
Higher Education; For Free, For Everyone, For Real? Massive Open Online
Courses (MOOCs) and the Responsible University: History and Enacting

Downloaded from: https://research.chalmers.se, 2026-04-02 22:59 UTC

Citation for the original published paper (version of record):
Barman, L., McGrath, C., Stöhr, C. (2019). Higher Education; For Free, For Everyone, For Real?
Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs) and the
Responsible University: History and Enacting Rationalities for MOOC Initiatives at Three
Swedish Universities. The Responsible University: Exploring the Nordic Context and Beyond:
117-143. http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-25646-3_5

N.B. When citing this work, cite the original published paper.

research.chalmers.se offers the possibility of retrieving research publications produced at Chalmers University of Technology. It
covers all kind of research output: articles, dissertations, conference papers, reports etc. since 2004. research.chalmers.se is
administrated and maintained by Chalmers Library

(article starts on next page)



117© The Author(s) 2019
M. P. Sørensen et al. (eds.), The Responsible University, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-25646-3_5

5
Higher Education; For Free, 

For Everyone, For Real? Massive Open 
Online Courses (MOOCs) 

and the Responsible University: History 
and Enacting Rationalities for MOOC 

Initiatives at Three Swedish Universities

Linda Barman, Cormac McGrath, and Christian Stöhr

L. Barman (
) 
KTH Royal Institute of Technology, Stockholm, Sweden

Karolinska Institutet, Stockholm, Sweden
e-mail: lbarman@kth.se 

C. McGrath 
Stockholm University, Stockholm, Sweden 

Karolinska Institutet, Stockholm, Sweden
e-mail: cormac.mcgrath@edu.su.se 

C. Stöhr 
Chalmers University of Technology, Gothenburg, Sweden
e-mail: christian.stohr@chalmers.se



118

 Introduction

For the past decade, universities around the world have offered a new 
form of online education that circumvents traditional university admis-
sion processes and provides broad and open access to knowledge from 
higher education institutions (HEI). These large-scale education initia-
tives are commonly referred to as MOOCs (Massive Open Online 
Courses). This chapter addresses MOOCs as an example of how universi-
ties in Sweden have responded to a “novel” (non-traditional) way of offer-
ing education with the potential of taking a broader responsibility to 
educate society. We acknowledge that MOOCs may create opportunities 
for universities to take an active role in educating society and provide 
affordable pathways to lifelong learning for a wider population, on a 
global scale. Furthermore, MOOCs potentially offer a way for universi-
ties to be accountable actors in society and could, for example, provide 
means to address issues of diversity and equal opportunities (Barman 
et al. 2018; Santos et al. 2017). Within the European Union (EU), open 
education initiatives such as MOOCs are regarded as important drivers of 
education quality, and their development is stimulated and encouraged 
through, for example, policy recommendations (Santos et al. 2017) and 
funding from EU-supported networks like EIT Health (European 
Institute of Innovation & Technology) (www.eithealth.eu). Today, the 
higher education sector is the largest public sector in Sweden, and many 
different stakeholders share an interest in its responsiveness and relevance 
vis-à-vis societal needs, the quality in its processes and outcomes, and the 
accountability of the academic institutions (Sadurskis 2018; Barman 2015).

The literature has identified a number of potential benefits of MOOCs, 
such as extending public outreach and offering free education for all 
(Henningsohn et al. 2017; Stöhr et al. 2019). MOOCs, given their mas-
sive scale and the possibilities to re-use course material, are also argued by 
some to act as a cost-efficient way of offering higher education (e.g. Ruth 
2012). Further, MOOCs could provide higher education students with 
the opportunity to study courses from universities other than those they 
are admitted to. MOOCs could be a way to combat the increasing 
income-related gaps affecting access to higher education which, for 
example, in the US, continue to increase (Haveman and Smeeding 2006). 
This potential affordance of MOOCs also brings into focus the option 
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that they may provide a way for universities to practise responsible agency 
in society, taking responsibility not only for educating for domestic pur-
poses but also demonstrating a global claim to provide education for all. 
In addition, responsibility with respect to MOOCs may be achieved 
through the introduction and utilisation of new and emerging technolo-
gies. For instance, distance or blended learning approaches create oppor-
tunities for non-traditional students, as admission policies can be changed 
to allow larger groups of students to attend introductory MOOC courses 
as a way of identifying students with an aptitude for a subject. Moreover, 
it may be argued that this opening up of education via MOOCs could be 
a way for Swedish universities to comply with the so-called third mission, 
which states that, in addition to research and education, universities 
should engage in public outreach, and the dissemination of knowledge 
from the university into society at large:

The mandate of higher education institutions shall include third stream activi-
ties and the provision of information about their activities, as well as ensuring 
that benefit is derived from their research findings. (Swedish Higher Education 
Act, §1, Section 2)

As such, MOOCs may be one way for Swedish universities to extend 
their public outreach at a global level. Viewed through an outreach per-
spective, MOOCs appear to be a promising way for Nordic HEIs to 
embrace the notion of being a responsible stakeholder in society (Kahlroth 
et  al. 2016; Santos et  al. 2017). In doing so, MOOCs could act as a 
vehicle for the delivery of the United Nations Sustainable Development 
goal number 4, aiming to “Ensure inclusive and quality education for all 
and promote lifelong learning” (United Nations 2018). Consequently, 
MOOCs could serve universities to act responsively to the needs of the 
global society by extending their education offerings to a global public, 
disseminating their knowledge and provide free education to all.

