme. They can focus on new ways of delivery. 

� Organisation of regular workshops and seminars on e-teaching and e-learning; 

community building. 

� Regular peer evaluation, introduced into German university teaching for the first time 

by the BVU; continuous improvement of the courses. 

Universities 

� Larger teaching offer. 

� Additional teaching resources; reduction of logistic problems (lecture room shortages). 

� Common quality standards (students assess BVU courses every semester; two non-

Bavarian peers assess each course every five semesters). 

� All BVU universities participate and contribute to the development of BVU courses. 

Decisions on programme development and funding are made through transparent 

procedures by elected representatives of the member universities. 

� No control or restrictions on the adoption of a specific course management system. 

Various compatible systems are in use (like “Open Source” and “Moodle”). 

Society and the State 

� Cost-effective organisation of online land-wide higher education across university 

borders. 

� Avoidance of overlapping and repetition of courses or parts of them, costs reduction.  

� The BVU draws upon the expertise and competence of the member universities and 

uses their infrastructures.  

 

A2: Understanding of the context 

The context in which the practice is developed (institutional, geopolitical, regulatory)  

The ideas for the BVU emerged in a time when online learning was considered a disruptive 

innovation in Germany. In many Länder, initiatives were developed to start virtual universities. 

In Bavaria, the initiative was embedded (and financially supported) in the High-Tech-Offensive, 

aiming at modernising the economic and technological foundation of the state to make Bavaria 

one of the leading regions in technological development. 



 

 

 

56 | J a n u a r y  2 0 1 4  

 

The initiative involved from the start all state funded universities and universities of applied 

sciences. In addition, a number of specific universities joined the BVU (such as the University 

of the Armed Forces).  

Initially, there were different ideas amongst the universities on how to promote e-learning in 

Bavarian Universities, including distributing the funds across the universities equally. In the 

end the Ministry decided that the universities had to cooperate to make use of the funds and 

that a state-independent, university-governed body would be erected responsible for the 

distribution of funds meant for designing and delivering e-learning courses. 

With regard to the contextual factors the following issues are essential to the existence of the 

BVU: 

a. The joining institutions are all state-funded (Freistaat Bayern).  

b. Bavaria is politically stable. The Christian Democrats (CSU – Christlich-Soziale Union 

in Bayern) have been in power since the World War II, creating a long-term perspective 

on matters. The lack of short-termism creates a fruitful atmosphere where new 

initiatives have the time to develop and grow. There is limited government interference. 

In addition, the opposition parties support the BVU. 

c. The BVU is a state-independent, university-governed permanent organisation. A 

long-term perspective is inherent in the organisational structure as it does not depend 

on una tantum project-funding but on permanent funding from the state. The BVU is 

however governed by the universities themselves. The Office of the BVU is 

organisationally affiliated to the University of Bamberg. 

Contextual factors that will impact the BVU (i.e. that will increase the importance of investing 

in online learning) are: 

� The public budget will continue to be strained, in order to reduce the public debt and 

deficit. 

� The number of students will rise considerably, at least until 2020. Later, demographic 

factors indicate a gradual decline. On the other hand, Germany and especially Bavaria 

wish to boost the proportion of their population with university-level education, and 

they wish to attract more students from abroad. This could also lead to growing 

numbers of students after 2020. 

� In Germany higher education will continue to be basically state funded.  

All these factors call for new ways of more effective and efficient education delivery. The BVU 

provides an answer for this. 
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A3: Challenges and identification of the specific drivers behind the innovation 

initiative 

The challenges that the initiative aims to address 

Bavaria was facing a number of macro-level challenges in the nineties. One of the most 

important was the foreseen increase in student numbers. This was caused by demographic 

developments and changes in the Gymnasium structure (finalized two years ago). In addition, 

the increase in students was desired by the government as well to maintain high education 

standards in the working population. Furthermore, there were (and still are) differences 

between the regions in Bavaria: in some regions, the population is increasing, whereas in 

others, the population is decreasing. This brings with it changes in the demand and supply of 

courses of universities. The foreseen and desired increase of students and the changes in the 

level of services cause universities to make changes in the way they provide education. 

Through the online offer and the cooperation between universities, the offer can become more 

efficient (serving more students) and the services can be provided in regions where the level of 

service is decreasing. Hence, the initiative is not only about promoting e-learning to address 

challenges, but the demand for cooperation is an essential element in overcoming the 

challenges identified. 

The immediate cause for developing the initiative 

The immediate cause/opportunity for establishing the BVU was the funding initiative High-

Tech-Offensive. Through this funding initiative universities received money to increase their 

efforts in e-learning. The BVU was established to distribute these funds. 

 

Part B: The higher education innovation system: functions, components and 

relationships 

B1: Analysis of the functions 

The function to which the innovation is related 

The function the BVU is related to is primarily the course development and delivery. In 

addition, the BVU impacts the way the courses are quality assured. The courses of the BVU are 

developed at the individual member universities; there is no central production unit within the 

BVU. Generally, within the universities (or within their institutes which provide online 

education) there is a clear division of labour. Content is usually provided by professors, who 

then employ skilled staff for the transformation of that content into an online course. In some 

cases (mostly at universities of applied sciences), professors also take part in the technical 

implementation.  



 

 

 

58 | J a n u a r y  2 0 1 4  

 

Course development 

Although courses are developed at individual universities and differ between them, they are 

developed within a consortium. The allocation of funds for developing a course consists of two 

main steps: first, a call for proposals, and then a call for tender.  

� In the call for proposals, member universities are invited to submit proposals for new online 

courses. For each course the interested universities form a consortium with a consortium 

leader. Proposals by only one university are not eligible. There must be a demand for the 

given course by at least two member universities, and the online course, once it is 

completed, must replace part of the face-to-face teaching at the universities of the 

consortium, so that an actual relief of the teaching load in the given subject will be 

accomplished at these universities. 

� In the call for tender any consortium can respond to the identified need for a course 

(identified in the call for proposals). The course should in the end meet the expectation of all 

consortium members. 

From initial idea to course delivery, it can take 1.5 years. When a proposal is accepted (i.e. 

when the course is felt needed), this does not automatically mean that the consortium will win 

the tender. It can be the case that another university answers the call for tender and develops 

the course. 

Course delivery 

The developed courses make use of all kinds of didactical tools found in online provision. 

Quality assurance17 

For the BVU course, several quality assurance arrangements have been established. First of all, 

the courses are evaluated after each semester. In addition to this, every five semesters, two 

external (non-Bavarian) experts assess the quality of the course (whether it is up-to-date, 

whether the content meets scientific demands, if the course is well structured). The feedback 

from these experts is used to improve the course and it can even lead to discontinuing the 

course delivery. 

The quality assurance takes place at different stages and levels: 

1. Conceptualisation of the online course: Staged application procedure, where the 

steering committee can assess whether the courses are needed and who (finally) will be 

responsible for the course development and delivery. 

2. Development of the online course: Assistance with the project management (BVU), 

education and training of the staff (e-tutors). 

                                                 
17

 See: Virtuelle hochschule bayern, Qualitätsmanagement der Virtuellen Hochschule Bayern (Stand: 31.10.2012) 
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3. Implementation of the course: 

a. Student evaluation (although it is mentioned that as with traditional student 

evaluations, the feedback is rather superficial). 

b. External expert evaluation. 

c. Monitoring by the project manager (BVU) 

4. External evaluation of the BVU (in 2005). 

5. External audit of the BVU (2013). 

6. Yearly reporting of the BVU. 

German laws on data protection constrain universities to use online user data to improve the 

courses. The development of common quality standards for online courses is considered a 

breakthrough as well, as it facilitates mutual trust in each other’s courses. For the 

maintenance and adjustment of the course, additional funds are available. 

Impact of the innovation on other functions 

The BVU has impact on the general attitude towards e-learning. Universities feel the need to 

establish their own central facilities to support e-learning, they have their own Moodle-servers 

and support structures for professors willing to offer online courses. In addition to this, in 

smaller universities, there is a call for more (technical) support in online course development 

by the BVU. Currently discussions take place whether the BVU should increase its efforts in this 

direction (or whether it should focus solely on project management). 

Also, the BVU allows universities to ‘look over the fence’ and learn from other state-funded 

universities on how they organise their course development and delivery.  

The BVU project funds are the only third-party funds available for teachers to use for 

education. Normally, third-party funds are allocated for research purposes. The extra funds 

enable staff to focus on improving their courses. The broader impact of this is that staff 

focusing on education instead of research feel better rewarded and acknowledged as they feel 

that education is as much a priority in their work as doing research. 

B2: Analysis of the components 

The organisational model implements the cooperative model between HEIs in Bavaria, both 

universities and universities of applied sciences. The governance is based on democratic 

principles in which all institutions have their say.  
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Financing 

Between 2000 and 2011 a total of 35.3 million Euros was spent on the BVU and its courses, 

including student tuition fees. In part this financing came from the ordinary Bavarian state 

budget, in part from special programmes of the Free State of Bavaria and from German 

Federal resources. The member universities contribute one Euro per student and semester, i.e. 

a total of around half a million Euros per year. With the special programmes being finalised 

next year, the Bavarian Ministry will have to increase its state funding. This is currently under 

discussion in Parliament. Given the positive attitude towards the BVU, it is unlikely that the 

Ministry will not find a solution (NB: it is felt that the money is for the universities and that the 

BVU facilitates in the right way the distribution of these funds to the universities).  

Implementation of the initiative 

Though initiated by the Ministry, the organisation, development and implementation of the 

initiative were carried out in close cooperation and mutual ownership of all the state-funded 

universities. It is important to note that both the universities and universities of applied 

sciences are involved on an equal footing in the initiative. 

Table 9: Actors/stakeholders, level of operation, roles and responsibilities and 

activities 

Actor Level 

(macro, 

meso, 

micro) 

Role/responsi

bility 

Activity 

Ministry 

 

Macro (state 

level) 

Initiator 

 

Provides funding and legitimacy 

30 

Member 

Universiti

es 

Meso 

(university/i

nstitute 

level) 

Governance; 

beneficiary 

Appoints (vice) president; elects 

delegates; responsible for the 

programme committee and steering 

committee; governs the BVU; 

provides funding per 

student/semester; receives project 

funding for course 

development/delivery 

BVU 

(Director 

and 

Office) 

Meso 

(university/i

nstitute 

level) 

Operation of 

the BVU; 

project 

management 

Secretariat of the BVU, project 

management; organising calls, 

student support 

University 

staff 

(teachers, 

tutors, IT 

support 

etc.) 

Micro 

(staff/studen

t level) 

Developing and 

delivering 

courses and 

examinations, 

and providing 

tutoring 

Write joint proposals, develop 

courses, deliver courses, responsible 

for examination, tutoring 
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Students Micro 

(staff/studen

t level) 

Enrolled in the 

online courses 

Studying 

External 

experts in 

the 

course 

evaluatio

n 

Micro 

(staff/studen

t level) 

Quality 

assessment 

Review the courses after five 

semesters 

B3: Analysis of the relationships 

The nature of the relationship 

As mentioned, the funds provided by the Ministry are aimed at increasing the online offer 

within the universities. In this the BVU, as a university-owned platform, is responsible for 

distributing these funds in the best way to the individual universities. As the funds are for the 

benefit of the universities, through this construction (i.e. joint responsibility of funds 

distribution), it is generally felt that it is indeed the case that the funds are distributed in the 

best way possible. The BVU organisation is independent, but governed by the universities. 

Staff of the universities (teachers, tutors and IT support staff) can apply for funding to develop 

and deliver online courses. Students can / have to enrol in the courses.  

Changes in existing relationships 

The main innovative feature of the initiative regards the interaction among universities on 

education. Where cooperation in the domain of research is common practice, in the domain of 

education, cooperation between universities is less common (or to put it more strongly: 

absent). The development and delivery of BVU courses calls for close cooperation and course 

delivery across university borders and even between universities and universities of applied 

sciences. 

The relationship between teacher and student has changed as well, although not as radically as 

it is sometimes suggested when education changes from traditional face-to-face to online 

mode. Direct communication between professors and (large groups of) students is minimal in 

both the traditional setting and online provision. On the other hand the BVU provides the 

opportunity to hire e-tutors who can assist students, comment on their work and help them on 

an individual basis. 

A new relationship has been established which implies cooperation among peers (experts) from 

outside Bavaria, who are asked to provide feedback on the online courses. This peer review 

system is highly developed in the research domain, but absent in the education domain.  
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Impact of the relationships on the innovative practice 

The following table provides an overview of the relationships and what has changed due to the 

initiative. 

Table 10: Relationships between actors 

Actor 1 Actor 2 Relationship  What changed?  

State Universities Funding Specific funds allocated to 

e-learning 

Universities Universities In education issues 

absent 

Governing the BVU 

Cooperation in developing 

and delivering e-learning 

Teachers 

(staff/professors) 

Students Teaching-learning Distance relationship 

increased opportunities for 

individual tutoring 

Teachers 

(staff/professors) 

Universities Researchers/educators Acknowledgement for 

teaching, receiving 

additional funds for course 

development 

B4: Cross-elements analysis  

Drafting an innovation system map 

The figure below provides a concise characterisation of the innovation system map related to 

the BVU. 
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Figure 9: Higher education innovation system for the case of BVU 

 

Key: 

 Blue Funding (role) 

 Red Driving (role) 

 Yellow Collaboration/conflict (relationship) 

 Green Service/consumer (relationship) 

Conclusions related to the innovation system map 

What can be seen is that the BVU organisation is merely a facilitating organisation. 

The approach can be characterised as top-down, as the Ministry intended this structure to 

stimulate universities to cooperate in the development of e-learning courses. On the other 

hand, from an organisational and course development perspective, the approach is bottom-up, 

as neither the Ministry, nor the BVU determines which courses need to be developed and how. 

This depends on the input from the consortia of universities. 

Concerning the lines of authority, the governance is rather democratic. The universities 

(universities and universities of applied sciences) are involved in the governance of the BVU, 

they are responsible for the organisation and to some extent have ownership over the BVU. 

The Ministry does not play an influencing role in the daily operations of the BVU. 
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Within the universities the BVU and the staff involved in online course development and 

delivery impact the general attitude towards e-learning. The larger universities have their own 

IT support staff, involved in other types of e-learning as well (MOOCs, PodCast, own e-learning 

courses); in other, smaller universities there is growing demand for expertise and support to 

develop online courses. 

The role of students is rather traditional: they benefit from the online courses as they are more 

flexible and the presence of a tutor enhances their engagement. Students are asked to provide 

feedback after the course. 

Barriers and bottlenecks 

Initially, discussions arose concerning the structure of the BVU and where the BVU would be 

positioned (for a short time the BVU was based on two locations: Bamberg and Hof). Particular 

barriers and bottlenecks for the BVU are the following: 

� The BVU courses can be found mostly in specific departments (medicine, law, 

economics) and less in departments such as humanities or natural sciences. As there is 

not a strong top-down steer, the course development in these areas lags behind. 

� Internet accessibility for some students is still a barrier. Especially when courses include 

large data files (video seminars), the internet connections can be too slow. 

� The courses are developed by different universities, each using their own virtual 

learning environment. This means that students sometimes have two or three different 

user-names and password combinations to access their courses. Currently, the BVU 

works on aligning entry procedures by creating universal user-names and passwords. 

This however requires that the student administrations of all the universities are 

harmonised and linked, which appears to be quite a challenge. 

� The future financial situation is unclear, but there is no doubt that for the next few 

years sufficient budget will be allocated to allow the BVU to further develop. 

Quoting a student’s view on the BVU courses, it appears that the flexibility is valued. However 

personal contact is lacking, making the online courses are somewhat impersonal and to some 

degree anonymous.18 

 

 

                                                 
18

 Statement provided by a student. “Die Flexiblen Zeiten eines VHB-Kurses sind vorallem für einen Lehramtsstudenten wie mich sehr 

gut. Es ist gut, dass man den Kurs bearbeiten kann wann man will, und nicht zu einem bestimmten Zeitpunkt in einem Hörsaal sein 

muss. Schade ist jedoch bei den Tutoren eines VHB-Kurses, dass das persönliche Gespräch fehlt. Die online-Kurse sind etwas 

unpersönlich und bis zu einem gewissen grad anonym.” Translation: “The flexible hours of BVU course are especially very good for a 

teacher-student like me. It is good that you can work on the course when you want and not have to be in a lecture hall at a certain 

time. Too bad, however, is that the personal contact with the tutor of BVU course is missing. The online courses are somewhat 

impersonal and, to some degree anonymous.” 
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Influence of the context on the success of the initiative 

A contextual factor that impacts on the development and the operation of the BVU is probably 

the stable political climate in Bavaria and the broad support for the BVU (amongst parties in 

government and the opposition). This involves a long-term perspective on the BVU instead on 

quick results and short-termism. 

In addition, the universities lean heavily on state budgets in Germany. This means that the 

state (Free State of Bavaria) can determine to some extent what general services universities 

need to provide against what costs. Competition exists, but this creates room for cooperation 

as well. 

Demographic developments (and related), such as rising student numbers, maintaining service 

levels in areas of population decreases, et, provides arguments to stimulate the further 

development of online course development in a cooperative way.  

Outcomes and results 

The BVU grew steadily over the years and became a stable and trustworthy organisation, both 

supported by the government and the member universities. The recent (May 2013) external 

Audit emphasised the quality of operations. 

Transferability 

To understand under which conditions this innovative model can be transferred to other 

contexts, first we need to see on which (contextual) factors the success of the BVU depends: 

a. The concept of macro-level blended learning and asynchronous ways of 

communication, allowing students to blend online courses and face-to-face courses to 

obtain a qualification. 

b. The idea that universities need to cooperate in developing and delivering courses. 

c. All participating universities are state funded institutions. 

d. There is a stable government in Bavaria with a long term perspective on e-learning. 

Hence, there is no pressure for immediate success and initiatives have time to develop 

and mature. 

e. The BVU is an organisation jointly governed by the universities. There is joint 

ownership and there is no sentiment that the BVU ‘takes away funds initially intended 

for universities’; on the contrary, the BVU provides opportunities for the existing 

universities to make use of its funds. 

From a governance perspective, the BVU initiative has been considered a very realistic 

initiative from the start. It is not driven by a visionary perspective, but by how e-learning can 
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contribute to make university-level education better, more effective and efficient. Although the 

BVU is a successful initiative, it should confine itself to maintaining its role as ‘broker’ and not 

taking up a larger role. If the BVU takes up a larger role (e.g. developing courses, giving more 

steering on particular subjects, creating its own virtual learning environment) this could in the 

end conflict with the ambitions of the member universities, undermining its support.  

The BVU has been in operation for 12 years and the results are impressive. On the other hand, 

it appears that attention to the BVU is not increasing and that it is currently a well-established 

practice. A renewed impetus would be desirable to further enhance the benefits of the BVU for 

Bavarian students, universities and society. 

Based on this, it can be concluded that the model is transferable under the following 

conditions: 

1. The universities are governed centrally (i.e. are state funded); 

2. Universities need to be willing to cooperate (receiving funding for that purpose will 

obviously help) and need to be in control of the funds available. Any top-down 

decision-making running counter to the autonomy of the institutions hampers the 

willingness to cooperate. 

3. The initiative needs to take a long-term perspective: not intending to change the HE 

sector overnight, but to gradually innovate the sector. This should be reflected in 

the structure of the organisation managing the funds: this should have a permanent 

status, not be based on project funding only. 

Part D: Annexes 
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D2: List of contributors to the case study  

Name  Organisation Country  

Paul Rühl Managing director BVU (VHB) Germany 

Prof. Ulrich Pohl Vice President, Munich University LMU 

and Chairman of the BVU’s Programme 

Committee 

Germany 

Armin Rubner IT manager LMU Germany 

Ralph Berg Ministerialrat (Bayerisches 

Staatsministerium für Wissenschaft, 

Forschung und Kunst - Bavarian Ministry 

for Higher Education 

Germany 

Georg Seppmann BVU project manager Germany 

Prof. Dr. Inge 

Scherer 

Universität Würzburg  

Juristische Fakultät 

Germany 

Prof. Dr. Hans-Georg 

Weigand 

Universität Würzburg 

Lehrstuhl für Didaktik der Mathematik 

Germany 

Silke Prechter Student "ABC - Grundlagen der Analysis" Germany 

Johannes Kröckel Dipl.-Wirtsch.Inf. 

Wirtschaftsinformatik II 

Universität Erlangen-Nürnberg 

Germany 

 

Methodological note 

The consultant had numerous contacts with the Managing Director of the BVU. From May 22 to 

May 25 2013, the consultant visited Munich and organised face-to-face interviews with Paul 

Rühl, Prof. Ulrich Pohl, Armin Rubner, and Ralph Berg. Also, the consultant visited the office of 

the BVU in Bamberg and spoke extensively with Georg Seppmann and with the present 

personnel (five people). In addition, two staff members were interviewed by phone (Prof. Dr. 

Inge Scherer; Johannes Kröckel). Finally, Prof. Dr. Hans-Georg Weigand and student Silke 

Prechter preferred to provide their perspective in writing.  

In addition to the interviews and the necessary document analysis, the consultant received 

access to one (selected) BVU course (Introduction to Ethnology) to test the online learning 

environment. 

D3: Additional annexes to the case  

Introduction  

The Bavarian Virtual University (BVU)19 is an institute set up in 2000 by the nine universities 

and the 17 universities of applied sciences of the Free State of Bavaria, one of the 16 German 

Länder. Like its member universities, the BVU is financed by the Bavarian Ministry for Higher 

                                                 
19

 The English abbreviation BVU is used in this case study report. The official (German) name is Virtuelle Hochschule Bayern. 
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Education, Science, Research and the Arts (Bayerisches Staatsministerium für Wissenschaft, 

Forschung und Kunst). 

The BVU facilitates online courses with an equivalent of two to six (ECTS20) credit points which 

the member universities can integrate into their courses of study. The BVU supports member 

universities to develop courses in cooperation with other member universities. Almost all of our 

31 member universities import BVU courses into their courses of study, and the majority of the 

universities are active course providers as well. The BVU funds the operation of its courses as 

well as their production. By financing tutors according to the demand for its courses at the 

member universities, the BVU facilitates the utilisation of the courses across university 

borders: supported by online tutors, dedicated teachers can reach students at all interested 

universities. 

To facilitate the exchange of courses among the member universities, the BVU focuses on 

blended learning at the macro level of the study programme.21 The courses work completely 

online, so that the only effort required of the “importing” university is to provide rooms and 

supervisors for the final examinations. The BVU is not a distance teaching university, but with 

the help of the BVU all Bavarian universities integrate the distance mode into their 

programmes, thus making the programmes more flexible. Through the courses developed and 

delivered via the BVU, students earn credit points. The BVU offers neither complete 

programmes nor degrees.  

Start-up phase 

Distance learning initiatives were developed in Germany for many decades. Around 1998, due 

to the emergence of the internet, e-learning became a buzz-word in the university world. It 

was suggested that online learning would change the higher education landscape radically.22 In 

                                                 
20

 European Credit Transfer System 
21

 See http://www.vhb.org/fileadmin/download/Bavarian_Virtual_University.pdf on the concept of macro-level blended learning: 

“Blended learning” is often interpreted as the combination of face-to-face teaching and web-based teaching within a single course. We 

call this type of blended learning “micro-level blended learning”. While micro-level blended learning has many pedagogical benefits, it 

does not make full use of the economic possibilities of e-learning. If the web-based elements are developed and exploited by only one 

professor at only one university, micro-level blended learning seems to offer higher quality or added value only at additional costs. 

Teachers who use single e-learning elements in their courses do not necessarily gain additional teaching time, and micro-level blended 

learning is hardly a remedy e.g. against the shortage of lecture rooms many universities face. For the students, micro-level blended 

learning offers rather limited flexibility. The more face-to-face elements there are in a study programme, the more difficult it is to 

adapt to the needs of non-traditional students. By contrast, the BVU focuses on macro-level blended learning with the aim of offering 

high-quality teaching with intensive tuition in a cost-effective way. By macro-level blended learning we understand the integration of 

online courses into study programmes which otherwise (and for the most part) consist of “traditional” face-to-face courses (seminars, 

lectures etcetera). Thus, students can learn some credits in online courses, but not their complete degree. This combination of face-to-

face courses with courses which are delivered completely online (possibly with the final examination being held face to face) allows the 

students much more flexibility than micro-level blended learning. At the same time the students enjoy all the benefits of a traditional 

face-to-face university. Therefore, macro-level blended learning minimises the dangers of social isolation sometimes associated with e-

learning. Moreover, if online courses are developed at one university, but used at several universities, the comparative cost 

effectiveness is obvious. Thanks to macro-level blended learning, universities can “import” courses from other universities, including 

the support of their students by tutors from the “exporting” university. In contrast to micro-level blended learning, this kind of import 

also helps universities to compensate for a possible lack of teachers as well as room shortages.  
22

 For instance the Bertelsmann Stiftung published a study in 2000, stating that in 2005 50% of the students would study only in an 

online environment: Encarnacau, Jose; Leithold, Wolfgang; Reuter, Andreas (2000), Szenario: Die Universität im Jahre 2005, in: 

Informatik Spektrum 23 August 2000, P. 264- 270. 
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addition to this, in Bavaria the ‘High-Tech Offensive Bavaria’23 was launched in 1999. The 

objective of this initiative was modernising the economic and technological foundation of the 

state to make Bavaria one of the leading regions in technological development. Within this 

setting, funds were available to modernise the university level education (+/- 22 million 

Euros). 

The Bavarian Ministry for Higher Education, Science, Research and the Arts decided that these 

funds would not be distributed to individual universities, but that universities24  needed to 

cooperate in improving education to receive the funds. In addition, it was decided that the 

money will not be distributed as some kind of project funding (with the implication that it has a 

pre-determined duration), but that structures needed to be established that would endure after 

the funds are finished. As a consequence of these two reasons, it was decided that the funds 

will be distributed through an organisation which is independent from the Ministry and which is 

governed by all Bavarian State universities. In this sense, the initiative depends on a top-down 

approach (the Ministry decided to organise it this way) and a bottom-up approach (decision 

making within the organisation is in the hands of the universities). 

The fact that universities need to cooperate with regard to education is considered innovative 

and is one of the key factors of the BVU. In other German Länder, the ‘virtual universities” did 

not deliver what was intended partly as a result of a different structure chosen (e.g. a separate 

institution to develop and deliver the courses besides the regular universities). The Bavarian 

model builds on ownership, trust, reputation of the member universities and cooperation 

between universities.  

This close cooperation is not in conflict with the ever more important idea of competition 

among universities. Competition should be for ideas and best solutions, but in a state-financed 

public university system competition at the taxpayer’s expense should be avoided. No single 

university can be best in all its subjects, and the creation of high-quality online courses is so 

expensive that nobody would profit if we tried to reinvent the wheel three times over in 

different places.25 

The process of choosing new courses for the programme of the BVU consists of two main 

steps: first, a call for proposals, and then a call for tender. In short, the process is organised 

as follows:  

� Call for proposals: Twice a year, member universities are invited to submit 

proposals for new online courses. For each course the interested universities form a 

consortium with a consortium leader. Proposals by only one university are not 

eligible, with the rare exception of cases where a subject is taught at just one 
                                                 
23

 See: http://www.bayern.de/High-Tech-Offensive-.1380.htm  
24

 With ‘universities’, if stated otherwise, both universities and universities of applied sciences are covered. 
25

 See: http://www.vhb.org/fileadmin/download/Bavarian_Virtual_University.pdf , p. 2. 



 

 

 

70 | J a n u a r y  2 0 1 4  

 

Bavarian university.26 The proposals are submitted in a standardised form. There 

must be a demand for the given course at least at two member universities, and the 

online course, once it is completed, must replace part of the face-to-face 

teaching at the universities of the consortium, so that an actual relief of the 

teaching load in the given subject will be accomplished at these universities. 

The consortium must define the curriculum or curricula (courses of study) in which 

the new online course will be employed, and they must give an estimate of the 

number of students they expect to participate per academic year. The consortia and 

their courses do not function as “closed shops”. All member universities are entitled 

to employ the courses, and students of all member universities can attend the 

courses free of charge, no matter whether their university is a member of the given 

consortium or not. Students from universities outside a consortium are advised to 

make sure whether their home university will acknowledge credit points earned in 

such courses before they enrol. The proposals are examined by the BVU’s 

Programme Committee. The Programme Committee selects the proposals most 

suitable for funding and passes its recommendations to the Steering Committee. 

The Programme Committee does not necessarily favour the proposals with the 

highest demand, i.e. with the largest number of expected participants. Special 

attention is paid to proposals for courses which make possible the establishing of 

new curricula at member universities, e.g. Masters programmes at universities of 

applied sciences. On the basis of the recommendations of the Programme 

Committee, the Steering Committee decides which proposals to fund. The consortia 

supporting those proposals are then invited to submit detailed descriptions of the 

courses.  

� Call for tender: These descriptions are the basis for the next step of the process, 

the call for tender. Generally (but not necessarily) bidders make a bid both for the 

production of the course and for the tutorial guidance of the students. The 

production of standard courses with an equivalent of two hours per week and 

semester (mostly 3 ECTS credit points) can be funded with up to 40,000 Euros. 

Costs exceeding this sum must be born by the consortium. Up to now, there have 

hardly been any such instances. For the majority of proposals one bid is submitted 

by a member of the given consortium, but there are instances where competing bids 

are made. There are also instances where the only bid comes from a university 

outside of Bavaria. The producers of the course further commit themselves to 

arrange personally for the operation of the course (i.e. to provide tutorial services 

                                                 
26

 E.g. veterinary medicine. Proposals for such subjects are eligible if they are submitted in cooperation with a university outside of 

Bavaria. 
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and guidance) for at least five years. Should the producer not be in the position to 

operate the course any more, the BVU can transfer the operation to somebody else. 

Up to now there have been few instances where a transfer of course operation has 

been necessary. In most of these cases the course operation was taken over by 

another professor of the producer’s university. All members of a given consortium 

have the right to take part in the quality assurance process during the production of 

the course. They are encouraged to do so, especially by taking part in milestone 

meetings where the state of the work in progress is presented and discussed. 

Members of the BVU project management take part in these meetings. Thus, all 

members of a consortium can make sure that the final course will meet their 

expectations; problems can be solved at the earliest possible stage. 

From initial idea to course delivery, it can take 1.5 years. When a proposal is accepted (i.e. 

when the course is felt needed), this does not automatically mean that the consortium will win 

the tender. It can be the case that another university answers the call for tender and develops 

the course. 

Course delivery 

Owing to the large variety of fields of study with their different traditions, there is a 

corresponding variety of pedagogical approaches in the BVU’s courses, including virtual 

seminars with intensive student cooperation, online lectures with tutorials and virtual 

laboratories. In many courses students deliver papers. Self-study environments play a minor 

role, however they exist especially in the field of medicine (as preparation for practice). The 

courses are developed by the individual universities in consortium with others. This entails that 

the courses can be very different and can make use of different virtual learning environments 

(Moodle, Everlearn, Blackboard etc.).  

A key element in the course delivery is the asynchronous form of communication. This means 

that the course as such should be independent from the time of delivery so that students can 

truly study whenever they like. An essential element however, is the tutoring. Each course 

includes a tutoring element. This means that staff is available to assist students in going 

through the course. The work of the tutors includes giving individual assistance on course-

related issues, correcting papers/essays and providing feedback. 

The tutors are training at the expense of the BVU to become e-tutors. This training course, 

naturally in the form of an online seminar, allows participants to acquire knowledge of the 

various learning and teaching theories and of online learning methodology. The principles of 

the basic technology are also taught.  
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The online courses are integrated in broader courses in the individual universities. Therefore it 

can be the case that different numbers of credits are awarded in one university compared to 

another, where the same course is used; this is due to additional study activities being 

included in the broader course.  

Examination 

The examination can be organised differently per course and university. The examination can 

be organised traditionally, where the students need to be present in a room to take the 

examination at the institution delivering the course. On the other hand, the examination can 

also take place at another university when the university provides facilities to do so (local 

examinations). Finally, some exams are taken online, not requiring personal attendance. 

As the courses can be followed by both students and non-students (who pay a fee), it is not 

always necessary that the participants will (want to) conduct the exam. In fact, 60 per cent (in 

2010-11) of the enrolled students participated in the examination. This does not mean that 40 

per cent is considered drop-out. A large proportion of these students enrol in the course to 

refresh their knowledge on a particular issue, to prepare for exams in their home university, or 

prepare for a state examination (e.g. in law subjects). 

When the course is not part of the regular programme, students are advised to approach the 

course provider before course registration. 

Introduction organisation 

The figure below provides an overview of the governance structure of the BVU.  

Figure 10: Governance structure of BVU 

 

The Members‘ Assembly is the BVU’s basic body. Each member university is represented by 

a Commissioner, who in turn is the key person for all BVU affairs at his or her home university. 
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Each university has one vote per 5,000 students. The Members’ Assembly elects the 

Programme Committee as well as the Steering Committee and makes basic organisational 

decisions. The Steering Committee consists of the President and two Vice Presidents. The 

President of the BVU is president of a university, and one of the Vice Presidents is President of 

a university of applied sciences. This ensures smooth coordination with the respective 

Conferences of Presidents and Rectors. The Steering Committee makes budget decisions and 

appoints the Managing Director. The Programme Committee consists of eight people. Five of 

these must be Vice Presidents, preferably for questions of teaching and studying at their 

respective universities, and one must come from a university outside of Bavaria. The 

Programme Committee makes suggestions to the Steering Committee in all matters of 

programme development and quality management. As Head of the Office, the Managing 

Director runs the day-today business of the BVU. In the Office, 16 employees work in the 

areas of finances, project management, public relations, student registration and technical 

support. 

Other important stakeholders are of course: 

� The Bavarian Ministry for Higher Education, Science, Research and the Arts 

(Bayerisches Staatsministerium für Wissenschaft, Forschung und Kunst). 

� The staff from the universities (teachers, tutors, course developers, IT-support 

staff). 

� Students enrolled in the courses. 

