
 

 

 
 
  November 14, 2012 
 
Dear Colleague, 
 
 You’ve probably noticed in the last few months that “MOOC” is on track to be 
named word (acronym?) of the year for 2012. As you likely are aware, a MOOC is a 
“massive open online course,” and many universities around the country have begun 
experimenting with them in one way or another.  
 
 While the discussion of the potential impact of MOOCs on U.S. higher education 
has often strayed to the hyperbolic, there is no question that a well crafted MOOC offers 
interesting pedagogical opportunities, and indeed the potential of MOOCs is only at the 
earliest stages of being explored. 
 
 Let me now assert:  A great university is one that bubbles with experimentation, 
and we are certainly a great university. If you think that you might be interested in 
creating and experimenting with a MOOC, I’d like to hear from you. In my part-time 
role this year as Faculty Liaison for eLearning Initiatives in the Office of the Senior Vice 
President for Academic Affairs and Provost, I’m working to help align University 
resources with faculty initiatives so as to foster ongoing development of technology 
enhanced instruction and online learning. 
 
 On the next page, I provide some additional details that you may want to look at 
if you are intrigued by this invitation. Should you decide that you might like to explore 
your thoughts further, please do not hesitate to contact me, as I’d like to help turn some 
of your great MOOC ideas into reality. 
 
  Sincerely, 

   
  Christopher J. Cramer 
  Elmore H. Northey, Distinguished 
   McKnight, and University Teaching  
   Professor of Chemistry 
 
Ph. 1 612 626 1215 and 624 0859 
cramer@umn.edu 
http://pollux.chem.umn.edu 
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FAQ Supplement to Cramer MOOC Solicitation 
 

(below are my best guesses at current administrative intent without claiming to be an 
unimpeachable spokesperson for University policy; the MOOC tsunami is moving at 

high speed, and we’re going to be constantly adjusting as we surf its crest…) 
 

Q1)  Have both you and the University administration sold your collective 
academic souls to the devil? 
 

A1:  No. Let me note that in my Twitter profile, I describe myself as a “MOOC 
skeptic”, and by that I mean that I do not think that the walls of our institution(s) 
should be torn down and the loose bricks sold to buy server farms now that 
MOOCs have arrived to lift us from the dark ages of higher education. However, 
MOOCs do have the potential to enhance the research, teaching, and public 
engagement missions of the University when appropriately designed to do so. We 
should be at the forefront of figuring out those design principles because we care 
about advancing those missions. 

 
Q2)  What are some possible benefits to derive from teaching a MOOC? 
 

A2:  There is a vast discussion on this point in the academic and popular press at 
the moment, so I’ll offer only a handful of examples. (i) A class might benefit 
from having a large, diverse pool of registrants from whom to solicit experiences, 
e.g., a class focusing on international affairs would by virtue of being a MOOC 
include far more international participants than might otherwise be the case 
locally. (ii) MOOCs with very large enrollments permit one to assess the relative 
efficacy of alternative sets of teaching materials by evaluating the performance of 
a very large population on tests/learning assessments, thereby leading to greater 
confidence in and adoption of improved approaches at the local level. (iii) If 
you’re scathingly brilliant, shouldn’t we be sharing you with as many people as we 
can, and reaping the reputational benefit? And maybe doing some good for 
humanity along the way? 
 

Q3)  Who will be the target audience for these MOOCs? 
 

A3:  Anyone who wants to sign up. 
 

Q4)  If a participant successfully completes my MOOC, what will they 
receive? 
 

A4:  Knowledge and a sense of personal satisfaction. Faculty may also, at their 
discretion, provide participants with letters attesting to their completion. 
However, the University of Minnesota will not be awarding credit to participants, 
nor will participants indeed have any relationship with the University beyond 
their opportunity to engage with the MOOC materials and cohort. 
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Q5)  Why should the University invest scarce resources in the development 
of MOOCs? 
 

A5:  Investing judiciously to experiment in emerging technologies is intrinsically 
a good idea. As the cost to create a MOOC need not be especially high (depending 
on the current state of a course envisioned for transformation to a MOOC format) 
the expected impact on resources is expected to be small, at least initially. And, to 
be blunt, failing to invest judiciously in a potentially promising new technology 
reaps justifiable public disdain and skepticism with respect to our commitment to 
innovation and excellence. 
 

Q6)  Will the University partner with an external MOOC “provider”? 
 

A6:  Probably, although it is by no means the case that every MOOC would have 
to be hosted by a provider. The advantage of providers is that they offer a 
hardware and software environment already tuned to the very large enrollments 
associated with successful MOOCs. 

 
Q7)  What financial implications arise if the University partners with an 
external MOOC “provider”? 
 

A7:  The terms of service vary with different providers. At least initially, we are 
interested in offering free content, in which case providers typically do not charge 
for their service. Things become more complicated if the University decides to 
award credit to tuition-paying students for completing MOOCs (whether ours, or 
anyone else’s). In that case, providers generally do charge fees, as they are, after 
all, providing a service that is leading to revenue generation. At least initially, 
there are no plans to commit the University to such a fee-entailing arrangement; 
rather, the goal is to explore the pedagogical opportunities associated with free 
content. 
 

Q8)  Doesn’t A7 above imply that our own students cannot be participants 
in our MOOCs? 
 

A8:  Yes and no (tricky, isn’t it?) First, and importantly, there is no loss of content 
control when a MOOC is served by a provider. Thus, any materials offered in 
MOOC format can also be hosted locally for enrolled students to access outside of 
the MOOC environment. Or, if an instructor wants his or her students to interact 
with the MOOC cohort, it may be that that participation is only one component of 
a for-credit class, with other components potentially being face-to-face discussion 
groups, problem-solving sessions, in-class exercises, site visits, etc. A key goal of 
this effort is to use MOOCs to assess how we can improve the educational 
experiences of our own, tuition-paying, hard-working students. 
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Q9)  Who will take responsibility for quality? 
 

A9:  Interesting question. As credit is not being offered, there is in some sense no 
formal need for “accreditation.” On the other hand, if it says “University of 
Minnesota” on the screen, we certainly all want a standard of quality of which all 
can be proud. Early on, we will assume that everyone shares this goal, and we will 
develop quality assessment guidelines further as we proceed. Note that resources 
do already exist at the University for the quality assessment of online courses and 
instructors will be encouraged to avail themselves of those resources for MOOC 
construction. 
 

Q10)  Is there a long-term model for the generation of revenue from 
MOOCs? 
 

A10:  Another interesting question. Hundreds of millions of dollars of venture 
capital seem to think so. If and when a viable model develops, those already 
actively at the table are likely to be those best positioned to profit (meant in the 
nicest sense of the word, not in the filthy lucre sense of the word). If revenue from 
MOOCs does materialize, it will obviously help to address ever-present budgetary 
concerns at the University. However, the faculty and the administration will need 
to vigilantly monitor to ensure that revenue deriving from MOOC activities is not 
associated with any decline in quality or standards of University of Minnesota 
instructional activities. 
 

Q11)  I’ve got 1,000 other questions. 
 

A11:  You and me both. We’re exploring out past the frontier, here, and it’s 
chaotic. Fun, too! My contact details are in the letter; don’t be a stranger. 