More sceptical voices, on the other hand, may view MOOC initiatives 
as little more than costly sales pitches for universities to recruit top stu-
dents, or even more insidiously, as a way of reinforcing colonial views of 
knowledge and knowing that run contrary to and risk de-legitimising 
local knowledge production (Deimann 2015; Bali and Sharma 2017). 
Those voices question the pedagogical quality of MOOCs (e.g. Vardi 
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2012; Chafkin 2013). Also, the question of credentialing and quality 
assurance regarding institutions and MOOCs that offer higher education 
credits is debated. Evidently, MOOC initiatives come with several, and 
at times, conflicting expectations.

Universities that have developed MOOCs, as well as public debate 
surrounding MOOCs, have often emphasised many of the affordances 
outlined above under the guise of free education, anywhere, anytime, 
evoking near mythical connotations (Pappano 2012; Deimann 2015). 
Given the tradition of offering tuition-free education in Sweden, in this 
chapter we discuss how offering MOOCs resonates with the notion of 
the responsible university from the perspective of Swedish higher edu-
cation. We reason about which roles MOOC initiatives may play in the 
Swedish higher education context by describing the response to the 
MOOC phenomenon in three universities: Karolinska Institutet (KI), 
Chalmers University of Technology (Chalmers) and KTH Royal 
Institute of Technology (KTH). To inform the discussion, we analysed 
notions of intent expressed in these three universities’ formal MOOC 
statements, including visions, MOOC project missions, strategies and 
internal calls for engaging teachers. To discuss the meaning of the 
MOOC initiatives and the roles these may play, we juxtapose the dis-
courses expressed in these written documentations with an adaptation 
of a framework by Christensen et al. (2007) on how public organisa-
tions negotiate bounded realities and how these discourses may reflect 
the notion of the responsible university.

The remainder of the chapter is structured as follows: After a short 
introduction to the history of MOOCs and its major promises that can 
be connected to the notion of the responsible university, we describe the 
emergence of MOOCs in the Swedish and the Nordic context and dis-
cuss some of the challenges for HEIs in Sweden to offer MOOCs. Finally, 
we discuss what role MOOC initiatives may play in the Swedish higher 
education (HE) context, based on a document analysis of the rationalities 
for offering MOOCs at three Swedish universities. This is followed by 
some concluding remarks about MOOCs and the responsible university 
in the Swedish context.

 L. Barman et al.
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 What Are MOOCs and How Have They 
Developed?

The term ‘MOOCs’ dates back to Stephen Downes and George Siemens, 
who developed and ran a course known as CCK08 “Connectivism and 
Connectivity Knowledge” in 2008 (Siemens 2013). The 25 campus stu-
dents attending the course were accompanied by 2300 online partici-
pants from around the world (Fini 2009). However, the popularisation of 
MOOCs is typically attributed to Peter Norvig and Sebastian Thrun’s 
MOOC “Introduction to Artificial Intelligence” in 2011: 160,000 learn-
ers enrolled and more than 20,000 completed that course (Rodriguez 
2012). A few months later, Thrun founded Udacity, the first MOOC 
repository, followed by Coursera, founded by Stanford professors Andrew 
Ng and Daphne Koller in April 2012, and edX, a partnership between 
Harvard University and MIT in May 2012.

The two MOOCs mentioned above applied very different pedagogies 
and served as the basis for the most established MOOC typology: cMOOCs 
and xMOOCs. cMOOC refers to the concept of connectivism that stresses 
the role of distributed knowledge networks. Connectivist MOOCs, such 
as CCK08, attempt to create many-to-many relations between learners by 
emphasising learner autonomy, peer-to-peer learning and social network-
ing (Rodriguez 2013). Content is developed collaboratively by participants 
in smaller communities with a shared interest in a specific phenomenon 
(Siemens 2013) and spread through various collaborative tools, including 
blog posts and discussion forums. xMOOCs take a more traditional, tutor-
centric approach to learning, establishing a one-to-many relationship. This 
typically involves a combination of video lectures and automatically graded 
quizzes and tests. The automated assessment and feedback allow for the 
inclusion of large (/massive) numbers of learners, as Norvig and Thrun’s 
MOOC demonstrated. Teacher- learner and learner-learner interactions are 
non-mandatory and often reduced to reading and writing in a discussion 
forum. In the public discourse, the term MOOC is usually used synony-
mously with the xMOOC model (Moe 2015).

