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     Abstract:  This paper examines the quick rise of MOOCs using the SWOT (Strengths, Weaknesses, 
Opportunities and Threats) template which has long been used in business as a short way to assess a 
situation.  We bring together an international leader in online education and an academic librarian.  
Together we will consider issues, implications and impacts of MOOCS on universities and their 
libraries. It is now imperative that we all gain a perspective and understanding of the MOOC 
phenomenon given the potentially disruptive and destructive changes to public postsecondary 
education and by extension to our libraries.   
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1. Introduction 
 
Post-secondary education worldwide is experiencing the invasion of the MOOC, an odd-sounding 
acronym that stands for Massive Open Online Courses. 
 
The concept of MOOCs went viral in 2012 and by 2013 had expanded worldwide: universities in North 
and South America, Europe, the Middle East, Africa and Asia, influenced by media headlines, jumped 
on the potential opportunities with little consideration of profound threats.  Since MOOCs have 
become such a “hot topic” with potentially huge impact on multiple facets of universities and their 
libraries, this is a good time to step back - and SWOT. 
 
To gain perspective on the situation, we examine MOOCs from a traditional business point of view 
using the SWOT (Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats) framework. Primarily employed 
as an assessment technique, SWOT analysis is popular because it narrows the focus to a simple, neat, 
four-cornered analysis.  This can often provide a balanced overview of a complex situation.  Many 
would describe MOOCs as a business model instead of a pedagogical model, so this method of 
analysis might be particularly apt. This paper considers issues, implications and impacts of MOOCS on 
universities and their libraries using the SWOT template as a straightforward but effective mechanism 
to discuss the realities and potentialities of MOOCs. 
 
2. Background 
 
The term ‘MOOC’ has been widely used (and misused) since the New York Times called 2012 “the year 
of the MOOC” (Pappano, 2012). Huge media and public interest was ignited by this unfamiliar 
acronym which the Times had crowned as an educational superstar. The result has been significant 
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confusion by educators, administrators, politicians and the public. The media attributed unimaginable 
benefits to MOOCs, albeit with no evidence.  And even less understanding of what a MOOC 
represents in educational terms.  
 
Few have taken the time to define a MOOC. First a MOOC is one type of online education, essentially 
a combination of Video-lectures and Courseware (machine-generated quizzes and exams). Online 
education has many different pedagogical approaches: some are far superior to others in student 
satisfaction, learning effectiveness, and retention rates. MOOCs are a form of Online Courseware, one 
entry to online education alongside other pedagogical models with a far longer history and body of 
research such as Online Collaborative Learning (OCL) and Online Distance Education (ODE). (Harasim, 
2012) 
 
Online education historically encourages an active teacher, professor, tutor or student role in 
facilitating scholarly discourse and student interaction among peers and instructors. OCL and even 
ODE employ instructors or tutors to support the student and facilitate peer interaction and discourse. 
Online Courseware such as MOOCs are the only model that do not ensure that a live professor or 
teacher is available to facilitate peer learning and informed interaction with and application of the key 
concepts in the discipline. MOOCs replace the teacher entirely. 
 
The media noise that accompanied the ‘rise’ of MOOCs was in our view, naïve and gullible. There was 
no evidence for the claims; in fact, previous attempts at Courseware have largely failed. 
Yet the battle for the MOOC did become emotional, some instructors arguing that that MOOCs are 
the future, and anyone who opposes them is a Luddite, standing in the way of educational progress. 
The reality is that  

1. MOOCs are not really new; they are a continuation of the teaching machine efforts of the 
1920s and artificial reality endeavors since the 1960s; 
2. MOOCs represent a form of Online Courseware, in which the teacher is replaced by 
artificial intelligence software.  Students are not in contact with real teachers or professors. 
3. MOOCs, especially as promoted by for-profit companies, can be viewed as an attempt to 
privatize public education, replacing teachers and instructors with video lectures transmitted 
to 100s of thousands of students, at any time, to anywhere in the world; testing and grading 
is also machine based. The MO is that teacher-based education will be disrupted, regardless 
if such disruption has any positive consequences or results. 
 

Dr. Stefan Popenici, an academic with extensive international experience in teaching, research and 
leadership in higher education noted how mesmerized the public and the media became with the 
fantasy of the MOOC: 
 

The solution to deliver good quality higher learning to all enlightened the imagination of 
many. The narrative was fantastic: the door to what Time called “High-End Learning on the 
Cheap” was discovered and new startups and venture capitalists were there to fight to open 
it for the benefit of the poor around the world. Thomas Friedman argued in 2012 that 
“nothing has more potential to lift more people out of poverty” than Silicon Valley solutions 
and MOOCs will “unlock a billion more brains to solve the world’s biggest problems”. 