� External experts in the course evaluation (after five semesters). 
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The e-Advisor at Arizona State University (US) 

Author: Dr Marina Ranga 

Overview 

a. Driver: The e-Advisor, ASU’s electronic advising and degree tracking system, was 

driven by the need to educate ever increasing masses of students, providing high 

quality education and producing more college degrees at more affordable costs. As 

such, the initiative addresses the changing supply of and demand for higher education.  

b. Strategy: Use of modern technology and data analytics to help students select majors 

that best fit their interests, stay on track and thus ensure successful graduation. The e-

Advisor is part of a broader set of innovations at ASU (e.g. online courses, adaptive 

learning and shorter courses), which the university has adopted in its strategic move 

from a “school-centred” to a “student-centred” and “customized education” approach.  

c. Outcome: The e-Advisor has a high potential to increase retention and graduation 

rates, improve the learning process and students’ academic performance, give students 

more freedom and choice in the learning process, better understand their individual 

needs and circumstances, and ultimately increase the quality of their education and 

their employability success.   

d. Key factors for success: ASU’s innovative environment and education vision, the 

dedication of the institutional team in charge of the development and implementation of 

the e-Advisor. 

e. Implementation Challenges: Low awareness of potential students of academic life 

and requirements, low retention and graduation rates, technical complexity of the 

system.   

f. Main changes: The e-Advisor has introduced a triple range of changes: to students in 

improving the capacity to choose a major, stay on track and identify solutions in case of 

going off track, to academic advisors in better understanding students’ profile, needs 

and engagement, and to the university, in the more effective management of 

enrolments, saving money while improving student success.  

g. Results: Increase of student retention and graduation rate, and important cost savings 

to the university. An 8% improvement in the student retention rate, from 76% to 84% 

since its start in 2008-9. Approx. 720 additional students a year advance from 

freshman to sophomore year. Each percentage point increase in the retention rate 

generates approx. $1.7 million in recurring increased revenues for ASU, while greatly 

increasing the likelihood that those retained students will graduate. The four-year 

graduation rate increased from 32% for the fall 2005 cohort (before the e-Advisor) to 

42% for the most recent cohort (fall 2008). Important cost savings for the university 
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also arise from lower instruction costs due to enhanced retention and graduation rates 

(approx. $6.5-$6.9 million in instruction costs, more than $1 million saved due to the 

math adaptive learning courses, approx. $9 million in gross tuition revenue gains). 

Part A: Setting the scene: introduction, challenges and contexts 

A1: Introduction / definition of the innovation initiative 

Overall objectives of the initiative and future plans  

The e-Advisor is ASU’s electronic advising and degree tracking system. It uses modern 

technology and data analytics to help students find majors that best fit their interests and thus 

ensure they have the highest likelihood of graduating. The comprehensive e-Advisor system 

implemented at ASU builds on a prototype developed at the University of Florida in 1996 by 

Prof. Elizabeth Phillips, then Provost at the University of Florida, now Executive Vice-President 

and Provost at ASU.  

The key objectives of the initiative are to increase the student retention and graduation rate 

and provide quality education at affordable costs to an ever increasing number of students.  

The e-Advisor has introduced a triple range of changes: 

a. To students: Help in the choice of a major, in staying on track and in identifying 

solutions in case of going off track. ASU currently provides about 290 majors and most 

programmes admit majors in the junior year. Choosing a major where the student has 

the highest chances to succeed could be a daunting task. Prior to the introduction of the 

e-Advisor, students used their freshman (1st year) and sophomore (2nd year) time 

either searching for a major or enrolled in a pre-major sequence (e.g. pre-business, 

pre-architecture) in which they acquired the credentials required for admission to the 

major of their choice. However, it was not until the end of the sophomore year that 

students knew if their grades were high enough to ensure admission to the major. In 

case of failure, they had to seek another major with possibly different requirements, re-

enter an exploratory mode or transfer to another institution. The e-Advisor facilitates 

the choice of a major, by providing a wide range of curricular alternatives, helping 

students understand degree requirements, keeping them on track for progressing 

toward a degree with every class they take and showing them if they start to go off 

track. If a student needs to change majors, the e-Advisor shows them how the courses 

taken will fulfill the new degree requirements (Phillips, 2013). The system also uses 

data mining techniques to analyse student success patterns and predict success in each 

major, matching the student performance with the anticipated success patterns. The 

success of the e-Advisor in keeping students on track to graduation is so important that 
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it has now been placed also in local community colleges, helping ease transfers to ASU 

and avoid any waste of credits already acquired by the students. 

b. To academic advisors: It makes academic advisors more informed, efficient and 

effective. Students who fail to get pass grades meet with an advisor and have a realistic 

and thoughtful conversation aimed to put them back on track, or change the major, if 

the student has failed twice. Advisors and students can quickly review many degree 

alternatives to identify those that meet the student goals with the least investment of 

time and money in additional requirements. Prior to the e-Advisor, this review was 

based on looking up for degree requirements in catalogues, paper scheduling sheets 

and review transcripts, all of which was very time-consuming and error-prone. The e-

Advisor eliminates this work and allows the advisor and the student to focus on criteria 

for success. The student information provided by the e-Advisor helps the academic 

advisors get a better understanding of students’ personal goals and needs, 

career/graduate school options, transfer or credits, time/stress management, campus 

life and involvement. ASU currently operates with 350 students per advisor on average. 

The e-Advisor also allows monitoring the work of the academic advisors and improving 

both the efficiency of the system and advisor consistency.  

c. To the university: It helps the university to manage enrolments effectively, saving 

money while improving student success. The e-Advisor provides complete information 

on every student’s major, courses completed and courses needed, so that it is possible 

to know in advance which courses are necessary in the next semester for all students, 

how many of the curses are critical, how many seats are needed in every critical course 

and how to ensure they are guaranteed, how many instructors are needed, etc., 

enabling students to progress. This increased precision in the allocation of university 

facilities, combined with increased quality of academic advising and monitoring of 

student performance has led to successful outcomes.  

Outcomes of the practice 

At the University of Florida, the e-Advisor resulted in a 20% increase in the graduation rate. At 

ASU, the system has started to be implemented in the academic year 2008-9 and it has 

already resulted in an 8% improvement in the student retention rate, from 76% to 84%. With 

a first-year class of approximately 9,000 students, this increase is translated into an additional 

720 students a year advancing from freshman to sophomore year, who otherwise might have 

dropped out (ASU News, 2011). Each percentage point increase in the retention rate generates 

approximately $1.7 million in recurring increased revenues for ASU, while greatly increasing 

the likelihood that those retained students will graduate (Phillips, 2013). The four-year 

graduation rate increased from 32% for the fall 2005 cohort (before the e-Advisor) to 42% for 
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the most recent cohort (fall 2008) (Philips, 2013). After the introduction of the e-Advisor, 

students are much more on track and the quality of the academic advising has improved, with 

the academic advisors having better knowledge about the reasons for students going off track.  

Funding of the initiative  

The funding for the e-Advisor comes both from public sources (the university) and private 

ones. The initial university investment of about $625,000 annually over the first four years of 

implementation has been complemented with private investment of $1 million from the Kresky 

Foundation for the development of the e-Advisor transfer partnership component (which allows 

the transfer to ASU of students from other higher education institutions, in particular the state 

community colleges), plus another private investment of $1 million for the development of the 

high school partnership component. Further funding comes also from the cost savings achieved 

thanks to the e-Advisor.  

Enhanced graduation rates lower the costs incurred for instruction. Due to the about 720 

additional students who graduated earlier in 2012 thanks to the e-Advisor and other 

innovations, the university saved $6.5-$6.9 million in instruction costs. Also, more than $1 

million annually in instructional costs was saved due specifically to the innovations in math 

adaptive learning courses. Gross tuition revenue gains due to increased retention since 

inception are estimated at approx. $9 million. In the absence of the e-advisor and the other 

innovations, greater costs would be incurred due to the need for additional advisors, if the 

same outcomes were to be achieved in terms of increased retention and graduation. To 

achieve the same results as those realised at the current average of 1 advisor per 350 

students, that ratio would need to be 1 advisor to 200 students and would cost the university 

about $3.7 million annually.27 

In addition to the savings achieved through the introduction of the e-Advisor, the university 

gained financial benefits from its online courses:  “It is ASU’s hope that ASU Online will 

become the first national comprehensive public university fully online. In order to fulfill this 

goal, they partnered with private sector businesses that helped provide the capital to rapidly 

scale the initiative. ASU Online began enrolling students in 2007-08 and just three 

years later about 3.1% of total tuition revenues for the entire university—or $22 

million—came from ASU Online. By FY20, ASU projects that approximately 9% of its 

tuition revenue—or $130 million—will be from ASU Online. In fact, even though ASU 

suffered from large state budget reductions that resulted in resident tuition increases, growth 

in non-residents, international and ASU Online students helped to moderate the increase. ASU 

provides a good example of how partnering with private businesses can help provide the 

                                                 
27 Interview with Sheila Ainlay, Executive Vice-Provost for Planning and Budget, May 10, 2013.
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capital to scale quickly and in return reap the rewards of revenue to insulate state residents 

from tuition increases during economic downturns” (Fishman, 2013). 

A2: Understanding of the context  

The context in which the practice is developed (institutional, technological) 

Institutional context 

The US rank in terms of college completion rate among adults aged 25-34 has fallen in recent 

years from 12th to 16th, according to an OECD report, the country lagging behind global 

leaders like South Korea, Canada and Japan (de Vise, 2011). These results came two years 

after President Obama’s 2009 pledge to regain the world lead by increasing American degree 

attainment to 60% by 2020, suggesting that much remains to be done to achieve this 

objective. Accelerated progress on several fronts is needed, including: increasing access to 

college, helping more students graduate, and improving the quality of the student learning 

experience, all in a context of scarce public resources. Moreover, new innovative, cost-effective 

approaches to teaching and learning will need to be adopted by universities, especially using 

information technology (Fishman, 2013).  

Universities that have embarked on this endeavour, also known as “Next Generation 

Universities” or “Next Gen U” (Selingo, 2013), are using technology to enrol, teach, and 

graduate more students, embrace a holistic online student experience by offering not only 

online courses (either hybrid or fully online) and credentials, but also student services like 

early warning systems, counselling and support, financial aid, and even library and research 

services. A key advantage of technology-enhanced education is the potential to lower costs, 

while serving an increasing number of students.  

ASU is one of these “Next Gen U”, which have been successful fully utilising technology to 

improve learning and manage costs (Fishman, 2013) and made its mark as “a hot-bed of data-

driven experiments” (Parry, 2012). In his inaugural address in 2002, ASU President Michael 

Crow stated the university’s commitment to the success of each unique student as one of his 

primary goals. This goal has been pursued steadfastly, through expanding university access 

and graduating more college graduates with higher capacity to fuel the state’s and the nation’s 

economic engine. President Crow organised a team dedicated to transforming ASU’s vision 

from “school-centred” to “student-centred” and “customized education,” led by Executive Vice 

President and Provost Elizabeth Phillips. The team focused on creating new programmes, 

personalised learning technologies, an online learning environment and innovative transfer 

partnerships to give ASU students an educational experience focused on developing their 
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talents and aptitudes and preparing them to graduate and enter the workforce or further their 

education (ASU Annual Report 2012)28 - see Table 1 below. 

Table 11: Educational innovation at ASU 

Tool  Description  

e-Advisor ASU is leveraging data and predictive analytics to map out 

courses for individual students’ degree programs, monitoring 

progress, enhancing student success and increasing retention. 

Adaptive 

learning 

By partnering with Knewton, ASU has introduced computer-aided 

instruction in entry-level math courses, helping professors adapt 

their presentations to the students’ learning needs, as indicated 

by their responses to questions and tasks. In 2012, 6,523 

students took Knewton-powered courses, with the pass rate 

jumping from 66 to 75%. The system is being expanded to six 

additional general education courses. 

ASU Online Almost 9,000 students are enrolled in one of 60 undergraduate or 

graduate programs available entirely online at ASU. ASU has 

implemented more than 40 cutting-edge learning technologies 

into its online programs. Enrollment grew by 287% in 2012. U.S. 

News & World Report ranks ASU No. 1 in online student services 

and technology. 

ASU SkySong ASU’s innovation center in Scottsdale helps grow the economy by 

launching and accelerating new companies and promoting use-

inspired research, in collaboration with local communities, state 

government and business partners. According to a recent study 

by the Greater Phoenix Economic Council, SkySong and its 

tenants generate an annual economic impact of $113.6 million. 

Source: ASU News (2013). 

Within the university structure of academic and non-academic departments, the “student-

centred” approach has been applied to reform the academic departments, and efforts are 

currently being made to extend the approach also to the non-academic departments29. ASU 

has earned a reputation as one of the nation’s most progressive institutions of higher 

education by making innovation part of its core mission (ASU News, 2013)  

An important determinant of ASU’s “student-centred” vision is the fact that the university is 

the country’s largest public university (74,000 students), and also Phoenix’s only public 

university, with a very diverse student body. As such, the university is accountable to the tax 

payer and strives to achieve the best results for the funding it receives. It is also committed to 

giving students wide access to education and high quality education resources, and ensuring 

their success in the workplace. Educating large masses of students, providing every student 

with quality education and producing more college degrees at more affordable costs is a major 

challenge, to which the university provided an innovative solution: the use of technology. 
                                                 
28

 http://annualreport.asu.edu/student-success.html 
29

 Interview with Elizabeth Philips, ASU Executive Vice President and Provost, May 8, 2013. 
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It is in this context that ASU decided to enter the market of online courses, while also keeping 

and developing their campus courses, thus having access to both online and campus markets. 

ASU Online – the university’s platform created in 2009 for delivering complete certificate and 

degree programmes online - currently offers a total of 56 undergraduate and graduate degrees 

with additional programmes under consideration (see all online programmes at 

http://asuonline.asu.edu/degree-programs). ASU Online serves approx. 7,000 students 

enrolled for online courses, while approx. 67,000 students are enrolled for campus courses30.  

Online courses are targeted at non-traditional students and those looking for flexible class 

schedules (e.g. students who already have several hours of transfer credit and are working 

toward their degree while maintaining a job or caring for a family).  Online courses are shorter 

than the traditional campus course of 15 weeks and five classes. The 15 weeks were split in 

two 7.5 weeks both for online and face-to-face classes, each with three courses, resulting thus 

in a total of six courses taken instead of five. The outcome is more education in less time and 

better learning results. Both online and campus courses benefit from excellent resources 

offered through the university’s portal for courses and student activities MyASU. The e-Advisor 

works equally for both online courses and campus courses. ASU students often combine face-

to-face, hybrid, and fully online courses to ensure the successful completion of their courses 

and graduation in four years. 

The demand for online and hybrid courses that combine both online content and instruction 

with in-person interaction and engagement with the professor and classmates is on the rise. 

Since fall 2011, the academic colleges have graduated 505 students through ASU Online-

managed programs with support from companies such as Pearson and Academic Partnerships. 

Future prospects include entering the international marketplace by targeting foreign national 

students interested in an American university with an alternative learning option. Another 

target is the military personnel who may be considering a college degree (ASU Annual Report 

2012). 

The university’s determination to enrol, teach and graduate more students also stems from a 

strong awareness of the social and economic impact of college graduates. For example, in 

Arizona, the average earning of those with a college degree is approximately $28,140, which is 

about 73% higher than the earning of those with only some college. A 1% increase in the 

proportion of the workforce with a degree in Arizona relative to the actual figure would lead to 

an additional 30,320 workers with a bachelor’s degree. Aggregate earning would be $853 

million higher, resulting in increased spending at Arizona merchants and increased tax 

collections by the Arizona government. The labour market impact of college graduates is also 

significant: college graduates have longer and more persistent attachment to the labour force 
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 Interview with Kent Hopkins, ASU Vice Provost for Enrolment Management, May 8, 2013. 
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and much lower unemployment rates, an effect that holds true even for those who do not 

complete college. College graduates enjoy higher incomes, and see their income grow as they 

age. College graduates also enjoy higher social-economic mobility. College is the surest way to 

escape low income status31. 

Technological context 

The e-Advisor includes a variety of tools aimed to provide information about students and their 

academic progress (see Fig. 1 and annex D3). All applications have been written in Java at 

ASU, for ASU. Some of the most important tools are briefly described below. Views of 

screenshots for each of the e-Advisor’s functions (Identify, Plan, Monitor, Feedback, Enforce) 

are available at https://eadvisor.asu.edu/whatiseadvisor/tracking 

  

                                                 
31

 Interview with Arthur Blakemore, ASU Senior Vice provost, May 8, 2013.  
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Figure 11: e-Advisor tools 

 

� Build a Major Map:  constructs an eight-semester view of curriculum majors; 

� Plan extensions: stores additional data and updates once a year; 

� Transfer Credit Guide: allows students to submit course work for transfer credit. It is a 

relatively new feature developed in the last eight months and is still growing; 

� uDirect (previously called Degree Completion Planner DCP): used for sequencing the 

curriculum and marking courses as “critical” and “necessary”; 

� The Dashboard: provides analytics about students’ track status and shows their 

progress at all times. It thus helps not only the students to stay on track, but also the 

academic advisors to check student progress and the academic administrators to check 

which faculty members are best at keeping students on track.  

Interesting technology insights are also provided by the ASU’s adaptive learning 

programme. This is based on the university’s partnership started in 2011 with Knewton, a 

for-profit company which developed an adaptive-learning platform for remedial math. The 

problem of math is important because student retention and graduation are highly dependent 

on success in a student’s first math class. For example, students who have earned below a “C” 
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in developmental math have a 49% retention rate and only a 20% six-year graduation rate. 

Students who earned a “C” or better have an 81% retention rate and a 50% six-year 

graduation rate (ASU Annual Report 2012).  

Several sections of remedial math at ASU were moved to this platform. Although it is online, 

students still meet together in a lab and work through the activities with an instructor present. 

Incoming ASU freshmen are now required to take an online math placement test to determine 

their levels of competency. Based on their scoring, they are then placed in a corresponding 

level class. Those in need of a little extra help are positioned in Enhanced Freshmen Math, a 

self-paced learning environment that provides each student with the personalised learning 

tools needed to succeed. The Knewton interface was developed to have the look and feel of a 

video game or app, making it a comfortable environment for students. Additionally, Knewton is 

personalised to students, working at their pace. If a student clearly understands a concept, 

shown by answering problems correctly, Knewton moves on to another concept for the student 

to master. This allows students to progress through the course at their own pace, allowing 

them to finish the class and enter credit-bearing work even before the semester is over. Data 

have shown that the portion of students withdrawing from math courses fell from 13% to 6%, 

and pass rates rose from 66% to 75% (ASU Annual Report 2012). 

The most important pedagogical features of the math programme are centred on the fact that 

course success is based on mastery of the subject matter rather than percentage grade points 

in self-paced format32: 

� To receive a C grade, students must master 100% of all skills at a certain proficiency 

level; 

� It is no longer possible to pass the course with holes in one’s knowledge (“the Swiss 

cheese approach”); 

� At all times, both the student and the instructor know exactly what the student has 

mastered; 

� Students can accelerate their progress through the material; 

� Both an individualised and an interactive learning environment is stressed; 

� Applications are stressed to improve critical thinking. 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
32

 Interview with Arthur Blakemore, ASU Senior Vice Provost and Philip Regier, Executive Vice Provost and Dean, May 9, 2013. 
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A3: Challenges and identification of the specific drivers behind the innovation 

initiative 

The challenges that the initiative aims to address 

The initiative addresses the changing supply of and demand for higher education. Supply-side 

developments enable the provision of new services and improvements to existing ones. The 

opportunities provided by new learning technologies and related developments are a good 

example,  as well as the changing demands and expectations from a new generation of 

students, already equipped and experienced in the use of social media with lifestyles shaped 

accordingly. A further set of challenges arises from the combination of new expectations and 

opportunities with the traditional structures and cultures of higher education institutions, which 

may be broadly summarised as the challenge of managing institutional change. Not least of 

these is the quality of creative freedom for both staff and students to create and apply 

knowledge which will enable them to be innovators in all life situations thereafter. 

On the demand side, challenges arise from the changes and developments in the expectations 

placed upon higher education’s users and consumers  by other groups and stakeholders in the 

societies of which they are a part. These include for instance changing needs of employers 

regarding the numbers and kinds of graduates, or changing needs in the development of 

workforces, with growing demands for lifelong learning and work-based learning. Other 

changes can refer to the needs and expectations of students and the increasing diversity of 

these needs, e.g. students’ financial circumstances, the needs of many to combine paid work 

or domestic duties with their higher education studies, anxieties about employment 

opportunities after graduation, for some a desire to travel and for others a desire to remain at 

home, as well as changing preferences in terms of subjects of study, study methods and the 

extent of engagement with the non-academic features of university life (Eurostudent 2012). 

More generally, these changes regard growing demands for knowledge transfer in a variety of 

forms, and require new partnerships between higher education and other organisations, often 

embracing innovative combinations of knowledge production, knowledge transmission and 

knowledge transfer.   

It becomes clear from the definition of these two types of challenges that the e-Advisor meets 

both of them, due to its high potential to increase retention and graduation rates, improve the 

learning process and the students’ academic performance, give students more freedom and 

choice in the learning process, better understand their individual needs and circumstances, and 

ultimately increase the quality of their education and their employability success.   
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The immediate cause for developing the initiative 

The immediate cause for developing the e-Advisor is the ASU’s drive, as one of the “Next Gen 

Us” to use technology to enrol, teach, and graduate more students, to provide better education 

delivery, content and student support services, and offer students a high quality teaching and 

learning experience. At the ASU, these objectives have been embedded in the university’s shift 

from a “school-centred” to a “student-centred” vision of higher education, under President 

Michael Crow’s leadership.  

Part B: The higher education innovation system: functions, components and 

relationships 

B1: Analysis of the functions 

The function to which the innovation is related  

The e-Advisor addresses specifically the education function of the ASU’s higher education 

system, and in particular such sub-functions as teaching and learning, curriculum 

development, assessment and student mobility. 

� Teaching and learning: the e-Advisor intervenes in several stages of the student’s 

academic life. For example, in the choice of a major, the system allows students to 

search for a major via an application called “Degree Search”, which is student friendly 

and allows keyword queries. For example, a student may enter “interested in people” 

and all majors relevant to this interest appear on screen, along with their requirements. 

Students can thus explore the requirements of different majors of their interest 

whenever and wherever they want, without needing to involve an academic advisor 

until they have narrowed their search. Another case is the choice of courses that a 

student can take in order to graduate in a major, as the e-Advisor is always up to date 

and can accurately match the courses to the requirements of the student. Yet another 

case is when the student fails to meet the course requirements. In this case, the 

system generates an alert to both the student and the advisor, and provides indication 

on optimal choices for the student to get back on track. A built-in feature of the system 

is that a student who is off track twice will need to change the major, but the academic 

advisor can allow the student to continue in their major if there is a good reason for 

their being off track (e.g. financial trouble, death in the family, personal issues, etc.) 

(Phillips, 2013).   

� Curriculum development:  the system has complete information on the courses that 

are highest and lowest in demand, and so the academic administration can reinforce or 

diversify those that are most successful and ‘clean out’ those that are not very popular, 

by asking the academic departments to review their teaching programme.   
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� Student mobility: the e-Advisor supports student mobility through a component that 

was recently developed with the support of a $1 million grant from the Kresky 

Foundation, i.e. the partnerships with community colleges inside and outside the 

Arizona state. Two of ASU’s signature community college collaborations are the 

Maricopa to ASU Pathways Programme (MAPP) and the Transfer Admission 

Guarantee (TAG) programme. The MAPP and TAG programmes provide a clear path 

for community college students to earn a degree at ASU, requiring them to obtain their 

Arizona General Education Curriculum (AGEC) and the appropriate associate degree 

before transferring. The MAPP and TAG programs are available at all public community 

colleges in the state (ASU Annual Report 2012).  

Impact of the innovation on other functions 

There is no evidence of the e-Advisor’s impact on other functions of ASU’s higher education 

system, such as research and “third mission”. 

B2: Analysis of the components 

Identification and description of actors involved 

The e-Advisor is part of a broader set of innovative initiatives implemented at ASU under the 

leadership of President Michael Crow, involving a dynamic institutional team, comprising a 

senior management team, academic advisors and faculty members.  

Beyond the university actors, there is also a broad community of external stakeholders, 

including firms (e.g. the non-profit firm Knewton that developed the adaptive learning 

programmes), foundations (Kresky Foundation, Lumina Foundation, etc.), state community 

colleges and their students who come to ASU to take a degree (as shown above, approx. 

13,000 students from the state of Arizona have come to ASU for a degree since fall 2009). 

Implementation of the initiative 

See details in the previous sections. 

Table 12: Actors/stakeholders, level of operation, roles and responsibilities and 

activities 

Actor/stakeholder 

components 

Level 

(macro, 

meso, 

micro) 

Role/responsibility Activity 

Internal 

stakeholders:  

� ASU institutional 

team: President, 

Executive Vice 

Micro and 

meso 

� Institutional leaders;  

� Curriculum 

development; 

� Development of the 

e- Advisor, ASU 

� University 
policy-making 

and 

administration;  

� Planning and 
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President and 

Provost, Senior 

Vice Provosts and 

Vice Provosts, 

directors of 

various university 

offices, etc.  

� ASU faculty and 

administrative 

staff; 

� Academic 

advisors; 

� ASU students, 

� Students’ parents 

Online and adaptive 

learning; 

� Mobilising resources; 

� Teaching;  

� Academic advising; 

� Learning; 

� Building partnerships 

with community 

colleges and other 

external actors 

allocation of 

university 

resources; 

� Identification of 
partner 

institutions; 

� Transfer of 
students’ 

records for the 

partnerships 

with 

community 

colleges; 

� Negotiation/ 
MoUs 

External 

stakeholders:  

� AZ state 

authorities;  

� Community 

colleges; 

� Foundations (e.g. 

Kresky, Lumina);   

� Business firms 

(e.g. Knewton); 

� Transfer students 

from the 

community 

colleges 

Meso  � Partnership building;  
 

� Financial 
investment; 

� Provision of 
technology and 

services; 

� Student 
recruitment 

 

 

B3: Analysis of the relationships 

The nature of the relationship 

The e-Advisor has influenced both the financial and non-financial dimensions of the 

relationships between the different actors involved in the design and application of this 

initiative. From a financial standpoint, the use of the e-Advisor has allowed significant cost 

savings for the university and better allocation of existing financial resources. From a non-

financial standpoint, one can note the good collaboration and communication within the 

university institutional team, the dynamic progress made in partnerships with the community 

colleges, the successful attraction to ASU of students from all over the state, etc.  

Changes in existing relationships 

Collaboration and networking in the ASU higher education system are particularly intensified 

by the use of the e-Advisor.  
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Impact of the relationships on the innovative practice 

Table 13: Relationships between actors 

Actor 1 Actor 2 Relationship  What changed?  

Students Academic 

advisors 

Academic 

advising  

The e-advisor facilitated the interaction 

between the student and the academic 

advisor in terms of the choice of a 

major, tracking student progress and 

finding solutions for the student in case 

of going off track. 

Students  University 

administration 

Allocation of 

university 

facilities and 

instructors 

The e-Advisor facilitated the allocation 

of university facilities and instructors 

(e.g. number of seats and instructors 

for critical courses, cleaning of courses 

that are low in demand, etc.) 

ASU  15 

Community 

colleges in AZ 

Partnerships 

for the 

transfer of 

students to 

ASU 

The e-Advisor transfer of students 

facilitated the transfer of student 

records from the community college to 

ASU. Any change in the student profile 

is immediately visible in the system. 

B4: Cross-elements analysis  

Mapping the system and stakeholders 

The major stakeholders of the ASU higher education system and their interactions in the 

implementation of the e-Advisor are illustrated in Fig. 2 below. 

Figure 12: Stakeholders and interactions in the implementation of the e-Advisor 
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Conclusions related to the innovation system map 

The implementation of the e-Advisor is based on a mix of top-down and bottom-up approaches 

in the ASU. Both vertical and horizontal authority lines are at work within the ASU, and a 

horizontal cooperation between ASU and various external partners. The benefits of this 

interaction are spread over all the stakeholders, in particular the students, in line with ASU’s 

“student-centred” vision of higher education.  

Part C: Outcomes, assessment and conclusions 

C1: Conclusions: Assessment of outcomes in terms of expected and unexpected 

consequences 

Barriers and bottlenecks 

The technical complexity of the online system, the need for permanent updates of the system 

with the related databases (e.g. national employment and salary statistics), low awareness of 

potential students of the requirements of academic life, choice of a major, etc. 

Influence of the context on the success of the initiative 

The innovative environment and vision of ASU and the dedication of the institutional team 

have been two major success factors of the e-Advisor. 

Outcomes and results 

The main measurable outcomes and evaluation results of the e-advisor are the increases in the 

student retention and graduation rates, in the ASU enrolment numbers (including students 

transferred from the community colleges, etc.) and in the cost savings achieved by the 

university.  

Transferability 

The initiative is suitable for transferability, particularly to other universities that grant degrees 

based on the major/minor principle. This principle is less frequent in Europe. However, other 

features of the e-Advisor can be a useful instrument to apply/adapt to the student advising 

and monitoring systems, especially with regard to the academic advising process and the 

allocation of university facilities and instructors. 

Part D: Annexes 
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The development of Learning Analytics at the University of Derby 
(UK), University of Amsterdam (the Netherlands) and Purdue 
University (US) 

 

Author: Mr Simon Broek 

Overview: 

a. Driver: The creation and implementation of Learning Analytics (LA) has been driven by 

the changing supply of and demand for higher education. This includes the use of 

technology to improve students’ performance and students’ experience targeting 

specific aspects such as engaging students with learning/university life; increasing the 

efficiency of teaching and reducing drop outs; providing assistance to students in 

becoming self-directed learners; and tackling retention and longer graduation periods; 

the initiative also finds a driver in the changes in higher education funding, with the 

massification of higher education posing crucial challenges for the financial 

sustainability of the sector and prompting institutions to use technology to provide old 

services in new, more cost-effective ways. 

b. Strategy: LA is a sub-strategy of academic analytics (data analysis to help educational 

institutions monitor their progress with regard to key institutional objectives, such as 

student retention, faculty productivity, and the impact of outreach and engagement), 

and differs from academic analytics as LA’s focus is not so much on the institutional 

goals, but on the student. It uses data to inform students about their own progress, 

taking a student-centred approach in times of massification. 

c. Outcome: The outcome has been the implementation of learning analytics and 

actionable intelligence. 

d. Key factors for success: There are no particular factors for success, however, it 

appears the institute using LA should know exactly how the LA system works: hence 

there is a preference for developing the system oneself instead of obtaining a turnkey 

solution; 

e. Implementation Challenges: to converge (migrate) ‘data silos’ from different 

university departments (student affairs, departments, online learning environments); to 

identify which data are needed to provide a risk profile of a student; coordination and 

involvement of different actors from different sectors; technology-oriented and 

innovation-friendly users (teaching staff and students); privacy; 

f. Main changes: Academic staff use the technology to improve their course and to 

improve the tracking of student performance early on to identify those at risk. 

g. Results: In general, increased understanding of student learning behaviour. More 

specifically, students who attended at least one Signal Course (Purdue University (US)) 

are retained at rates significantly higher than their peers who had no Course Signals 
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courses; students report positively on Course Signals (89%); they would like to use CS 

in every course (58%). 

Part A: Setting the scene: introduction, challenges and contexts 

A1: Introduction / definition of the innovation initiative 

Overall objectives of the initiative and future plans  

LA is a tool that uses data analysis to inform decisions in the education sector (including but 

not limited to higher education). The main principle of LA is ‘to leverage student-related data 

to build better pedagogies, target at-risk student populations, and to assess whether programs 

designed to improve retention have been effective […]’33. Academics and educators mostly 

benefit from it by understanding better how students interact and relate to coursework, while 

students can access specific data tailored to their needs. LA has been implemented in several 

institutions across the continents from Europe, to US and Asia. The concrete examples which 

are focused on are: 

� Purdue University (US) has implemented Course Signals to increase student success 

in the classroom. Purdue University's Course Signals application detects early warning 

signs and provides intervention to students who may not be performing to the best of 

their abilities before they reach a critical point. Course Signals is easy to use, it 

provides real-time, frequent and ongoing feedback. Furthermore, interventions start 

early - as early as the second week of class. 

� The University of Derby (UK) explored the strategies to improve the student 

enhancement processes by addressing key questions such as: 1) What is actually 

happening to students, how can we find out? 2) What are the touch points between 

students and the institution? 3) What are the institutional “digital footprints” of the 

students? 4) What really matters to students? 

� Initiatives in the field of LA have also started up in the Netherlands.34 The case will 

study the most advanced university: University of Amsterdam (UvA).  

Purdue University Signals 

Course Signals (CS) is a student-success system that allows faculty to provide meaningful 

feedback to students based on predictive models. The premise behind CS is fairly simple: to 

utilise the wealth of data available at an educational institution, including the data collected by 

instructional tools, to determine in real time which students might be at risk, partially indicated 

by their effort within a course. Through analytics, large data sets are mined and statistical 

                                                 
33

 NMC (2013), NMC Horizon Project Preview 2013 K-12 Edition, p. 2. 
34

 In 2012, for example, Dutch higher education institutions experimented with learning analytics within seven pilot projects subsidised 

by SURF, a network which unites Dutch higher education institutions to improve the quality of higher education and research via 

innovative collaborative projects. 
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techniques are applied to predict which students might be falling behind. The goal is to 

produce “actionable intelligence” —in this case, guiding students to appropriate help resources 

and explaining how to use them.35 

At Purdue University a group tried to build a simple early warning system, by making use of 

three sets of indicators: 

1. Demographic indicators related to a risk profile 

2. Performance data (standardised test scores) 

3. Interaction data in the virtual learning environment (VLE) 

A predictive student success algorithm (SSA), run on demand by instructors, determines a risk 

profile of the individual students and reports this profile in the form of a traffic light (red, 

yellow, green), together with tailored messages to stimulate the students to take further 

action. The development of the algorithm was true ground-work, finding out which indicators 

have the most explanatory power. It took two-three years to develop the first automated 

system (launched in 2007).36 

Future steps include further research in how messages to students are phrased.37 It appeared 

that the tone of the messages to students on how they progress is essential in reaching them 

and activating them. Also, the Course Signals should be used in more courses. 

Derby University38 

Being relatively successful with widening participation initiatives, Derby has a very diverse 

student body with fewer than 50% of students coming straight from school. The student 

population contains an above average number of students who are ‘first in family’, those 

carrying caring responsibilities (hence the university attracts a lot of locally-based applicants), 

students who declare a disability, many of whom have support plans in place and also a 

significant number of mature students, who may be returning to learning after many years 

outside of the education sector. Factors such as these are known to predispose students to be 

more likely to have a depressed student performance and retention rate (Bowl 2003). 

Indicators of engagement can help staff recognise where students from non-traditional 

backgrounds are falling away from their studies, failing to settle into their life at university or 

not achieving their full potential. 

                                                 
35

 Arnold, K. E. 2010. Signals: Applying academic analytics. EDUCAUSE Quarterly, 33, 1. www.educause.edu/library/EQM10110  
36

 Videos explaining the Course Signals system concern: John Campbell presentation during ‘De onderwijsdagen 2012’: 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=L3NZBiAnsMs&list=PLweI1L5Gi6O8zz2Dr7mugsOst_7qoAFv_&index=11 ; Introduction to Course 

Signals: http://www.itap.purdue.edu/learning/tools/signals/faq/index.html  
37

 The messages should be action-oriented, relate to the specific situation the student is in and should differ over time (non-

standardised messaging). 
38

 Mutton, Jean, Hibbert, Jake, (2012), Engagement Analytics – scoping early indicators for spotting students ‘at risk’. 
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Service design and enhancement techniques are applied to three aspects of the student 

lifecycle: 1) induction, 2) learning and teaching and pastoral care in order to improve 

retention, 3) progression and completion through identification of early indicators of students 

‘at risk’. Aspects of the student journey were mapped using service blueprinting, and student 

personas and storyboarding were employed to better understand how and when timely 

interactions and interventions could support and re-engage students. 