The New York Times named 2012 “The Year of the MOOC” (Pappano 
2012). As a potential force in higher education, it was argued that 
MOOCs have the potential to revolutionise, but also to threaten tradi-
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tional higher education (Yuan and Powell 2013). Key advantages of 
MOOCs include (Huang 2015):

• an increased learner flexibility due to the asynchronous studies of a few 
hours per week over a shorter or longer period, such as 5–15 weeks

• global, free access enabling anyone to “learn on schedule, any-
time, anywhere”

• a flexible pedagogy, allowing learners to learn at their own pace and  
style

• online communities for active learners
• reduced costs through scalability and repeated usage
• various functions to fit the different needs of lifelong learners.

Interest in Massive Open Online Courses has grown tremendously 
worldwide, and they have become a part of the international educational 
and education research landscape. Today (December 2018), more than 
900 education institutions offer more than 11,000 MOOCs with over 
101 million subscribed learners (Shah 2018). Universities are thereby not 
the only course providers, as companies (e.g. Microsoft and IBM) or 
other organisations (e.g. the Linux foundation and Amnesty International) 
increasingly engage in MOOC development as well. Additional MOOC 
providers, such as FutureLearn, were founded and the major platforms 
also offer MOOCs in a range of languages, such as Mandarin, Hindi, 
Korean, French and Spanish, to name a few.

The MOOC landscape has evolved and currently includes a broad 
selection of course-like offerings in various formats, such as cMOOCs, 
xMOOCs and mixtures of both. It also inspired the birth of similar con-
cepts such as quasi-MOOCs (e.g. Khan Academy), extremely short Nano 
Open Online Courses (NOOCs), pop-up MOOCs addressing highly 
topical issues, as well as somewhat alternative models such as Small Private 
Online Courses (SPOCS). In recent years, the major MOOC providers 
have also encouraged universities to bundle their MOOCs into pro-
grammes. The MOOC series programmes often target professionals and 
include highly specialised skills training. Some providers go even further, 
offering a complete online master’s programme, like Coursera (www.
coursera.org/degree), or edX’s MicroMasters, which is a series of courses 
at graduate level which, upon successful completion, lead to an own-
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standing professional certificate and offer a pathway to credit in a regular 
master’s programme in the MOOC-hosting university (Stöhr 2018).

 MOOCs and Free Access to Education

A fundamental idea of MOOCs is to provide easily accessible learning 
materials via the internet that can be free of charge. MOOCs, particu-
larly in the early years, were seen as a way of providing access to high 
quality education from cutting edge researchers, to a broad audience. A 
major promise is thereby the provision of education to disadvantaged, 
underprivileged groups who are without access to established routes to 
higher education. In this respect, the major platform and course provid-
ers have, over the years, shared several success stories about how people 
with limited access to higher education have improved their lives or living 
conditions for their societies after gaining new knowledge via MOOCs. 
Such an example is the story about a small village in Colombia that 
gained electricity after building a generator utilising solar energy. Other 
examples include the establishment of a network of women in the Middle 
East that accessed education as a result of participating in MOOCs from 
their homes, or how patients have learned to understand illness and 
sought hospital care as a result of having attended a MOOC on urology.

MOOCs may offer HEIs ways to be responsive and address urgent soci-
etal challenges, such as the recent stream of refugees, by contributing with 
large-scale, accessible education (see e.g. https://kiron.ngo, Kahlroth et al. 
2016). However, Swedish universities’ options for taking action to meet 
such urgent national or global social challenges are limited. In Denmark, 
Norway and Finland, universities may offer and assess individuals in con-
tinuing professional development (CPD) at a cost (Kahlroth et al. 2016; 
Danmarks Akkrediteringsinstitution 2016). In Sweden, however, CPD is 
restricted by the mandate given to higher education institutions (Higher 
Education Ordinance, SFS: 2002:760). Currently, the Swedish system 
allows for contracts between companies and HEIs in the form of commis-
sioned education, but universities cannot in other ways provide higher 
education credits for individuals outside the regular admission system. In 
addition, many Swedish universities are legal authorities and as such, are 
regulated by the administrative law, which makes little room for initiatives 
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outside the mandate provided to legal authorities. Universities that wish to 
act upon and take responsibility in situations, such as the one we outlined 
above, need to be appointed a special mission by the government, or col-
laborate and seek contracts with other organisations.

