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and export of online-courses between all member universities, and the development and 
provision of courses tailored to the needs and the actual demand of the member universities, 
with an elaborate quality management, financing of the production of courses as well as the 
operation of these courses, especially the online-tutoring of students.  

Iversity (https://www.iversity.org) 

Following an 'EXIST'-Founder Scholarship from the German Federal Ministry of Science and 
Technology, Iversity received more than 1 million Euros in funding from the BFB 
(Frühphasenfonds Brandenburg (EU 75% / Brandenburg 25%) and bmp media investors in July 
2011. In December of 2012 Marcus Riecke joined the team and invested in the company 
together with the existing investors, Masoud Kamali and T-Venture, the venture arm of 
Deutsche Telekom AG. 

The open course platform provides: (i) a structured course environment that features 
multimedia teaching materials, (ii) assessment features such as multiple choice and peer review 
in order to keep students engaged and provide them with quantitative and qualitative feedback 
and (iii) a discussion board where students can engage in peer-to-peer learning by asking and 
answering questions or sharing links, references and general observations. 

 

4.5. MOOCs are changing higher education 
 

The “Open Educational Resources Movement”, advocating the free exchange of digital educational 
resources, has been most predominant at higher education level. The movement acquired its first 
momentum in 2001, when the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) announced the release of 
nearly all its courses on the Internet for free access. In 2002, UNESCO organized the First Global 
OER Forum/Forum on the Impact of Open Courseware for Higher Education in Developing Countries 
where the term "Open Educational Resources" was adopted. More recently, the concept of Massive 
Open Online Courses (MOOC) has appeared and currently concentrates the attention of literature and 
media.  
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Figure 21: MOOCS and Open Education Timeline189 

 

The European situation is evolving in a fast way. While this Staff Working Document is written 
several European universities have started to be engaged in MOOCs. 

Example 14 - Norway 

The Norwegian Government has appointed a Commission to look into MOOCs. The committee will 
survey the emergence of MOOCs and similar offers, compile data and make recommendations on how 
the Norwegian authorities and institutions shall relate to the development and the opportunities such 
education provides. The Committee shall submit an initial report by the end of 2013. The Committee 
has been given the task of compiling a more detailed report with specific recommendations in summer 
2014.190 

Example 15 - United Kingdom 

Futurelearn Ltd (http://futurelearn.com/about) is an entirely new company launched by The Open 
University (OU) in December 2012. The universities of Birmingham, Bristol, Cardiff, East Anglia, 
Exeter, King's College London, Lancaster, Leeds, Southampton, St. Andrews and Warwick have all 
signed up to join Futurelearn, which is independent but majority-owned by the OU.  

Its aims are to (i) bring together a range of free, open online courses from leading UK universities, 
that will be clear, simple to use and accessible, (ii) draw on the OU's expertise in delivering distance 
learning and pioneering open education resources to underpin a unified, coherent offer from all of its 
partners, and (iii) to increase accessibility to higher education (HE) for students across the UK and in 
the rest of the world. 
 
In May 2013 Copenhagen University has joined the still exclusive but quite rapidly growing group of 
European universities offering MOOCs, most of them through Coursera. École Polytechnique 
Federale, or EPFL, has been running successful MOOCs, notably in computer sciences and 
programming. It is with the EdX platform, launched in 2012 by the Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology and Harvard University. The University of Geneva is participating in Coursera. In Spain, 
IE Business School in Madrid and Autonomous University of Barcelona are participating in the 
Coursera consortium; in Italy it is La Sapienza in Rome; and in Germany the Technical University and 
Ludwig-Maximilian University, both in Munich. In the United Kingdom, the University of London 
and Edinburgh University are on the Coursera list. In The Netherlands, Leiden is participating in 
Coursera and the Delft University of Technology has joined the EdX platform (see box below).  
Helsinki University developed and has been running several MOOCs in computer science on its own 
platform. Helsinki is also the only university that is giving credit for the computer language course 
SCALA.  They has now established a master project “MOOCs COCKPIT” that will help lecturers 
assess how their course is progressing, handling large and complex data with various scripting and 
visualising techniques. Together with Technical University in Munich, Technical University Denmark 
and Technical University Eindhoven, EPFL has established the EuroTechUniversity network aimed at 
developing a series of ongoing MOOCs covering green technology and the life sciences, targeting 
professionals with first degrees who are seeking additional qualifications. 