The project has increased understanding of operational processes as well as scoping out the 

data requirements for a ‘dashboard’ of indicators which will shed light on (the lack of) student 

engagement. This is in relation to both students’ academic studies and to their wider 

connection with university life. At the outset the project anticipated that it would be scoping 

out the requirements for one data dashboard which would be of use to staff in a pastoral role, 

e.g. personal tutors. As the project progressed, it became apparent that there would be an 

appetite for a student-facing product also. It also became increasingly clear that different 

types of staff would require different sets of information and the shape of the product began to 

form. Ideally the data dashboard would be customisable and would offer the opportunity for 

staff to have meaningful conversations with students which would add value to the 

tutor/student relationship. 

This approach has been called ‘engagement analytics’ as the team looked to go beyond the 

‘hard data’ capture of ‘LA’ already in use around the sector (this may include footfall in the 

library, access to the VLE, attendance monitoring, etc). In viewing the student experience 

going beyond the classroom, the team worked with a range of stakeholders to take account of 

engagement indicators relating to a student’s sense of ‘habitus’ or belonging, which can play 

just as important a part in their overall felt student experience, such as being a student 

representative, volunteering, transfers between modules or subjects of study, time out, 

resilience and preparedness for study, etc.  

Through this work, the project has informed wider policy discussions regarding student 

perceptions of engagement, value added, non-continuation, non-completion, achievement, 

efficiency, business intelligence, the data journey and quality standards. The outcomes of the 

SETL project will be of value to members of the wider higher education community who are 

designing and enhancing services to students; seeking to engage students as co-designers of 

their own experience, and seeking to develop effective approaches to identify and support 

students at risk of withdrawal, non-completion or not progressing at the pace intended at 

enrolment. 

The future work concerns: 

a. studying what data is most relevant to facilitate the tutor-student interaction, to 

drive tutorial dialogue with the students  
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b. developing the ICT system including the data on student interaction, developing a 

dashboard to present and visualise the student journey data (patterns of 

engagement)  

University of Amsterdam39  

The Dutch University of Amsterdam (UvA) and the Free University of Amsterdam (VU) received 

a fund from SURF to conduct a pilot study on user requirements for LA. It looked into ways to 

use data to make visualisations to inform teachers on 1) the use of e-learning material by 

students; 2) the order in which the learning material is used; and 3) whether there is a 

relationship between the number of materials used and the study results. In addition, the 

project investigated the opinion of students on LA, the way they would like to receive feedback 

on their learning behaviour, and finally their stand-point on privacy issues. 

Future plans concern further exploration of the use of LA. A second research grant will be 

assigned for the development of a student dashboard which relates the students’ own 

performance to the performance of other students. 

In a way, the use of data to inform the dialogue between teacher and student on a student’s 

progress is not new; however, due to the larger number of students, there is no time for these 

types of one-to-one interactions. With the use of online learning management platforms, more 

and more data are available that can be used for the purpose of tracking student progress. The 

technology in that sense is an ‘enabler of change’. The change, the innovation itself is how 

academic staff use the technology to improve their course and to improve the tracking of 

student performance early on to identify those at risk. 

There are differences in the approaches studied. Where the Purdue Course Signals system has 

a more academic analytics outlook, focusing on a course level, the Derby SETL (Student 

Experience Traffic Lighting) project had a much broader perspective as it focused on the whole 

student journey through university life. They found out that other softer, subjective indicators 

are good predictors of whether a student is engaged in university life. The students that are 

considered ‘loners’ have a much higher risk of dropping out than the students that are active in 

university life. The system would, in that sense, be more innovative as it not only replaces 

something existing, but adds a pastoral function to the student administration services. This is 

especially important for Derby University, which is particularly strong on the widening 

participation agenda, opening up university to students from disadvantaged backgrounds. 

                                                 
39

 The developments at UvA should be seen in a broader movement in the Netherlands focusing on LA. SURF has established a Special 

Interest Group (SIG) and funded a number of initiatives in different universities to experiment with learning analytics. During the recent 

Learning Analytics Summer Institute 2013 (LASI 13: http://lasiamsterdam.wordpress.com/) 40 participants from different disciplines 

were present. It was emphasised that LA should be seen in close relation to Instructional Design 

(http://lasiamsterdam.wordpress.com/resources/instructional-design/), meaning that Learning Analytics practices should commence 

with clear ideas about the instructional practice and course design. 
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There are many students who have a higher risk profile as they are for instance the first in the 

family to enter university. 

Outcomes of the practice 

Only concerning Course Signals concrete results can be reported in terms of student retention. 

Both the Derby and Amsterdam initiatives are not yet in an implementation phase. However, 

the following lessons have been learnt in all cases: 

� The technique is an ‘enabler of chance’ not the innovation itself. The true change is the 

institutional attitude towards instructional design, putting the student at the centre of 

the education process. 

� Students in their first year need particular assistance in becoming self-directed 

learners.  

� Existing data sets are not fit for purpose and hence need work to make them fit LA 

systems. 

� Both students and academic staff are generally supportive towards LA. Both in 

Amsterdam and Derby, more resistance was expected to using student data. Students 

see the benefit of having an overview (visualisation) of their study activities and this 

overview can encourage them to invest more in their studies. 

At Purdue the results are much more tangible in terms of student success. One performance 

measure of student success is the final course grade. Research indicates that courses that 

implement CS realise a strong increase in satisfactory grades, and a decrease in unsatisfactory 

grades and withdrawals. Individual courses see variable success with: an increase in As and Bs 

ranging from 2.23 to 13.84 percentage points; a decrease in Cs ranging from 1.84 to 9.38 

percentage points; and a decrease in Ds and Fs ranging from 0.59 to 9.40 percentage points.40 

Combining the results of all courses using CS in a given semester, there is a 10.37 percentage 

point increase in As and Bs awarded between CS users and previous semesters of the same 

courses not using CS. Along the same lines, there is a 6.41 percentage point decrease in Ds, 

Fs, and withdrawals awarded to CS users as compared to previous semesters of the same 

courses not using CS. 

According to the analysis conducted by Arnold and Pistilli41, students who began at Purdue in 

fall 2007, 2008, or 2009 and participated in at least one CS course are retained at rates 

significantly higher than their peers who had no CS classes but who started at Purdue during 

                                                 
40

 NB: Academic grading in the United States most commonly takes on the form of five letter grades. Traditionally, the grades are A, B, 

C, D, and F—A being the highest and F, denoting failure, the lowest. 
41

 Arnold, Kimberly E., Pistilli, Matthew D. (2012) Course Signals at Purdue: Using Learning Analytics to Increase Student Success: 

LAK’12, 29 April – 2 May 2012. In this article more results are presented on Course Signals. 
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the same semester. Further, students who have two or more courses with CS are consistently 

retained at rates higher than those who had only one or no courses with Signals. 

The CS works particularly well to raise the performance of lower-performing students: in non 

CS courses around 15-17% of students dropped out, in CS courses only 5%. In addition, 

higher grades are acquired. Grades raise from Ds to Cs and Cs to Bs. There are not more A 

grades. The reason for this last point is that CS particularly helps students to become self-

directed learners. In order to obtain A or B grades, one already needs to be highly self-

directed. Therefore, the additional support students receive from the CS systems does not 

further assist them in this.  

The CS has been running from 2007 and has gathered feedback from 1,500 students 

participating in CS courses. According to the analysis of Arnold and Pistilli, “students report 

positive experiences with CS overall (89% of respondents stated CS provided a positive 

experience and 58% said they would like to use CS in every course). Most students perceive 

the computer-generated emails and warnings as personal communication between themselves 

and their instructor. The emails seem to minimise their feelings of “being just a number,” 

which is particularly common among first-semester students. Students also find the visual 

indicator of the traffic signal, combined with instructor communication, to be informative (they 

learn where to go to get help) and motivating (74% said their motivation was positively 

affected by CS) in changing their behaviour.”42 

                                                 
42

 Arnold, Kimberly E., Pistilli, Matthew D. (2012) Course Signals at Purdue: Using Learning Analytics to Increase Student Success: 

LAK’12, 29 April – 2 May 2012. In this article more results are presented on Course Signals. 
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Table 14: Retention Rate for the 2007, 2008, 2009 Entering Cohort 

Number of CS 

Courses 

2007 Entering Cohort 2008 Entering Cohort 2009 Entering Cohort 

Cohort 

Size 

Year of Retention Cohort 

Size 

Year of Retention Cohort 

Size 

Year of Retention 

1 Year 2 Year 3 Year 4 Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 Year 1 Year 2 Year 

No CS 5.134 83.44% 73.14% 70.47% 69.40% 4.221 81.69% 75.08% 73.21% 3.164 87.67% 81.89% 

At least 1 1.518 96.71% 94.73% 90.65% 87.42% 2.690 96.25% 89.55% 85.17% 2.962 90.34% 83.22% 

1 instance 1.311 96.57% 94.13% 89.70% 86.50% 2.125 95.62% 88.00% 83.58% 2.296 87.72% 80.87% 

2 or more 207 97.58% 98.55% 96.62% 93.24% 565 98.58% 95.40% 91.15% 666 99.40% 91.44% 
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A2: Understanding of the context 

The context in which the practice is developed (institutional, geopolitical, regulatory) 

The use of student data to improve education performance is not a new phenomenon. The 

term ‘academic analytics’ refers to the analysis of data to help educational institutions monitor 

their progress with regard to key institutional objectives, such as student retention, faculty 

productivity, and the impact of outreach and engagement.43 Many HE institutions world-wide 

make use of analytics for this purpose. LA differs from this concept of academic analytics as 

the focus is not so much on the institutional goals, but on the student; LA uses data to inform 

students about their own progress: LA is therefore essentially a feedback loop. 

When assessing in which context the use of LA emerges, there is not a single set of factors 

that can be identified as being preconditions. Even more, its emergence depends more on 

individuals and personal interests than institutional or regulatory policies. Of course, an 

essential precondition to develop a LA system is the use of online learning platforms such as 

Blackboard and Moodle. A close investigation is however needed to distil what kind of data can 

be obtained from these platforms and what data is needed for providing valuable feedback. 

Also, the innovation is more related to detailed ground-work and continuous experimentation 

(trial-and-error) than top-down implementation of an innovative practice. Examples are 

provided below from the three institutions studied. 

At Purdue University, developments started very low profile by a small group around John 

Campbell, an IT-interested academic. The work continued in the ITaP group (Information 

Technology at Purdue). In Derby, the LA work is the result of a service design approach in 

which the key question is what really matters to stakeholders (i.e. students). Therefore, the 

project had no preconception about what the final product would be and called for the broad 

involvement of students in the development phase (what they would need in order to improve 

their engagement with studying at Derby University).  

In Amsterdam, experimenting with data and developing useful visualisations for teachers and 

students resulted in the finding that data from the learning management system was 

incomplete and not rich enough to build meaningful visualisations. For instance, it appeared 

that the system only records that a student opens a learning source the first time, hence 

tracking what students do after opening it the first time is not possible. In addition, from the 

analysis it appeared that the amount of time students spend on an online platform is not a 

good indicator to determine engagement (students that are on a platform longer tend to be 

inactive). The experimentation took place in the more STEM (science, technology, engineering 

and math) related subjects; also, the staff working on the LA systems are related to the 

Faculty of Science (Faculteit der Natuurwetenschappen, Wiskunde en Informatica). 

                                                 
43

 See: http://www.educause.edu/library/academic-analytics  
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In Amsterdam and Derby, subsidy programmes (respectively from SURF and JISC44) were used 

to start the LA projects. Although these subsidies are rather modest, they created interest and 

momentum within the institution. A common key factor is that people from different disciplines 

are involved early on: IT specialists, faculty staff, administrators and decision makers. The 

institutional context of the organisations should enable these different stakeholders to 

cooperate. Even more, LA questions the existing organisational institutional structures as new 

and powerful alliances are made within the institution, crossing existing lines of hierarchy. 

A necessary condition for the development of LA systems is the existence of ‘early adopters’ 

among the faculty: teachers that are willing to experiment with new ways of improving their 

course (increasing use of learning material, didactics, monitoring and evaluation). This is the 

case in both the Amsterdam case and the Purdue case. Finally, the students’ perspective 

should be kept central in the project implementation: as LA concern their data, these should 

be primarily used for their benefit, i.e. to give them information about their progress in the 

course, or engagement with university life.  

A3: Challenges and identification of the specific drivers behind the innovation 

initiative 

The challenges that the initiative aims to address 

The challenges LA systems aim to address are related to the massification of higher education 

and the related budgetary constraints. Massification causes academic staff to be less able to 

maintain close relationships with the student population and hence students lack insight in 

their progression in the course and engagement with the study and institute. Through the use 

of LA systems, institutes can develop a more learner-centred approach, which has been 

gradually decreased in times of massification. In addition, increasing the quality of provision 

(rethinking the instructional design of the course/programme) is an important challenge 

related to the use of LA. 

Challenges posed by the massification of higher education and the consequent challenges in 

funding are closely inter-related in this initiative with changes in the supply of and demand for 

higher education, as the objectives of LA listed below show. 

There are many different objectives attached to the use and development of LA systems, 

depending on the role the stakeholder has in the institution. The following objectives are 

mentioned in the three cases studied: 

� Improving the monitoring of student progress, improving engagement of students with 

the learning / university life: expressed by administrators, teachers. 

                                                 
44

 http://www.jisc.ac.uk/  



 

 

 

102 | J a n u a r y  2 0 1 4  

 

� Improving the quality of the course (seeing where students face difficulties): expressed 

by teachers. 

� Increasing efficiency of teaching, reduce drop out: expressed by decision makers. 

� Building stronger relationships between institutional data silos: expressed by IT staff. 

� Generally, the objectives point in the same direction (i.e. improving knowledge about 

students’ progression and engagement) and reinforce each other. 

In relation to the Purdue initiative the challenges are expressed as follows: “Facing challenges 

of under prepared students, budget crises, decreasing retention and longer graduation periods, 

higher education is working to provide solutions to these challenges while at the same time 

balancing the demands of providing exceptional student service to foster student success. In 

an attempt to ease these mounting pressures, Course Signals was developed to help identify 

students potentially at risk of not reaching their full potential in a course. Once identified, 

instructors have the ability to deliver meaningful interventions suggesting behaviours students 

may wish to change in order to improve their chances of success.”45  

LA is primarily intended to respond to drop out rates of courses and to provide early warnings 

for students underperforming. Hereby, it helps to remove inefficiencies in the system (in the 

long run). This provides the HE institution a competitive advantage in relation to other 

institutions. 

The immediate cause for developing the initiative 

The immediate case for developing the initiatives stems mostly from an individual, or a small 

group of individuals interested in using the huge amount of data to improve the quality of 

services the HE institution delivers. In addition, top-down subsidy programmes help LA 

initiatives to emerge in a broader group of institutions and provides the opportunity to learn 

from experiments in other organisations. The precondition to the emergence of LA systems is 

of course the broad use of online learning management platforms and the availability of 

internet for students. 

Part B: The higher education innovation system: functions, components and 

relationships 

In part 2, the case will be studied along the lines of the higher education innovation system: 

functions, components and relationships. 

 

 

                                                 
45

 See: Arnold et al, 2012 
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B1: Analysis of the functions 

The function to which the innovation is related 

The function LA systems are related to the actual delivery and student-teacher interaction. 

There is a complaint that students, especially when entering university, are not accustomed to 

self-directed learning, perpetuated by a lack of personal interaction between student and 

teacher which they were familiar with in secondary education. Teachers do not have the time 

to get to know each student, let alone provide personal feedback on their progress made. This 

lack of interaction can result in a lack of engagement with learning, and insecurity on when 

students should start learning for their exams. LA systems can help student to acquaint 

themselves with university life and become better self-directed learners. In addition, teachers 

can use the data to monitor student progress and track where they have difficulties grasping 

the material. 

In the more advanced systems (e.g. Purdue), the LA system is used to reflect on the course 

structure and quality. As expressed by a faculty member, professors tend to get a bit lazy 

when it comes to reflecting on the own course if they have been giving the course for years. 

The LA system provides systematic feedback on what can be improved and what is difficult for 

students to grasp. The LA can in that sense be seen as a lesson in pedagogy for academics: in 

many countries, university teachers have never been taught in pedagogy and didactics. 

Impact of the innovation on other functions 

The development of an LA system involves many sectors in the university: the IT department, 

teaching staff, policy makers, the student administration, the students themselves. Therefore, 

the LA system impacts on all these sectors: 

� IT: Online learning platforms need to be adjusted to provide the required data. Data 

stored in different ‘silos’ need to be migrated. 

� Teaching staff: using LA, impacts teaching, tutoring, course set-up and instructional 

design. 

� Policy makers: LA works across departments and often does not respect hierarchical 

lines of governance. Hence it stimulates different groups within the university to 

cooperate. The governance model of the university needs to facilitate this. 

� Student administration: Student administration needs to streamline information and 

make it (under strict conditions) available to the users of the LA systems. Hence they  

� need to develop protocols for this.  
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B2: Analysis of the components 

Identification and description of actors involved 

Despite differences, similar actors are involved in the three cases: academic staff, IT 

departments, student administration, students, decision makers/policy makers, and funding 

councils (Derby and Amsterdam). Beside this, the initiatives show similarities as they are 

mostly bottom-up approaches, initiated by a small group of believers and early adopters. In 

Derby, the initiative came from the group involved in previous projects where a service design 

approach was implemented, putting the needs and demands of the student in the centre of 

developing effective student administration systems. In Amsterdam the work started in the 

beta faculty, where students and academics work on data-mining, developing algorithms etc. 

In Purdue, the work on the Course Signals initiated with the work of John Campbell and some 

academic staff members willing to test the first versions of the tool. 

It should be mentioned, however, that different groups might have different intentions with the 

LA tool. This does not mean that these intentions run counter to each other. Increasing 

efficiency and effectiveness (decision makers) and raising quality of provision and tutoring 

(academic staff) can both be achieved with LA. 

Implementation of the initiative 

LA is an innovation that requires a long-term vision based on solid groundwork. To start, in 

each institute studied, there was a group of enthusiasts and early adopters that scoped out 

what data are needed for what purpose. In Amsterdam and Derby, the subsidy from the 

funding council (SURF and JISC) served as an encouragement. In all cases students were 

closely involved; not only as respondents of need-related questions, but also in the 

implementation of the projects (via internships). The table below provides an overview of the 

main actors involved in LA initiatives. A distinction is made with regard to the level at which 

these actors are active. Macro level is cross-university level; meso is cross faculty (university 

level) and micro level is related to individuals (or groups of individuals). In addition, the role 

and activity within the innovation is explained. 

Table 15: Actors/stakeholders, level of operation, roles and responsibilities and 

activities 

Actor 1 Level (macro, 

meso, micro) 

Role/responsibilit

y 

Activity 

Academic 

staff/tutoring 

Micro 

 

Responsible for the 

content of the tool 

Applying the LA tool in their 

courses, delivering content, 

tutoring  
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IT support Meso 

 

Responsible for the 

linking of silos, 

development of the 

technical aspects 

and algorithms 

Tool development, IT 

solutions 

Student 

administratio

n 

Meso Responsible for 

student data 

(background) 

Linking data to other 

systems 

(Faculty/ 

department) 

board/ 

decision 

makers 

Meso Responsible for the 

availability of 

funds/personnel 

Providing support for the 

experimentation 

Students Micro Using the tool, 

providing feedback 

on the tool 

Using the LA tool, being 

involved in the development: 

providing a student 

perspective 

Funding 

councils 

Macro Providing funds for 

experimentation at 

institute level 

Developing and managing 

funding schemes and 

conducting additional 

activities (e.g. conferences, 

peer learning activities) 

 

B3: Analysis of the relationships 

The nature of the relationship 

Experimentation and conducting the groundwork on LA systems requires the involvement of 

different groups within the institute. The initiative can be steered by different groups. For 

instance, in Purdue and Amsterdam the initiator was more related to the IT systems; in Derby, 

the project emerged from the student administration group. In general all groups (IT, 

academics, student administration, decision makers, and students) need to cooperate jointly in 

order to implement an LA system. 

Changes in existing relationships 

The development of LA systems does not change existing relationships, but it builds new 

relationships; for example, the creation of a relationship between academic staff and the IT 

departments, the IT departments and student administration. 

Due to the involvement of the funding councils in the Netherlands and the UK, there is 

interaction between universities on LA. However, it should be emphasised that developing LA 

systems is a competitive advantage for universities, as they enable increased efficiency and 

effectiveness of the provision. 
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B4: Cross-elements analysis  

Conclusions related to the innovation system46 

What can be concluded from the analysis is that LA is based on a very bottom-up, collaborative 

innovation approach. Decision makers play multiple roles but often do not initiate the 

developments. The initiator often works at micro level (or, if in a broader group at meso level). 

Vertical lines of authority are basically absent, when organising the work in a LA working 

group, this group can operate fairly autonomously. When external funding is involved, some 

authority lies with the external organisation. Due to the collaborative nature of the initiative, 

each actor involved will be impacted in some way: it will affect the way matters are organised. 

For instance, the student administration will probably have to follow different procedures to 

prepare student data to be used in the tool. The student perspective is important, as the tool 

will finally have to affect their performance: hence students are included in the development as 

project assistants and they are involved to provide feedback. 

Part C: Outcomes, assessment and conclusions 

In part C outcomes will be assessed and conclusions will be drawn. 

C1: Conclusions: Assessment of outcomes in terms of expected and unexpected 

consequences 

Barriers and bottlenecks 

The three initiatives studied are at different stages of development. Concerning barriers and 

bottlenecks, on the other hand, all initiatives had their share. The most important bottlenecks 

for establishing LA systems are listed below. 

a. Institutional data and student data are stored in different ‘silos’ which do not 

communicate easily. Each department has its own data silo, online platforms store their 

data differently, administrative data are stored by central units and some data come 

from other sources. 

b. The key question is not whether we have enough data, but what data are  necessary to 

provide a risk profile of a student.  

c. LA requires a team of people with different backgrounds. A bottleneck is that the 

stakeholders might have slightly different ideas and objectives, and communicate in a 

different language. In addition, initiatives cross hierarchical institutional structures. 

d. Initiatives need individuals who believe in LA and early adopters among faculty staff. If 

these are absent, developments will not result in working systems. Convincing other 

faculty members remains difficult, even in advanced initiatives as at Purdue University. 
                                                 
46

 As there is no single model in the three cases, no innovation map is provided. 
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A reason for this is the implicit academic attitude that a course belongs to the professor 

and that external interference in the course structure and quality is avoided. Teachers 

using LA systems need to be trained, meaning that they need to be trained in being a 

teacher, willing to adapt the course to the specific needs of the students. 

e. Although currently not leading to difficulties, an issue which is becoming more and 

more important is the ethical question related to big data. On the one hand, institutions 

are required to use data to offer the best possible education; on the other hand, privacy 

laws might forbid them in using and linking different data silos.47 

Influence of the context on the success of the initiative 

Contextual issues that play a role in the success of the initiative concern in the first place 

whether the institute (to some extent) embraces LA. Furthermore, regulations regarding data 

protection and privacy seem to be less of a barrier than anticipated. The current student 

generation is considered ‘digital native’ and students expect institutions to use data for the 

students’ own benefit.  

Outcomes and results 

The outcomes of the three initiatives differ a lot. The SETL project in Derby was to increase the 

understanding of operational processes as well as to scope out the data requirements for a 

‘dashboard’ of indicators which makes student engagement clear. It did not lead to a working 

system in the end. In Amsterdam, the team experimented with using data to visualise student 

activity and progression. They found out that available systems were not immediately available 

for making these visualisations and that close collaborations/migrations with the online 

platforms was needed to obtain the requested data. The results of CS in Purdue are most 

pronounced. Based on the recent article “Course Signals at Purdue: Using LA to Increase 

Student Success”48, it can be concluded that students who participated in at least one Signal 

course are retained at rates significantly higher than their peers who had not attended any CS 

courses, but who started in the same semester (see table nr. 1). It should be added that the 

students who participated in the CS courses had, on average, lower standardised test scores 

than their peers. The analysis clearly indicates that following a CS course has an effect 

throughout the student career: when entering university students should be guided towards 

becoming self-directed learners. LA provides assistance in doing so, without increasing the 

number of tutor and study counsellors. 

 

                                                 
47

 See: Willis, James E., Campbell, John P., Pistilli, Matthew D. (2013), Ethics, Big Data, and Analysis: A Model for Application: May 6, 

2013: http://www.educause.edu/ero/article/ethics-big-data-and-analytics-model-application; see as well on the ethical issues: Kay, D., 

Korn, N., Oppenheim, C. (2012), Legal, Risk and Ethical Aspects of Analytics in Higher Education, in: JISC CETIS Analytics Series: Volume 

1, No. 6.  
48

 Arnold, Kimberly E., Pistilli, Matthew D. (2012) Course Signals at Purdue: Using Learning Analytics to Increase Student Success: 

LAK’12, 29 April – 2 May 2012. In this article more results are presented on Course Signals. 
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Transferability 

LA systems can be established in principle in every HE institution. There are no strict 

contextual factors that either stimulate, or hamper the development of a LA system. This 

means that the development of initiatives is based on rather random factors: individual 

initiative, faculty staff who are willing to experiment and availability of sufficient funds to start 

low-profile initiatives. The consequence is that there is no one roadmap for establishing an LA 

system. 

In addition, it is considered unadvisable to transfer a working, turnkey system into another 

institution without conducting the groundwork on which indicators are useful. One of the most 

important features of a working LA system is that faculty and students deem it trustworthy. If 

the system itself cannot explain how and why it works, trust in the system evaporates and it is 

very difficult to regain.  

To conclude, LA involves a large technical IT element. However, many respondents indicate 

that the technology is the ‘enabler of change’, not the innovation itself. The innovation lies in 

the attitude of staff (and the HE institution) to put the student central to education 

provision. This includes tracking where students stand in their learning progression, 

identification of those students at risk and tailoring the provision to the specific needs of 

students (when they encounter difficulties, additional tailored support should be provided). All 

in all, LA has the potential to further professionalise the teaching profession in HE. 
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The US – originated MOOCs, with particular focus on the development 
of Coursera and its expansion to Europe  

 
Author: Dr. Marina Ranga 

Overview: 

a. Driver: The globalisation processes with its weakening of national boundaries and 

increased competition among higher education institutions to recruit foreign students, 

made the MOOCs a learning model that attracted significant interest among higher 

education stakeholders; the changing supply of and demand for higher education: supply 

side developments include the possibility to use technology to provide new services and 

improve existing ones, whereas demand side developments include increased demand for 

LLL and home-based learning from both employees and employers.   

b. Strategy: free online classes, development of technology and pedagogy for online 

education. The “MOOC initiative” primarily addresses education in higher education 

systems, especially the teaching, learning and curriculum development. 

c. Outcomes: Mass Open Online Courses. New course formats: shorter, experiential, more 

interactive and more focused on skill acquisition; new methods of course assessment, and 

new forms of student interaction, free or at low cost, available to large numbers of 

students from all over the world; exploring new forms of learning and teaching, new ways 

of providing students with better skills for the ever changing needs of today’s labour 

market. 

d. Key factors for success: Stanford University’s particular institutional set-up and close 

partnership with the university, availability of funding, collaboration and networking 

among HEIs and business corporations. 

e. Implementation challenges: regulatory framework (IPRs, legal context to grant credit 

for MOOCs), MOOCs high attrition rate, recognition and accreditation, impact on the labour 

market, threat of firing professors, the competitive bidding process usually required for 

public higher institutions purchasing goods and services from private vendors, better 

understanding of the different kinds of MOOC students worldwide, rise of the ‘star 

professor’ and increasing competition among universities to recruit such star professors. 

f. Main changes: the public perception of online higher education shifted from down-market 

for-profit colleges to the most famous universities in the world, fiercer competition among 

higher education institutions, students can choose courses more freely and learn according 

to their individual needs and circumstances. 
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g. Results:  

� MOOC outcomes examined from five distinct perspectives: students; partners; course 

range and language; course format and principles and pedagogy, assessment, and 

accreditation. 

� MOOC funding: primarily venture capital, complemented with smaller amounts from 

other institutions, like universities and international agencies, and individual 

entrepreneurs. Additional revenue from paid services that are offered to students in 

addition to the free courses, but these revenues are proportionally much less 

significant.  None of the three companies has a well-established business model and 

profit-making strategies, as they are currently experimenting with several monetisation 

strategies, such as: the Signature Track and Career Services (Coursera), optional 

certified exams and referral fees (Udacity) and charging students for the statements of 

accomplishment (NovoEd). 

� Transferability for Europe is examined in terms of the conditions for competition and 

collaboration between the US and European MOOC providers, e.g. the 18-month or 

more delay of European platform providers, different financial conditions for the 

support of MOOC providers in Europe, IPRs or state financial aid for students. 

Part A: Setting the scene: introduction, challenges and contexts 

A1: Introduction / definition of the innovation initiative 

Overall objectives of the initiative and future plans  

Coursera, Udacity and NovoEd are venture capital-backed education companies spun off 

from Stanford University. All are very young companies (Udacity was launched in January 

2012, Coursera in April 2012 and NovoED in April 2013) and are founded by Stanford 

professors. All companies have a close connection with Stanford and the entrepreneurial and 

venture capital community of Silicon Valley, which had a key role in their creation and dynamic 

growth. The companies share a common belief in their role to bring accessible, affordable, 

engaging, and effective higher education to the world, but differ in their approach to realising 

this objective (see further details in Annex D3 - section 1 ‘Background information’).  

 

Outcomes of the practice 

The outcomes of the practice are summarised in the table below from five distinct 

perspectives: students; partners; course range and language; course format and 

principles; and pedagogy, assessment, and accreditation. For further details on key 
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features of each MOOC provider in relation to the perspectives see Annex D3 - section 2 

‘Outcomes of the initiative’.  

Funding of the initiative  

For all the three MOOC providers, venture capital has been the key funding source, 

complemented by smaller amounts from other institutions, like universities and international 

agencies, and individual entrepreneurs (see further details in Annex D3 - section 3 - 

‘Funding’).  

In addition to the external funding, all three MOOC providers get some additional revenue from 

paid services that are offered to students in addition to the free courses, but these revenues 

are proportionally much less significant.  None of the three companies has a well-established 

business model and profit-making strategies, as they are currently experimenting with several 

monetisation strategies, such as: the Signature Track and Career Services (Coursera), optional 

certified exams and referral fees (Udacity) and charging students for the statements of 

accomplishment (NovoEd). 
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 Students Partners Course range and 
language 

Course format Pedagog
y 

Accreditati
on 

Assessme
nt  

Coursera Approx. 4.2 
million (July 
2013) from 196 
countries 
(US 38.5%) 
Profile: general 
public 

4 initial 
partners 
(Princeton, 
Stanford, 
University of 
Michigan and 
University of 
Pennsylvania)
; 
83 current 
partners; 
Main focus on 
universities 

Over 400 topics in a wide 
range of disciplines. Most 
courses in English, user-
generated translations in 
Chinese, French, Spanish 
and Italian, Arabic, 
Portuguese, Russian 

Interactive  Mastery 
learning  

Statement of 
Accomplishm
ent 
Accreditation 
by ACE 
CREDIT®) - 
5 MOOCs 
approved for 
“credit 
equivalency”  

Peer  
assessmen
t 

Udacity 750,000 from 
203 countries 
(US 42%) India 
(7%), Britain 
(5%), Germany 
(4%) Profile: 
high school 
students, 
college 
students, 
professionals 

No. Partners 
not available; 
Focus on 
universities 
and major 
business 
corporations 

Fewer courses than 
Coursera, fewer disciplines. 
Main focus on computer 
science and related fields. 
Closed captions in English, 
subtitles in Spanish, 
Chinese, French, 
Portuguese, Croatian 

Interactive, all 
courses focused on 
"open enrolment and 
learning by doing 

Mastery 
learning  

Certificate of 
Completion 
Accreditation 
by ACE 
CREDIT®) - 
4 MOOCs still 
under 
evaluation 
by ACE 

Peer  
assessmen
t 
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NovoEd 
(formerly 
Venture 

Lab) 

170,000 (April 
2013) Profile: 
general public 

n. a. 7 courses in 
entrepreneurship, business 
and innovation 
management; 10 private 
courses available only to 
Stanford students; Courses 
taught in English, Spanish 
recently introduced 

Highly interactive, 
focus on teamwork 
and a creation of a 
social incentive 
system and 
reputation system to 
keep students on 
track and reduce the 
high attrition rates  

Peer 
learning 

Statement of 
Accomplishm
ent 

Peer  
assessmen
t 
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A2: Understanding of the context 

The context in which the practice is developed  

Institutional context 

The successful evolution of all the three MOOC providers has been strongly driven and 

supported by the particular institutional set-up of Stanford University and the close partnership 

with the University. Stanford MOOCs are on all three platforms and the university holds the 

copyright on all MOOCs that it offers.   

Stanford University has a strong institutional context for online learning that is far from new. It 

can be traced back to 1969, when the Stanford Instructional Network (now the Stanford 

Centre for Professional Development) began broadcasting 12 Stanford Engineering graduate 

courses on two television microwave channels to students off campus. In 1990, the first 

computer-based Advanced Placement course was launched, and in1996, Stanford Online was 

introduced, as the first university internet system incorporating text, graphics, audio and 

video. A few other initiatives followed in 2005 – Stanford’s public site on Apple’s iTunes U, 

in 2006 – Stanford Engineering Everywhere, one of the first free sites to offer complete 

video-based courses and materials available on demand, starting with 10 free computer 

science and electrical engineering courses, and in 2006 – the Stanford Online High School, 

which is a complete, diploma granting service49.  

A new age for Stanford’s online courses started in August 2011, after the huge success of 

three inaugural Computer Science courses taught by Stanford Engineering professors – 

‘Introduction to Artificial Intelligence’ (Sebastian Thrun and Peter Norvig), ‘Introduction to 

Databases’ (Jennifer Widom) and ‘Machine Learning’ (Andrew Ng). In March 2012, the 

university launched five free online classes in an ongoing experiment to leverage new 

educational technologies, and in June 2012 Stanford awarded full funding for 12 faculty 

projects through the Innovation in Online and Blended Teaching seed grant 

programme, with partial funding for five additional faculty projects, and equipment and 

services offered to the remaining 23 proposed projects. In August 2012, a new Vice Provost 

for Online Learning was appointed, and the Office of the Vice Provost for Online 

Learning was created, with groups addressing pedagogy, production, and platforms to 

support online learning initiatives50. The Office of the Vice Provost for Online Learning provides 

support for pedagogy, content production, and web delivery. Stanford faculty or staff 

interested in offering a public online course must register their interest at 

http://bit.ly/StanfordFacOnlineCourse at least two months in advance of a potential launch 

                                                 
49

 See http://online.stanford.edu/programs for details about these programmes. 
50

 See http://online.stanford.edu/about/history. 