 MOOC Credentials and Business Models

In general, MOOCs that are “open for all” do not provide higher educa-
tion credentials, but participants that fulfil course requirements may be 
offered certificates of participation for small handling fees or significantly 
reduced fees, compared to regular university tuitions. MOOC certificates 
thus offer proof of skills verified by universities, and according to the major 
course providers, MOOC certificates are proof of competence develop-
ment and marketed as career advantages of interest for employers (Santos 
et  al. 2017). However, an increasing trend is seeing MOOC providers 
offering learners the opportunity to transfer MOOC credits to HE credits 
(Danmarks Akkrediteringsinstitution 2016, www.coursera.org, www.edx.
org). Since MOOC fees in general are significantly lower than regular 
tuition fees, there may be a strong incentive for potential higher education 
students to participate in and earn MOOC credits. In line with a broader 
marketisation of higher education, MOOC initiatives enable universities 
to adopt business models where student populations can be increased, 
thus providing revenue via tuition fees. At the same time, universities are 
visible on the global market and can attract new students. Initially, MOOC 
providers emphasised the free-for-all dimension of access while highlight-
ing the non-profit dimensions. However, more recently providers have 
refined their business models to increase the numbers of paying learners. 
For example, recently edX changed their policy with the consequence that 
not all learning material is accessed for free, and courses are only open for 
a limited period of time unless learners pay for verified certificates.

 MOOCs and Inclusiveness

In addition to access, MOOCs offer flexibility for learners on several lev-
els. Given the online character of courses and the dominance of asynchro-
nous learning activities, course participants are enabled to learn anywhere, 
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anytime and at their own pace, fostering a global, lifelong learning 
approach to education. Since the beginning, the major MOOC providers 
require that all learning material is presented in ways that are accessible to 
a diverse learner population. Such demands include how material should 
be presented, for example, the combination of sound and texting provided 
in all videos, or the increased use of screen readers that aid the visually 
impaired to access and perceive visual material. MOOCs have the poten-
tial to meet the needs of diverse learners in various ways. However, a recent 
study suggests that teachers involved in MOOCs at a Swedish university 
held quite naive understandings of inclusiveness. One view was, for exam-
ple, that by virtue of being openly accessible online, the course is in itself 
inclusive. Teachers with more sophisticated views on inclusive teaching 
still found it hard to meet the needs of various learners in practice (Barman 
et al. 2018). Offering education to all by granting access to online course 
material may create equal opportunities in theory, but questions like trans-
lation of learning material into multiple languages and the possible lack of 
learners’ previous higher education experiences are some of the issues that 
arise and may be difficult to compensate. A more critical question is that 
of student demographics. There is considerable empirical evidence sug-
gesting that MOOCs mostly benefit those who are already well-educated 
and struggle to reach disadvantaged, underprivileged groups (e.g. Emanuel 
2013). One observation is that typically, MOOCs require a reasonably 
high degree of self-regulated learning (Littlejohn et al. 2016).

 MOOCs in the Swedish Context

Sweden is well known to be a country in the forefront of technological 
developments, not least in the context of higher education. For example, 
Sweden has a long tradition of distance learning (Elf et al. 2015). However, 
in the European context, Sweden was neither particularly quick nor slow 
in its response to the global MOOC movement. Independent from the 
MOOC developments in the US, the first MOOC-like offerings from 
HEIs in Sweden date back to the beginning of the millennium and tar-
geted a native speaking public. An early collaboration between Stockholm 
University and KTH (later including several HEIs) aimed to provide math 
courses (in 2002) to bridge the students’ secondary school knowledge of 

5 Higher Education; For Free, For Everyone, For Real? Massive… 



126

maths with the needs of STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering and 
Mathematics)-oriented higher education programmes. MOOC-like ini-
tiatives primarily targeted towards secondary school pupils were also 
found in other Nordic countries, such as Finland, that were offering open 
online courses in Finnish in 2010. In Denmark, three universities part-
nered and offered MOOCs in English via the global platform Coursera in 
2013. Today, a number of MOOCs are offered in Danish from other 
platforms with less global reach (Kahlroth et al. 2016). Initiatives from 
Iceland came later, but in 2018, a few MOOCs could be found on edX 
(www.edx.org). Since the global MOOC hype started, governments in the 
Nordic countries have in various ways taken action for enabling the uni-
versities to offer MOOCs (Kahlroth et al. 2016).

When the first course offerings from Swedish HEIs started to appear 
on the major global platforms in 2014, it was still unclear to what extent 
MOOCs could be developed and offered as part of the higher education 
mission. In Sweden, the initiative started with a few top-ranked research- 
intensive universities that usually partnered with one of the two major 
MOOC providers, edX and Coursera. Unlike countries such as France 
and Norway (Brown et  al. 2015), Sweden did not develop a national 
strategy for addressing MOOCs. In Norway, for example, as early as 
2013, a commission was set up to investigate possibilities and challenges 
with respect to MOOCs (NOU 2014). In Sweden, the lack of national 
policies and guidelines for MOOC development from HEIs was pointed 
out in the Swedish Higher Education Authority’s report published in 
2016 (Kahlroth et al. 2016). Kahlroth et al. (Ibid.) directed attention to 
a number of challenges related to MOOC offerings from HEIs in Sweden, 
such as handling of personal data utilised for learning analytics and 
research. Also considered was whether MOOCs could be offered via 
funding provided by the state, and if offering MOOCs corresponded to 
the mandate given to HEIs in Sweden (Ibid.). Since the beginning, the 
number of HEIs in Sweden that offer MOOCs for global outreach has 
increased, although the offerings are, to this date, quite modest. We 
found 60 unique courses from eight different universities in Sweden 
offered via the major platforms, including Coursera, edX, FutureLearn 
and Canvas Network between the years 2014 and 2019.