 
Perhaps even more insightful were Popenici’s observations about the potential for Silicon Valley 
profit. 
 

Another luring promise of that time was that “The Internet Revolution” comes with a silver 
bullet for budgets in higher education. Universities were happy to see a new solution for 
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their financial pressures. In Changing the Economics of Education The Wall Street Journal 
presented MOOCs as a possible solution for universities to make “numbers add up”. Another 
financial journal states with the unabated confidence that “Free online courses will change 
universities” and this is why “top universities worldwide rush to put free courses online, 
setting up so-called massive open online courses or MOOCs”. From Silicon Valley the 
perspective was – not surprisingly – very similar: “Massive Open Online Courses 
Revolutionizing Higher Education. MOOCs Provide Something for Everyone. (Popenici, 2014) 

 
The expectations for the miracle of the MOOC had media in a feeding frenzy. In 2013, New York Times 
columnist Thomas L. Friedman envisioned MOOCs reaching remote villages in Egypt, enthralling 
villagers with lectures on Plato and nuclear physics, and thereby a igniting a large-scale 
democratization of higher education (Friedman, 2013). 
 
Several for-profit companies were established in 2012 to commercialize MOOC courses, working with 
elite universities to develop courses or programs that could be sold to universities world-wide.  The 
key distinction of MOOCs in regards to post-secondary online was to target 10s or 100s of thousands 
of students per course; the only way to ‘teach’ classes of such massive size would be to replace 
teachers and professors with Artificial Intelligence technology. The template for a MOOC course is 
based on delivery of video-lectures and quizzes and exams graded by Artificial Intelligence software. 
Professors would be replaced by Hollywood quality video-lectures made by a few ‘rock-star 
professors’ or actors who could deliver video-lectures on a wide range of subjects in all disciplines. 
Q&A would be handled by AI software and search engines. 
 
3.  So – What Happened? 
 
In the heat of these frenzied scenarios generated by maddened media and hungry start-up 
entrepreneurs with no online education knowledge or research, something amazing occurred. The 
hubris of the Silicon Valley investors and faculty were confronted with something that they had not 
foreseen: RESULTS. 
MOOC developers were stunned by the first set of data that had been collected. They had naively 
promised to openly share the results of the first MOOC courses. Research released in January 
2014(Ho, 2014) draws on data from 17 MOOCs offered by Harvard and MIT in 2012 and 2013. 
 
The findings were abysmal, challenging the hype of the MOOC as the “answer to the future”.  The 17 
MOOCs from Harvard and MIT had registered 841,687 people; only 5 percent of all registrants earned 
a certificate of completion. Interest was low: only another 5 percent “explored” even half of the 
course content. Moreover, 35 percent never viewed ANY course material.  
 
The educationally underserved remained underserved by MOOCs: 29 percent of all registrants were 
female and only 3 percent of all registrants were from underdeveloped countries. MOOCs served the 
already “over served”: males who held a bachelor degree or higher.  
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4. Taking A SWOT at MOOCs  
 

Strengths 
 

 Accessible Worldwide 

 Wide recognition due to intense media 
attention 

 Scalable to hundreds of thousands 
users 

 For the most part, price is currently 
free although in many cases a pay for 
service structure is being developed 
and implemented 

 Currently receiving financial and 
technical support from the big for-
profit developers 

 Appeal of affiliation with brand name 
universities 

 

Weaknesses 
 

 Based on poor learning model which 
offers little or greatly reduced 
opportunity for learning critical 
thinking, research and evaluative skills 

 Role of professor/librarian diminished 

 Meaningful debate, mentorship and 
apprenticeship opportunities are very 
limited 

 Very low completion rate and haven't 
reached underserved as initially hoped 

 Vast majority are not available for 
credit 

 Implementation costs are much higher 
than projected 

Opportunities 
 

 Demonstrates need for affordable 
access to quality education 

 Opportunity for pedagogical 
innovation such as Online 
Collaborative Learning (OCL) 

 Opportunity for evolution into 
meaningful blended or hybrid model 
using smaller class sizes and 
established best practices for distance 
education 

 Opportunities for libraries to 
participate in the creation, collection, 
organization, distribution and 
promotion of OERs  

 Libraries are well-positioned to guide 
developers and users through the 
myriad of copyright issues 

Threats 
 

 For profit educational corporations 
could replace much of public education 

 Smaller universities could disappear 

 Professors could be replaced by AI 
software  

 Monopolization and ownership of 
knowledge by private corporations 

 Personal user data collected and sold 
as a profitable commodity  

 Some disciplines in Humanities and 
Social Sciences could be threatened to 
be replaced by MOOCs 

 Proprietary database subscriptions 
could become luxuries that are 
afforded by only a few of the largest 
universities 

 
 
5. Strengths 
 

 MOOCs are now offered by countries around the world, each seeking a global market and 
they can offer the possibility of a university education to people in remote areas. 