 

 

 

 

116 | J a n u a r y  2 0 1 4  

 

date. Normally, public courses will be launched once per quarter, subject to various 

considerations. Faculty developing online courses will be asked to sign a Course Development 

Agreement (CDA) and should allow enough lead time to work out copyright, accessibility, and 

other issues 51 . Other online learning-related programmes 52  include: Stanford on YouTube, 

Stanford Centre for Professional Development, Education’s Digital Future in Stanford School of 

Education, Stanford Medicine Interactive Learning Initiatives (SMILI) and Stanford eCorner. 

Regulatory context 

At this early stage in the evolution of MOOCS, the regulatory context is still undefined in many 

respects. However, some controversial issues have started to emerge, particularly in relation 

to intellectual property rights (IPRs) and the competitive bidding process usually required for 

public higher institutions purchasing goods and services from private vendors. Also, a specific 

legal context for granting credit to MOOCs is starting to take shape in California, Florida and 

other states. These three issues are briefly discussed below: 

� IPRs and collective bargaining agreements concluded between the university and 

faculty could be undermined by the professors delivering MOOCs   

In traditional classes, IPRs belong either to the university professors who create the teaching 

materials, and therefore own them, or to the university, which owns the teaching material and 

can license it to the professor. In other cases, a “fair use exemption” allows a professor to use 

copyrighted work without securing permission from the holder. In the case of MOOCs, this 

exemption does not extend to the professors due to the courses’ size, geographic reach, and 

(in some cases) for-profit nature, therefore “professors teaching MOOCs should ensure that the 

materials they distribute are theirs, in the public domain, or appropriately licensed for 

distribution,” says Amanda Marie Baer, an attorney specialised in higher education (Sheridan, 

2013).  

Course and material ownership vary according to agreements made between the institution 

and the MOOC platform providers, and are neutral, in the sense of not interfering with 

ownership interests of professors or universities. However, the agreements between the 

university and faculty have been considered in some circumstances to have changed the terms 

of faculty employment, after some professors agreed to teach MOOCs. Relevant in this respect 

is the experience of the University of California at Santa Cruz, where the faculty union 

intended to seek a new round of collective bargaining after the introduction of MOOCs. In turn, 

                                                 
51

 See details on each of these programmes on http://online.stanford.edu/resources. 
52

 See details on each of these programmes on http://online.stanford.edu/programs. 
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Santa Cruz’s senior labour relations administrator argued that the professors’ agreements to 

turn over their IPRs were “strictly voluntary” and should not force collective bargaining53.  

The discussion was triggered at Santa Cruz by the fact that this is the only UC campus to have 

a unionised tenure-track faculty, but in substance, the case is relevant to many other 

universities. Officials like the President of the University Council-American Federation of 

Teachers, which represents 4,000 University of California instructors and librarians, pointed 

out MOOCs’ implications for shared governance and public funding on a systematic or 

structural level, beyond the individual benefits of the professors who are signing up to teach 

free classes: “California has become a sort of ground zero for the colliding orbits of traditional 

campuses and outside companies”.54 

Other IPR issues concern MOOC learners, who will likely be unable to claim the work they 

produce, because they don’t pay tuition or receive credit. Therefore they are more often 

considered “users” than “students,” and it is currently unclear whether they can have student 

ownership privileges. Other laws that apply to traditional students but may not extend to 

MOOC learners refer to whether or not MOOCs must be accessible to disabled individuals and 

whether they must refrain from discriminating against protected classes. These concerns stem 

from the free nature of MOOCs. Because they don’t require federal financial aid, MOOCs may 

avoid the federal and state laws and regulations associated with federal financial aid – laws 

that apply to most college students (Sheridan, 2013).  

� Signing of partnership agreements between public colleges and MOOC providers 

without going through a competitive bidding process 

According to a recent Inside Higher Ed investigation (Rivers, 2013), such no-bid deals appear 

to have been made by at least 21 universities and higher education systems in 16 states that 

have signed agreements with Coursera, Udacity or edX. The absence of a competitive bidding 

process was justified on various grounds, such as little or no upfront costs for universities in 

almost all of the agreements, non-exclusivity, being concluded with sole providers, given the 

specificity of MOOCs to their respective companies. Other reasons also referred to the 

university’s intention to simply experiment with MOOC technology, rather than planning to 

make money from the arrangements, and the similarity of the MOOCs services provided 

through these agreements to those of learning management systems (LMS), provided by 

various companies and non-profits usually awarded through with public procurement 

contracts55. Nevertheless, the argument of initial low-cost or no-cost terms of the partnership 

                                                 
53

 See details on http://edf.stanford.edu/readings/who-owns-mooc, March 20
th

, 2013. 
54

 Ibid.  
55

 For example, the University of California, Irvine argued that “the work with Coursera is an extension of the university’s work with 

open educational resources, which involves the distribution of course materials through other online venues, including YouTube, iTunes 

U, Merlot and Connexions.“ The University of Tennessee said they signed the deals with MOOC providers just to get a taste of the 
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agreement as a rationale for avoiding a public bidding process holds little relevance, as MOOC 

providers like Coursera and Udacity, as private, for-profit companies funded by private venture 

capital, have nascent business models that demand outright payments, so that the issue of 

competitive bidding becomes important for public institutions that make technology deals with 

them (ibid).  

� Legal provisions to grant credit for MOOCs 

In March 2013, California Democrat State Senator Darrell Steinberg proposed Senate Bill 

520, which would require the state’s 145 public colleges and universities from the three state 

systems (University of California, California State University, and the community colleges), to 

grant credit to students who, unable to register for core classes at their home universities due 

to “bottleneck” conditions at the entry level, could take approved MOOCs offered by providers 

outside the state’s higher-education system, including Coursera, Udacity, etc. If the bill is 

passed by the Legislature and signed into law by Gov. Jerry Brown, also a Democrat, state 

colleges and universities could be compelled to accept credits earned in MOOCs, accelerating 

the access of MOOCs to the mainstream (Gardner and Young, 2013).  

The law aims to reduce the student dropout rate through an unprecedented partnership 

between traditional public colleges and MOOCS providers, but the implementation details are 

still to be defined, and their implications are vast. Key questions that are being raised refer to 

who will approve the courses, what role will faculty members have, whether student financial 

aid will apply to paid online courses, how will the revenue collected by the companies benefit 

the colleges, or whether the MOOCS will become “a substitution for campus-based instruction”. 

In addition, there is a concern this top-down move may affect the university’s leading role in 

driving the MOOCs’ development and that MOOCS delivered online at very low cost may 

reduce the rigour of a traditional class. Another question is how MOOCs could fill the gaps of 

colleges’ limited offer of courses that fails to meet student demand, and how access to fast 

internet connections for students can be ensured, when only about 66% of American adults 

have broadband access at home, according to a 2012 survey by the Pew Internet & American 

Life Project. The start-up cost of the platform is estimated to be about $10 million, roughly 

divided between public and private money (ibid.) 

Senate Bill 520 has already raised criticism. Some see it as “a top-down effort to allow private 

companies to profit from public institutions of higher learning—what some have approximately 

                                                                                                                                                                  
MOOC software or for other reasons that are unlikely to generate money. The University of New Mexico signed an agreement with 

Coursera which includes explicit revenue-sharing terms, but says that the university and the company do not have an agreed-upon 

monetisation strategy. The University of Washington has signed agreements with Coursera and edX, which were considered “merely a 

"marketing agreement" to allow the university to promote itself on the two platforms, but without money outcomes. Pennsylvania 

State University, the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill and the University of Virginia have all signed agreements with Coursera 

but have no immediate plans to make money from the deal (Rivers, 2013). 
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119  the University of Phoenixization of the U Cal system. (...) The structure of SB 520 

practically guarantees a cycle of demand and supply. ...As MOOCs attract more and more 

students with their theoretically unlimited capacity, pressures to preserve education funding 

for regular classes might diminish, which at the very least will sustain consistent demand for 

more MOOCs.” (Busch, 2013) 

Although unclear at the moment, there are direct implications of the bill for public universities 

nationwide, including the City University of New York (CUNY), which, like many public 

universities is under great financial stress and in tensions between administrators and faculty 

over curricular decision-making and control that could be potentially aggravated. The 

University of California Academic Senate issued a strong statement rejecting the proposed 

legislation, and CUNY faculty, in anticipation of the likely embrace of MOOC’s by CUNY 

administrators, consider issuing a statement rejecting any possibility of MOOCs adoption at the 

university (Busch, 2013). 

Nevertheless, California’s example has inspired other states where similar legislation is now 

being proposed. For example, Florida has passed a bill to encourage the state’s K-12 

and higher education systems to use MOOCs. The bill allows MOOCs, under certain 

conditions, to be used to help teach K-12 students in four subjects, and also orders Florida 

education officials to study and set rules that would allow students who have yet to enrol in 

college to earn transfer credits by taking MOOCs. Due to fierce opposition from faculty, the law 

is narrower in scope than the original bill, which would have allowed anyone to create and seek 

“Florida-accredited” status for courses that the state’s public colleges and universities would 

have to grant credit for. However, the scope of the law is expected to be expanded in coming 

months, as education officials set rules about the use of MOOCs for college credit. A major 

concern still remains that “a generation of “cheap and dirty” online courses can be offered to 

students before they enrol in college” (Inside Higher Ed, 2013). 

A3: Challenges and identification of the specific drivers behind the innovation 

initiative 

The challenges that the initiative aims to address 

Challenges from the globalisation process  

Globalisation has brought with it a weakening of national system boundaries, changing criteria 

of excellence, fiercer than ever competition among higher education institutions to recruit 

international students, imperative need to achieve global recognition for courses and 

qualifications and increased cross‐border operations by using technology as a ‘disruptive 

enabler’. MOOCs are the perfect expression of this ‘disruptive enabler’, by facilitating the 

enrolment of tens of thousands of students from all over the world and strengthening the 
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competition between higher education institutions even further. The global recognition of 

MOOCs is still in its infancy, but steps in this direction are already being taken, with many 

universities starting to give credits for MOOCs.  

The changing supply of and demand for higher education 

These challenges come from ‘supply-side’ developments, which enable new services to be 

provided, as well as existing ones to be improved. It is evident from the facts described in the 

previous sections that MOOCs enable a multitude of new services to be provided, not only to 

students, but also to employers. Other challenges arise from the combination of new 

expectations and opportunities with the traditional structures and cultures of higher education 

institutions. Indeed, we have seen in the previous sections that MOOCs act as a major 

disruptive factor for the traditional structures and culture in universities and colleges, and in 

some cases they may lead to a renegotiation of the relationship between the university and 

faculty. Last, but not least, MOOCs also have a high potential to change the teaching and 

learning process, due to their high capacity to improve the learning process and the students’ 

academic performance, give students more freedom and choice in the learning process, help 

them better understand their individual needs and circumstances, and ultimately increase the 

quality of their education.   

On the demand side, challenges include changing needs of employers regarding the numbers 

and kinds of graduates, or changing needs in the development of workforce, with growing 

demands for lifelong learning and work-based learning. This is indeed one of the key issues for 

the future development of MOOCs. At the moment, it is too early to assess MOOCs’ impact on 

the employers’ needs and expectations, as many employers don’t even know what MOOCs are. 

However, at the fast pace the MOOC phenomenon is evolving, their impact on the labour 

market will soon become more and more visible, and employers’ acceptance of MOOCs 

outcome (be it a credited course or a statement of completion) is of major importance for the 

future shaping of the labour market. Other changes refer to the needs and expectations of 

students and their increasing diversity. For example, students’ financial circumstances – will 

student financial aid granted by the state apply to MOOC learners?; employment opportunities 

after graduation – will they be enhanced by the completion of a MOOC?; more study subjects 

and study methods – will MOOCs be able to maintain high quality of education content, and 

will that complement or substitute on-campus education?   

Challenges from changes in funding 

Increasing education costs and declining public funding have created difficulties for many 

higher education institutions, particularly in recent years, in the context of the economic crisis. 

In the US, the cost of receiving a college degree has continued to grow, as student debt in the 
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US today has gone above $1 trillion, with the average debt per student standing at more than 

$25,000 (Empson, 2012). However, if government funding for public education has declined in 

many countries, in turn, private investors now seem ready to provide education technology 

companies with the type of capital that has typically been reserved for consumer businesses.  

The issue of student fees is complex. Rising fees affect student demand and student mobility, 

where more students from high-fee countries may be tempted to cross borders into low- (or 

no-) fee countries. Also, different fee levels are introduced for different groups of students 

(national, international) and different fees are charged by different institutions or for different 

subjects. In some countries, private higher education providers offer low cost alternatives to 

public higher education and, in others, form an elite high cost and highly selective sector 

(ibid.). As MOOCs offer online education for free, with only some services being paid at 

relatively small costs, the fee issue is no longer a concern for students. MOOC providers 

continue to offer the courses for free, with only some services being paid at relatively low cost.  

The immediate cause for developing the initiative 

The immediate cause for developing the MOOCs by all the three platform providers was, as 

stated during the interviews, to provide high quality education, free or at low cost, to large 

numbers of students from all over the world. This makes a common denominator for all the 

three MOOC providers, although their individual approaches to realising this objective varies 

from one case to another. Beyond this objective, there is also a common desire to explore new 

forms of learning and teaching, new ways of providing students with better skills for the ever 

changing needs of today’s labour market. New course formats, shorter, experiential, more 

interactive and more focused on skill acquisition, are being proposed, together with new 

methods of course assessment, like peer assessment, and new forms of student interaction, 

like peer learning.  

Part B: The higher education innovation system: functions, components and 

relationships 

B1: Analysis of the functions 

The function to which the innovation is related 

MOOCS address specifically the education function of the higher education system, and in 

particular the teaching and learning sub-functions (teaching based on mastery learning and 

peer learning, peer assessment, different course format than traditional on-campus courses, 

students learn at their own pace and receive immediate feedback) and curriculum development 

(combination between online and on-campus courses).  

Impact of the innovation on other functions 
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There is only emerging evidence of a slight impact on the research function, in the sense of 

new research projects starting to be conducted to better understand the nature of MOOC 

learners and the dynamics of online learning. The impact of MOOCs on the “third mission” is 

only at the beginning, with start-ups like the three MOOC providers spinning-off Stanford 

University encouraging similar developments elsewhere.  

B2: Analysis of the components 

Identification and description of actors involved 

Key actors who drove the development of MOOCs at Stanford are the professors who went on 

and created Coursera, Udacity and NovoEd companies that provide the respective MOOC 

platforms, but also the millions of students who enrolled for the MOOCs provided by these 

companies. MOOC development at these three companies is also strongly related to the 

institutional context at Stanford University, as explained previously. Beyond the university 

actors, there is also a broad community of stakeholders, including the local Silicon Valley 

venture capital firms that invested in the platform providers, other international sponsors, the 

vast network of national and international higher education partners, national regulatory 

agencies, etc. 

 

Implementation of the initiative 

A detailed description of stakeholders’ role in the implementation of the initiative has been 

provided in the previous sections. Below is a summary of these roles:  

Table 16: Actors/stakeholders, level of operation, roles and responsibilities and 

activities 

Actor/stakeholder 

components 

Level 

(macro, 

meso, 

micro) 

Role/responsibility Activity 

Company 

stakeholders 

Stanford University  

Students 

 

Micro and 

meso 

� Institutional 

leaders;  

� Mobilising 

resources 

� Platform 

development 

� Curriculum 

development; 

� Teaching;  

� Learning; 

 

� Company 

management;  

� Platform 

development; 

� MOOC coordination 

and management by 

Stanford University 

(through Stanford 

Online) 

� Allocation of 

university resources 

for MOOCs for the 
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teaching assistants; 

� Teaching; 

� Learning; 

External 

stakeholders:  

� National and 

international 

partners  

� National 

accreditation 

authorities  

� Other higher 

education 

institutions, K-12 

schools, etc.  

� Private investors  

Meso  � Partnership 

building 

� MOOC 

accreditation 

� VC investment  

� Financial 

investment; 

� Accreditation 

� Student recruitment 

 

B3: Analysis of the relationships 

The nature of the relationship 

The relationships between the different actors involved in MOOCs have been described in detail 

in the previous sections and summarised in the table above. MOOCs influence both the 

financial and non-financial dimensions of these relationships. From a financial standpoint, 

MOOCs have brought significant rounds of external VC investment in all the three platform 

providers and triggered the development of various internal monetisation strategies that are 

currently experimented in each company. The financial agreements with the partner 

universities also differ from one case to another. From a non-financial standpoint, one can note 

the collaboration between the platform providers and Stanford University, the collaboration 

within the company institutional teams, the fast progress made in partnering with a large 

number of universities around the world and the attraction of millions of learners from all over 

the world, etc.  

Changes in existing relationships 

Collaboration and networking are particularly intensified by MOOCs, as well as some forms of 

conflict between the new and old forms of teaching, learning, university-faculty relationships, 

university-external technology providers, IPRs, etc.  Particularly relevant here is the rise of the 

‘star professor’ concept, inspired by the huge success of Udacity’s CEO Sebastian Thrun, who 

remained connected to Stanford only as research professor and teaches primarily through 

Udacity.  
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After the remarkable achievement of over 160,000 students enrolled in his first ‘Introduction 

to Artificial Intelligence’ MOOC in fall 2012, Thrun saw the vast potential of online courses to 

change not only the form and content of higher education, but also the relationship between 

the university and the top professors: 

“Ever the disruptor, Thrun realised that he could make more money and enjoy greater 

freedom outside the university than within it. Moreover, his students would learn more 

if he could escape the “lecture trap,” and develop online tools that generated greater 

interactivity, as well as quicker, more meaningful testing and feedback. As Thrun 

colorfully put it, “Having done this, I can’t teach at Stanford again. I feel like there’s a 

red pill and a blue pill, and you can take the blue pill and go back to your classroom and 

lecture your 20 students. But I’ve taken the red pill, and I’ve seen Wonderland.” 

(Crotty, 2012) 

Thrun’s example can potentially be replicated, at smaller or larger scale, by many other 

sought-after professors to whom a host of opportunities will open up, including separation 

from the home university and set-up of own start-ups, with a global audience and much higher 

revenues from public speaking, books, consulting, and referral fees to testing centers and 

credentialing sites. The possible consequences of such developments are vast and go well 

beyond the higher education sphere (see Crotty 2012 for a detailed discussion): 

1. Bidding wars among the new slate of education technology startups to recruit star 

professors to their platform and lock them in to a long-term contract, with opt-out 

clauses and other caveats enabling a star professor to bolt a school or platform, if he or 

she really wants to. 

2. A bifurcation of the tenure system and emergence of a two-tiered tenure system where 

the top tier will receive more than a guaranteed job, salary and benefits and will be 

able to lobby for special treatment, including profit sharing and residuals on global class 

enrollment and freedom to opt out of any of the quotidian busy work that comes with 

being a low- or mid-level professor. 

3. Educational services will become a la carte, with specific costs for various types of 

educational services.  

4. Enormous private capital investments in education tech companies that may fuel a new 

generation of bubbles with unpredictable consequences. 

5. An increasing role of government as the largest buyer and purveyor of educational 

goods and services, as well as a major instigator of both outsized demand and lofty 

valuations. 
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6. The rise of a vast range of star support services, fan clubs, chat rooms, apps and 

games, a new market for paid endorsements by academic celebrities, ad hoc study 

groups, meet-ups organised via social media that will form around the classes of star 

professors, scouts, analysts, consultants, rankings, new brand values of the institution 

of the star professors and new opportunities for the top professorial talent to teach the 

globe’s rich and famous for handsome fees. 

 
Impact of the relationships on the innovative practice 

Table 17: Relationships between actors 

Actor 1 Actor 2 Relationship What changed? 

Students Faculty  Teaching, 

assessment of 

academic work 

Learning 

 

� Nature of the student-

teacher interaction,  

� Course format of courses  

� Assessment of academic 

work (peer assessment),  

� Student enrolment 

numbers increased 

dramatically  

� Student graduation rates 

expected to increase too  

(Star) 

professor  

University Teaching 

Departure from the  

home university to 

higher-ranking 

universities or set-

up of own start-up 

� Increased bargaining 

power for the ‘star 

professor’,  

� Expected emergence of a 

two-tiered regime, with 

preferential treatment for 

‘star professors’ 

� Expected emergence of 

paid customised education 

services  

MOOC 

provider 

company   

International 

partners  

Partnerships  � Rapid outreach to 

tens/hundreds of partner 

institutions around the 

world 

� Partnership agreement 

between the MOOC 

provider and the 

institution not going 

through the public bidding 

process  
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B4: Cross-elements analysis  

Conclusions related to the innovation system map 

Taking into account the complexity of the “MOOC initiative”, which includes a variety of 

institutional partners at different levels (especially micro and meso), we identify a mix of top-

down and bottom-up approaches in the development and implementation of MOOCs. For 

example, both vertical and horizontal authority lines are at work within the platform providers, 

among the leadership team, the technical team and the advisory board. Also, the collaboration 

of the platform providers with Stanford University is an interesting mix of vertical and 

horizontal authority lines, as the company co-founders are Stanford professors, albeit on a 

leave of absence to focus on the company business, or only marginally related to Stanford like 

Sebastian Thrun. Horizontal relations between the platform providers, Stanford, various 

partners and investors involve collaboration, which has clear benefits that are spread over all 

the stakeholders, but also competition, especially among various platform providers and 

among universities, which is likely to induce dramatic changes in the higher education 

landscape in the next five-ten years. 

Part C: Outcomes, assessment and conclusions 

C1: Conclusions: Assessment of outcomes in terms of expected and unexpected 

consequences 

Barriers and bottlenecks 

The fast expansion of MOOCs since the end of 2011 has brought to the fore a number of issues 

that will require a lot of attention in the near future:  

� Regulatory context, especially in terms of IPRs and legislation recognising the MOOCs 

value and encouraging higher education institutions to adopt them;  

� MOOC high attrition rate (approx. 85%) – although that is high, it appears to be not 

significantly different from traditional higher education, as Stanford professor Keith 

Devlin remarks in a recent Huffington Post blog article (Devlin, 2013), and therefore, 

“applying the traditional metrics of higher education to MOOCs is entirely misleading. 

MOOCs are a very different kind of educational package, and they need different 

metrics – metrics that we do not yet know how to construct.” 

� Accreditation – some steps in the direction of giving credit for a selected set of Coursera 

and Udacity have been already taken and the first five Coursera MOOCs have been 

approved for credit. However, a large share of MOOC learners never complete a course 

and are not looking for credits, but only for education, and for them the need for 

accreditation is not an issue (Devlin, 2013). For students who are indeed looking for 
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accreditation, e.g. those paying $50 for Coursera’s Signature Track programme, the 

pass rates are much higher, at about 70%, which is even higher than the non-Signature 

Track students who profess in surveys to high levels of commitment to completing the 

course, as noted by Daphne Koller (Kolowich, 2013). 

� Better understanding of what different kinds of people sign up for MOOCS and what 

their goals are. This is an important factor for reducing the attrition rate. Recent MOOC-

related research at Harvard University found that people who register for MOOCs 

include precocious high school students, college students looking for more ways to 

study a subject they are learning in a traditional classroom, faculty who want to watch 

how other faculty teach their subject, stay-at-home parents or retirees, etc. Another 

study of MOOC users led by MIT’s Teaching and Learning Laboratory, and funded by 

NSF, based on data from edX’s 2012 circuits and electronics found different dropout 

rates for different categories. Phil Hill, an education technology consultant, has come up 

with four categories of MOOC users: lurkers, drop-ins, passive participants and active 

participants (Rivard, 2013b). 

� Impact on the labour market – too early to assess.   

Influence of the context on the success of the initiative 

The innovative environment and the strong institutional context for online learning of Stanford 

University, the vision, skills and dedication of the platform providers’ institutional teams and 

the availability of Silicon Valley venture capital have been major success factors for the 

MOOCs.  

Outcomes and results 

Among the main measurable outcomes of MOOCs are student enrolment numbers, retention 

and graduation rates at different stages in the duration of a course, from pre-registration to 

completion, student demographics, etc. New statistics have started to be developed in order to 

better understanding the nature and behaviour of online learners56. Also, the rise of the ‘star 

professor’ and increasing competition among universities to recruit such star professors can 

also be mentioned as consequences of MOOC development. A dramatic reduction in the price 

of a traditional higher education is also expected, by many established universities expected to 

start soon offer credits towards their degrees for those who complete MOOCs (The Economist, 

2013). No impact assessment of MOOCs has been carried so far, as the initiative is still very 

new. 
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 This type of data is monitored by the platform providers and is generally kept confidential due to the sensitivity to the personal data 

of the students. 
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There is a general feel that the higher education landscape is likely to change dramatically in 

the next five-ten years, as a result of the four challenges discussed previously (challenges 

from the globalisation process, from “users” and “consumers”, from “within” and from changes 

in funding) and many other factors, and MOOCs are one of the key drivers of this change. 

Major transformations, or even disappearance, are expected in the physical configurations of 

classrooms, labs and campuses. Collaboration between higher education institutions is 

expected to increase, but even more so, the fierce competition between them, which may 

sometimes lead to the disappearance of some institutions. In order to better prepare for these 

challenges and increase their competitive advantage, more and more universities jump on the 

MOOC bandwagon and forge alliances with the emerging key players in this domain, such as 

Coursera, Udacity and NovoEd: “Status anxiety...is the great motivating force in elite higher 

education, and where elite colleges go, others follow. In a stroke, the public perception of 

online higher education shifted from down-market for-profit colleges to the most famous 

universities in the world” (Carey, 2012). 

Transferability  

MOOCs have known a rapid development in Europe and other parts of the world, with several 

companies developing their own platforms57. In some cases, these companies are university 

spin-offs, in other cases, they are independent IT providers. The 18-month or more delay of 

European platform providers can, in some cases, make the competition with the Stanford 

start-ups more difficult, in view of their first mover advantage. There is, however, ample space 

for competition, especially in terms of MOOC content, where Europe can make its mark, by 

providing courses delivered by top European professors and focusing on valuable European 

features like culture, arts, history, etc. The MOOC transferability to Europe is also highly 

influenced by the different financial conditions for the support of MOOC providers, where the 

significant role of VC funding has been replaced by foundations, national and regional 

government agencies, etc. Some controversial aspects related to the MOOC implementation, 

such as IPRs, adoption of MOOCs as a modality to save costs and the threat of firing professors, 

the rise of the ‘star professor’ or the applicability of state financial aid for MOOC students are 

not so visible in Europe yet, taking into account the earlier development stage here.  
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 See http://moocnewsandreviews.com/mooc-around-the-world-our-global-list-of-distance-education-resources-part-1/ for a list of 

MOOC providers in Europe and beyond.  
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US 

Kay Giesecke  Associate Professor, School of Management Science & 

Engineering, (teaches ‘Finance’ MOOC), Stanford 

University 

US 
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Stanford PhD student, Co-founder NovoEd, Stanford 

University 
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Professor, Dean of University of London International 
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UK 
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Tina Seelig Stanford Professor, School of Management Science & 
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Crash Course on Creativity’ MOOC), Stanford 
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US 
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US 

Bernd Girod School Engineering, Senior Associate Dean for Online 
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(teaches ‘Programming a Robotic Car’, ‘Introduction 
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US 

Clarissa Shen Udacity Vice-President of Strategic Business 

and Marketing (declined meeting for lack of capacity), 

Udacity 

US 

David Stavens 

 

Udacity Co-founder, President (declined meeting for 

no longer being involved in Udacity), Udacity 

US 

Mike Sokolsky  Udacity Co-Founder, CTO, Udacity US 
Amin Saberi Stanford Associate Professor, School of Management US 
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Science & Engineering, NovoEdCo-founder and CEO, 

Stanford University, NovoEd 

The interviews have been conducted in the period 29 May - 5 June 2013, face to face and by 

Skype (only one, with Clint Korver). 

D3: Additional annexes (documentation, survey results, interview reports, etc.)  

Background information 

Coursera, Udacity and NovoEd are venture capital-backed education companies spun off 

from Stanford University. Udacity was launched in January 2012, co-founded by Stanford 

professor and Google Fellow Sebastian Thrun as CEO and two other top computer and robotics 

scientists. Coursera followed in April 2012 and was co-founded by Stanford professors Andrew 

Ng and Daphne Koller. NovoED came to life in April 2013, when co-founders Amin Saberi, 

Stanford professor, and PhD student Farnaz Ronaghi decided to re-brand and re-launch under 

the new name of NovoEd an earlier project called Venture Lab, which was started in March 

2012.  

Both Udacity and Coursera evolved out of the hugely popular Stanford free online classes that 

Andrew Ng and Sebastian Thrun (together with Peter Norvig) had taught as an experiment in 

fall 2011 on ‘Machine Learning’ and ‘Introduction to Artificial Intelligence’, respectively. Andrew 

Ng’ s course had 104,000 people enrolled, with at least 46,000 completing at least one 

homework assignment, 23,000 of them completing a “substantial” amount of the class, and 

13,000 receiving a “statement of accomplishment” (Gannes, 2012). Sebastian Thrun and Peter 

Norvig’ s course attracted over 160,000 students from 190 countries and graduated 23,000, 

making MOOC history as the first online class to graduate more students in the field of AI than 

all other brick and mortar classes combined (Wired Academic, 2012). The key message of this 

hugely successful experiment was “not that there were so many people in the world that 

wanted to learn AI from top experts for free, and that there were so many people in the world 

who could complete such an advanced course from a top university, but the fact that many of 

the on-campus Stanford students stopped going to lectures. The students preferred the online 

version and those who participated online scored a whole grade better in both the midterm and 

final exam”58. The two Stanford professors saw the vast possibilities for expansion of this 

experiment and decided to explore the online courses further.  

Udacity was born shortly after as a company with the mission to “bring accessible, affordable, 

engaging, and highly effective higher education to the world. We believe that higher education 

is a basic human right, and we seek to empower our students to advance their education and 
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careers”59. The company has a five-person leadership team headed by CEO Sebastian Thrun, 

who remained affiliated to Stanford as Research Professor, and an Advisory Board that 

includes top representatives of software corporations and policy-making authorities, 

academics, Silicon Valley entrepreneurial and venture capital communities.   

Coursera shares a similar belief: “we believe in connecting people to a great education so that 

anyone around the world can learn without limits... We envision a future where everyone has 

access to a world-class education that has so far been available to a select few. We aim to 

empower people with education that will improve their lives, the lives of their families, and the 

communities they live in” 60. This vision represents a merger of the perspectives on the higher 

education future of its two co-founders, Andrew Ng and Daphne Koller, who had worked for 

several years on developing technology and pedagogy for online education. Daphne Koller had 

initially focused on improving the educational experience for Stanford students, via the “flipped 

classroom” model61, and Andrew Ng had initially focused on developing online courses that can 

be offered freely to anyone in the world. Both Andrew and Daphne are now on leave from 

Stanford in view of developing the platform and the company. Coursera’s team62 currently 

counts some 50 people specialised in engineering, design, course operations, business 

development, administration and staffing. The team is planned to expand to about 100 by the 

end of 2013, after the $43 million series B financing (see details in section A1 Funding of the 

Initiative), which will allow the company to develop new activities. Coursera also has an 

international Advisory Board, consisting of top leaders of several US and European elite 

universities63. 

NovoEd’s precursor Venture Lab originated in co-founder Farnaz Ronaghi’s PhD project focus 

on online education and team formation algorithms, which aimed to create a technology 

platform that would not only offer online courses for free, but would also create social links 

between team and enhances collaboration, project- and team-based learning. The focus on 

peer interaction for learning and team dynamics was a distinctive approach for Venture Lab 

from the start - none of the other existing platforms supported this objective. “Instead of 

putting the spotlight on the professors and pretending that they know all the answers, we put 

the spotlight on the students and help them unleash their own power,” said Amin Saberi, 

director of Venture Lab and CEO of NovoEd (Najarro, 2013). The Venture Lab platform offered 

four courses in fall 2012. The first of them was the “Technology and Entrepreneurship” class of 

Stanford assistant professor of management science and engineering Chuck Eesley, whose 
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 https://www.udacity.com/us#sec3 
60

 Coursera Overview, document provided by Daphne Koller. 
61

 This is a relatively new educational concept that aims to revert to the traditional teaching methods, delivering instruction online 

outside of class and moving homework into the classroom. See further details at http://www.knewton.com/flipped-classroom/.  
62

 See structure of the team at https://www.coursera.org/#about/team 
63

 See structure of the Advisory Board at https://www.coursera.org/#about/founders 
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conversations with Amin Saberi actually originated the concept for Venture Lab.  Chuck’s wish 

to make his originally videotaped class more accessible to a global audience through the online 

format became a full-time job for Saberi. When it became available on the Venture Lab 

platform, in mid-April 2012 Chuck’s course attracted around 80,000 students from over 150 

countries, out of which 40,000 students worked on their start up projects. In October 2012, 

Venture Lab added four new courses from Stanford faculty, bringing the total number to five64.  

In April 2013, Venture Lab was re-branded and re-launched as NovoEd, keeping the same 

major focus on peer learning in smaller groups, which was proven to be more effective in 

retaining students in creative disciplines than the mastery learning lecture-based MOOCs in 

math or computer science. This focus is central to NovoEd’s mission and the way the company 

presents itself, as: “the only online learning platform that provides a connected, effective and 

engaging learning environment for students using a combination of techniques in crowd 

sourcing, design and analysis of reputation systems, and algorithm design. NovoEd’s 

philosophy is to advance the online learning experience by making online courses more 

experiential, interactive, and collaborative” 65 . The company has a small six-person team 

headed by Amin Saberi, co-founder and CEO. Both Amin Saberi and Farnaz Ronaghi took a 

leave of absence as of January 1, 2013, to pursue NovoEd full time. 

Outcomes of the initiative 

Students 

In terms of students, Coursera is by far the most advanced. Coursera students 

(“courserians”) reached approx. 4.2 million by the end of July 2013 and their number is 

increasing rapidly66. According to August 2012 statistics, students came from 196 countries, 

with the US accounting for 38.5% of the overall enrolment. Other prominent countries included 

India, Brazil, China, Canada, UK, Russia, Germany, Spain and Australia67. The company’s top 

20 list also Colombia, Ukraine and Thailand. Coursera student concentrations are also visible at 

the level of specific metro areas worldwide, e.g. local student communities are clustered in 433 

cities and aim to create periodic meet-ups so participants can mingle. The three largest such 

groups are in the US with at least 90 students apiece in Stanford, San Francisco and New York, 

and the rest of the top-10 list includes Bangalore, London, Moscow, Sao Paolo and Mumbai 

(Anders, 2012).  
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Udacity students (“udacians”) count over 750,000 and come from 203 countries, according to 

summer 2012 statistics, with the greatest number of students in the US (42%), India (7%), 

Britain (5%), and Germany (4%) (Young, 2012)   

NovoEd students added to the over 170,000 people taking Venture Lab courses by April 

201368. 

Partners  

In terms of partners, Coursera is again topping the list. Since its April 2012 launch with four 

university partners (Princeton, Stanford, University of Michigan and University of 

Pennsylvania), the company partnerships have grown at a rapid pace. It currently counts 83 

universities and other institutions among its partners worldwide (see all partners at 

https://www.coursera.org/#partners). A distinctive mark in terms of the partners’ profile is 

Coursera’s focus primarily on top-tier higher education institutions from the US and 

internationally.   