Higher education in Sweden, as in all Nordic countries, has a long tra-
dition of being tuition-free. It has been less than a decade (since 2011) that 
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non-Europeans/or non-EEC members (European Economic Community) 
are required to pay tuition for their university studies in Sweden. The uni-
versities in Sweden are governed by the Higher Education Act (1992:1434) 
and in addition, the Higher Education Ordinance (1993:100), stipulating 
that higher education should be non-profitable. These conditions rule out 
the business models used in many other countries where MOOCs are used 
as a means to finance, for example, teachers’ engagements in public out-
reach. From September 1, 2018, the Higher Education Ordinance 
(1993:100, chapter 11) stipulates that public funding can be used to create 
and offer MOOCs, and that certificates can be issued upon course com-
pletion. However, the ordinance states that MOOCs are open, which 
means that HE admission processes do not apply. Consequently, MOOCs 
are not a part of the higher education offerings in Sweden, and hence the 
participants are not deemed students in higher education. The HE 
Ordinance legitimises HEIs in Sweden to offer MOOCs, but still there are 
a number of “grey areas” that remain, such as the practicalities around issu-
ing of certificates or the validation process for recognising individual stu-
dents’ MOOC certificates as part of their HE studies; these issues have, in 
our experience, continued to create debate locally. Currently, proof of 
MOOC completions would follow the same validation process as other 
testimonials of prior learning made from practice and not be considered 
higher education credits. In the public debate, the MOOC offering in 
Sweden is strongly connected to the universities’ social responsibility and 
an increased pressure to offer possibilities for lifelong learning 
(Universitetskanslerämbetet 2017). Whether the initiatives to engage in 
MOOCs will lead to new policy in Sweden for offering education to non-
enrolled higher education students remains to be seen.

 Rationalities for Offering MOOCs at Three 
Swedish Universities

So far, we have focused this discussion on how MOOCs may be one way 
for higher education institutions in general, and particularly in Sweden, 
to broaden its mission by educating society at large and how this reflects 
on HEIs as being a responsible agent. In this passage, we discuss what role 
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MOOC initiatives may play in the Swedish HE context from the per-
spective of how three HE institutions have positioned their initiatives to 
engage in and offer MOOCs. We have chosen to inform this discussion 
by examining the intentions with their respective MOOC initiatives 
expressed by three universities, each with a strong profile on taking social 
responsibility in their research and education fields of medicine and 
health (Karolinska Institutet), and technology and engineering (Chalmers 
University of Technology and KTH Royal Institute of Technology). 
Furthermore, Karolinska Institutet was the first Swedish university to 
provide free, globally available MOOCs in October 2014. Between 2015 
and 2019, Chalmers and KTH offered the highest number of MOOCs 
through the major global platforms, including two varieties of MOOC 
programmes: MicroMasters and the Professional Certificate programme. 
Our discussion about the role that MOOC initiatives may play for uni-
versities in Sweden is based on the analysis of key MOOC-related docu-
ments outlining the vision, mission and strategy at the three universities. 
We choose to include documents in the public domain, such as overall 
university strategies, and internal documents identified as being central 
to MOOC initiatives within each university. These include the universi-
ties’ calls for teachers to engage in MOOCs and the MOOC mission or 
project statements. Although the overall university strategies do not 
address the MOOCs as a central theme, these documents were of interest 
as they include digital learning visions and strategies during the develop-
ment of MOOCs at the respective universities (2014–2018). First, we 
provide a brief introduction to the universities and their respective 
MOOC initiatives.

 Karolinska Institutet (KI)

Karolinska Institutet (KI) offers a broad range of education in medicine 
and health sciences at both undergraduate and graduate levels and 
accounts for over 40 per cent of the medical academic research conducted 
in Sweden. Since 1901, the Nobel Assembly at Karolinska Institutet has 
selected the Nobel laureates in Physiology or Medicine. In 2013, KI was 
the first university in Sweden to join edX as a charter member, with the 
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outspoken ambition to offer MOOCs that represent a broad spectrum of 
KI life science education and to share the knowledge generated at KI with 
a broad and global audience. KI claims that the MOOCs are further 
expected to contribute to a commitment to quality education that can 
lead to an improvement of human health. To date, KI offers 12 unique 
MOOCs on edX. The courses run as tutored courses with staff on hand 
or as self-paced courses where the course activities, materials and assess-
ments are available without active engagement from staff members.