                                                 
189   Yuan and Powell 2013 
190  http://www.regjeringen.no/nb/dep/kd/pressesenter/pressemeldinger/2013/utvalg-om-hoyere-utdanningstilbud-pa-

net.html?id=731443 
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And in the coming months several universities have announced more MOOCs (University of London , 
Munich’s Maximilian University, Autonomous University of Barcelona, La Sapienza in Rome (IT), 
Edinburgh University (UK), Leiden University (NL), Catholic University of Leuven (BE), etc. 

EdX - http://www.edx.org 

EdX is a non-profit organisation started by Harvard University and MIT in 2012. Other universities 
have since joined, including Delft University of Technology and the University of California 
(Berkeley). The aim of edX is to provide university-level online courses free of charge for people all 
over the world. With Coursera and Udacity, edX is one of the best-known providers of MOOCs. What 
distinguishes edX from the other two is its aim of providing educational resources subject to a 
Creative Commons open licence, and of making edX a platform for experimentation with e-learning. 

Coursera - http://coursera.org 
Coursera is a for-profit enterprise started in 2012 by Daphne Koller and Andrew Ng of Stanford 
University. On their website, they describe Coursera as follows: “We are a social entrepreneurship 
company that partners with the top universities in the world to offer courses online for anyone to take, 
for free. We envision a future where the top universities are educating not only thousands of students, 
but millions. Our technology enables the best professors to teach tens or hundreds of thousands of 
students”. Currently (June 2013), it offers 386 courses from more than 70 universities. All the courses 
are freely accessible, but the course material may not be freely reused by third parties. The revenue 
model for Coursera is based, amongst other things, on giving external parties paid access to student 
data, for example so that they can find the best candidate for a job vacancy. 

The enormous interest in MOOCs comes exactly at the right time. Bricks-and-mortar campuses are 
unlikely to keep up with the demand for advanced education: according to a widely quoted calculation, 
the world would have to construct more than four new 30,000-student universities per week to 
accommodate the children who will reach enrolment age by 2025191, let alone the millions of adults 
looking for further education or career training. Colleges and universities are also under tremendous 
financial pressure, especially in the United States, where rocketing tuition fees and ever-expanding 
student debt have resulted in a backlash from politicians, parents and students demanding to know 
what their money is going towards. MOOCs promise to solve these problems by radically expanding 
the reach of existing campuses while streamlining the workload for educators. European universities 
are using them to promote both centres of excellence and some of their most high-profile academics. 

 

                                                 
191  go.nature.com/mjuzhu 

http://go.nature.com/mjuzhu
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Figure 22: Downes’ comparative diagrams of interaction in traditional and networked online 
education192 

Despite these various initiatives launched by European universities, one can state that Europe is still 
lagging behind and is trying to catch up with developments in other continents193. While major 
worldwide universities are offering open courses (e.g. MIT, Harvard, the UK Open University), 
MOOCs are developing very fast194 and the use of OER starts to be promoted at institutional and 
political levels195. 
Europe is only a follower of these emerging trends: in most European universities the emergence of 
MOOCs is not an issue of discussion in their institution as stated by 85% of respondents196. According 
to the EUA survey, the very concept of MMOCs is unknown in one third of the 200 European 
universities consulted and just another third has internally discussed the topic. These data are 
disappointing if compared with the explosion in the US, illustrated by Figure 23.  
 

                                                 
192  Steven Downes in discussion on G+ Sept 19, 2012, http://bit.ly/14mzWQx and slide 6 in slideshare from Potsdam talk Oct 

8, 2012 at http://slidesha.re/SJ43zx 
193  Trend Report SURF 2013 
194  Lewin 2012 
195  See for instance: Attwood, R. (2011). California is an example of State promoting OER in public colleges, partly due to 

its financial crisis,  http://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billNavClient.xhtml?bill_id=201120120SB1053  
196  http://www.eua.be/news/13-02-

25/Massive_Open_Online_Courses_MOOCs_EUA_to_look_at_development_of_MOOCs_and_trends_in_innovative_learning.aspx 

http://bit.ly/14mzWQx
http://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billNavClient.xhtml?bill_id=201120120SB1053
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Figure 23: MOOCs in Europe197  

 
 
 
According to Gartner’s MOOC Hype Cycle198 (Figure 24), almost the peak of the initial hype has been 
reached: platforms have been created, masses of MOOCs are being offered, certification systems are 
being put into place, and the list of applications is growing. But this does not mean that full 
exploitation and large scale implementation of OER in education has taken place. Such peaks, 
according to Gartner, are often followed by several years of disillusionment and maturity, a phase of 
correcting the innovation’s weaknesses, meeting challenges in order to produce a better product, and 
fine-tuning business models. Only after several years is the product fully mature and truly mainstream.  
 