Among the most recent partners are:  

� A group of 10 US state university systems and public schools69  committed to 

using MOOC technology and content to improve completion, quality and access to 

higher education, both across the schools’ combined audiences of approximately 1.25 

million students and among Coursera’ s over four million global learners. The novelty of 

the partnership is that these institutions intend to do more than just joining to bring 

their own content online for the general population; they will add MOOC to their own 

courses and collaborate on existing content, reaping the benefits of MOOC-based 

content in their own classrooms and on their own campuses. The new education 

approach will be implemented in pilot programmes, which will be evaluated based on 

their effectiveness in enhancing student success. The new approach has multiple 

benefits, including encouraging new learning methods, strengthening combined on-

campus and online teaching, improving existing “blended learning,” which combines 

online video lectures and content with active, in-person classroom interactions, using 

Coursera’s data analytics by professors and universities to identify learning obstacles 

and recognize gaps in subject matter. From a broader perspective, the new approach is 

expected to further strengthen the links between MOOCs and mainstream institutions, 

expand the community of excellent educators providing MOOCs to the world, and open 
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up new channels for sharing knowledge and resources between professors, across 

campuses, and among entire state university systems (Protalinksi, 2013). 

� The University of Chicago, which  will offer an initial two courses in science and 

business;  

� Technion-Israel Institute of Technology and Tel Aviv University (TAU), which 

will offer an initial four courses in engineering, archaeology, biology and cultural 

studies, with Technion’s first course being offered in English and Arabic70.  

� The University of Hong Kong, which will offer five Chinese courses. The expansion 

towards more Chinese universities is of high interest to Coursera, so that they can bring 

their courses online and reach more students71.  

� The University of London, which will offer an initial five courses starting in spring 

2014.  

� The University of Edinburgh is also developing courses with Coursera. Both 

universities emphasised that their interest in collaborating with Coursera was primarily 

a strategic business decision to be involved in broader developments in the higher 

education sector, and to maintain their reputation as serious contenders on a larger 

scale.  

Udacity partnerships (exact number not available) focus on universities as well, but to a 

lesser extent than Coursera, and also on major business corporations, in pursuit of their 

objective to provide students with better skills for meeting current employment needs: “We 

are reinventing education for the 21st century by bridging the gap between real-world skills, 

relevant education, and employment”. This specific focus on new skills for better employment 

opportunities makes a distinctive mark for Udacity. Below are some of Udacity’s key partners: 

� San Jose State University (SJSU), with whom Udacity has developed a pilot 

programme called San Jose State University Plus. The pilot, which began in January 

2013, combined the knowledge and expertise of SJSU faculty with Udacity's online 

platform and pedagogy to provide three remedial courses (two in math and one in 

statistics) to SJSU and non-SJSU students, at the affordable price of $150 per course, 

similar to a course at the California community colleges. The pilot's target population 

included underserved groups such as high school students who will earn college credit, 

waitlisted students at California community colleges who would otherwise face out-of-

state or private options, and members of the armed forces and veterans. Course 
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assessment is supported by funding from the National Science Foundation (Business 

Wire, 2013).  

On 19 July 2013, the pilot was put “on hold” because of very low pass rates, ranging between 

20% to 51%, much lower than the average 75% pass rates at SJSU’s on-campus courses. 

Causes for the failure related primarily to: (i) rapid assembly of course material, with little 

time for testing and fine-tuning each lesson, (ii) pitching classes to a very different population 

than the usual SJSU traditional class, with high-risk students (about 20% of enrolment 

consisted of high-school students, while many others were college-age students who had failed 

earlier math classes), and (iii) lack of reliable access to internet for some students, making it 

hard for them to do all the necessary work (Anders, 2013a). The failure was considered by 

Udacity as an opportunity to innovate around the pacing and duration of the classes, given the 

non-traditional student population. Nevertheless, the course was also seen as a success for 

having reached a much broader student population than what could be usually found on any 

college campus, for giving students who had struggled with remedial algebra another chance 

to succeed, and for greatly increasing the retention rate (about 83%, in contrast to the 5%-

10% range in traditional MOOCs), mainly due to course support services (Thrun, 2013)72. 

� Georgia Tech and AT&T are two key business partners for Udacity. In May 2013, 

Georgia Institute of Technology College of Computing announced it will offer the 

first professional Online MSc degree in Computer Science (OMS CS) that can be 

earned completely through the "massive online" format. The degree will be provided 

in collaboration with Udacity Inc. and AT&T, with enhanced support services for 

students and at a tuition fee of $6,630 - a fraction of the cost of traditional on-

campus Master's programmes. Initial enrolment will be limited to a few hundred 

students from AT&T and Georgia Tech corporate affiliates, and is expected to 

gradually expand to 10,000 students over the next three years. The pilot 

programme is heavily subsidised by a $2 million gift from AT&T and will begin in the 

next academic year (PRNewswire, 2013, Rivard, 2013a).  

The low-cost online Master’s degree is an important novelty in that it creates what may be a 

first-of-its-kind template for the evolving role of public universities and corporations and will 

allow one of the country’s top computer science programmes to enrol 20 times as many 

students as it does now in its online master’s degree programme at a sixth of the price of its 

existing program (Rivard, 2013a). Recent details provided by Inside Higher Ed about the 

Udacity-Georgia Tech agreement reveal that it includes very precise provisions about the 

student-staff interaction, the payment of professors who create new online courses with 
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$30,000 or more, and creation of two new categories of educators - Georgia Tech corporate 

“course assistants” tasked with handling student issues, and a corps of Udacity teaching 

assistants hired by Georgia Tech who will be professionals rather than graduate students. This 

last provision raised concern about the role of professors, in spite of assurances of Georgia 

Tech's dean that professors will remain in charge of their courses (Rivard, 2013a).  

� Google, NVIDIA, Microsoft, Autodesk, Cadence and Wolfram are another 

group of business partners with whom Udacity teamed up to deliver a new series of 

free online courses, from HTML5 Game Development and 3D Graphics Programming 

to Mobile App Development. Additionally, computational tools from Wolfram, makers 

of Mathematica and Wolfram|Alpha, will be integrated into upcoming Udacity course 

offerings to enhance the student learning experience (Business Wire 2012). The 

partnership is particularly important for showing a significant sponsorship of major 

corporations in the development of new MOOCs that have a high potential to 

connect university education with workforce education ...and advance both 

education and career opportunities for students, as Sebastian Thrun, Udacity Ceo 

pointed out (ibid.).  

Very little information is available about NovoEd partners, which is to some extent 

understandable, given the short time since the company’s launch in April 2013. Universities 

are a primary target for the company (Empson, 2013a). A partnership with the Latin-American 

University, Pontifical Catholic University of Chile, was announced in June 2013 (Business Wire, 

2013a). 

Course range and language  

In terms of courses, Coursera is again at the top of the range, with over 400 courses 

currently offered (see all courses at https://www.coursera.org/#courses) that cover a wide 

range of topics, spanning the Humanities, Medicine, Biology, Social Sciences, Mathematics, 

Business, Computer Science, and many others. Some of the most popular courses include 

‘Think Again: How to Reason and Argue’ by Duke University, with 180,000 people signed up, 

and ‘Introduction to Finance’ by Michigan University, with 125,000 signed up73. The majority of 

courses are offered in English, but in many cases, user-generated translations in a number of 

languages are also available, such as Chinese, French, Spanish and Italian. A Global 

Translation Partners Programme was set up at Coursera, in partnership with a host of 

translation companies and a variety of organisations to provide more language choices such as 

Arabic, Portuguese and Russian. "We hope to partner with organizations based in China to 

create captions for our most popular courses in China, such as Introduction to Finance and 
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Machine Learning", said Daphne Koller in a recent interview 74 . Andrew Ng, Coursera-co-

founder sees this expansion as progress towards the company’s mission to extend access to 

higher education learning as broadly as possible: “Though most of our students today are 

fluent English speakers, most of the world is not” (Palin, 2013). 

Udacity courses have a narrower scope than Coursera’s, and cover Business, Biology, 

Computer Science, Mathematics, Physics and Psychology. Udacity intends to remain focused on 

computer science and related fields, and not go into humanities, according to Sebastian Thrun 

(cited in Young, 2012). Courses are offered at Beginner, Intermediate and Advanced levels, 

and target high school students (offering options to earn college credit and take subjects not 

offered at their school), college students (offering access to lower cost and high quality college 

courses, with options for college credit and courses not offered at their school), and 

professionals (offering possibilities to update skills or shift careers with up-to-date courses 

from prestigious teachers). All Udacity courses are closed captioned in English, and many of 

them have subtitles available in many different languages, including Spanish, Chinese, French, 

Portuguese, and Croatian. In most cases, Udacity classes are always available once they have 

launched and have no deadlines, so that students can take them at their own pace. Students 

can enrol in several classes.  

Novoed offers access to seven Stanford courses to the general public, focused particularly on 

entrepreneurship, business and innovation management (see http://novoed.com/), as well as 

10 private courses available only to current Stanford students. The focus on entrepreneurship 

and technology management makes a distinctive feature of NovoEd in contrast with other 

MOOCs services that focus on mastery learning, like computer science and math. NovoEd 

courses are taught in English, but in June 2013, the first NovoEd MOOC offered exclusively in 

Spanish became available, being offered by Stanford PhD, Pontifical Catholic University of Chile 

professor and strategic decision expert, Patricio del Sol. This is a five-week free course that will 

teach students key principles of strategic choices in the business landscape. The course 

features creative class work and engaging video filmed on location in Silicon Valley, and is 

available to any Spanish speaking person with an Internet connection (Business Wire, 2013a).  

 Course format 

Coursera MOOCs, in contrast to earlier distance-learning efforts centred on the “taped 

lecture”, combine active learning and interactive engagement between faculty and students, 

and between students and their peers, which have been proven to be more effective than 

traditional lectures (Deslauriers, Schelew and Wieman, 2011). The platform makes it possible 

to move much of the traditional lecturing from inside to outside the classroom, in an online 

                                                 
74

 Interview: Online education platform Coursera aims to reach more Chinese. 7 June 2013.  

http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/indepth/2013-06/07/c_132436533.htm 



 

 

 

 

141 | J a n u a r y  2 0 1 4  

 

learning format that is more interactive and more engaging. The courses make heavy use of 

interactive exercises that use Web 2.0 tools, videos and snap quizzes with instant online 

grading that typically break up instructors’ material every few minutes and ask the students to 

answer a simple question to test whether they are tracking the material and whether they 

understand key concepts. Partner institutions offer hybrid courses, which involve both online 

and face-to-face learning, which are considered to be considerably more effective than either 

method alone (US Department of Education, 2010). Personalisation on several levels is present 

in each course, in a bid to keep students engaged, even though an individual MOOC may 

attract 100,000 or more students worldwide. The students are also involved in various online 

forums and chat groups with their peers between formal sessions75.   

Udacity MOOCs are also highly interactive. They consist of several units comprising video 

lectures with closed captioning, talks by instructors and industry experts, and integrated 

quizzes and exercises to help students understand concepts and reinforce ideas, as well as 

follow-up homework that promotes a "learning by doing" model. The videos and quizzes can be 

re-taken any time. Lessons are usually followed by a problem set with exercises that count 

towards mastery level. Since August 2012, all courses have been "open enrolment", i.e. 

students can enrol in one or more courses at any time after a course is launched. All course 

lectures and problem sets are available upon enrolment and can then be completed at the 

student's preferred pace. Each course unit is designed to provide a week's worth of instruction 

and homework. No textbooks are required for Udacity courses. 

NovoEd MOOCS are also highly interactive and are designed specifically with teamwork in 

mind. After signing up for the course, the students are assigned to groups of 10 or fewer 

peers, based on their location or similar interests and backgrounds. Courses offer a video 

lecture, at the end of which there is a challenge for the team. Student communication during 

the class can take place by messaging one another or in discussion boards under an 

assignment. Students can evaluate their peers’ performance, much like team projects in face-

to-face lecture courses, and the rankings are compiled at the end of the course to form a 

student’s “Team Score,” which shows how good a team or a team player are. On this basis, 

student can make decisions when they’re later allowed to form groups on their own.  

The highly interactive learning process created in NovoEd courses aims to create a social 

incentive system that aims to keep students on track reduce the high attrition rates specific to 

MOOCs (Empson, 2013a). In this spirit, NovoEd platform designers aim to understand better 

what incentives motivate high quality reviews and incentivise good behaviour. NovoEd courses 

attach importance to reputation systems, where the helpfulness of the review, the evaluation 

of team work and self-evaluation are central. In this spirit, a ‘Hall of Fame’ has been 
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introduced, which features students whose reputation has increased. Similarly, ‘Star 

Reviewers’ are rewarded for the quality of their reviews. The ultimate objective is to create a 

dynamic in which students are accountable to their peers, and feel social pressure to perform 

to keep their rankings up, creating an experience that’s more engaging.  

Pedagogy  

Both Coursera and Udacity MOOCs are based on the principle of mastery learning, which 

aims to help students learn the material quickly and effectively, giving them multiple 

opportunities to demonstrate their knowledge, learn at their own pace, test their knowledge, 

receive immediate feedback on concepts that have not been understood, reinforce concepts 

through interactive exercises, monitor their own progress and know when they really mastered 

the material. Mastery Learning was shown to increase student performance by about one 

standard deviation over more traditional forms of instruction, which translates into about 84% 

of a class’s students achieving a median level of performance compared to a traditional class, 

where only 50% of all students would achieve the same level of performance (Bloom, 1984). 

In Udacity MOOCs, mastery points are earned upon completion of certain questions correctly in 

a course, and differ among questions and among classes. Mastery levels are achievement 

targets for each course. Udacity courses have four different mastery levels, which are reached 

by accumulating mastery points. Other principles are student engagement and long-term 

retention76. 

NovoEd MOOCs go beyond the “mastery learning” model of competitors Coursera and Udacity, 

where the focus is on learning one set of skills in a specific subject, by adding a stronger focus 

on peer learning that brings along more versatility, broader critical thinking and problem-

solving skills: “NovoEd’s philosophy is to advance the online learning experience by making 

online courses more experiential, interactive, and collaborative. On our platform, students not 

only have access to lectures by thought leaders and professors from top universities, but they 

are also able to form teams with people around the world and work on class projects”77. 

NovoEd founders Saberi and Ronaghi find that mastery learning is more suitable for 

Mathematics or Computer Science courses that may work best in the lecture format, but 

doesn’t fit so well with more open-ended courses of courses focused on teaching creative 

disciplines that demand more group interaction and peer-to-peer collaboration. As explained in 

the previous section ‘Course format and principles’, NovoEd MOOCs attach high importance to 

reputation systems, social pressure to succeed and incentives for rewarding good behaviour. 

NovoEd MOOCs pedagogy also focuses on improving students’ soft skills and group learning 

skills, like virtual team management, the ability to better negotiate and understand one’s role 
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in the team, leadership and communication. Such skills are traditionally acquired in the group-

based environs of offline, in-class activities, but have largely been missing from MOOCs and 

this new form of online education at scale (Empson, 2013a). 

Assessment   

Taking into account the large number of students enrolled in the courses, all tree MOOC 

providers use peer assessment, i.e. students can evaluate and provide feedback on each 

other’s work. The students are first trained using a grading rubric provided by the course 

teacher to grade other assessments. Peer assessment has been shown to result in accurate 

feedback to other students and also provide a valuable learning experience for the students 

doing the grading. Based on crowd-sourcing algorithms, which show how one can take many 

ratings (of varying degrees of reliability) and combine them to obtain a highly accurate score, 

multiple student grading is able to lead to grading accuracy comparable or even superior to 

that provided by a single teaching assistant78. 

Udacity courses have a number of problem sets, similar to the in-class quizzes which provide 

instant feedback and can be taken by the student any time, and final exams that can also be 

taken any time, with different options. All courses have final assessments that can be taken by 

the student on their own, while courses that need to be proctored (in order to receive credit or 

certification), have both a proctored exam at a Pearson VUE testing centre and an online 

proctored exam on the Udacity website. Udacity also provides a "testing kit" to any institution 

for a low fee if they are interested in providing proctored exams on Udacity courses. Among 

NovoEd courses, only one course has quizzes and the others are peer-assessed.   

Accreditation  

Coursera graduates to date have received a Statement of Accomplishment that doesn’t 

correspond to full-fledged course credit, but may still carry some weight with graduate schools 

or potential employers. Academic credit for completed online work is a possibility at some 

stage, and the University of Washington is reported to offer credit in fall 2013 for its Coursera 

online courses (Anders, 2012). 

Udacity graduates receive a Certificate of Completion indicating their level of achievement, 

signed by the instructors, at no cost. In addition, as of August 2012, through partnership with 

electronic testing company Pearson VUE, students of the introductory Computer Science 

course CS101 can elect to take an additional proctored 75-minute final exam for a fee of $89 

in an effort to allow Udacity classes to "count towards a credential that is recognized by 

employers"79. Further plans announced for certification options would include a "secured online 
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examination" as a less expensive alternative to the in-person proctored exams. Colorado State 

University's Global Campus began offering transfer credit for the introductory computer 

science course (CS101) for Udacity students that take the final examination through a secure 

testing facility (Mangan, 2012).  

NovoEd graduates receive a Statement of Accomplishment, which does not stand in the place 

of a course taken at Stanford or an accredited institution. The statements can be issues by 

NovoEd, the course provider or the course instructor.  

Both Coursera and Udacity have been working with the American Council on Education’s 

College Credit Recommendation Service (ACE CREDIT®) 80  to evaluate a selection of their 

courses. This is the latest component of a wide-ranging research and evaluation effort to 

examine the academic potential of MOOCs that ACE announced in November 2012. Through 

this service, students who successfully complete one of Coursera or Udacity’ s pre-approved 

courses will be eligible to receive an ACE CREDIT recommendation, which they can present to 

the college or university of their choice for prerequisite or undergraduate credit consideration.  

Recently, a first set of five Coursera MOOCs have been approved for “credit equivalency” by 

ACE, which means that any student who completes one of the five courses is now eligible to 

receive college transfer credit (Empson, 2013). 

Four Udacity courses are still under evaluation by ACE (Developmental Math, College Algebra, 

Elementary Statistics and Introduction to Computer Science). Three of them (Developmental 

Math, College Algebra and Elementary Statistics) were created at SJSU and are pilot courses 

designed to boost higher education access and attainment for low-income students (see details 

in section ‘Partners’ above). SJSU will grant credit for these three pilot courses by bringing 

instructors and student support back in, and by providing proctored online assessments for 

student authentication in conjunction with the MOOC. These courses are preparatory and cover 

subjects that many students need to be successful in university-level courses, especially in the 

science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) fields. ACE CREDIT will apply its 

evaluation process to the four courses, as well as provide ACE CREDIT transcripts for students 

who successfully complete evaluated courses that are recommended for college credit (ACE, 

2013).  

External funding 

Coursera’s external funding came in three rounds so far: 
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a. $16 million in Venture Round funding from Silicon Valley venture capital firm 

Kleiner Perkins Caufield & Byers (KPCB) and New Enterprise Associates (NEA), (18 April 

2012).  Part of this investment was also the decision of veteran investor, long-time 

KPCB partner, and public education reform advocate John Doerr and NEA General 

Partner Scott Sandell to join Coursera’s board of directors. The new capital aimed to 

expand Coursera’s content and feature set and to continue developing partnerships with 

institutions in order to increase its global student body (Empson, 2012). 

b. $6million in additional Series A funding from the California Institute of Technology 

and the University of Pennsylvania ($3.7 million) and existing venture capital investors 

Kleiner Perkins Caufield & Byers and New Enterprise Associates ($2.3 million to 

maintain their prior equity stakes in the company). The new capital announced on 17 

July 2012 and was aimed at expanding college education to a mass audience (Wong, 

2012).  

c. $43 million in Series B funding venture capital from both domestic and 

international investors in education, like the International Finance Corporation - the 

investment arm of the World Bank, and Laureate Education, an international higher 

education company with dozens of profit-making universities around the world, as well 

as GSV Capital, Learn Capital and Yuri Milner, an individual entrepreneur (10 July 

2013). The new round of funding reflects a move from the mainstream Silicon Valley 

venture capital firms to international agencies and specialised ed-tech funds, which is 

suggestive of Coursera’s new priorities: better pedagogy and greater globalisation 

(Anders, 2013).  

The new capital is aimed to support a significant expansion of the Coursera platform abroad in 

a systematic way through localisation, translation and development of strategic distribution 

partnerships with local institutions. Coursera is also planning to double its current staff of 50 

by the end of 2013, and to bring its MOOC platform to mobile devices, searching for mobile 

talent and looking to build a suite of mobile apps that will enable “students to learn anywhere, 

on the go”. Coursera has started building up a mobile devices team, so that students in 

emerging markets — who may not have round-the-clock access to computers with internet 

connectivity — can still get some of their coursework done via smartphones or tablets 

(Empson, 2013; Anders, 2013).  

Another priority is to develop collaborative learning environments and virtual, group-based 

education methods that could significantly increase the value of both MOOC and online 

education platforms as a whole. To this end, Coursera plans to open up to applications 

developers to create customised apps, meant to facilitate the interaction between individual 
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instructors or student groups (Empson, 2013; Anders, 2013).  Other priorities are the 

advancement of techniques for flipped classroom and mastery-based learning, continued 

expansion of university partnerships, expanded Signature Track offerings and increased 

support for student technical issues. 

Udacity’s venture capital funding came from: 

a. $5 million in Series A funding (January 2012) from an early-stage venture capital 

fund Charles River Ventures and Silicon Valley entrepreneur and UC Berkeley 

entrepreneurship teacher Steve Blank;  

b. $15 million in Series B funding (October 2012) from Andreessen Horowitz. As a part 

of the funding, Andreessen Horowitz general partner Peter Levine is joining Udacity’s 

board. The new funding is being used for further development of the technology 

platform, with mobile applications and the introduction of adaptive learning techniques 

which will change based on students’ capabilities. Udacity courses are also planned to 

scale up in terms of classes offered and work more with those in related industries on 

graduate referrals (Perez, 2012). 

NovoEd has received venture capital funding from Costanoa Ventures, Foundation Capital, 

Kapor Capital, Learn Capital, Maveron, Ulu Ventures and a number of angel investors. 

(Heussner, 2013). The amount of capital raised is not yet public, but some estimate it to be 

approx. $2 million (Ter Haar, 2013). 

In addition to the external funding, the three MOOC providers get some additional revenue 

from paid services that are offered to students in addition to the free courses, but 

these revenues are proportionally much less significant.  None of the three companies has a 

well-established business model and profit-making strategies, as they are currently 

experimenting with several monetisation strategies, such as:  

� Coursera offers:  

o The Signature Track, which offers students the option to pay a small fee to 

receive verified certificates and official shareable course records. This service is 

purely on an opt-in basis, and access to the course remains free. Signature 

Track services brought in Q2 2013 more than $600,000 in revenue, up from 

$220,000 the previous quarter, and improved the retention rate – more than 

90% of students opting for the signature track successfully complete their 

courses, far above the usual retention rate, as Daphne Koller noted in a recent 

interview (Anders, 2013).  
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o Career Services, which offers successful students opportunities to connect with 

prospective employers seeking to fill positions that match their skills and 

interests, at the expense of the employer. In all cases, any profits generated are 

shared with Coursera’ s university partners (6 to 15% of revenue and 20% of 

gross profit81).  

� Udacity offers to students optional certified exams which have some cost to them, 

and also gets referral fees from employers who give Udacity graduates full-time 

positions. 

� NovoEd explores different revenue models, including that of charging students for the 

statements of accomplishment, similarly to other MOOCs providers.  

D2: List of contributors to the case study  

Name Organisation Country 

John Doove Project leader, SURF The 

Netherlands 

Sander Latour Project leader/student/Special Interest Group 

(SIG), UvA 

The 

Netherlands 

Natasa Brouwer 

 

Coordinator, teaching staff, UvA The 

Netherlands 

Andy Pimentel Chairman ICT programming council, UvA The 

Netherlands 

Alan Berg Member Innovation Work Group ICT UvA, UvA  The 

Netherlands 

Matthew D. Pistilli Research Scientist Academic technologies, 

Purdue 

US 

Frank J. Dooley Associate Vice Provost for Undergraduate 

Academic Affairs, Professor of Agricultural 

Economics, Purdue  

US 

Jean Mutton Student Experience Project Manager, Derby  UK 

Ben Bailey Senior Assistant Registrar, Derby UK 

Suzanne Wigley Student Experience Co-ordinator, Derby UK 

Sandra 

Baumgartena 

Student, Derby  UK (Latvia) 

Jake Hibbert Student, Derby  UK 

Myles Danson JISC CETIS UK 

Sheila MacNeill Assistant Director, JISC CETIS  UK 

 

Methodological note 

                                                 
81

 Coursera Overview, document provided by Daphne Koller.  
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The interviews were conducted between April and July. At the University of Amsterdam and the 

SURF foundation the interviews were conducted face to face. Interviews with people from 

Purdue University, Derby University and JISC CETIS were conducted by telephone. 
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EU – originated MOOCs, with focus on multi- and single- institution 
platforms 

Authors: Professor Mike Osborne and Professor Terry Mayes 

Overview  

a. Drivers: the challenge of globalisation, in particular weakening national boundaries 

when it comes to attracting students; and the changing supply of and demand for 

higher education. On the supply-side, MOOCs are used a testing ground for regular 

educational provisions, while on the demand side they deal students’ needs and 

demands for flexibility of education trajectories. 

b. Strategy: FutureLearn is developing for a set of elite UK universities (as well as an 

Australian and an Irish HEI) a platform to deliver MOOCs on a wide variety of devices, 

including smartphones and tablets. OpenHPI has delivered five MOOCs in IT that have 

been targeted at both specialist and general audiences in both the German and English 

language, and has undertaken research on learner behaviour on its platform. Leuphana 

has delivered one prototype course: ThinkTank – Ideal City of the 21st Century. 

c. Outcome: three MOOC initiatives at different stages of development, one in 

development in the UK, FutureLearn, and two which have delivered programmes in 

Germany, OpenHPI and Leuphana Digital School. 

d. Key factors for success: Each initiative has its own particular key factors of success. 

Most notable are the reputation of the institute/person involved (HPI/Leuphana) and 

the infrastructure involved (FutureLearn). 

e. Implementation challenges: A major challenge for FutureLearn ahead of its launch 

was to ensure that the platform is seen as distinctive. Further, the business model is 

not yet clear, with several business models under consideration.  OpenHPI and 

Leuphana do not have major implementation challenges since they are, respectively, 

well-funded and embedded in the developmental objectives of the university. Potential 

threats are seen however in expanding the use of MOOCs to more courses and to 

replicate the very intense support required in the model that it has used for delivery. 

f. Main changes: A broad FutureLearn coalition has been established of more than 20 

universities and other institutions (e.g. the British Museum). For HPI and Leuphana, a 

different entity has been established to manage the development of this new MOOC 

initiative. 

 

g. Results:  

� There are currently no outcomes at FutureLearn beyond the recruitment of 26 

partners who have only in late June first seen an early version of the platform. Only 



 

 

 

 

150 | J a n u a r y  2 0 1 4  

 

in October 2013 will we be able to determine its immediate success. OpenHPI's five 

MOOCs have attracted up to a maximum of just over 13,000 participants per 

course. It has also been able to undertake some quite sophisticated research on its 

participants. It intends to continue developing new offers in its field. At Leuphana 

some 2,500 participants took the course and some 12% of the cohort graduated 

with four ECTS points.  

� The FutureLearn model is potentially transferable, but few other countries within 

European have quite the combination of players of the UK. The offer of OpenHPI 

could be replicated by other universities if dedicated funding were made available 

for developing a robust platform and undertaking systematic research. Leuphana’s 

MOOC offer is technically achievable by most universities since no special platform 

needs to be developed for such numbers. The quality of intensive support offered is 

not feasible without considerable financing. 

Part A: Setting the scene: introduction, challenges and contexts 

A1: Introduction / definition of the innovation initiative82  

Overall objectives of the initiative and future plans 

In this case study, we are considering three initiatives at different stages of development. 

FutureLearn is a consortium-based non-US MOOC model based around prestigious UK and 

other Anglo universities backed by world-known UK brands (British Council, British Library and 

British Museum) and the UK government. It is led by a not for-profit company owned by the 

UK’s Open University, and has been formed as a UK response to large US MOOC providers, 

particularly Coursera, edX and Udacity. It has high-level political support from the UK 

Government.  

By contrast in Germany the two cases considered are niche providers with strong regional 

public sector and private sector support. OpenHPI is a development of Hasso Plattner 

Institute (HPI) based at the University of Potsdam in Germany. Leuphana is a public 

university in Northern Germany and it utilised the brand of the Leuphana Digital School as a 

platform for its online education In January 2013.  

There are differences in purpose. FutureLearn is intended to attract large numbers of students 

globally by acting as a showcase for distinctive high-quality courses with advanced online 

pedagogy, and providing a test-bed for the development of learning analytics. It is primarily a 

                                                 
82

 Some of the issues that have emerged in these cases have been highlighted in a recent systematic review of MOOC literature 

(Liyanagunawardena, Adams and Williams 2013), but these researchers suggest that there is limited research in relation to MOOCs as a 

change agent in HE. The evidence from these cases makes a small contribution in that domain. 
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tool linked to the internationalisation and recruitment agenda of universities that they 

increasingly have to develop larger markets as public support declines in the UK. Leuphana is 

also aiming to attract new students, but not ones that are paying high fees since the German 

system does not operate according to the market system. Its objective is to provide an 

opportunity for overseas students to demonstrate capability prior to migration, and in that 

sense this is a contribution to offering lifelong learning (LLL) opportunities to such an audience. 

OpenHPI also in part is fulfilling a LLL role. The provision seeks to opens up higher education 

level provision to the German public and professionals in ways not possible in the university 

system, and one of its principal objectives is the broadening of access to learning within the 

subject domain. It therefore has the innovative intention of contributing to the challenge of 

providing continuing and lifelong learning opportunities in Germany, whose universities have 

lagged by comparison to competitor countries in this field.  

The two existing initiatives in Germany in different ways contribute to research intelligence. In 

the case of OpenHPI, as it sits within a world-class IT research institute, this comes as no 

surprise. The MOOCs that it has created are living laboratories and live experiments. Amongst 

other things it seeks to addresses the challenge of producing new knowledge about on-line 

teaching, for example analysing real time behaviours in on-line environments and creating 

predictive models for optimal learning paths. In the case of Leuphana one of its reasons for 

road-testing a MOOC is to determine conditions by which credit can be offered for other 

programmes that might be brought to the university as part of European Credit Transfer 

System (ECTS). The university anticipates that larger numbers of students will carry portable 

credit including some gathered via MOOCs and wants to determine the conditions for quality in 

this mode of delivery so that it can confidently award credit.  
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Outcomes of the practice 

Although the FutureLearn platform is not yet launched, the partnership is able to provide 

potentially a resource rich pedagogical environment backed by a world-leading provider of 

distance education, and delivered by some of the best universities in the world. HPI has 

offered five MOOCs concerned with IT topics. These have been targeted at specialist and 

general audiences in both the German and English language, with a maximum of just over 

13,000 participants. Leuphana launched its first and only MOOC (albeit on a small scale with 

2,500 students) with the prototype course ThinkTank – Ideal City of the 21st Century. In all 

cases designers aim for a constructivist pedagogy and learner-centred approach which in this 

arena has come to be known as the cMOOC.83  

From the cases we have considered it would seem that there is strong demand for niche 

products, including from students outside Europe and from non-traditional students. The 

demand is not from simply traditional undergraduate students, but from the general public and 

from professionals for updating. 

There is potentially a significant contribution to improving access for those who have 

traditionally been disadvantaged in their participation in higher education and realising the 

goals of the ECTS. In the early days of ICT, the use of e-learning to provide access to HE was 

stymied by what became known as the ‘digital divide’, with those from lower socio-economic 

groups in particular having less access to relatively expensive technologies. Furthermore the 

ICT infrastructure was not able to support pedagogical aspirations. Many of these historic 

impediments are no longer in place as the technologies have become increasingly cheap and 

ubiquitous. Furthermore the technology can now support the pedagogical aspirations of co-

construction in real-time with a large mass of participants. It is the large mass that is needed 

for there to be genuine co-construction with many individuals engaged in various and complex 

learning interactions over a short time period to solve problems. 

  

                                                 
83

 This is based on underlying principles that relate to the developing of a connected virtual community of practice based on co-

construction of knowledge. The CMOOC is distinguished from the XMOOC, which is essentially largely led by the provided material 

provided online, and has little by way of interaction. The idea of connectivism can be traced back to principles that emerge from 

situated cognition and the work of the Russian psychologist Vygotsky, and the idea of a community of practice, a term made popular by 

Lave and Wenger. In the field of e-learning Hung and Chen’s principles of design for e-learning of commonality, situatedness, 

interdependency, and infrastructure are based on principles that emerge from these theoretical frameworks. 
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A2: Understanding of the context  

The context in which the practice is developed (institutional, geopolitical, regulatory) 

By late 2012, the sheer scale of the developments underway in the US implied that MOOCs 

could not any longer be regarded as an interesting but marginal development in borderless HE, 

but possibly represented a delivery method that would disrupt the model of HE in a 

fundamental way everywhere. The pace of commercial development also led to the view that 

HE institutions could not expect to experiment with MOOCs at an evolutionary rate, as they 

had over a number of years with virtual learning environments (VLEs). This is the point at 

which Martin Bean, the Vice-Chancellor of the UK’s Open University (OU), became 

personally convinced that the OU’s unique position demanded that it should play a leading and 

proactive role in this fast-moving development. The OU is in a pioneering role over 40 years in 

open and distance learning. The OU has been in the forefront of this form of HE in its large-

scale use of online methods and has been a leading proponent of OERs. It was the first 

university in Europe to reach more than a million subscriptions on its iTunes U app, with more 

than 85% of the learners from outside the UK. It offers a dedicated YouTube channel, a free 

learning resources website in OpenLearn, and a highly successful app for mobile platforms, 

called OUAnywhere. 

Geographically, OpenHPI is located at the University of Potsdam, Germany within the Federal 

State of Brandenburg in its own building in a campus setting on land provided by the state. In 

terms of its geographical spread it targets an audience all around the world, but given that it 

has offered courses in German as well as English, it targets the German-speaking world and 

German diaspora. OpenHPI is a development of Hasso Plattner Institute (HPI) based at the 

University of Potsdam in Germany.  HPI is of the university, but quite independent and 

effectively acts as a private institution within a public body. It is in Germany an ‘aninstitut’, 

and legally is a public-private partnership with the legal status of a GmBH, a limited-liability 

company in Germany. The private partner is the Hasso Plattner Foundation for Software 

Systems Engineering, which is the administrative body responsible for the HPI and its only 

corporate member.  