 Chalmers University of Technology (Chalmers)

Chalmers University of Technology is a research-intensive university that 
offers education in technology, science, shipping and architecture, with a 
sustainable future as its global vision. Unlike many other Swedish univer-
sities, Chalmers has the status of a private foundation university making 
it somewhat less dependent on Swedish regulation for public universities. 
Chalmers started its engagement with MOOCs in 2014. During a three- 
year pilot project, eight MOOCs were produced and conducted, address-
ing different engineering and sustainability-related topics from 
introductory up to advanced level. As part of Chalmers “lifelong learn-
ing” strategy, the project was followed by a second MOOC project that 
aims at developing a MicroMasters programme in “Emerging Automotive 
Technologies.” The MicroMasters programme is a series of seven MOOCs 
that, when completed, provides learners with a company-endorsed cer-
tificate and potential accreditation for students that are admitted through 
the regular system to study at Chalmers.

 KTH Royal Institute of Technology (KTH)

KTH is the largest technical research and learning institution in Sweden 
that offers study programmes in engineering, teaching and architecture. 
KTH positions itself as an innovative European university working with 
industry and society in the pursuit of sustainable solutions to some of 
humanity’s greatest challenges, such as climate change and future energy 
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supply. KTH joined as a contributing member of edX in 2015 with the 
ambition to develop capacity for offering MOOCs with global outreach 
within engineering and related subjects. Up to this date, 16 unique 
courses and several re-runs have been developed, as well as two Professional 
Certificate Programmes targeting industry professionals. At KTH, the 
course material from several MOOCs has been transferred to the regular 
campus courses.

The MOOCs offered by KI, Chalmers and KTH are all in English and 
targeted towards the general public, professionals within certain fields, or 
are suitable for higher education students or even graduates at masters or 
doctoral levels. Table 5.1 presents a brief overview of the courses offered 
by the three universities, focusing on the main intended audience and 
levels of specialisation.

 MOOC and Discourses of Change

A recurring theme in the MOOC rhetoric is the notion of global out-
reach (Deimann 2015). MOOCs are used to enable the universities a 
place in the global higher education arena, and thus provide an 
 opportunity to market the institution and its research and education, 
while strengthening their profile as being socially responsible. Both 
these affordances could be expected to drive the MOOC initiatives at 
the three universities discussed here, and these rationalities are part of 
the universities’ intentions with their respective MOOC initiatives (see 
overview in Table 5.2). However, by examining how the three universi-
ties express their respective notions of intent related to MOOCs, another 
discourse also stands out: namely, how universities are using the MOOC 
initiatives to drive change within each institution. To better understand 
the role that MOOC initiatives may play at these universities, we per-
formed a content analysis (Graneheim and Lundman 2004) of the over-
all university’s vision and MOOC-related mission statements, teaching 
and learning strategies (where MOOCs are mentioned) and internal 
calls related to the MOOC initiatives at KI, Chalmers and KTH. The 
analysis showed two very different motives where the MOOC initiatives 
aim for external recognition and social responsibility, but at the same time 
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Table 5.2 MOOC rationalities at Karolinska Institutet, Chalmers and KTH

Intentions include the aim 
to strengthen Examples from documents
MOOC initiatives as EXTERNAL recognition and social responsibility
Marketing, including 

display of strong research 
areas and attracting new 
students

“Brand profiling where Chalmers increases its 
visibility with regard to its vision of sustainable 
development both through content and the 
target groups’ ability to change their 
environment and future.” (aim in the MOOC 
project directive Chalmers)

“The objectives of the activities of MOOCs are to: 
[…] contribute to making KI’s educational 
programmes and research more widely known.” 
(KI MOOC strategy)

“The purpose of this cooperation agreement is to 
[…] broaden the opportunities for student 
recruitment […].” (KTH agreement for 
cooperation with edX)

Offering of lifelong 
learning, including 
contribution to educate 
professionals in defined 
fields

“Lifelong learning. The Micromasters program 
should provide a qualification in line with the 
needs of at least one company.” (aim in the 
resolution MicroMasters Chalmers)

“The objectives of the activities of MOOCs are to 
disseminate and make available knowledge on 
medicine and health issues globally.” (KI MOOC 
strategy)

Internationalisation and 
collaborations

“E-learning is developed in order to facilitate 
collaboration with other leading universities and 
to strengthen the internationalisation of KTH.” 
(Vision for e-learning KTH)

“The purpose of this cooperation agreement is to 
better meet the future challenges and 
developments through collaborations with other 
leading member universities around the world 
[…].” (KTH agreement for cooperation with edX)

MOOC initiatives as INTERNAL development of processes
Digitalisation and 

improved education for 
on-campus students

“Chalmers needs to set even more focus on quality 
and modernisation that meet the expectations 
on individualized education; to develop the 
pedagogy of existing courses by utilizing 
IT-technology from MOOCs.” (MOOC project 
directive Chalmers)

“An important purpose of KTHs MOOC investment 
is to strengthen and develop the current campus 
education.” (KTH offer)

(continued)
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are intended to drive the development of various internal processes (see 
Table 5.2).