 Intense media attention to MOOCs has raised public awareness of the concept of online 
courses, although confusion reigns as to the definition of online education and what MOOCs 
really mean. 

 American legislators have demonstrated strong affection for MOOCs, particularly the 
perceived potential to reduce costs of higher education. The governor of California spoke in 
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favor of the Udacity-San Jose State MOOC pilot; and President Obama has also referenced 
MOOCs as a strategy for higher education. 

 Most MOOCs in 2012 and 2013 were offered FREE of charge, although these were not-for-
credit. The few for-credit MOOCs were typically far less expensive for students.  The most-
frequently cited example was the Udacity-Georgia Tech venture in which a Masters of 
Engineering degree was offered entirely via MOOC for $6,600 (usd), approximately 1/6 of the 
cost of the on-campus program.  The MOOC-based program, however, alerted students that 
during their entire program they would not have an opportunity to meet or talk with a real 
professor about their courses. The possibility of having a paper graded by a teaching 
assistant might be possible, but at an additional cost…like the airline model of paying for 
each extra service. 

 Ultimately MOOCs are expected to use Artificial Intelligence software to deliver the course 
and to assess student learning through multiple choice quizzes that would be immediately 
scored and returned to the student.  AI software to score student papers is being developed 
and tested. 

 MOOC class size could potentially reach 100s of thousands of students per course, if AI 
software replaced professors and instructors. 
 

 
6. Weaknesses 
 
Harvard University and the Massachusetts Institute of Technology teamed up in 2012 to create EdX, a 
nonprofit provider of Massive Open Online Courses. At the time, the presidents of the two 
universities said their foray into online instruction would include a major research project aimed at 
learning more about online courses, particularly MOOCs.  The findings show serious weaknesses in 
the MOOC model and challenge the good ‘intentions’ of educational access by the ‘have-nots’. 
(Daniel, 2012) 

 Extraordinarily low completion rates:  
a. The MIT/Harvard EdX MOOCs reported a 5% completion rate. (Carr, 2012) 
b. Udacity and other MOOC providers realized a 4% completion rate.  

 MOOCs did not reach the underserved  
a. Most EdX registrants already held traditional degrees: 66% of all registrants and 75% 

of those who completed held a bachelor’s degree or higher 
b. Only 3% of all EdX registrants were from 3rd world countries 
c. The first movers of MOOCs are doctoral/research institutions, not colleges or 

undergrad programs which serve a far broader social demographic. 

 Students who sign up for MOOCs are overwhelmingly male.  

 Costs for developing and implementing MOOCs were far higher than expected. MOOC 
providers had little or no experience with distance education and were extremely unrealistic 
in their understanding of the costs involved in designing and delivering media-rich MOOCs. 

 MOOCs are not perceived as sustainable: The 2013 Sloan report on online education noted 
that number of institutions reporting that they consider MOOCs to be sustainable fell from 
28% in 2012 to 23% in 2013. More troubling for MOOC proponents is that the portion of 
academic leaders who say that they do not believe MOOCs are sustainable increased from 
26% to 39% in that same time period. 

 The attempt to seek credit for MOOC courses has stalled in the USA.  

 There is a large problem with identity fraud that will require innovative technology to rectify 
if MOOCs are to ever gain for-credit status.  
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7. Opportunities 
 

 Opportunities for pedagogical innovation already exist and are continually being expanded, 
such as Online Collaborative Learning (OCL) which facilitates collaborative knowledge 
building. New technological developments could seek to help MOOCs to incorporate OCL 
approaches. (Harasim, 2013). 

 There is a demonstrated need for affordable access to quality education.  MOOCs are one 
possibility to provide effective alternatives to traditional face-to-face learning, but only if 
developed without ignoring existing online pedagogical expertise. 