There is a very strong technological and research context for OpenHPI since HPI has created a 

number of its own tools related to the delivery of e-learning. This creates an infrastructure that 

allows the delivery of MOOCs and analysis of impact without reliance on external input.84  

                                                 
84

 This includes the following: 1) The tele-TASK system which is described as a cost-efficient and simple way of recording and 

dissemination of lectures via a modern portal enhanced with a semantic search and social collaboration (http://tele-task.de/); 2) Tele-

Board allows creative collaborative work in virtual, globally distributed teams (http://tele-board.com/); 3) The Tele-Lab Internet 

Security, which is used in teaching. Participants have the opportunity to gain access to virtual computer and network environments via 

the internet, as they learn about and apply security technologies (https://tele-lab.org); 4) The Semantic Media Explorer (SEMEX), which 



 

 

 

 

154 | J a n u a r y  2 0 1 4  

 

Leuphana is a public university in Northern Germany and it has utilised the brand of the 

Leuphana Digital School as a platform for its online education. The institutional, geopolitical 

and regulatory situation of the three cases is very different, however the OU and HPI are (for 

different reasons) in an advantageous position to develop MOOCs. Leuphana is a small-scale 

initiative in a less favourable position to position itself in the MOOC-landscape. 

A3: Challenges and drivers  

The challenges that the initiative aims to address 

The FutureLearn initiative is intended to address the challenge of attracting large numbers of 

students globally by acting as a showcase for distinctive high-quality courses with advanced 

online pedagogy, and providing a test-bed for the development of learning analytics. This goal 

is intended to be achieved through the innovative and learner-centred nature of the platform, 

the advanced pedagogy based on social constructivist principles, the reputation of the partner 

Universities, and the media characteristics of the courses themselves. 

The provision of OpenHPI seeks to meet the challenge of opening up higher education level 

provision to the German public and professionals in ways not possible in the university system, 

and one of its principal challenges is the broadening of access to learning within the subject 

domain. It therefore has the innovative intention of contributing to the challenge of providing 

continuing and lifelong learning opportunities in Germany, whose universities have lagged by 

comparison to competitor countries in this field. The offer is also innovative as the activity 

allows experimentation based on a strong research pedigree. It addresses the challenge of 

producing new knowledge about online teaching. 

 

The Leuphana digital school addresses the challenge of providing LLL opportunities to a 

worldwide audience, including those wishing to demonstrate capability to enter a German 

university from outside Europe. It also seeks to determine through its own hands-on 

experience the conditions by which credit can be offered for other programmes that might be 

brought to the university as part of ECTS. 

Hence, the MOOC initiatives target two main challenges for higher education, namely, the 

challenge of globalisation, in particular weakening national boundaries when it comes to 

attracting students); and the changing supply of and demand for higher education. On the 

                                                                                                                                                                  

enables semantic search in multimedia data. Data is automatically processed and semantically analysed in advance (mehr 

Informationen); 5) Blog Intelligence allows an efficient analysis of the exponentially growing amount of data in social networks and the 

blogosphere (http://blog-intelligence.com). 
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supply-side, MOOCs are used a testing ground for regular educational provisions, while on the 

demand side they deal students’ needs and demands for flexibility of education trajectories. 

The immediate cause for developing the initiative 

The immediate cause for developing the FutureLearn MOOC was the major developments in 

the US that were considered to need a response. Although the OU had built a unique 

reputation in Online distance learning (ODL) in the UK, its attempts to develop the global 

market had not always met with success. There had been a particular failure to expand in the 

US. It had recently reduced the associate lecturers in Europe and it was, like all other UK HEIs, 

having to retrench financially.  

The immediate purpose for developing the OpenHPI, aside from providing this LLL and public 

engagement role, was to fulfil HPI’s own research agenda. Through OpenHPI, the Institute will 

not only utilise its tools and the previous insights that it has gained through research, but will 

seek to develop new knowledge with regard to learning processes that occur through this 

medium. There will thus be a flow back into its research work. 

The HPI team specifically speaks about the following areas of research on OpenHPI: 

� Analytics: What conclusions can be drawn from an analysis of learners’ behaviour? How 

can these conclusions be used to improve the online learning offer? 

� Semantic and Social Web: What new semantic and social web technologies can be 

developed to support the understanding of and navigation in online learning materials? 

� Virtual Learning Labs: How can environments where learners interact with virtual IT 

systems be made scalable for massive participation? 

� Gamification: How can the motivation of learners be increased through the functionality 

and design principles found in computer gaming? 

� Innovative Learning Services: How can learning be promoted in the heterogeneous 

context of where participants live and work? 

There are a number of reasons why Leuphana has gone down this route. 

� One objective is to provide an opportunity for overseas students to demonstrate 

capability prior to migration, and in that sense this is a contribution to offering lifelong 

learning opportunities to such an audience. 

� A second is to determine conditions by which credit can be offered for other 

programmes that might be brought to the university as part of ECTS. In short the 

university wanted to determine what the conditions for a quality course in this mode 

might require.  
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Part B: The higher education innovation system: functions, components and 

relationships 

B1: Analysis of the functions  

The function to which the innovation is related 

MOOCS specifically address the education function of the higher education system. The 

FutureLearn partners are expected to provide a wide range of courses, targeted at different 

groups of learners. Effort has gone into identifying the key groups (e.g. leisure, mature, career 

changers, building CV, CPD etc.). At the top level the web site will offer guided support 

through highly user-focused searching and browsing for choosing an appropriate course, and 

for navigating through the alternatives. OU expertise is highly relevant here, and this is one 

function that is under-developed in the rival platforms. The MOOCs are positioned in a journey 

from informal learning, characterised by ‘edutainment’ through to formal learning on 

conventional courses. The value of designing content for its ability to engage learners from the 

start has been emphasised by Simon Nelson, who has criticised the way some other MOOC 

providers use recorded lectures. The ‘pull’ from edutainment was emphasised in the initial 

presentations about FutureLearn, but has since been argued in a more nuanced way as more 

data on learners’ motives and expectations has become available. The analysis by the 

University of Edinburgh of their Coursera MOOCs has been influential in this respect. The same 

is true for Leuphana. The practices of OpenHPI relate to teaching, research and third mission: 

the MOOCs provide an opportunity to study learning behaviour in depth. 

Impact of the innovation on other functions 

For FutureLearn, the impact on other functions is not yet clear, however, it has established a 

platform on which all major players participate and cooperate. Within the OpenHPI initiative 

impact is on research and the third mission. The research environment of HPI has created 

hardware, software and a pedagogical approach that facilitates a learning environment 

accessible to a mass audience. Further analysis of participants is required in order to 

determine the role of these programmes in opening up higher education, but there is certainly 

an intention of doing so. In the Leuphana initiative was mentioned that for many tutors who 

were involved it was a better experience than the classroom with a much richer set of learning 

interactions. It therefore impacts not only the participants, but the facilitators. 

B2: Analysis of the components    

Identification and description of actors involved 

FutureLearn, the company, has appointed around 15 staff on temporary contracts. The 21 UK 

university partners are all in the top 40 of UK universities in at least one of the league tables. 
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Monash University from Australia and Trinity College Dublin are also now FutureLearn partners. 

The consortium includes as non-HE partners the British Council, the British Library and the 

British Museum, who can collectively provide opportunities to market the brand internationally, 

offer assessment centres in many parts of the world if need be, and unparalleled resources in 

the form of academic materials from collections to draw upon.85  

There is a development team for OpenHPI at HPI within its Department of "Internet 

Technologies and Systems". SAP AG is an actor in as much as it is the company, the world’s 

largest maker of business management software, funds HPI. Hasso Plattner, one of its 

founders, owns 10% of SAP, is a professor within HPI and offered the first course in OpenHPI. 

There is some influence on activities from the State of Brandenburg and the University of 

Potsdam, as part of executive decision-making, but HPI’s activities are not regulated by either 

the state or the university’s regulatory systems. It thus is able to engage in activities which 

would be more challenging to do inside the state-regulated university system of Germany. 

However, its academic staff hold positions at the university and it contributes programmes to 

the university from Bachelor to doctoral level, many of which are considered to be elite and 

highly selective in their choice of students. The programmes that it delivers to the mainstream 

provide the basis for OpenHPI. 

Leuphana did not develop its own infrastructure but used a customised platform that was 

provided by Candena. Other partners included the Fraunhofer Institute. Overall the project was 

part of the Leuphana Innovation Incubator Lueneburg, supported itself by the EC. Overall the 

investment was relatively small at €30k, but this of course does not reflect the real costs of 

internal and volunteer staff, key partners in the enterprise. 

Implementation of the initiative 

The roles of the different actors in the implementation is summarised in the table below. 

Figure 13: Actors/stakeholders, level of operation, roles and responsibilities and 
activities 

Actor/stakeholder 

components 

Level 

(macro, 

meso, 

micro) 

Role/responsibility Activity 

Company/team: 

� FutureLearn 

Meso � Developing the 
MOOC 

� Company 

management;  

                                                 
85

 The full list of University partners is: University of Bath; University of Birmingham; University of Bristol; Cardiff University; University 

of East Anglia (UEA); The University of Edinburgh; University of Exeter; University of Glasgow; King’s College London; Lancaster 

University; University of Leeds; University of Leicester; Loughborough University; Monash University; The University of Nottingham; 

The Open University; Queen’s University, Belfast; University of Reading; The University of Sheffield; University of Southampton; 

University of Strathclyde; Trinity College Dublin; and The University of Warwick. 
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Ltd 

� Development 

team 

OpenHPI 

� Leuphana 

Digital School 

� Mobilising 

resources 

� Implementing 

global strategy; 

building the 

platform; 

establishing brand; 

leading 

partnership. 

� Platform development 

� MOOC coordination 

� Software 

development; 

coordinating 

partnership; learning 

analytics; rights 

negotiations; leading 

on development of 

business models; 

identification of 

partners. 

FutureLearn: UK 

Open University 

Macro and 

micro 

� Ownership of 

company; distance 

learning expertise; 

academic 

leadership; 

University partner. 

� Appointment of 

FutureLearn CEO; 

pedagogy of the 

platform; provision 

of two MOOCs. 

FutureLearn: British 

Council 

Macro and 

meso 

� Promotion to 

international 

contacts. 

Possible role in 

proctored exams. 

FutureLearn: 

Proctored exam 

companies (e.g. 

Pearsons) 

Macro � New opportunities 

to exploit business 

model. 

 

FutureLearn: 

National regulatory 

bodies (e.g. QAA) 

Macro � Quality assurance 

issues for possible 

credit awards; 

quality 

enhancement and 

good practice 

guidelines. 

Informal discussions at 
this stage. 

Individual front-

runners: 

� FutureLearn: 

Director 

� OpenHPI: Hasso 

Plattner 

� Leuphana: 

Liebeskind 

Micro � Advocating the 
MOOC 

� Convincing other 
partners 

� Attracting students 

� Organising support 

and awareness for 

the MOOcs 

External 

stakeholders 

� HPI: federal 

state of 

Brandenburg 

� Leuphana: EC 

� Leuphana: 

Meso � Funding 
arrangements 

(SAP) 

� External adviser 
(Federal State) 

� Offering platform 

for the MOOC to 

� Developing/providing 
content 

� Providing financial 
means 

� Providing /adjusting 
the platform 
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Candena 

� FutureLearn: UK 

Government 

Partner 

organisations: 

� FutureLearn: 21 

universities, 

BBC, British 

Museum etc. 

� HPI: SAP 

be offered  

� Providing content 
� Institutional 

backing of the 

initiative 

Students/academics Micro � Consumers 

� Learning 
opportunities; 

professional 

development; 

potential impact on 

funding models. 

� Engagement 

� Feedback through 
questionnaires 

� Research subjects 
� Direct engagement 

with MOOCs; 

Development of 

teaching and 

learning activities. 

B3: Analysis of the relationships  

The nature of the relationship 

The FutureLearn consortium does not at this stage seem legally binding, and partners can 

leave without penalty (as St. Andrews appears to have done).  Partners are expected to 

commit to offer at least two MOOCs in the first instance and to run them for three years.  A 

note in a press release makes the following important point: ‘The term “partner” does not 

constitute a partnership in the legal sense and the Parties shall not have authority to bind each 

other in any way. The term is used to indicate their support and intent to work together’. 

Relationships between the Open University, the FutureLearn company, and the partners are 

complicated by the fact that FutureLearn students will take courses on the FutureLearn 

platform but the MOOCs themselves will be branded by the originating university. Some of the 

relationships between FutureLearn and the partners will depend on whether and/or how a 

MOOC is monetised. FutureLearn will be expected, through the platform, to handle the issues 

about identifying and certifying students, and to make any arrangements for proctored exams. 

The Open University is closely involved with the development of the FutureLearn company, 

through ownership and the spinoff of its unique experience coupled with internationally 

recognised research. In another role, however, the OU is simply another partner in the 

consortium, developing its own MOOCs. 

Within the consortium, there is a possibility that some partners will collaborate over particular 

MOOCs. New relationships between partners are actively developing. The Open University is 
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seen as leading in learning analytics, but many partners have joined in order to experiment for 

themselves in online learning.  

The relationships between the actors in OpenHPI cannot be fully elucidated since some aspects 

are clearly quite confidential. Given the funding and management structure of HPI there will be 

some influence from its Foundation Council and its Board of Directors. The Federal State of 

Brandenburg provides a plot of land near the Griebnitzsee, on which the building complexes of 

HPI and Potsdam University's Institute for Informatics were subsequently erected. Cooperation 

between HPI and the University of Potsdam is regulated by a cooperation agreement. The 

students at HPI are enrolled at the university, which awards Bachelor's, Master's and PhD 

degrees to those who have successfully completed their studies. There is no credit awarded 

however for the MOOCs. Most of the professors working at HPI have a joint appointment to the 

University of Potsdam. HPI is headed by a scientific and business director who is responsible 

for the day-to-day running of the institute. OpenHPI is one of a number of activities of HPI, but 

it does appear to be a major priority and is strongly influenced by its funder.  

Changes in existing relationships 

The newly joined international partners have shifted perception of FutureLearn from ‘UK 

national’ to ‘non-US international’, though there is a European dimension in as much as the OU 

has global reach and partners such as the British Council have bases in most countries of 

Europe. The political support from the UK government, exemplified by its promotion of 

FutureLearn at the G8 summit, initially seemed keen to promote this development as a UK HE 

promotion to international students, but the tone seems now to have shifted to one of building 

a multinational business in an area of disruptive technology. 

There do not appear at present to be substantial changes in the nature of existing relationships 

between stakeholders external to HPI as a result of the OpenHPI initiative. However there 

appear to be changes in internal academic requirements in HPI, where there is expectancy that 

each of the 10 chairs will contribute to heading up a MOOC with OpenHPI. Further the 

development of MOOCs provides vehicles within which researchers in HPI can focus their 

interests and develop new lines of research. For example in interviews with researchers at HPI 

interesting research dimensions were discussed. There is capability for real-time analysis of 

behaviours in on-line environments.86  
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 Based on previously exhibited behaviours and linked performance, advice can be given to others of paths to take. In short predictions 

can be made of the optimal learning path. This is illustrated in a recent internal paper (Grunewald et al 2013b) that explores behaviour 

of students in one of the MOOC courses. 
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Impact of the relationships on the innovative practice 

It is too early to identify the impact of the relationships on the innovative practice in the case 

of FutureLearn. In the case of OpenHPI the following can be indicated. The relation between 

the teaching and technical teams and students has been such that OpenHPI have been able to 

get good feedback (from over 40% of active participants of the course in question, numbering 

some 1,100 responses) Based on this experience of OpenHPI's, which was from the 

“Internetworking with TCP" course and its evaluative survey, their researchers have presented 

arguments for a future development of the xMOOC model that bridges the gap towards the 

cMOOC model.87 The table below provides an overview of changed relationships in HPI. 

Figure 14 Relationships between actors 

Actor 1 Actor 2 Relationship  What changed?  

Head of HPI Chairs in HPI Academic Leader for 

HPI as a whole, and 

role-model 

Progressively each Chair is 

being encouraged to 

contribute to MOOC 

development, following the 

example of the Head of HPI 

and other key players, 

including Hasso Plattner 

Teaching 

Associates 

and 

Designers 

Students Teaching Associates 

and Designers work in 

teams with a Chair, 

facilitate the learning 

process and seek 

evaluative feedback 

from student 

Changes in pedagogical 

approach 

Researchers Students Researchers evaluate 

online behaviours 

Data feedback into the 

design of future courses 

B4: Cross-elements analysis   

Conclusions related to the innovation system88 

Each case has somewhere near the top of its structure a dynamic leader and influencer: a 

Vice-Chancellor, formerly a Microsoft Executive and a CEO who introduced the iPlayer at the 

BBC in the case of FutureLearn; a founder of the world’s largest maker of business 

                                                 
87

 They have concluded in a recent paper: 1) Learning materials could be enriched through concept maps and hypertextual links that 

allow diverging, learner-defined paths; 2) Hands-on exercises allow learners to feel personally involved in the problem domain through 

their active experimentation and to grasp the complex relations to their own concrete experience; 3) Group discussions that support 

awareness, and reward contributions, allow learners to feel responsible and to collaboratively strengthen the learning process and to 

provide richer perspectives for reflective observation. Grunewald et al (2013a: 11) 
88

 As there is no single model in the three cases, no innovation map is provided. 
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management software who funds HPI and who fronted its first MOOCs himself; and a 

Leuphana course leader who is an internationally well-known architect. 

In the FutureLearn model there has been strong buy-in to consortium approach by UK 

research-intensive universities (and beyond). To an extent these universities feel compelled to 

join one of the consortia, and there is something of a ‘juggernaut’ effect with the drivers of 

these heavy vehicles not sure of the destination, but sure that they have to travel. The 

immediate challenge facing FutureLearn is to launch in October 2013 with an advanced 

platform offering a number of courses from elite institutions, justifying the claim that this 

MOOC platform will be distinctive through the quality of the learner experience. The 

combination of FutureLearn staff, with successful track records in delivering high profile digital 

media applications, and the Open University’s critical mass of researchers building on 40 years 

of pioneering experience in Open and Distance Learning, provides a realistic basis for meeting 

the significant challenges for a successful launch. In terms of what the business model might 

be that is as yet unsure, and FutureLearn in that sense has the characteristics of a Silicon 

Valley start-up company. 

The German universities and institutes feel less need to outsource. Indeed HPI has developed 

its own platform and wonders why others have not done likewise. However the models in both 

OpenHPI and Leuphana are unlikely to be financially viable in most universities. OpenHPI sits 

in a very fortunate position. It is a well-funded public-private partnership with a remit to carry 

out research, and with a very stable funding stream. There are no immediate impediments to 

future development of its activities, and it intends to continue to develop further MOOCs in its 

field directed toward both professionals and the general public, and to use the environment 

that it has developed as a live experiment. What it is doing could be replicated by other 

universities if dedicated funding were made available for developing a robust platform, and to 

undertake systematic research. Leuphana’s offer was a one-off designed for a particular 

purpose and although real costs were low, it was a very resource-intensive delivery system of 

small-group mentoring utilising many volunteer lecturers and tutors from around the world. 

This is not a model that could be sustained over the long term, but that was not its intention. 

With regard to OpenHPI can be concluded that this is largely a top-down initiative whereby 

programmes are developed that are deemed to be of interest to both the general public and IT 

professionals, especially in the German-speaking world, and take-up indicates that this is the 

case. At a meso level staff members of HPI are given the opportunity to re-purpose their 

courses for online delivery, and from these efforts obtain considerable data for research as well 

as the satisfaction of making an offer to a new public. At the micro level students have the 

opportunity to feedback on their experience and this is integrated into new developments. 
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They also vicariously feed back into new development because their behaviours in the online 

platform are being analysed. 

 

Part C: Outcomes, assessment and conclusions 

C1: Conclusions: outcomes in terms of expected and unexpected consequences   

Barriers and bottlenecks 

From the perspective of the partners in FutureLearn the obstacle is to produce MOOCs of 

sufficiently high quality in the time available for the launch in October 2013. Partners have 

agreed to meet their own costs for the development of at least two MOOCs, to be offered three 

times. Partners have commented on the opportunity cost involved in this, which in some cases 

is diverting effort away from the enhancement of existing provision. It is a particular challenge 

to develop MOOCs before being fully aware of the functionality of the platform. An early 

version of the platform was only revealed to partners on 20th June. Another significant 

challenge is to build a platform that will be seen as distinctive at launch, while allowing 

individual partners to adopt their own learning designs. Also, the business model is not clear 

behind FutureLearn. Several business models are still under consideration.89 OpenHPI is a well-

funded public-private partnership with a remit to carry out research with strong internal 

technical and teaching provision, and with a very stable funding stream. There have been no 

obvious challenges in development. Similarly there are few internal or external challenges at 

Leuphana save one. The initiative is in accordance with the development objectives of the 

university to increase flexibility in the form in which credit can be offered. The challenge would 

be to replicate the very intense support required in the model that it has used for delivery.  

Influence of the context on the success of the initiative 

The context is a key determinant of the success of each initiative. Where the FutureLearn 

initiative is surrounded and supported by influential institutions, potentially creating a larger 

impact, the OpenHPI is situated in a favourable institutional context (Hasso Plattner, SAP). 

Leuphana, as a small initiative, was given the opportunity within the Innovation Incubator 

Lueneburg. 

 
 

 
                                                 
89

 Simon Nelson has stated: “Producing an excellent product is our primary motivation. In an evolving market, the development of 

sustainable business models is always a challenge but I believe that if we build something great, a whole range of business 

opportunities could come our way. We are looking at ways of monetising some aspects of Futurelearn including paid-for certification 

and proctored exams but the quality of the learning experience trumps profitability as our biggest driver every time”. 
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Outcomes and results 

In relation to FutureLearn, there are currently no outcomes beyond the recruitment of 26 

partners who have only in late June first seen an early version of the platform. These include 

21 UK Universities, one Australian and one Irish University, all high in international league 

tables. It also includes as partners the British Council, with its extensive international 

presence, and the British Library and British Museum with their unique digital collections. It 

has high-level political support from the UK Government. It launches in October 2013. 

OpenHPI’s five MOOCs have attracted with up to a maximum of just over 13,000 participants 

per course. It has also been able to undertake some quite sophisticated research on its 

participants, for example analysing real time behaviours in online environments and creating 

predictive models for optimal learning paths.90 There are no immediate impediments to future 

development of its activities, and it intends to continue to develop further MOOCs in its field 

directed toward both professionals and the general public, and to use the environment that it 

has developed as a live experiment. The outcomes of OpenHPI have been a series of high 

quality MOOCs in the niche IT area, each with high take-up. Amongst these some for the first 

time have been delivered in German. They have attracted a heterogeneous clientele in terms 

of age and previous experience in the field of IT, being directed at both novices in the general 

public and professionals for updating purposes. 

Some 2500 participants started and throughout the Leuphana course the same number were 

involved, though some left and others joined. Some 12% of the cohort graduated having 

completed the six assignments, which gave them five ECTS points. From 2103/14 Leuphana 

intends to offer a Bachelor’s degree, which gives the possibility to award up to 100% credit 

from other programmes, and to aim this programme at the top 5% of entrants. It may be 

possible to integrate MOOC provision from elsewhere into this accredited Bachelor’s 

programme. Hence Leuphana will have developed a protocol for acceptance of credit. 

 

                                                 
90

 There has been considerable evaluation of initial courses from a student perspective. In addition to the papers of Grünewald et al 

(2013a and b). The first of these papers showed that respondents expressed a high degree of satisfaction with course content and 

structure, although the authors note the possible bias of the result, since the sample was only of active participants, and not the 

majority who did not continue the course. Respondents were also able to give open response feedback and recommendations for 

improvement to the platform and content – these recommendations are being addressed in future courses. It also produces guidelines 

for MOOCs for supporting experiential learning based on Kolb’s (1984) model. In the second paper, Grünewald et al (2013b) assesses 

the behaviours of the students in the online environment, and offers a typology of five types of participant correlated to levels of 

participation using Fishcher’s (2011) model as developed by Dick and Zietz (2011). In a further paper (Willems, Jasper, and Meinel 

2013), OpenHPI report on an experiment with three practical tasks that were implemented as assessed bonus exercises. This study 

showed that graded hands-on assignments for their MOOCs can be provided without the need for major adaptions to the learning 

platform and without the provision of a resource intensive centralised training environment infrastructure. These are concrete research 

results related to pedagogical and design issues related to MOOCs that may have general application for other providers. 
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Transferability 

FutureLearn is positioned as a major player in the emerging MOOC ecosystem, following an 

‘agile’ development path. This development philosophy extends to the question of a business 

model, where a number of possible monetising approaches will remain under consideration 

even after the launch. This approach raises the risk level for the success of the company but 

allows a learning process to underpin the overall venture. The model is potentially 

transferable, but few other countries within European have quite the same combination of 

players as the UK. 

The model that HPI has developed is transferable to other universities if there is a willingness 

to invest. Although OpenHPI enjoys the advantage of private sector funding and autonomy, 

what they offer is within the grasp of other universities in technical and pedagogical terms. 

Many universities would have the capability of developing their own platform and expertise in 

designing and delivering on-line courses. The mode that is being offered by OpenHPI is very 

robust and supported by a strong technical and academic infrastructure. However, the 

pedagogical framework is not particularly radical. OpenHPI is not however seeking to generate 

a surplus or attract high-fee paying international students. Its role is opening up the discipline 

to a wider audience in the spirit of LLL and in return accessing a massive sample of research 

data. There may then be spill-over effects for the University of Potsdam since it will be 

identified with a popular and high quality niche offer. If other universities want to replicate this 

model, then as its Director has said, this is not difficult to do.91  

The Leuphana type of MOOC offer is technically achievable by most universities since no 

special platform needs to be developed for such numbers. The quality of intensive support 

offered is not feasible without considerable financing. 

To conclude, from the cases we have considered it would seem that there is strong demand for 

niche products, including from students outside Europe and from non-traditional students. The 

demand is not from simply traditional undergraduate students, but from the general public and 

from professionals for updating their knowledge. Furthermore, there is potentially a significant 

contribution to improving access for those who have traditionally been disadvantage in their 

participation in higher education and realising the goals of the ECTS. In the early days of ICT, 

the use of e-learning to provide access to HE was stymied by what became known as the 

‘digital divide’ with those from lower socio-economic groups in particular having less access to 

relatively expensive technologies. Moreover, the ICT infrastructure was not able to support 

                                                 
91

 In interview, Prof. Dr. Meinel  MOOCs  suggests that MOOC models such as Coursera are good for professors to market themselves, 

but not for universities since it does not highlight their distinctiveness. The development of platforms is not technically difficult, but it 

does require development time, and this might be a price worth paying to highlight the work of a particular university as against a 

consortium. 
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pedagogical aspirations. Many of these historic impediments are no longer in place as the 

technologies have become increasingly ubiquitous and cheap. Additionally, the technology can 

now support the pedagogical aspirations of co-construction in real-time with a large mass of 

participants. It is the large mass that is needed for there to be genuine co-construction, with 

many individuals engaged in various and complex learning interactions over a short time 

period to solve problems. 
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Annex D3  

Case 1: FUTURELEARN: A partnership for MOOCs 

Part A: Setting the scene: introduction, challenges and contexts 

A1: Introduction 

FutureLearn Limited (http://futurelearn.com) was formed in December 2012 to create 

the first UK-led, multi-institutional platform for free, open, online courses. It was registered as 

a private limited company in December 2012, incorporated in England under registration 

number 8324083. The Directors are all OU senior managers, including Martin Bean, the Vice-

Chancellor. The OU is probably the UK’s most prestigious research centre, and one that is 

world leading, for the development of technology-enhanced distance learning. Between its 

Institute for Educational Technology (IET) and Knowledge Media Lab (KMI) it hosts a critical 

mass of researchers. It also is the leading UK institution for the promotion of open educational 

resources (OERs). 

The stated intention is to create a high quality single website giving open access to a range of 

courses provided by elite universities, running on a common platform. 

The fundamental aim of FutureLearn is to offer a viable commercial alternative to the rapid 

growth of US-based MOOCs (Massive Online Open Courses). It aims to base its appeal on 

quality: the quality of the learning materials, the quality of the learning experience, the quality 

of the platform, and the quality of the partners. FutureLearn is a for-profit private company 

majority owned by the UK’s Open University (OU). It is also a partnership (in a non-legal 

sense) and the company was formed with 11 University partners already in place. Since then 

the consortium has grown rapidly. It currently has 26 partners and is expected to launch its 

first MOOCs in October 2013. 

It is assumed that FutureLearn will build on the OU’s 40 years of experience in delivering 

distance learning and in pioneering open education. There are still at present several business 

models on the table.  

A2: Understanding of the context  

By late 2012, the sheer scale of the developments underway in the US implied that MOOCs 

could not any longer be regarded as an interesting but marginal development in borderless HE, 

but possibly represented a delivery method that would disrupt the model of HE in a 

fundamental way everywhere. The pace of commercial development also led to the view that 

HE institutions could not expect to experiment with MOOCs at an evolutionary rate, as they 

had over a number of years with VLEs. This is the point at which Martin Bean, the Vice-

Chancellor of the UK’s Open University, became personally convinced that the OU’s unique 
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position demanded that it should play a leading and proactive role in this fast-moving 

development. 

There are two reasons for regarding the OU as the right institution to lead a national response 

in this area. The first is the rather unusual personal experience that Martin Bean had brought 

to his role as Vice-Chancellor.  Before joining the OU in October 2009 he had no direct 

experience of HE. He had extensive experience, however, of developing technology approaches 

to the global training and education marketplace. He had been responsible for product 

management, marketing and business development for the Education Products Group 

at Microsoft. He had previously worked at Novell, Sylvan Learning, and Thomson Learning. In 

particular Martin had an extensive network of contacts in the world of digital publishing and 

educational media. 

The second reason is the pioneering role over 40 years played by the OU itself in open and 

distance learning. The OU has been in the forefront of this form of HE in its large-scale use of 

online methods and has been a leading proponent of OERs. It was the first University in Europe 

to reach more than a million subscriptions on its iTunes U app, with more than 85% of the 

learners from outside the UK. It offers a dedicated YouTube channel, a free learning resources 

website in OpenLearn, and a highly successful app for mobile platforms, called OUAnywhere. 

Particularly relevant are its research centres in this area, namely the IET and the KMI. IET has 

an international reputation for its expertise in online pedagogy, particularly in the use of OERs, 

and in mobile learning. The KMI was set up in a convergence of areas that impacted on the 

OU's distinctive mission: Cognitive and Learning Sciences, Artificial Intelligence and Semantic 

Technologies, and Multimedia. The KMI’s research focuses on the areas of future 

internet, knowledge management, multimedia and information systems, narrative 

hypermedia, new media systems, semantic web, knowledge services and social 

software.  Together, the IET and KMI are leading UK research in the emerging area of learning 

analytics, which may underpin FutureLearn’s development. Researchers from these units have 

been highly active in many EU R&D programmes, including the coordination of STELLAR, the 

EU’s 7th Framework Network of Excellence in technology enhanced learning. As we will 

describe below they have had, and are having, a key role in the development of the 

FutureLearn platform. 

A3: Challenges and drivers  

Having decided that a major development in MOOCs was the needed response to the US drive 

in this area, Martin Bean was faced with the decision first of whether the OU itself was in a 

position to succeed under its own brand. Although it had built a unique reputation in ODL in 

the UK, its attempts to develop the global market had not always met with success. There had 
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been a particular failure to expand in the US. It had recently reduced the associate lecturers in 

Europe and it was, like other UK HEIs, having to retrench financially.  

Initially, Martin sought advice from amongst the OU’s own staff and appointed an advisory 

group, which included Mike Sharples, the Head of IET and Mark Lester, the OU’s Head of 

Strategy Development. Their advice led to a decision that a new platform would need to be 

developed that would be designed from scratch to scale for MOOCs, and would be aimed 

particularly at mobile devices, such as smartphones and tablets. The main online platform for 

its own distance learners, Moodle, would not scale to the numbers of learners anticipated for 

MOOCs, nor was it suitably designed for multiple devices. At the same time it seems that 

Martin Bean sought political support from the UK government for a UK-wide initiative in this 

area, and this support was quickly forthcoming. He then set about recruiting support from 

among the community of Vice-Chancellors. In November 2012 a high-profile contact was 

recruited from the world of digital media, Simon Nelson, to lead the effort to develop the 

platform. The company was formed in December, already with 11 universities as the initial 

partners in the FutureLearn consortium. 

The next major challenge was to equip the initiative for a rapid development process. By late 

2012 the US MOOC platforms were expanding at a significant speed, not typically associated 

with the pace of change in HE. Partnerships were adding institutions almost daily and the 

number of courses on offer seemed to be growing exponentially. It seemed necessary to adopt 

practices from dotcom startups and consumer technologies, from the world of agile software 

development, if a new platform was to be ready to support learners on courses from the 

partners in an acceptable timescale. 

From its formation, FutureLearn has had a dual identity. It is, on the one hand, a 

comparatively small platform-development company, and on the other, a partnership of elite 

universities with their own established and prestigious HE brands. The need for rapid 

development of the platform was seen as necessitating a specially recruited development 

team. Simon Nelson has recruited on freelance contracts around 15 staff, most of whom have, 

like him, a background in the development of platforms and applications for digital media, and 

a track record of successful delivery.  

FutureLearn staff has adopted the approach known as agile development. Indeed, familiarity 

with this approach may have been an essential competence for recruitment.  The essence of 

this methodology involves rapid, continuous delivery of useful software. There is an emphasis 

on frequent interactions between developers, testers and potential users as the development 

proceeds, rather than on fixed procedures, processes or tools. In the case of FutureLearn, 

prototype software is delivered and progress reviewed every two weeks. There is daily 
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interaction, in the form of a ‘scrum’ or informal meeting managed by a ‘scrum master’, 

between business people and developers to ensure regular adaptation to changing 

circumstances. Changes in requirements are expected and welcomed, however late. 

FutureLearn needs both a high quality platform and high quality courses to run on them. For 

course development the strategy is to associate with the brands of universities that have much 

to lose in reputational terms if course quality is lacking. According to Simon Nelson’s own 

account, the consortium was initially “inundated with requests to join” from UK universities. A 

quality criterion was quickly adopted for allowing membership of the consortium: this was 

based on University league tables. A FutureLearn member institution needed to be ranked in 

the top 40 of UK institutions, and in the top 30 in at least one of the league tables. This 

decision has created some negative comment that FutureLearn has chosen to create a 

consortium based on elite values, largely dependent on reputation for research, that do not 

align with the kind of entrepreneurial approach for teaching that MOOCs seem to demand. This 

criticism, of course, does not apply to the OU but the policy may well exclude those UK HEI’s 

that have the strongest links with schools, FE Colleges, CPD and lifelong learning in general. 

Currently there are 23 University partners: 21 of these are UK universities that meet the 

criteria. The other two University partners, in a recent move that seems significantly to change 

the general perception of what the partnership represents are Monash University, Australia’s 

largest university, and Trinity College Dublin. In short the initiative is not simply from the UK, 

but one that is developing from the wider non-Anglo English-speaking world. However, it is 

interesting that at this point what are probably the five most prestigious UK universities 

(Oxford, Cambridge, UCL, LSE, Imperial) have not so far joined. The University of St Andrews 

was an original member of the partnership but has since withdrawn. 