Most MOOC start-ups do not appear to have clear business plans and are following the common 
approach of Silicon Valley start-ups by building fast and worrying about revenue streams later199. 
Hill200 describes a similar cycle: he believes that after their initial success, the current systems will 
have to resolve a number of urgent questions concerning their “revenue models, credentialing, badges 
or accreditation, course completion rates, and student authentication” before they can evolve. It is a 
mistake to see MOOCs as an isolated issue as they are part of a broader landscape of changes in HE 
that includes the development of open education improving teaching and opening up to different 
groups of students. 
 

                                                 
197  P.A.U. Education 2013 
198 Gartner 2012, the information technology research firm, has applied its Hype Cycle graphic to myriad emerging 

technologies since 1995, using it as a “representation of the maturity and adoption of technologies - 
http://www.gartner.com/technology/research/methodologies/hype-cycle.jsp 

199  Li Yuan & S. Powell 2013 
200  Hill 2012: Educause Review Online  

http://www.gartner.com/technology/research/methodologies/hype-cycle.jsp
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Figure 24: The MOOC Hype Cycle201 

 
 

4.6. Large-scale platforms for open education 
 
To enhance the use, re-use and sharing of educational resources several projects are trying out to link 
up the diverse OER repositories and portals towards a European-wide platform.  

 

School education 

The Learning Resource Exchange is a federated access platform operating since 2008 and is run by 
European Schoolnet with the support of Ministries of Education. It provides an EU-wide platform and 
incorporates resources from over 50 content providers across Europe into its search results, thereby 
providing access to more than 200,000 resources. The LREs business model is to operate not as a 
centralised access platform but to provide a federated search architecture to which national 
repositories can link into. This allows users to access the search results via national websites or even a 
school’s virtual learning environment.  While on the one hand this is a key strength of the project as it 
provides EU-wide access from portals already familiar to the teacher, it is also, possibly, its greatest 
weakness. As teachers access the Exchange not via a centralised platform, limited “community 
building” in the form of sharing and collaboration has occurred.  This might explain the relatively low 
numbers of users of the Exchange.  

Similar projects such as the OER directory currently under development at the eLearning Portal or the 
Open Discovery Space project (ODS) try to address these issues by focussing on a stronger integration 
with communities of users. Especially the ODS project incorporates a strong element of social 
networking of teachers in order to build a strong foundation for sharing resources. However, in the 
context of the scope of the challenge, these projects are only able to reach a certain number of teachers 
                                                 
201  Les Schmidt 2012, http://www.moocologist.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/02/MOOC_HypeCycle_12111.png 
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and learners. Therefore, the problem of a highly fragmented market for OERs is currently not 
sufficiently addressed. 

 

Higher Education  

Recently, there are several voices for a coordinated European platform to run MOOCs. The European 
Association of Distance Teaching Universities set up a European MOOC platform and SAP set up the 
Academic Cube, an online education platform with MOOCS for ICT professionals. 

Partners in 11 countries have joined forces to launch the first pan-European MOOC initiative, with the 
support of the European Commission. Around 40 courses, covering a wide variety of subjects, will be 
available free of charge and in 12 different languages in the portal www.OpenupEd.eu, officially 
launched on 25 April 2013. The initiative is led by the European Association of Distance Teaching 
Universities (EADTU) and mostly involves open universities based in France, Italy, Lithuania, the 
Netherlands, Portugal, Slovakia, Spain, UK, Russia, Turkey and Israel.202 

Courses range from mathematics to economics, e-skills to e-commerce, climate change to cultural 
heritage, corporate social responsibility to the modern Middle East, and language learning to writing 
fiction. Each partner is offering courses via its learning platform and at least in its home language. 
Courses can be taken either in a scheduled period of time or anytime at the student's own pace. All 
courses may lead to recognition: a completion certificate, a so-called badge, or a credit certificate that 
may count towards a degree. In the latter case, students have to pay for the certificate, with the cost 
ranging from € 25 to € 400, depending on the course size (the hours of study involved) and institution.  

Academy Cube, which launched March 2013 an online education platform under development by 
SAP, a world-leading German software company headquartered, with offices in some 130 countries. 
Academy Cube is supported by the European Commission Digital Agenda programme and its 
objective is to tackle youth unemployment by providing jobless youngsters with IT skills via learning 
management systems. It is being developed by SAP with Microsoft, LinkedIn, Software AC, Thyssen 
Krupp, the German Federal Employment Agency and academic institutions, and they are discussing 
MOOC operations with the European Institute of Technology’s EIT IT-LAB, which is a high-priority 
European ‘knowledge and innovation community’. 