 For libraries the biggest opportunity the MOOC invasion has produced is to participate in the 
creation, collection, organization, distribution and promotion of OERs (Open Educational 
Resources). OERs are digitized teaching, learning and research resources that reside in the 
public domain or have been released by the copyright owner that permits their use or re-
purposing (re-use, revision, remixing, or redistribution) by others. We need to prepare 
ourselves now to be ready to seize the opportunity to promote the use of open access 
sources of scholarly materials at the institutional level. (Kazakoff-Lane, 2014) 

 Libraries are well-positioned to guide MOOC developers and users through the myriad of 
copyright issues. There are huge opportunities emerging for librarians to work with their 
institutions as they develop and implement MOOCs to ensure awareness of and compliance 
to copyright requirements from the outset. (Kendrick, 2012) 

 Librarians provide instruction in the important information literacy components. The critical 
evaluation and appropriate use of research materials as well as instruction in the methods 
and means of access should be included in the design and development phase of MOOCs. 
(Mahraj, 2012) 

 Opportunity for evolution into meaningful blended or hybrid model using smaller class sizes 
and established best practices for distance education. (Bates, 2014) 

 
8. Threats 
 

 Many smaller universities could disappear. (Harasim, 2012) 

 Threatened, vulnerable or non-cost recovery disciplines in the humanities and social sciences 
could be replaced by MOOCs. 

 Professors could be replaced by Artificial Intelligence (AI) software 

 For-profit education corporations could replace public education. 

 Monopolization and ownership of knowledge created by professors whose university have 
MOOCS partnerships with private corporations. 

 Big Data – For profit MOOC companies are collecting enormous amounts of user data: this 
leads to many privacy questions.  Who owns the data and determines how it is used? (IFLA 
Trend Report, 2014) 

 Low pay for instructors that have been hired by corporate MOOC producers. 
 
9. So What? 
 
A perfect storm situation has been brewing.  Universities have been increasingly called on to prove 
their worth by measurements that were developed for use in business.  Alonso describes how 
concepts like educational accountability and the expectation of proof of returns on investment have 
for many transformed the perception of higher education into a commodity.(2010)  The 
commodification of education has set the stage for the rapid, wholesale acceptance of MOOCs as they 
have been perceived as an answer to the rising costs of education.  For-profit companies were posed 
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to seize the opportunity created when legislators and university administrators imposed a dollar and 
cents model on academe.  The creation and transmission of knowledge has evolved from a different 
philosophical DNA than the quantitative verification of - or profit making from - higher education, so 
heated debate around MOOCs is inevitable  
 
The technological know-how to achieve scalability coupled with the voracious appetite for affordable 
quality education has resulted in extremely rapid deployment of the MOOC troops. On reviewing the 
literature, we have repeatedly seen two important threads that may not have been given enough 
attention in the earliest MOOCs but there is still opportunity in the later iterations to more closely 
consider these important factors.  The first one is the use of existing proven online pedagogy in the 
methodology such as (OCL) online collaborative learning. 
 
The second recurrent theme is the lack of attention given so far to accessibility of quality research 
resources and library support for MOOC users.  At the same time, there has been a significant 
groundswell of interest in OERs which could go a long way towards addressing this lack. (White 
House, 2014) 
By integrating the use of OERs into the philosophy, the information design and the strategic planning 
of “MOOC affiliated libraries” (MALs?), we can ensure that libraries will continue to be able to fulfill 
their mandate as defined by ACRL (Standards for Libraries in Higher Education, 2014). 

Educational Role: Libraries partner in the educational mission of the institution to develop 
and support information-literate learners who can discover, access, and use information 
effectively for academic success, research, and lifelong learning. 
Discovery: Libraries enable users to discover information in all formats through effective use 
of technology and organization of knowledge. 
Collections: Libraries provide access to collections sufficient in quality, depth, diversity, 
format, and currency to support the research and teaching missions of the institution. 

 
10. Conclusions  
 
The invasion of the MOOCs is relatively recent. The outcomes and impacts on academe are not yet 
predicable with absolute surety.  Haggard sketches various possible versions of the scenarios that we 
will could see as a result of this rise of this latest “disruptive technology” (2013) For this reason, we 
need to now prepare for what may end up being inevitable - some form of coalition with MOOCs.  We 
need to arm ourselves with the most current relevant information so that we are ready to lobby for 
the best outcomes. We must make sure that if our institutions are supporting MOOCs, they will 
employ proven and effective online pedagogy. This is an important step.  
The other necessary step that we as librarians should take is to educate ourselves and our 
constituents about OERs. Access to quality research materials is a vital part of the knowledge building 
process and the traditional delivery methods and proprietary licenses that define much of our current 
collections will not work in a MOOC environment.  We need to be ready to optimize the opportunities 
that are present and work to develop new ones. 
 
We have endured and responded to continuous change in our professions over the last three decades 
and the pace is simply just accelerating.  We feel it is imperative now that librarians, faculty, students 
and administrators gain a perspective and understanding of the rapidly expanding MOOC 
phenomenon.  This is especially important given the potentially disruptive and destructive changes to 
public postsecondary education and by extension to our libraries. The combination of rapid adoption 
without thorough examination of all the implications heralds massive changes to pedagogy. We 
wonder if we are witnessing a new way of learning or a new way of making money. 
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