The partner institutions also include the non-HE British Library and British Museum, with their 

already extensive online collections. Finally, the British Council is a FutureLearn partner, 

offering an extensive international network and a presence in many countries with large 

numbers of potential students. The political importance of FutureLearn was underlined by its 

inclusion in the Prime Ministerial visit to India in February 2013. Martin Bean was joined on the 

visit by VCs from the universities of Cardiff, Exeter, Southampton and Warwick and the CEO of 

the British Library. This positioning of FutureLearn as a key UK business development was 

strengthened by showing a video about FutureLearn at the G8 Summit in June 2013. 

From the perspective of the partners the main challenge is probably to produce MOOCs of 

sufficiently high quality in the time available for the launch in October 2013. Partners have 

agreed to meet their own costs for the development of at least two MOOCs, to be offered three 

times.  Partners have commented on the opportunity cost involved in this, which in some cases 

is diverting effort away from the enhancement of existing provision. It is a particular challenge 
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to develop MOOCs before being fully aware of the functionality of the platform. An early 

version of the platform was only revealed to partners on 20th June. 

A significant challenge is to build a platform that will be seen as distinctive at launch, while 

allowing individual partners to adopt their own learning designs. Partners will need to convince 

sceptics, particularly those from within an institution, that joining the FutureLearn consortium 

is consistent with a clear strategy for the future development of that institution’s educational 

offering, and for reaching out to new potential students.  

Several business models are still under consideration. Simon Nelson has stated: “Producing an 

excellent product is our primary motivation. In an evolving market, the development of 

sustainable business models is always a challenge but I believe that if we build something 

great, a whole range of business opportunities could come our way. We are looking at ways of 

monetising some aspects of FutureLearn including paid-for certification and proctored exams 

but the quality of the learning experience trumps profitability as our biggest driver every 

time”. 

The three partners interviewed were explicit about not initially expecting a commercial return 

through monetisation of MOOCs. The expected long-term benefits were developmental in their 

core businesses.  They referred to the opportunity for raising capacity in the technology of 

online education provided by this initiative. The University of Edinburgh regards its 

participation as part of a wider institutional research and development programme, aimed at 

maintaining its position as an innovator in online methods. The Universities of Glasgow and 

Southampton also see their participation as contributing to the strategic goal of delivering 

mainstream courses in a blended way for both campus-based and distance students. Both of 

these institutions regard themselves as currently ‘behind the curve’ in online distance 

education and justify their participation in FutureLearn  as a learning opportunity for the 

institutions and their staff. Each of these example institutions therefore sees this MOOC 

initiative in long-term developmental terms and is agnostic on the shorter-term benefits.  

 

Part B: The higher education innovation system: functions, components and 

relationships 

B1: Analysis of the functions  

FutureLearn is being designed to offer the following distinctive functions. 
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Courses matched to users 

The FutureLearn partners are expected to provide a wide range of courses, targeted at 

different groups of learners. Effort has gone into identifying the key groups (e.g. leisure, 

mature, career changers, building CV, CPD etc). At the top level the website will offer guided 

support through highly user-focused searching and browsing for choosing an appropriate 

course, and for navigating through the alternatives. OU expertise is highly relevant here, and 

this is one function that is under-developed in the rival platforms. 

Pathways to formal learning 

Figure 1 illustrates the positioning of FutureLearn MOOCs in a journey from informal learning, 

characterised by ‘edutainment’ through to formal learning on conventional courses. The value 

of designing content for its ability to engage learners from the start has been emphasised by 

Simon Nelson, who has criticised the way some other MOOC providers use recorded lectures. 

The ‘pull’ from edutainment was emphasised in the initial presentations about FutureLearn, but 

has since been argued in a more nuanced way as more data on learners’ motives and 

expectations has become available. The analysis by the University of Edinburgh of their 

Coursera MOOCs has been influential in this respect. 

Figure 15: An initial presentation of the ‘pathway to formal learning’ argument 
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FutureLearn pedagogy is to be based on social constructivist learning principles 

A distinctive feature of FutureLearn is its foundation on sound pedagogic principles, those 

associated with a social constructivist theory of learning. The design of the platform has been 

influenced from the start by the need to support those principles, interpreted by the team led 

by Mike Sharples, the ‘academic lead’. Two basic ideas have been used to guide the designers: 

� The Laurillard/Pask model of conversational learning; 

� The Vygoskian concept of the ‘Zone of Proximal Development’. 

These ideas have been unpacked in a way that clarifies the role of social media. Learning 

proceeds through dialogue, often between peer learners, and the relationship of one learner to 

another becomes key in determining the learning that occurs. The Vygotskian notion of 

scaffolding can be related to ‘following’ in Twitter or Facebook. However, as Sharples has put 

it, “the ZPD isn’t just Twitter and conversational learning isn’t just connecting learners”. 

Sharples has described in interview the intense dialogue between the pedagogy experts and 

the platform developers that has demonstrated the value of agile development. “So we’ve 

arrived now at what we call Conversational Learning 2.0 within a social learning platform.” 

A key aspect of this approach will be to use algorithms to match peer learners to others with 

similar interest and recommendations. Contributions from all peers will appear in an activity 

feed, but ordered in a priority determined by the algorithms. The priorities may be determined 

partly by the individual learner’s own choices, recommendations and responses, but also by 

variables set by the system, or by tutors (who may be in a teaching role from the start, or may 

be peers who are promoted into the role and badged). A second important principle is that all 

activity will be linked back to content, thus contextualising it. 

The role of assessment in FutureLearn will also be consistent with social 

constructivism 

As with all MOOCs, it is obvious that assessment will play a key role in the FutureLearn 

platform, particularly in a formative sense, but the extent to which assessment principles will 

be built into the platform itself are still being debated by the development team. It is likely 

that the first courses to be offered will not display advanced functions for automated 

assessment and feedback, although the role of peers in formative assessment may be 

managed through the activity feed. The range of possibilities for development after the launch 

includes high-stakes assessment and proctored exams, possibly approaches similar to 

Coursera’s signature track, and MCQs with feedback and links back to content. For proctored 

exams, discussions are underway with the British Council, which is of course well placed to 

lead on the setting up of these internationally. Other approaches are still under active 
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consideration and this is an aspect of FutureLearn that seems less advanced than most other 

dimensions of the developing platform. 

The structural features of a FutureLearn MOOC 

Partners will be given flexibility over the structure of a course on FutureLearn but some 

constraints will be set by the high-level structure assumed by the platform. Some details of 

these assumptions can be seen in Figure 2. FutureLearn is currently running workshops for 

partners, offering training for course development within the broad FutureLearn guidelines. 

Figure 16: The early FutureLearn MOOC structure 

  

FutureLearn will allow both xMOOC and cMOOC approaches, although currently the developing 

platform seems more likely to be characterised as supporting xMOOCs. Nevertheless, the 

emphasis on learning through social media and learner-created material linked to the original 

content will give partners the opportunity to create MOOCs with a highly connectivist flavour 

(as one of the Edinburgh MOOCs was able to demonstrate even on the Coursera platform). 
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FutureLearn is being designed for mobile devices 

The FutureLearn platform development team have brought a culture of integrating digital 

media and communications into a users’ everyday pattern of activities. Thus, learning through 

MOOCs was seen from the start as something a learner would do opportunistically. It followed 

that the platform has been designed for mobile devices, particularly smartphones and tablets. 

This means that there are constraints on what applications are possible e.g. Flash. The 

academic group from the OU have modified this approach somewhat by insisting that delivery 

on desktops must remain viable. Nevertheless, one can see here an indication of how MOOC 

development is likely to impact on the partners’ mainstream blended delivery. In interview 

partners have expressed the hope that the lessons learned in developing courses for 

FutureLearn will lead to a deeper understanding of how to respond to the changing 

undergraduate culture.  

FutureLearn intends to make full use of learning analytics  

The FutureLearn platform will be designed to capture ‘big data’ on student patterns of use. 

This offers, as do the other MOOC platforms, an unprecedented opportunity for 

experimentation. Perhaps for the first time we can see the prospect of a science of pedagogy 

based on quantitative data. The platform will be capable from the start of capturing and mining 

data on many variables, from individual learner patterns to statistics across courses. The 

partners interviewed have all emphasised this as a key reason for joining FutureLearn. 

FutureLearn as a platform is viewed by its developers as a continuously changing design, its 

capabilities and affordances responding to its own data. This is, of course, consistent with the 

philosophy of agile development. As Simon Nelson has put it: “Once we get started later this 

year, we’ll be collecting information as we go to iterate on the process, developing our 

understanding of how FutureLearn students are learning and responding to the courses. The 

more of this we gather and analyse, the more we’ll be able to refine and improve the 

experience”. 

 
B2: Analysis of the components    

Identification and description of actors involved in implementation of the initiative) 

FutureLearn, the company, has appointed around 15 staff on temporary contracts. Table 1 

provides information on current senior FutureLearn staff. 
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Table 18: Key FutureLearn staff 

Name Position in 

FutureLearn 

Background 

Simon Nelson Launch CEO Head of Strategy: BBC Radio 

Head BBC digital: Launched BBC 

podcasting and i-Player 

Matthew 

Walton 

Product Lead BBC Worldwide: Head Online 

Development 

Matthew Karas Launch CTO Freelance Developer. Director VideoJug, 

enthuse.me 

Mark Lester Head UK 

Education & HE 

Partnerships 

Head Strategy Development, Open 

University 

Simon Pearson Senior Project 

Manager and 

‘scrum master’ 

Senior Production manager, Channel 5; 

Technical Project Manager BBC 

Worldwide 

Matthew 

Shorter 

Head of Content Director, Unthinkable Consulting; 

Programme Manager ITV web relaunch 

Claire 

Davenport 

Commercial and 

Operations 

Director for 

launch 

Chief Commercial Officer Bigpoint. Head 

of Staff Skype. Deputy Head Strategy 

Ofcom 

The Directors of FutureLearn are senior OU managers, including Martin Bean. Advertisements 

are starting to appear for learning technology posts in individual partner institutions to work on 

FutureLearn course development. It is believed that (at least part of) the platform 

development is currently being outsourced to the software company Go Free Range. 

At the OU some of the senior staff of the IET and the KMI, highly regarded internationally for 

the areas of e-pedagogy, learning analytics and OERs, are directly involved in the agile 

development process. The ‘Academic Lead’ of FutureLearn is Mike Sharples, the Head of IET. 

The FutureLearn Consortium 

The 21 UK university partners are all in the top 40 of UK universities in at least one of the 

league tables. The only one of these already to have offered MOOCs is the University of 

Edinburgh, the first (and so far only) UK University to offer MOOCs on Coursera. Monash 

University from Australia and Trinity College Dublin are also now FutureLearn partners. The 

consortium includes as non-HE partners the British Council, the British Library and the British 

Museum, who can provide collectively opportunities to market the brand internationally, offer 

assessment centres in many parts of world if need be, and unparalleled resources in the form 

of academic materials from collections to draw upon.  
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The full list of university partners is: University of Bath; University of Birmingham; University 

of Bristol; Cardiff University; University of East Anglia (UEA); The University of Edinburgh; 

University of Exeter; University of Glasgow; King’s College London; Lancaster University; 

University of Leeds; University of Leicester; Loughborough University; Monash University; The 

University of Nottingham; The Open University; Queen’s University, Belfast; University of 

Reading; The University of Sheffield; University of Southampton; University of Strathclyde; 

Trinity College Dublin; and The University of Warwick. Interviews have been conducted with 

three of the partner institutions. 

University of Southampton 

Southampton has recently launched a strategic drive to develop online learning in all areas of 

teaching. The institution has funded a new centre, the Centre for Innovation in Technologies 

and Education (CITE) with the aim of directly supporting online development in the faculties 

and raising awareness and understanding of e-pedagogy and online methods across the 

institution. CITE’s Head, Hugh Davis, has been given the responsibility for the production of 

the first two MOOCs: Web Science and Oceanography. These are two of the areas of research 

strength of the University, which sees FutureLearn membership as an opportunity to enhance 

reputation in areas of potential student growth. CITE feels it will grow capacity in online 

development through its association with FutureLearn and with the OU. This enhanced 

capability will be reflected in its support for mainstream undergraduate and taught Masters 

courses in the Faculties. In the short term there is some risk that MOOC development will 

divert resources away from CITE’s primary role, but early indications are that the interest 

generated by the FutureLearn partnership will more than compensate. 

University of Glasgow 

Glasgow’s motives for joining FutureLearn are aligned with their strategic need to develop 

distance learning across all subject areas. The University is positioned at the bottom of the 

Russell Group in this respect. It is interested in the possibilities for hybrid approaches – where 

MOOCs are taken by fee-paying students as part of a credit bearing course. There is a need to 

introduce blended approaches at undergraduate level and MOOC development is seen as acting 

as a catalyst for this. Joining FutureLearn is a signal to all staff that the University is serious 

about moving in that direction. At the time of the interview the University was waiting to 

discover what response had been made to its open call for MOOC proposals. It has offered 

funding of £30K per MOOC for development, though subject areas would be expected to cover 

any costs involved in running and maintaining these courses. 
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University of Edinburgh 

Edinburgh is the first UK University to offer MOOCs, which it has done in 2012/13 through its 

partnership with Coursera. It has made public a detailed research report into the experience, 

including data on each of the six MOOCs that have run. Becoming a FutureLearn partner has 

therefore been undertaken from a position of better understanding what is involved than most 

other partners. A motivation for joining is partly to maintain its reputation for leading in this 

area, and partly to be able to experiment further. It intends to base an expansion of blended 

approaches in undergraduate provision to a large extent on the evidence that will be gained 

through FutureLearn. It acknowledges that there is an opportunity cost involved here but does 

not expect MOOC development to detract from effort expended on its main strategic drive in 

online distance learning aimed at taught Masters. It is explicit about not expecting to develop 

income through MOOCs in any direct way. 

B3: Analysis of the relationships  

Table 19: FutureLearn stakeholders and their roles: actual and potential. 

 

Actor/stakeholder 

components 

Level (macro, 

meso, micro) 

Role/responsibility Activity 

UK Open University Macro and 

micro 

Ownership of 

company; distance 

learning expertise; 

academic leadership; 

University partner. 

Appointment of 

FutureLearn CEO; 

pedagogy of the 

platform; provision of 

2 MOOCs. 

 

FutureLearn Ltd.- a 

for-profit company.  

Micro and 

meso 

Implementing global 

strategy; building 

the platform; 

establishing brand; 

leading partnership. 

Software 

development ; 

coordinating 

partnership; learning 

analytics; rights 

negotiations; leading 

on development of 

business models; 

identification of 

partners. 

UK University 

partners 

Macro and 

micro 

Institutional 

reputation, 

experimentation in 

online distance 

learning, possible 

revenue streams 

through international 

student uptake. 

Development of 

MOOC courses; 

learning analytics; 

possible monetisation 

through completion 

certificates/credits. 

International Macro and As for UK plus As for UK 
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University partners micro international reach; 

impact on 

FutureLearn policies 

in different practices 

and cultures for 

learning. 

British Council Macro and 

meso 

Promotion to 

international 

contacts. 

Possible role in 

proctored exams. 

British Museum, 

British Library 

Macro and 

meso 

Extending role into 

global HE. 

Use of digital 

collections in MOOC 

development. 

Proctored exam 

companies (eg 

Pearsons) 

Macro New opportunities to 

exploit business 

model. 

 

UK Government Macro Global position of UK 

HE; promotion of 

digital media as UK 

growth sector  

Political support; 

possible funding 

guarantees for OU 

risk. 

 National regulatory 

bodies (e.g. QAA) 

Macro Quality assurance 

issues for possible 

credit awards; 

quality enhancement 

and good practice 

guidelines. 

Informal discussions 

at this stage. 

 Students 

 Academics  

Micro Learning 

opportunities; 

professional 

development; 

potential impact on 

funding models. 

Direct engagement 

with MOOCs; 

development of 

teaching and learning 

activities. 

 Employers Micro Potential closer 

involvement with HE 

provision. 

Tailoring of MOOCs 

for employment; 

recognition of 

completion 

certificates. 

B4: Cross-elements analysis   

The consortium does not at this stage seem legally binding, and partners can leave without 

penalty (as St. Andrews appears to have done). Partners are expected to commit to offer at 

least two MOOCs in the first instance and to run them for three years. A note in a press release 

makes the following important point: ‘The term “partner” does not constitute a partnership in 

the legal sense and the Parties shall not have authority to bind each other in any way. The 

term is used to indicate their support and intent to work together’. 
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Relationships between the OU, the FutureLearn company, and the partners are complicated by 

the fact that FutureLearn students will take courses on the FutureLearn platform but the 

MOOCs themselves will be branded by the originating university. Some of the relationships 

between FutureLearn and the partners will depend on whether and/or how a MOOC is 

monetised. FutureLearn will be expected, through the platform, to handle the issues about 

identifying and certifying students, and to make any arrangements for proctored exams. The 

OU is closely involved with the development of the FutureLearn company, through ownership 

and the spinoff of its unique experience coupled with internationally recognised research. In 

another role, however, the OU is simply another partner in the consortium, developing its own 

MOOCs. 

Within the consortium, there is a possibility that some partners will collaborate over particular 

MOOCs. New relationships between partners are actively developing. The Open University is 

seen as leading in learning analytics, but many partners have joined in order to experiment for 

themselves in online learning.  

The newly joined international partners have shifted perception of FutureLearn from ‘UK 

national’ to ‘non-US international’, though there is a European dimension in as much as the OU 

has global reach and partners such as the British Council have bases in most countries of 

Europe. The politically supportive UK government, exemplified by its promotion of FutureLearn 

at the G8 summit, initially seemed keen to promote this development as a UK HE promotion to 

international students, but the tone seems now to have shifted to one of building a 

multinational business in an area of disruptive technology. 

Part C: Outcomes, assessment and conclusions 

C1: Conclusions: outcomes in terms of expected and unexpected consequences   

All parties acknowledge that the FutureLearn venture is a step into the unknown. It is not a 

development that has emerged through the normal innovation process of quality 

enhancement. It is primarily a response to the developments of US MOOCs, with their 

potentially disruptive combination of elite US universities on the one hand, and fast-moving 

venture capitalists and entrepreneurial faculty on the other. Some would argue that MOOCs 

are not like any previous innovation in HE at all. They are not offering an enhancement in an 

area of HE that needs some improvement, they seem closer to a reconceptualisation of the 

basic model of HE. So in that case it seems a high risk strategy to offer free high quality HE 

courses to a global market without a clear understanding of the likely impact on student 

recruitment for conventional HE. Indeed, it seems particularly risky for the OU, the originator 

of FutureLearn, yet also the UK institution that would seem to have most to lose from 

establishing a partnership that will offer a new global brand for open HE, without cost to the 
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end user. Against this, however, it is argued that it is quite wrong to view MOOCs as a free 

version of HE, on the contrary they are a level of edutainment that encourages learners to see 

that learning can be fun and social, and they give a sense to a new learner of how mainstream 

HE (even online) can offer great personal benefits. In this view, MOOCs are an exciting way of 

promoting HE and their impact will be to greatly raise the profile of MOOC providers in the ‘HE 

ecosystem’. 

In the interviews for this case study it has been striking to discover that those involved are 

quite relaxed about the lack of a clear business model. Indeed, for the FutureLearn staff it 

seems a positive by-product of the agile development approach that a number of monetisation 

possibilities should remain on the table. FutureLearn is committed to what the staff regard as 

the Silicon Valley approach – ‘build a great application and offer it to the world and business 

models will follow’. The university partners who were sampled held a similar view, regarding 

FutureLearn as an opportunity to experiment with new learning and teaching methods without 

the constraints imposed by a credit-bearing curriculum. There are many potential pitfalls 

ahead for this initiative. Key challenges are as follows:  

Quality 

FutureLearn is attempting to distinguish itself from the US MOOC providers through the quality 

of its platform, its learner experience, its institutions and its courses. It has put in place a 

limited amount of user testing of the platform, and the partnership has agreed on a quality 

assurance procedure for courses based on the principle of peer review. Nevertheless, it faces a 

difficult balance at launch, with the need to demonstrate that high quality has already been 

achieved while at the same time making it clear that the offering will be subject to a process of 

continuous improvement as data cumulates on the patterns of learner behaviour. The partners 

also face challenges in MOOC production. It will not be easy to divert resources to a form of 

course development that has no immediate prospect of meeting costs from income. Finally, its 

brand will suffer from the continued absence of the five or six highest rated UK universities. 

Funding 

It is not clear how far FutureLearn can proceed as a company without an early income stream. 

Details of any government guarantees on funding are not available. There will obviously be 

limits on the extent of continued OU support without such backing. 

Pace of development 

There is a clear danger that this initiative will be overtaken by events, and by the intense 

competition that is emerging in this area. The number of specialist MOOC platforms is already 

extensive and is growing rapidly. Blackboard, for example, has just announced a MOOC 
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version of its platform that will be offered to all its current VLE licensees. The competition from 

within HE is also likely to intensify. Those HE institutions excluded from the FutureLearn 

partnership are likely to make their own arrangements to enter the MOOC space. There are 

also emerging partnerships around the US platforms, with employers, proctored exam agents, 

and publishers offering an enhanced MOOC product. It is also unclear whether, in a context of 

rapidly increasing choice for learners, the ‘M’ part of the acronym will continue to refer to very 

large numbers of students. On the other hand, some comfort can be drawn from the fact that 

the Edinburgh MOOC on equine nutrition attracted 19,000 active participants, suggesting that 

MOOC providers may have a long way to go yet to fully meet the global demand in niche 

areas. 

We should note that there is relevant context in a previous large-scale UK-based attempt to 

create a sector-wide body to exploit the growth in global online HE. This was the UK e-

University (UKeU) which launched its first courses online in March 2003 and ended in failure, 

with significant loss of public money, in July 2004. Some of the lessons of that failure seem 

relevant to FutureLearn. In particular, the final official judgement on the failure attributed it to 

its supply-driven rather than demand-led approach in an emerging market, and to its lack of 

market research into the level or nature of consumer demand. This makes rather 

uncomfortable reading for FutureLearn. So does the conclusion that ‘realism about 

differentiators is necessary: quality is not a differentiator; price is; platform functionality is 

not’. On the other hand, EU-funded work on critical success factors for virtual universities 

emphasises some of the features that FutureLearn displays: high binding energy through 

managed diversity, and stratified consortia (i.e. universities at a similar level in the rank 

order).  

A more recent context in UK HE is one of turbulence around funding. This would seem to make 

the lack of a clear business model even more surprising. A counter argument, however, is that 

a new business realism in HE, particularly around the internationalisation of HE, is encouraging 

entrepreneurial activity of the kind FutureLearn clearly represents. A more traditional 

evolutionary process through step-by-step quality enhancement may no longer be an option. 

There are currently no ‘outcomes and results’ in the conventional sense from this case study. 

At the time of writing the FutureLearn staff are under great pressure to meet the deadline for 

the launch with a platform that will fulfil expectations. The partner institutions will also be 

challenged to produce MOOCs to the quality standard expected in the time available. 

Meanwhile, news about MOOC developments elsewhere emerges daily. Some pointers to 

FutureLearn’s success will be available at launch but a clear picture will not emerge until the 

first tranche of MOOCs have run and the data has been analysed. We can expect the 

partnership to continue to grow internationally, and for some existing partners to drop out as 



 

 

 

 

184 | J a n u a r y  2 0 1 4  

 

their commitments prove too onerous. This case study can only be read as a snapshot at a 

particular moment in time, in a rapidly and unpredictably evolving global context. 

Annex D4 

Case 2: OpenHPI: A German niche market operator 

Part A: Setting the scene: introduction, challenges and contexts 

A1: Introduction / definition of the innovation initiative 

Overall objectives of the initiative and future plans 

The courses of OpenHPI are targeted both a general audience and towards IT professionals. 

For the general audience they seek to introduce the foundations of information technology, 

e.g., the design and structure of the internet and the world wide web, the structure and 

operation of database systems or security in information technology. In interviews with key 

staff of OpenHPI it became evident that this objective relates to a desire to improve public 

understanding in the field of IT and to provide a broader public with the knowledge to consider 

the possibility of a career in the IT field. It thus fulfils a public engagement and LLL role, and 

can be conceptualised at least to some extent within conceptions of community engagement as 

elucidated in a forthcoming publication by Benneworth and Osborne (2013) for the Global 

University Network for Innovation (GUNI). Furthermore in Germany LLL and CPD have not 

been historically strongly connected with the work of universities, which are not incentivised in 

this area, and here OpenHPI fills a gap. MOOCs open up a new way of accessing learning. 

For ICT professionals the purpose is to offer courses that allow them to keep up with the very 

latest innovations in computer science research, e.g., In-Memory Data Management, the 

Semantic Web, or Multicore and Cloud Computing. 

A further and less explicit public reason for engaging in MOOC work is the research interest of 

HPI in e-learning and tailored teaching. HPI is the highest ranked IT Institute in Germany, and 

a core part of their research aims are to improve the use of technology for learning. Through 

involvement in MOOC work a huge database of information about behaviours in online 

environments is gained, and this is being fed into research thinking. 

The intention is to offer further provision across a similar spectrum of provision from the latest 

technology to more popular topics. Thus OpenHPI aims to target a broad audience and will do 

so both through the medium of English and German. 

OpenHPI offers a solid platform for other users, and it was established in interviews that it has 

already sold the use of the platform to the company SAP (the company that funds HPI) to 

support its MOOC work, and there are also discussions with the French Research network, 
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INREA, a large local hospital and requests from US hospitals. OpenHPI may therefore develop 

further in this direction as an organisation. 

OpenHPI might also create a spin-off company to become a software vendor or to provide 

advice on MOOC development. 

Outcomes of the practice  

The principal outcomes of OpenHPI have been the offering of the following four courses, data 

for which is shown in the table below: 

 
Table 20: Outcomes of different practices 

Practice  Enrolment rates  Completion rates 

n-Memory Data Management 

(English) 

13,126 2,137 

Internetworking with TCP/IP 

(German) 

9,891 1,635 

Semantic Web Technologies (English) 5,692 784 

Data management with SQL 

(German) 

na na 

A fifth course currently being offered is "WWW Technologies" (in German) by Prof. Dr. 

Christoph Meinel, which began on June 3, 2013. At the time of interviews (28 June) 6.5k had 

enrolled, with 2.5k still posting in week 4. It is suggested by OpenHPI that if individuals 

complete their second homework in week 2, this is a good predictor of completion. 

In-Memory Data Management (in English) is planned for September/October 2013, led by Prof. 

Dr. Plattner and in November/December 2013, Business Process Technology (in English) will 

be led by Prof. Dr. Mathias Weske. 

OpenHPI have undertaken some evaluation, most specifically of “Internetworking with TCP/IP” 

(the first xMOOC in the German language) (Grunewald et al 2013a). This gives some idea of 

profile.  The majority of course participants belong to the 20-29 and 30-39 age groups (each 

approx. 30%). About 20% belong to the group from 40 to 49 and a remarkable high share of 

16% comes from the silver surfers" group above 50 years. The remaining 4% are pupils of 19 

years and younger. The youngest participant stated his age as being 12 and the oldest as 91. 

About 24% of the participants said that they had not been to university, 21% chose a BSc. as 

their highest degree, 25% an MSc. or equivalent and 4% had a PhD. The remaining 26% 

answered with “other" when asked for their highest degree. When asked about their ICT skills 

on registration some 6% reported having no experience, 32% declared themselves to be 

“beginners", 45% “advanced" and 17% “experts". 
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Funding of the initiative   

OpenHPI is funded as part of the Hasso Plattner Institute (HPI), which in turn is funded by SAP 

AG, the world’s largest maker of business management software. Hasso Plattner, one of its 

founders, owns 10% of SAP worth an estimated €7.1bn according to the Bloomberg Billionaires 

index. He is personally very committed to the initiative. This information alone provides a quite 

interesting context for the initiative since it is not dependent, in its early days, on generating 

an income stream. As a result it is an offer that is completely free to students, and its intention 

is to remain as such. Hasso Plattner has funded the foundation from his private assets for the 

day-to-day running of the Institute for more than 20 years. 

However there are potential income streams from selling its platform to other providers of 

MOOCs and to offer advice to other providers. 

A2: Understanding of the context 

The context in which the practice is developed (institutional, geographic, regulatory) 

Geographically, OpenHPI is located at the University of Potsdam, Germany within the Federal 

State of Brandenburg in its own building in a campus setting on land provided by the state. In 

terms of its geographical spread it targets an audience all around the world, but given that it 

has offered courses in German as well as English, it targets the German-speaking world and 

German diaspora.    

OpenHPI is a development of Hasso Plattner Institute (HPI) based at the University of Potsdam 

in Germany. HPI is part of the university, but quite independent and effectively acts as a 

private institution within a public body. It is in Germany an ‘aninstitut’, and legally is a public-

private partnership with the legal status of a GmBH, a limited-liability company in Germany. 

The private partner is the Hasso Plattner Foundation for Software Systems Engineering, which 

is the administrative body responsible for the HPI and its only corporate member.  

HPI has two executive bodies: the Foundation Council comprising between eight and ten 

members and the Board of Directors consisting of between four and six members. There is 

some influence on activities from the State of Brandenburg and the University of Potsdam, as 

part of executive decision-making, but HPI’s activities are not regulated by either the state or 

the university’s regulatory systems. It is thus able to engage in activities which would be more 

challenging to do inside the state-regulated university system of Germany. However, its 

academic staff hold positions at the university and it contributes programmes to the university 

from bachelor to doctoral level, many of which are considered to be elite and highly selective 

in their choice of students. The programmes that it delivers to the mainstream provide the 

basis for OpenHPI. 
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There is a very strong technological and research context for OpenHPI since HPI has created a 

number of its own tools related to the delivery of e-learning. This creates an infrastructure that 

allows the delivery of MOOCs and analysis of impact without reliance on external input. This 

includes the following: 

� The tele-TASK system which is described as a cost-efficient and simple way of recording 

of lectures and their dissemination via a modern portal enhanced with a semantic 

search and social collaboration (http://tele-task.de/) 

� Tele-Board allows creative collaborative work in virtual, globally distributed teams 

(http://tele-board.com/) 

� The Tele-Lab Internet Security, which is used in teaching. Participants have the 

opportunity to gain access to virtual computer and network environments via the 

internet, as they learn about and apply security technologies (https://tele-lab.org) 

� The Semantic Media Explorer (SEMEX), which enables semantic search in multimedia 

data. Data is automatically processed and semantically analysed in advance (mehr 

Informationen) 

� Blog Intelligence allows an efficient analysis of the exponentially growing amount of 

data in social networks and the blogosphere (http://blog-intelligence.com) 

A3: Challenges and identification of the specific drivers behind the innovation 

initiative 

The challenges that the initiative aims to address 

It is not obvious that this initiative is seeking to address the conventional challenges being 

faced by HEIs of global competitiveness, the demands of students and other consumers for 

new services, internal requirements or changes in funding regimes. This is because it is not a 

university initiative per se. It is not seeking to recruit students for the University of Potsdam.  

Nonetheless, there is potential spin-off effect in terms of profile for the University. In 2012, the 

president of the German Academic Exchange Service (DAAD), Prof. Margret Wintermantel, 

announced plans to improve the attractiveness of German universities to international 

students. Those HEIs that were prepared to develop new internationally oriented programmes 

and, in so doing attract overseas students would be provided with additional funds. Her logic in 

this statement was as follows: "Winning over foreign students is how we will make friends and 

partners for the future. What is more, if we fail to increase the number of international 

students in Germany, we will be unable to maintain our academic system’s excellence in light 

of demographic changes."  

(https://www.daad.de/portrait/presse/pressemitteilungen/2012/19484.en.html).  



 

 

 

 

188 | J a n u a r y  2 0 1 4  

 

She also argues that to attract the best students to Germany would also require making 

university admissions more straightforward and more flexible and better oriented towards the 

students’ individual qualifications. 

Whilst this is a potential context for this initiative, it is not this area that is made explicit. The 

challenges that have been stated by OpenHPI relate to a public engagement and public 

understanding role, to fulfilling LLL and CPD objectives of professionals. In Germany as in 

other parts of Europe, as reported by Federal Ministry of Education and Research (BMBF), 

“there is a general consensus in the education policy discussion regarding the need for and the 

significance of continuing academic education. The existing and increasing challenges of 

demographic change, of technological development and international competition, the growing 

need for highly qualified personnel as well as the avoidance of social conflicts demand that 

people living in Germany should have the highest possible educational attainments. And these 

attainments must be constantly updated and adapted to new tasks and changing framework 

conditions in industry, technology and law.” (http://www.bmbf.de/en/349.php) 

This is the LLL rhetoric that has existed over at least two decades. So whilst OpenHPI is at 

least in part working to that agenda, its provision is not as yet conceptualised directly as part 

of the University of Potsdam’s contribution in that field. However that potential may exist. 

The immediate cause for developing the initiative  

The immediate purpose for developing the initiative is aside from providing this LLL and public 

engagement role is to fulfil HPI own research agenda. Through OpenHPI, the Institute will not 

only utilise its tools and the previous insights that it has gained through research, but will seek 

to develop new knowledge with regard to learning processes that occur through this medium. 

There will thus be a flow back into its research work. The HPI team specifically speaks about 

the following areas of research on OpenHPI: 

� Analytics: What conclusions can be drawn from an analysis of learners’ behavior? How 

can these conclusions be used to improve the online learning offer? 

� Semantic and Social Web: What new semantic and social web technologies can be 

developed to support the understanding of and navigation in online learning materials? 

� Virtual Learning Labs: How can environments where learners interact with virtual IT 

systems be made scalable for massive participation? 

� Gamification: How can the motivation of learners be increased through the functionality 

and design principles found in computer gaming? 

� Innovative Learning Services: How can learning be promoted in the heterogeneous 

context of where participants live and work? 
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Part B: The higher education innovation system: functions, components and 

relationships 

In part 2, the case will be studied along the lines of the higher education innovation system: 

functions, components and relationships. 

B1: Analysis of the functions 

The function to which the innovation is related  

The practices of OpenHPI relate to teaching, research and third mission. There is a substantial 

history to how OpenHPI has developed to its current position.  

The chair  currently held by Prof. Dr. Christoph Meinel has a history of some 10 years in 

developing various IT systems for innovation in tailored university teaching. Prior to OpenHPI it 

had self-designed a mobile system, tele-TASK, for recording, internet-broadcasting, and was 

one of the first European universities involved in podcasting lectures using iTunesU. Its web-

portal www.tele-task.de has more than 4.000 tele-lectures and embeds powerful navigation 

and annotation tools. Tele-task is embedded into OpenHPI, and OpenHPI was developed with 

the advantage of experience with: 

� Large-scale video streaming 

� Capacity to edit lectures 

� A player technology (this existing player was used in the OpenHPI platform) 

Meinel early on in his career spoke about understanding that traditional e-learning offers the 

wrong image and was reliant on students being autodidactic, which involves being strong and 

disciplined in study, staying close to the material. Most people he believes do not have this set 

of characteristics. MOOCs with their social media platforms, and their synchronicity overcome 

the problems of traditional approaches. Being time specific they bring a large mass of people 

together into a virtual learning community. 