To understand the prevailing notions of what purpose the MOOCs 
may serve, we adapted Christensen et al.’s (2007) conceptual framework 
for explaining how public organisations are formed, maintained and gov-
erned. The framework suggests three perspectives: one instrumental (the 
instrumental perspective) and two institutional (the mythical and cul-
tural perspectives) (Christensen et al. 2007). The different perspectives 
offer a way of understanding how public organisations negotiate a 
bounded rationality where the universities’ statements of goals, strategies 
and policies are to a large extent based on a rationalist perspective, but 
where the enactment of these statements takes place in an ever-changing 
environment. The consequence of this is that the outcomes of various 
governing statements are highly contingent on uncontrollable and exter-
nal factors, but also on internal cultural factors. As such, the instrumental 
and mythical perspectives provide a sort of push/pull effect on the organ-
isation with the purpose of stipulating key performance outcomes (instru-
mental), while simultaneously providing rhetoric of change (mythical). 
In this chapter, we have modified the framework outlined above, and 
argue that the discourses expressed in the various ‘goal documents’ may 
serve a number of purposes, both instrumental and mythical, aimed at 
internal and external audiences at the same time, as shown in Table 5.2.

Table 5.2 (continued)

Intentions include the aim 
to strengthen Examples from documents

Scholarly work on flexible/
scalable teaching and 
learning

“KTH’s main goal with entering into this 
collaboration agreement can be summarized as 
such that KTH’s MOOCs should enhance research 
and development regarding the pedagogy of 
online learning.” (decision MOOC steering group 
KTH)

Internal competence 
development

“Contribute to the fulfilment of KI’s need of 
knowledge within general skills such as, for 
example, sustainable development, equal 
conditions and ethics.” (KI MOOC strategy)

Analysis of MOOC intentions expressed in the vision, mission and strategy 
documents and MOOC calls at Chalmers, Karolinska Institutet and KTH, 
2014–2018
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At all three universities, the MOOC initiatives were initially set up as 
projects where an experimental approach was encouraged. The idea to 
experiment relates to one key element expressed in the universities’ ratio-
nales for offering MOOCs, which is the discourse of change and develop-
ment of internal university processes. The discourses expressed in various 
goal documents are used to build a narrative around the change, which is 
reflected in what Christensen et al. (2007) refer to as the mythical per-
spective. This perspective offers insight into the different notions that the 
universities wish to convey during the process of change, for example, the 
ways in which hype regarding the MOOC suggests that education is free 
for anyone. The mythical perspective as an analytical tool also reveals how 
universities position themselves as key stakeholders in society, and this 
may be used to comment on the purpose the university plays when 
engaging with broader society. Here, we argue that the rhetoric used in 
these narratives show the current myths that universities strive to culti-
vate. Universities across the globe are using similar rhetoric in the face of 
innovation and emerging technologies in relation to MOOCs, and one 
may suspect a degree of institutional isomorphism. The mythical per-
spective, we argue, is meant to appeal to both external and internal stake-
holders. For example, when KI writes that MOOCs will: satisfy global 
knowledge requirements and the demand within medicine and health, and 
also meet national and international demand within subject-specific fields of 
competence which exist at KI, it is clear that KI is talking to an external 
audience, and making claims that position KI as a responsible actor in a 
global context whose offering of MOOCs may, in some capacity, contrib-
ute to addressing global needs for “knowledge requirements.” Similarly, 
Chalmers justified the MOOC initiative among other things with the 
need to strengthen its trademark as a modern, progressive, technical univer-
sity with a strong sustainability vision, and a global view on education and 
open access. The documents also point to the role of MOOCs to adapt to 
the changing needs of companies for customised professional education that is 
offered by Chalmers. In contrast, the mythical perspective also plays a 
role for creating meaning and rationalising MOOCs within the university.