 

EU eLearning portal203  (http://elearningeuropa.info ) 

The portal was created by the European Commission in 2002. It functions as a single point of 
reference for eLearning activities and resources in Europe, a European platform for co-operation, 
disseminating good and innovative practices, providing possibilities for debate and exchange. 

It offers a common space for practitioners, policy-makers and members of academia, and serves as a 
reference gateway where top experts in the field identify and communicate about new trends. In 2012, 
the portal had more than 62,000 visits per month.  

The portal shows many success stories, networks and centres of excellence in Europe upon which 
innovative strategies can be built to transform learning methods and boost creativity in schools, 
enterprises and society at large. The portal's scholarly online publication 'eLearning Papers' is rated 
the world's #1 journal in the field of ICT and learning.  

 

                                                 
202  www.openuped.eu, www.eadtu.eu  
203  P.a.u. education 2013: Hosting, management, promotion and maintenance of the European Commission's internet portal 

on eLearning and prepare its translation to an Open Education Portal 

http://www.openuped.eu/
http://www.eadtu.eu/
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which has both long-term vision (ensuring policy support) and achievable short term goals for the 
progressive take up of innovation. 
 
4. Top-down and bottom-up should meet: Another common characteristic of these practices is that 
while most of these started as top-down initiatives within their respective contexts, they all have 
mechanisms in place to encourage and support bottom-up approaches to the innovation. While 
learning innovations may be initiated even at the classroom level by the teacher, impact at scale cannot 
be achieved without some higher level support as such innovations inevitably impinges on curriculum 
and assessment practices and requires access to technology infrastructure and support. One of the core 
conditions crucial to the scalable success of these initiatives is the deployment of top-down strategies 
to support bottom-up innovations. The presence and multiplicity of bottom-up strategies, whether 
centralized or decentralized, are indications of ownership from the bottom-up stakeholders. The 
challenge is to ensure that bottom-up innovations are well-aligned with the top-level goals and 
strategic focus of the entire project and not become as run-away developments that go off in many 
diverse different ways which may even be counter to the overall objectives. To ensure constructive 
alignment in strategic direction across the multiple levels and stakeholder groups, connectivity 
mechanisms and structures to serve as architectures for learning become another key strategic 
direction that needs to be considered.205 
 
5. Develop support structures at a larger scale: Up scaling and integration of the use of new 
technologies and OER in education is not a matter of just multiplying the number of small scale pilots.  
One has to facilitate the five steps of up scaling by Clarke & Dede206 by specific support structures, 
such as: 
- large (cross-regional, cross-national) network of ‘living schools’ demonstrating and showcasing a 

diverse range of innovative pedagogical practice involving ICT and sharing best practice and 
ways to successfully embed the use of technology in teaching and learning across the whole 
school:  

- structures to encourage the development of professional networks for peer learning, knowledge 
exchange and sharing innovative pedagogical best practices.  

- structures (such as national and/or transnational inter-linked portals; common reference 
frameworks; etc.) to aggregate all learning opportunities on a larger scale (national and even 
European and world-wide). 

6. Empowering all stakeholders to collaborate and exchange knowledge: Research reveals that 
successful scaling up and uptake of the use of new technologies and OER in education only takes 
place if there is organized support to foster connectedness207  across and within different levels of 
stakeholders involved in the innovations to build trust, assure mutual objectives, and create a common 
vision.208 Communication channels and platforms should be built to foster dialogue, communication 
and collaboration between all stakeholders (from policy, industry, research, educational practice and 
the wider public) involved and engaged in the educational process.  

                                                 
205 Law, Yuen & Fox 2011: Educational Innovations Beyond Technology: nurturing leadership and establishing learning 

organizations. New York: Springer 
206 Clarke & Dede, 2009: Design for Scalability: A Case Study of the River City Curriculum. Journal of Science Education 

and Technology, 18(4), 353–365. 
 
207 Connectedness refers to the social and emotional factors that profoundly affect the relationships among members of a 

learning institution and that have a significant impact on their level of engagement and motivation. See IPTS 2012 
Innovating Learning: Key Elements for Developing Creative Classrooms in Europe, JRC Scientific and Policy Reports, 
EUR 25446. http://ftp.jrc.es/EURdoc/JRC72278.pdf     

208  IPTS 2013: ICT-enabled innovation for learning in Europe and Asia - Exploring conditions for sustainability, scalability 
and impact at system level, by Kampylis, Law & Punie, JRC Scientific and Policy Reports, in collaboration with Centre 
for Information Technology in Education (CITE), University of Hong Kong, EUR: JRC83503, 
http://ipts.jrc.ec.europa.eu/publications/pub.cfm?id=6362 

 