The pedagogical approach is quite traditional in the e-learning world. The courses are based on 

a re-working of materials that are delivered within the undergraduate curriculum. Lectures are 

recorded using the Teletask box and combined with slides into a seven-week programme. The 

courses could be described as CMOOCs, in the sense that underlying principles relate to the 

developing of a connected virtual community of practice based on co-construction of 

knowledge. The CMOOC is distinguished from the XMOOC, which is essentially largely led by 

the material provided online, and has little by way of interaction. The idea of connectivism can 

be traced back to principles that emerge from situated cognition and the work of the Russian 

psychologist Vygotsky (1978), and the idea of a community of practice, a term made popular 
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by Lave and Wenger (1991, p.98). Hung and Chen’s (2001) principles of design for e-learning 

of commonality, situatedness, interdependency, and infrastructure are based on principles that 

emerge from these theoretical frameworks.  

OpenHPI speaks about the creation of ‘lively discussion forums and virtual learning groups’ 

that ‘encourage a stimulating exchange of questions and a collaborative learning of the 

subject’ around the lectures and slides. Work is assessed via multiple choice and patterned 

questions and self-test quizzes, and a Certificate of Completion is given. Overall assessment is 

50% through continuous assessment through such tests and 50% through an end of course 

examination. In both cases, participants have a one-week window within which to initiate 

assessment, and thereafter a strict time period to complete it. The five or ten best students in 

a course are identified as an incentive. The Certificate has the merit of being a signalling 

device; it proves that participants have an interest in continuing education, their interest in the 

topic and their staying power. 

As previously indicated the initiative relates also to research, although up to this point the 

research potential has not yet been fully realised. In an initial interview, Christian Willems 

spoke in terms of the work in part being a ‘research experiment’ and that there would be 

considerable data gathering related to the merits of design features of the courses. One of the 

reasons for engaging in MOOC work is the research interest of HPI in e-learning and tailored 

teaching. HPI is the highest ranked IT Institute in Germany, and a core research aim is to 

improve the use of technology for learning.  

Also as previously indicated there is a third mission element to OpenHPI in as much as its 

focus is not on traditional university audiences. It seeks a broad audience, making a 

contribution to schools, colleges, CPD and LLL. It is part of the democratisation of access to 

higher-level learning. 

Impact of the innovation on other functions 

HPI is a university institute with both teaching and research functions. It involves its graduate 

students in the work since they know the technology and they are not a costly resource for 

supporting the course. 

There is a strong link made between research and pedagogical practice. Research knowledge 

developed over some years has been translated into the design of programmes. The Tele-task 

box was developed in the 1990s and has been refined since. It is a portable device that can be 

used to record lectures and incorporates slides. It is fundamental to developing the material on 

the OpenHPI platform. Experiments have been carried out by HPI to determine the value of 

video – it creates attention, and following a lecture is important because later discussions 

revolve around the lecture. These discussions are seen as important in the delivery model, and 
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the capability to facilitate these interchanges has been a challenge for those working in online 

environments. Meinel commented in interview that, based on his research, he knows that a 

certain mass of people are needed to create a ‘viral’ situation in a MOOC. Typically only 10% of 

participants are active, and ideally thousands of active participants are needed to produce an 

online comment every few minutes. We see pointers here to the importance of mass 

participation in creating the rich inter-changes that are needed to achieve long-anticipated 

goals of online learning to create co-constructing knowledge communities. 

In interviews there was also a discussion of other pedagogical issues, in particular how to keep 

individuals on the platform. Two techniques are employed – gamification and creating a social 

learning community. The former refers to using game elements in a non-game context 

(examples in other contexts include 4Square and Stackoverflow). Rewards (points) are given 

for effort and to create peer pressure for others to similarly do so. 

The link between research, teaching and a third mission is also explicit. The research 

environment of HPI has created hardware, software and a pedagogical approach that facilitates 

a learning environment that is accessible to a mass audience. Further analysis of participants 

is required in order to determine the role of these programmes in opening up higher education, 

but there is certainly an intention of doing so. There may be some cross-over in terms of 

research findings with the current EC-funded project on the topic of ‘Opening up Higher 

Education to Adults’ being co-ordinated by the Humboldt University in Berlin and the German 

Institute for Adult Education (DIE) in Germany. (http://www.erziehungswissenschaften.hu-

berlin.de/hsf/projekte/head) 

B2: Analysis of the components 

Identification and description of actors involved 

There is a development team for OpenHPI at HPI within its Department of "Internet 

Technologies and Systems", led by Prof. Dr. Christoph Meinel, who is CEO and Scientific 

Director. Christian Willems is Head of the Technology Team and now the Project Co-ordinator. 

The other stakeholders in this enterprise include individuals from the core team from HPI that 

have strong technical expertise in design of virtual environments. There is a development team 

within HPI within its Department of "Internet Technologies and Systems", led by Prof. Dr. 

Christoph Meinel who is CEO and Scientific Director of HPI. Christian Willems is Head of the 

Technology Team and the Project Co-ordinator.  

The courses themselves are led by specific chair-holders within HPI and two-five teaching 

assistants, who are drawn from research staff of HPI, including doctoral students. HPI has ten 

departments each with chairs and so far three of these chairs had been involved in OpenHPI. 

Others will become involved. 
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SAP AG is an actor in as much as it is the company, the world’s largest maker of business 

management software, that funds HPI. Hasso Plattner, one of its founders, owns 10% of SAP, 

is a professor within HPI and offered the first course in OpenHPI. Hasso Plattner is also on the 

council of Stanford University. 

The University of Potsdam appears NOT to be a key stakeholder. Whilst it hosts HPI, validates 

degree programmes of HPI, has HPI board representatives and offers joint appointments for 

HPI’s academic staff, it has little or no involvement in OpenHPI. 

The Federal State of Brandenburg is an actor in as much as it provided the land upon which 

HPI buildings stand and it is represented on the board of HPI by its nominees. 

One of the novel features of OpenHPI is that it is one of the few providers offering some of its 

MOOCs through the medium of German. Furthermore, in interview Christian Willems indicated 

that participants were not simply native speakers from Germany, Austria and Switzerland, and 

from the German diaspora around the world, but also included non-native speakers of German. 

It therefore is an initiative that plays a special role for German speakers in an otherwise 

largely English language-dominated MOOC world. 

Implementation of the initiative  

There are a number of starting points, but perhaps most important has been the fact that a 

flexible infrastructure exists that is independent of the bureaucracy of the university system.  

In short the head of HPI and its chairs are virtually autonomous from the University of 

Potsdam. They contribute to teaching and research, including offering both Masters (60 

students) and PhD (120 students) programmes, but as an independent unit. Other than this 

commitment, there is autonomy. 

Secondly, as indicated previously, HPI has created a number of its own tools related to the 

delivery of e-learning, which creates an infrastructure that allows the independent delivery of 

MOOCs without any reliance on the private sector, and to research their delivery. This includes 

the following the tele-TASK system, Tele-Board, Tele-Lab Internet Security, the Semantic 

Media Explorer (SEMEX) and Blog Intelligence. 

Third, HPI reports that it is the strongest research institute of its kind in Germany, and it has 

ten chairs, each with specialist expertise. Each of these chairs has or will contribute to the 

development of MOOCs, support by their teams of research assistants and doctoral students. 

This creates substantial profile for OpenHPI. 

Fourth OpenHPI has a strong advocate in the form of Hasso Plattner, who has been strongly 

influenced by Stanford’s thinking on MOOCs. His personal commitment is manifested in his 
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willingness to front the first MOOC in 2012 and he will do so again in 2013. His profile is such 

that this in itself probably attracts many students to OpenHPI. 

There are no obvious barriers to the innovation that were determined in the course of 

undertaking the study. 

Table 21: Actors/stakeholders, level of operation, roles and responsibilities and 
activities 

Actor/stakeh

older 

components 

Level 

(macro, 

meso, 

micro) 

Role/responsib

ility 

Activity 

SAP AG (Prof. 

Dr Hasso 

Plattner) 

Macro, Meso 

and Micro 

Financial Support 

Exec 

Funding HPI 

Board member of HPI 

Fronting first (and other) 

MOOCs 

Federal State of 

Brandenburg 

Macro and 

Meso 

Executive Advice Provider of Land 

Board member of HPI 

HPI Meso and 

Micro 

Management 

  

Ensuring infrastructure is in 

place through CEO  

Technical Support using 

existing staff 

Design (using technical 

staff and research 

associates/PhD students) 

and delivery of courses (led 

by Chairs with extended 

teaching teams) 

Students Micro Consumers Engagement 

Feedback through 

questionnaires 

Research subjects 

B3: Analysis of the relationships 

The nature of the relationship  

The relationships between the actors cannot be elucidated in any completeness since some 

aspects are clearly quite confidential. Given the funding and management structure of HPI 

then there will be some influence from its Foundation Council and its Board of Directors.  

The Federal State of Brandenburg provides a plot of land near the Griebnitzsee, on which the 

building complexes of HPI and Potsdam University's Institute for Informatics were 

subsequently erected.  

Cooperation between HPI and the University of Potsdam is regulated by a cooperation 

agreement. The students at HPI are enrolled at the university, which awards Bachelors, 
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Masters and PhD degrees to those who have successfully completed their studies. There is no 

credit awarded however for the MOOCs. Most of the professors working at HPI have a joint 

appointment to the University of Potsdam. HPI is headed by a scientific and business director 

who is responsible for the day-to-day running of the institute. OpenHPI is one of a number of 

activities of HPI, but it does appear to be a major priority and is strongly influenced by its 

funder.  

Changes in existing relationships  

There do not appear at present to be substantial changes in the nature of existing relationships 

between stakeholders external to HPI as a result of the OpenHPI initiative. However there 

appear to be changes in internal academic requirements in HPI, where there is expectancy that 

each of the 10 chairs will contribute to heading up a MOOC with OpenHPI. 

Furthermore, the development of MOOCs provides vehicles within which researchers in HPI can 

focus their interests and develop new lines of research. For example interesting research 

dimensions were discussed in interviews with researchers at HPI. There is capability for real-

time analysis of behaviours in online environments. Based on previously exhibited behaviours 

and linked performance, advice can be given to others of paths to take. In short predictions 

can be made of the optimal learning path. This is illustrated in a recent internal paper 

(Grunewald et al 2013b) that explores the behaviour of students in one of the MOOC courses. 

Impact of the relationships on the innovative practice  

The relationship between the teaching and technical team, and students has been such that 

OpenHPI have been able to get good feedback (from over 40% of active participants of the 

course in question, numbering some 1,100 responses). Based on this experience of OpenHPI's, 

which was from the “Internetworking with TCP" course and its evaluative survey, their 

researchers have presented arguments for a future development of the xMOOC model that 

bridges the gap towards the cMOOC model. 

They have concluded in a recent paper: 

1. Learning materials could be enriched through concept maps and hypertextual links that 

allow diverging, learner-defined paths; 

2. Hands-on exercises allow learners to feel personally involved in the problem domain 

through their active experimentation and to grasp the complex relations to their own 

concrete experience;  

3. Group discussions that support awareness, and reward contributions, allow learners to 

feel responsible and to collaboratively strengthen the learning process and to provide 

richer perspectives for reflective observation Grunewald et al (2013a: 11).  
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Table 22: Relationships between actors 

Actor 1 Actor 2 Relationship  What changed? 

Head of HPI Chairs in HPI Academic Leader 

for HPI as a whole, 

and role-model 

Progressively each 

Chair is being 

encouraged to 

contribute to MOOC 

development, 

following the example 

of the Head of HPI 

and other key 

players, including 

Hasso Plattner 

Teaching 

Associates and 

Designers 

Students Teaching Associates 

and Designers work 

in teams with a 

Chair, facilitate the 

learning process 

and seek evaluative 

feedback from 

student 

Changes in 

pedagogical approach 

Researchers Students Researchers 

evaluate online 

behaviours 

Data feedback into 

the design of future 

courses 

B4: Cross-elements analysis  

Mapping the system and stakeholders 

Figure 17: Mapping the higher education system for the case 

 

HPI Board

CEO

Other 
Academic 

Staff
Researchers

Chairs

Technical 
Support

Students

Foundation 
Council

SAP AG
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Conclusions related to the innovation system map 

The general direction of the innovation is steered by the Board and Foundation Council of HPI, 

and is supported financially by SAP AG. The Board has membership that includes the state 

government and the University of Potsdam, and therefore these bodies can advise on general 

direction. 

HPI’s CEO acts as the academic leader, in turn stimulating the other chairs within HPI to make 

contributions of programmes to OpenHPI. The chairs call upon other academic, technical and 

research support both to deliver material and to analyse the behaviours of learners in online 

environments. There is feedback obtained from students on the quality of the learning 

experience, which is fed into new developments. 

It can be concluded that this is largely a top-down initiative whereby programmes are 

developed that are deemed to be of interest to both the general public and IT professionals, 

especially in the German-speaking world, and take-up indicates that this is the case. At a meso 

level staff members of HPI are given the opportunity to re-purpose their courses for online 

delivery, and from these efforts obtain considerable data for research as well as the 

satisfaction of making an offer to a new public. At the micro level students have the 

opportunity to give feedback on their experience and this is integrated into new developments. 

They also vicariously feed back into new development because their behaviours in the online 

platform are being analysed. 

Part C: Outcomes, assessment and conclusions 

In part 3 outcomes will be assessed and conclusions will be drawn. 

C1: Conclusions: Assessment of outcomes in terms of expected and unexpected 

consequences 

Barriers and bottlenecks 

Many external observers would suggest that OpenHPI sits in a very fortunate position. It is a 

well-funded public-private partnership with a remit to carry out research, and with very stable 

funding from a generous benefactor. He is willing not only to provide funding, but also to 

commit his own time to the initiative, which is directly linked to the work of the multi-national 

company that he co-founded. 

There are in the opinion of the director of HPI some limitations. Online MOOC provision will not 

be possible for all specialist courses of HPI. For example in the area of e-Security (virus 

creation and stopping), super-user rights within Virtual Labs are needed, and this technically 

cannot be achieved online with many students. This facility can only be used by between 30 

and 50 students. 
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Some technical issues have also arisen, but have been overcome. The platform for OpenHPI 

courses had been designed to normally handle only 15,000 students. When, however, it was 

used as for a course offered by OpenSAP, some 30,000+ students were attracted, and the 

system crashed. This however has now been remedied to the long-term advantage of HPI. 

Influence of the context on the success of the initiative 

Contextual factors are important at HPI. As the public pronouncements of HPI state, Professor 

Hasso Plattner, co-founder of SAP and chairman of its supervisory board, maintains a high 

level of personal commitment to HPI. HPI is a private-public partnership with teaching 

designed to meet the needs of gifted young people who are looking for practice-oriented 

training as IT engineers. They are also in high-level academic research, which is directed at 

leading players in the business world. OpenHPI is a complement to the highly selective 

teaching environment and high-end research endeavours. It has a different orientation in as 

much as it is directed at both the general public and the continuing professional development 

of people in the industry, and at no cost. OpenHPI is therefore making a significant 

contribution in an area that has been identified by the German government as a priority, 

namely lifelong learning, and is able to do so with a nimbleness that is absent in mainstream 

German universities (and indeed the universities of many EU countries). 

Outcomes and results  

The outcomes of OpenHPI have been a series of high quality MOOCs in the niche IT area, each 

with high take-up. Amongst these some for the first time have been delivered in German. The 

have attracted a heterogeneous clientele in terms of age and previous experience in the field 

of IT, having been directed both at novices in the general public and professionals for 

knowledge updating purposes. 

There has been considerable evaluation of initial courses from a student perspective. In 

addition to the papers of Gru ̈newald et al (2013a and b). The first of these papers showed that 

respondents expressed a high degree of satisfaction with course content and structure, 

although the authors note the possible bias of the result, since the sample was only of active 

participants, and not the majority who did not continue the course. Respondents were also 

able to give open response feedback and recommendations for improvement to the platform 

and content – these recommendations are being addressed in future courses. It also produces 

guidelines for MOOCs for supporting experiential learning based on Kolb’s (1984) model. 

In the second paper, Gru ̈newald et al (2013b) assesses the behaviour of the students in the 

online environment, and offers a typology of five types of participant correlated to levels of 

participation using Fishcher’s (2011) model as developed by Dick and Zietz (2011).  
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In a further paper (Willems, Jasper, and Meinel 2013), OpenHPI report on an experiment with 

three practical tasks that were implemented as assessed bonus exercises. This study showed 

that graded hands-on assignments for their MOOCs can be provided without the need for 

major adoptions to the learning platform and without the provision of a resource-intensive 

centralised training environment infrastructure. 

These are concrete research results related to pedagogical and design issues related to MOOCs 

that may have general application for other providers. 

Transferability 

The model that has been developed is transferable to other universities if there is a willingness 

to invest. Although OpenHPI enjoys the advantage of private sector funding and autonomy, 

what they offer is within the grasp of other universities in technical and pedagogical terms. 

Many universities would have the capability of developing their own platform and expertise in 

designing and delivering online courses. The model that is being offered by OpenHPI is very 

robust and supported by a strong technical and academic infrastructure. However, the 

pedagogical framework is not particularly radical. 

OpenHPI is not however seeking to generate a surplus or attract high-fee paying international 

students. Its role is opening up the discipline to a wider audience in the spirit of LLL and in 

return it gets access to a massive sample of research data. There may then be spill-over 

effects for the University of Potsdam since it will be identified with a popular and high quality 

niche offer. If other universities want to replicate this model, then as its Director has said, this 

is not difficult to do. In interview, Prof. Dr. Meinel suggests that MOOC models such as 

Coursera are good for professors to market themselves, but not for universities since it does 

not highlight their distinctiveness. The development of platforms is not technically difficult, but 

it does require development time, and this might be a price worth paying to highlight the work 

of a particular university as against a consortium. 

Annex D5 

Case 3: Leuphana Digital School 

Introduction / definition of the innovation initiative 

Leuphana is a public university in Northern Germany and it has utilised the brand of the 

Leuphana Digital School as a platform for its online education.  

In January 2013, Leuphana University launched its first MOOC (albeit on a small scale with 

2,500 students) with the prototype course ThinkTank – Ideal City of the 21st Century, a ‘free’ 

(a nominal fee of €20 was charged for the certificate for successful completion at the end of 

the course) academic platform that offered collaborative web-based learning led by 
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distinguished scholars and experts. This new program was described as ‘a fresh, unique 

approach to collaborative learning – a university project open to participants from all over the 

world, regardless of where they live and what they do’. The premise of the course offered was 

that more than three billion more people will be moving into cities over the next 40 years, and 

that new models for living need to be considered.   

Course Model 

Participants worked in small teams to design models for future living in urban centres under 

the overall direction of the course leader, the well-known architect Professor Daniel Libeskind. 

They worked to solve theoretical and practical assignments, critique the work of the other 

groups through commentary and evaluation, and translate their ideas of the ideal city into a 

final visualisation. 

Teams were purposely constructed with heterogeneous members from a range of different 

backgrounds, ages and geographic locations. These teams worked together to complete six 

assignments over some four months. Each team consisted of five students, and each of the 

some 40 volunteer professors (which included staff of the university and many tutors from 

outside the university from all parts of the world) took charge of some 10 tutor groups. 

Throughout the course, video lectures and reading assignments from the team of professors 

and guest lecturers were provided to help the participants deepen their knowledge of topics 

and aid in completing the assignments. Tutors were supported by mentors who provided 

teaching input, led classroom discussions and participated in evaluation of all final 

submissions. Teams were re-shuffled during the programme with students being given the 

choice of joining new teams. 

Tutors supervised related groups and their team pages, monitored the submitted reports and 

the performance of each group, and assisted in evaluating the final submissions. It was 

therefore a substantial commitment for all concerned with tutors having to go online almost 

each day to respond to students. 

Each assignment had two deadlines – one for the Peer Review, after which all participants 

were asked to give feedback on other teams´ solutions, and one final deadline before which 

teams submitted their assignments. Communication between participants took place on the 

online platform’s different forums (each with individual topics) as well as a messaging system, 

which enabled participants to communicate with their peers and teachers. Throughout the 

course, Leuphana provided video lectures and reading assignments from its large team of 

professors and guest lecturers to help the participants deepen their knowledge of the topics 

and aid in completing the assignments.  
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Essentially what was being provided was a costly ‘severe mentoring’ and tutorial platform that 

was very highly supported by staff of the university and external collaborators offering their 

service for free. It was based on a strong constructivist model within which knowledge was co-

created by student participants, and furthermore introduced the more radical notion of peer 

assessment. However, it also had a strong didactic element and in that sense could be 

described as ‘blended’. It was referred to by the Vice-President, Holm Keller in interview as ‘a 

playing field to see if distance learning can work’. 

Partners 

Leuphana did not develop its own infrastructure but used a customed platform that was 

provided by Candena. Other partners included the Fraunhofer Institute. Overall the project was 

part of the Leuphana Innovation Incubator Lueneburg, supported itself by the EC. Overall the 

investment was relatively small at €30k, but this of course does not reflect real costs of 

internal and volunteer staff, key partners in the enterprise. 

The Participants 

Some 2,500 participants started and throughout the course the same number were involved, 

though some left and others joined. Some 12% of the cohort graduated having completed the 

six assignments, which gave them five ECTS points. There was large regional diversity within 

the group, with a number of participants who were Arab women and others from Equatorial 

Africa. Many of the participants were thought not to be genuine, but journalists and ‘spies’ 

from other universities, who were observing how the programme would work. Very few of 

Leuphana’s own students participated, with only five or six in total involved. 

The Purpose 

There are a number of reasons why Leuphana has gone down this route. 

� One objective is to provide an opportunity for overseas students to demonstrate 

capability prior to migration, and in that sense this is a contribution to offering LLL 

opportunities to such an audience 

� A second is to determine conditions by which credit can be offered for other 

programmes that might be brought to the university as part of ECTS. In short the 

university wanted to determine what the conditions for a quality course in this mode 

might require.  

It is also instructive to determine why so many external tutors might be willing to be involved 

without any reward. It was speculated during interview that there are a number of reasons: 
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� At the most basic level individuals were interested in how a MOOC might work in 

practice and in how they might contribute to its success 

� They were also interested themselves in meeting virtually with other tutors and with 

students around the world, some of whom might be suitable interns in the future. So 

part of the motivation was talent spotting. 

� Finally it was a relatively convenient way to make a contribution to teaching since it did 

not involve any inconvenient travel. 

For many tutors who were involved it was a better experience than the classroom with a much 

richer set of learning interactions. 

Challenges 

The principal challenge that was being addressed was to provide high quality online 

opportunities and to do so for those who traditionally cannot participate in higher education, 

particularly those from outside Europe. 

As with all courses that are offered online, fraud must be controlled. A fear is that participants 

are not who they say they are. This was overcome by subjecting all assignments to peer 

assessment, which turned out to be more rigorous than that offered by the academics 

themselves. 

The Future 

As indicated above one of the reasons for following this route of offering a MOOC was to 

determine what the features of a quality mass online course might be. This is because from 

2014 Leuphana intends to offer a Bachelor’s which gives the possibility to award up to 100% 

credit from other programmes, and to direct this programme at the top 5% of entrants. 

Amongst the possibilities will be the ability to integrate MOOC provision from elsewhere into 

this accredited Bachelors programmes. Hence Leuphana will have developed a protocol for 

acceptance of credit. Already Leuphana accepts on average between 10-15% of portable credit 

from other programmes, but this will be a radical departure. It expects to be able to recruit a 

new type of student by offering this new degree, one that is willing to take risks and be 

innovative themselves.  

Leuphana considers that it can play in this field if it has experience of running MOOCs. Of 

interest is that an investment company wanted to purchase the programme, and approaches 

were made by a global dating company to buy it.  
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2. Case study data collection guidelines 
 

Data collection format:  case studies 

Case/ name innovative practice:  <<insert text>> 

Author: <<insert text>> 

 

Key findings: 

 
Please provide in bullet-points an overview of the key findings of the in-depth case study, 
covering all aspects of the case study (NB: the key findings will be drafted in the final 
stage of conducting the case study) (max. 0.5 page): 
 

− <<insert text>> 

− <<insert text>> 

 

 

Part A: Setting the scene: introduction, challenges and contexts 

 
A1) Introduction / definition of the innovation initiative 

Please introduce the case, i.e. describe in general terms what the case is 
about and how it is situated in a broader context (NB: the introduction will be 
drafted in the final stage of conducting the case study). Please take into 
account the following items in describing the initiative: 
− Q1: What are the overall objectives of the initiative? (Please consider 

formal/official objectives, as well as any informal objectives). Are there 

future plans, and if so, please specify.  

− Q2: What are/were the outcomes of the practice to date? 

− Q3: How is the initiative funded? (Does it cost or save money? If funding is 

limited to a specific timeframe, will or how will the initiative continue after 

funds are withdrawn?) 

 

Max. 2 pages 
 
Overall objectives of the initiative and future plans (Q1)  

<<insert text>> 

 

Outcomes of the practice (Q2) 

<<insert text>> 

 

Funding of the initiative (Q3)  

<<insert text>> 

 

A2: Understanding of the context 

The context of an innovative practice is highly relevant in, firstly, 
understanding the practice and secondly, transferring innovative practices to 
other contexts (i.e. other institutions). This is why it is important to focus on 
the contextual factors when writing a case study report. This may be at the 
geographical level (is the initiative operating at an international, regional or 
national level?); at the institutional level (is the initiative driven or supported 
by a particular institutional set-up or partnership? What, if any, issues of 
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governance surround the initiative?); at regulatory level (are there particular 
(dis-)incentives to the initiative stemming from the regulatory context it is 
embedded in?); at a technological level (what technological resources were 
available at the HEI or are created through the initiative?). 
 
Please take into account the following items in describing the initiative: 
− Q3: The context in which the practice is developed (institutional, 

geographic, regulatory, technological) 

− What is the geographical context within which the initiative operates? 

− What is the institutional context within which the initiative operates? 

− What is the regulatory context within which the initiative operates? 

(Where applicable, this should cover all the countries the initiative 

operates in.)  

− What, if any, is the technological context within which the initiative 

operates? 

 

Max. 2 pages 
 
The context in which the practice is developed (institutional, geographic, 

regulatory) (Q4) 

<<insert text>> 

 

A3: Challenges and identification of the specific drivers behind the innovation 

initiative 

In the literature review a broad range of challenges stemming from the wider 
context, system changes, institutional setting, is identified. However, for each 
individual innovative practice a more detailed account should be provided on 
specific challenges this initiative was facing. Only having a clear idea about 
the precise challenge as a driver, will enable us to fully understand the 
innovative practice and the choices made in order to establish this practice. 
Already in the ToR (and hence in the selection of cases), choices have been 
made with regard to what types of challenges the study will focus on, e.g. 
disruptive technologies, new providers, global demand. 
 
Please take into account the following items in describing the initiative: 
− Q4: The challenges that the initiative aims to address (with a reference to 

the four broad categories sketched out earlier but focussing on the concrete 

and specific challenge that the initiative aims to address) 

− Q5: What was the immediate cause for developing the initiative? 

Max. 2 pages 
 

The challenges that the initiative aims to address (Q5) 

<<insert text>> 

 

The immediate cause for developing the initiative (Q6) 

<<insert text>> 

 

Part B: The higher education innovation system: functions, components and 

relationships 

In part 2, the case will be studied along the lines of the Higher education innovation 

system: components, functions and relationships. 
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B1: Analysis of the functions 

The function is closely related to the nature of the innovative practice. In 
general, the focus is on innovation in the deliverance and organisation of 
higher education courses or content. However, the function to which the case 
is related needs to be further specified. For instance, is it related to delivery, 
tracking, assessment, mobility etc? The following functions can be 
distinguished: 
− A) Education (sub-functions include teaching and learning, curriculum 

development, assessment, student mobility and accreditation.)  
− B) Research (sub-functions include new knowledge creation, testing and 

measurements, experimentation, validation, dissemination of results, etc.)  
− C) ‘Third mission’ (sub-functions include human resources, intellectual 

property, creation of spin-offs, contracts with industry, contracts with public 
bodies, participation in policy-making, involvement in social and cultural 
life, and public understanding of science (Schoenet al 2006 cited in Laredo 
2007). 

 
Please take into account the following items in describing the initiative: 
− Q1: To which sub-function is the innovation related? Which previous 

functions and sub-functions does the practice substitute / enhance / 

improve / modify / etc? 

− Q2: Which other sub-functions are affected by the innovation? (If more 

than one, please rank them and provide short description of the magnitude 

of their impact.) 

− Q3: Does the innovation practice introduce a new practice or does it 

reform/improve an existing practice? 

Max. 2 pages 
 
The function to which the innovation is related (Q1) 

<<insert text>> 

 
Impact of the innovation on other functions (Q2) 

<<insert text>> 

 

B2: Analysis of the components 

Every initiative is shaped by particular components. In order to understand 
the reasoning and rationale behind the launch of a particular initiative, the 
case studies will thoroughly assess how a wide-range of actors (direct and 
indirect stakeholders) have shaped and influenced the innovation initiative. As 
we saw there are individual, institutional and additional actors shaping the 
innovation practice. The study will look into their role, responsibilities, and 
activities undertaken in relation to the innovation practice. It could be the 
case that particular actors play a negative role, and hampered the 
implementation of the innovation; hence within the component analysis, 
barriers for innovation can be identified. 
 
Please take into account the following items in describing the initiative: 
− Q3: Identify and describe actors involved: 

− Who are the main actors that drive the initiative? Who are the actors that 

are affected by it? 

− Q4: How has the initiative been implemented? Which actions have been 
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taken? 

− What is the role of the different actors?  

− What is the responsibility of the different actors? 

− Which activities have been conducted by the actors in relation to the 

innovation initiative? 

Provide an overview table. 
Max. 2 pages 

 
Identification and description of actors involved (Q3) 

<<insert text>> 

 

Implementation of the initiative (Q4) 

<<insert text>> 

 

Actor/stakeholder 

components 

Level (macro, 

meso, micro) 

Role/responsibility Activity 

<<insert text>> 

 

<<insert text>> 

 

<<insert text>> 

 

<<insert text>> 

 

    

    

    

 

B3: Analysis of the relationships 

Actors, either individual, or institutional actors do not operate in isolation, but 
in a complex network of surrounding actors, with which different types of 
relationships exist. As we saw, innovations can depend on new emerging 
relationships between different actors, between individuals, institutions, 
different levels and different sectors. Theoretical models, such as the Triple-
Helix model, explain innovative power in terms of relationships crossing 
institutional boundaries. The case studies will analyse closely the relationship 
between all involved actors and assesses their impact on the emerging of the 
innovative practice. 
 
Please take into account the following items in describing the initiative: 
− Q5: What is the nature of the relationship in terms of costs and benefits 

(financial and non-financial) that affect the different actors involved? 

− Q6: What relationships and dynamics among actors are intensified by the 

initiative (e.g. collaboration / conflict, substitution, networking)? 

− Q7: What is the impact of these different relationships on the innovation 

practice? Which relationships can be improved, hamper the practice, etc.? 

Provide an overview table. 
Max. 2 pages 

 
 

The nature of the relationship (Q5) 

<<insert text>> 

 

Changes in existing relationships (Q6) 

<<insert text>> 
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Impact of the relationships on the innovative practice (Q7) 

<<insert text>> 

 
Actor 1 Actor 2 Relationship 

(Q5) 

What changed? 

(Q6) 

<<insert 

text>> 

 

<<insert text>> 

 

<<insert text>> 

 

<<insert text>> 

 

    

 

B4: Cross-elements analysis  

Through mapping context, challenges, components, relationships and function 
related to the innovation practice, for each of the cases an innovation system 
map can be produced.  
 
− Q8: Position the actors in the scheme and draw lines expressing 

relationships between the components. 

− Q9: Draw conclusions on the basis of the map 

− Which interesting findings can be determined from the schematic 

overview: 

− Is there a bottom-up or top-down approach? 

− How do authority-lines run (vertically or horizontally)? 

− How does the initiative have an impact on different actors? 

− What is the role of beneficiaries (consumers and/or drivers)? 
Max. 2 pages 

 
Mapping the system and stakeholders (Q8) 

<<insert text>> 

What are the major stakeholders and how do they interact?  
 

Conclusions related to the innovation system map (Q9) 

<<insert text>> 

 

Part C: Outcomes, assessment and conclusions 

In part 3 outcomes will be assessed and conclusions will be drawn. 

 

C1: Conclusions: Assessment of outcomes in terms of expected and unexpected 

consequences 

Depending on the maturity of the innovative practice, results (either expected 
or unexpected) can be identified. The results can be related to the function 
and the aim of the practice; but the practice can also affect the separate 
components and the relationships that exist between them. In addition, 
bottlenecks and barriers will be identified, related and lessons will be drawn 
from this. 
 
Please take into account the following questions with regard to the outcomes 
and results: 
− Q1: Barriers and bottlenecks 

− What are the main barriers to the implementation? 

− Where are the main bottlenecks for the initiative? 

− Q2: Influence of the context on the success of the initiative 
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− what contextual factors enhance the success of the initiative? 

− what contextual factors inhibit the success of the initiative? 

− Q2: Outcomes and results 

− Can you name the main outcomes (intended and unintended) that stem 

from the initiative? 

− Has there been an impact assessment or evaluation of the initiative? 

− Analysis based on the themes mentioned above and on the answers to 

the questions. 

− Q3: Transferability 

− What can others learn from this particular initiative? 

− To what extent is the initiative transferable to other situations? And what 

contextual conditions should hold true in order to do so? 

 

Max. 2 pages 
 
Barriers and bottlenecks (Q1) 

<<insert text>> 

 

Influence of the context on the success of the initiative (Q2) 

<<insert text>> 

 
Outcomes and results (Q3) 

<<insert text>> 

 

Transferability (Q4) 

<<insert text>> 

 

Part D: Annexes 

 

D1: List of literature used 

In making references please follow common guidelines: 

− For books, policy documents and studies: 

 Name, A. [or organisation] (Year), Title: website 

 Example: CEDEFOP (2011), The development of national qualifications 

frameworks in Europe. 

− For articles: 
 Name, A. (Year), Title article, Title journal, vol @@, issue@. 

 Example: Broek, S.D., Buiskool, B.J. (2012), Mapping and comparing 

mobilisation strategies throughout Europe: Towards making lifelong learning 

a reality, Journal of Adult and Continuing Education, 2012, Vol 18, 1. 
− For websites: 

Organisation: www.@@.@@ 

− Please, never use “Ibid”, “idem” etc. but use full references since texts 

might be put in another order and references might in that case get lost. 

 

<<Insert text>> 

 

D2: List of persons contributed to the case study  

This includes interviewees, and persons providing information otherwise. 
Please mention: 
- Name (Mr/Ms, forename, surname (title)) 
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- Function and organisation (first own language, than the English translation) 
 
Please ask whether the interviewee agree that his/her name will be 

included in the final publication 
 

Name Organisation Country 

<<Insert 

text>> 

<<Insert text>> <<Insert text>> 

 

D3: Additional annexes (documentation, survey results, interview reports, etc.) 
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