Analysis of the documents provided input regarding how myths are 
brought to the fore. In relation to the three universities discussed here, 
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the documents provide more clarity for internal stakeholders, such as 
university management or educational leaders. For example, the MOOCs 
are expected to fulfil a wide range of needs, including; contribute to the 
fulfilment of KI’s need of knowledge within general skills such as, for example, 
sustainable development, equal conditions and ethics. Hence, this statement 
suggests that the choice of courses would rather be based on internal 
competence development needs, albeit with a strong social responsibility 
dimension, than the dissemination of knowledge. Further, the MOOC 
format and its continuous development as a way of digitalising higher 
education and increasing capacity for teaching scalability are intended to 
revolutionise, or at least develop, the internal support for digitalisation of 
education. For example, KTH motivates teachers to develop MOOCs in 
saying that it: aims to strengthen and develop the current campus education, 
for example in the development of digital educational resources that can be 
used in MOOCs as well as in regular campus courses. Chalmers makes a 
more visionary claim in one document that reads: MOOCs are a part of a 
paradigm shift, where we see education through new lenses; where concepts 
such as “connected learning,”, individualised and customised knowledge 
appear as increasingly important.

All three universities connect their respective MOOC initiatives to the 
development of internal processes related to the digitalisation of educa-
tion. For example, there is a focus on re-usability and transfer of course 
material created for MOOCs to campus education to ensure an efficient 
use of resources. In addition, engaging in MOOCs aims to increase 
knowledge about teaching and learning which, it could be argued, offers 
a form of rationalised myth (Christensen et al. 2007). In this way costs 
could perhaps be  legitimised, but it also brings the MOOC initiatives 
closer to the universities’ core of doing scholarly work. For example, the 
MOOC initiative at KTH aims to increase the knowledge of how digital 
learning resources can be created and used for scalable teaching-learning and 
educational innovation. In relation to the universities’ drive for innova-
tion, MOOCs provide unique research opportunities through detailed 
documentation of thousands of learners’ online activities. Globally, 
MOOCs have fed data into the emerging fields, such as learning analytics 
or big data in education, with the promise to utilise massive amounts of 
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click-stream data and provide insights about the unique learning paths of 
the participants and their performances (e.g. Zhua et al. 2018). We argue 
that using massive amounts of data to provide an evidence-based ratio-
nale for innovation and enhancement serves as an attractive myth to 
strengthen the self-perception of research-intensive universities. However, 
there are also opposing arguments that stress the difference between mea-
suring learners’ behaviour on platforms and facilitating learning processes 
that, for example, depend on the learners’ intentions and needs (Ross 
et al. 2014; Barman et al. 2018). Apart from gaining knowledge about 
learners’ behaviour in online environments, the MOOC initiatives are 
also expected to result in the possibility of adapting learning resources to 
individual students’ needs and fostering a student-centred, personalised 
approach to education. For example, Chalmers states their desire to: set 
even more focus on quality and modernisation that meet the expectations on 
individualised education.

Various types of goal documents may act as specific instruments of 
governance, indicating the direction in which an organisation aims to 
strive, where the words and concepts used reverberate through the differ-
ent stages of implementation. Such a rational form of instrumentalisa-
tion offers a tool for governing large-scale change initiatives or for 
controlling implementation of major reforms. The instrumental perspec-
tive also affords tools for quality control and accountability, where the 
key words used in various goal documents may then form the basis for 
checks and balances. In the case of MOOC, such tools for accountability 
could include outreach in terms of number of individuals, countries and 
other demographic information. In the documents we see how the instru-
mental perspective is articulated by pointing out the many ways in which 
MOOCs could be used internally within the university. For example, 
MOOC should be able to be used as educational modules in existing courses, 
but also contribute to the development of digital teaching at KI’s educational 
programmes. Similarly, Chalmers attempts to develop the pedagogy of exist-
ing courses by utilising IT technology from MOOCs. In addition, the instru-
mental dimension there also includes the generation of indirect income 
through a strengthened trademark, higher application rates to campus pro-
grammes and possible income from administrative fees.
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 The MOOC Phenomenon and the Responsible 
University

The public discussion about MOOCs so far has focused on the extent to 
which MOOCs could be a disruptive force in the higher education set-
ting. Broadly, questions have been raised as to whether MOOCs under-
mine traditional pathways through higher education, thus enabling a 
change in the demographics where non-traditional students gain access 
to higher education. Concerns have also been raised that Ivy League uni-
versities may threaten the very existence of a diverse HE arena around the 
world. Others have acknowledged that MOOCs could bring about a 
change in the certification of higher education credit, with some exam-
ples of this already starting to appear (McKenzie 2018).

Given that the MOOCs are rather limited in content and design, and 
costly to develop, we argue that it is unlikely that MOOCs will replace 
regular higher education, at least in the near future. In this chapter, we 
have shown that MOOCs in the Swedish context are not considered to 
be higher education, even though HEIs are, since fall 2018, mandated to 
offer MOOCs and use state funding for that purpose. However, given 
that the course content in the MOOC offerings from the universities 
illustrated in this chapter are fairly advanced (see Table 5.1), individuals’ 
learning outcomes gained via MOOCs can be equivalent to knowledge 
acquired in higher education, and sometimes even at research level. 
Clearly, offering MOOCs enables universities to take a social responsibil-
ity to educate on a global scale and share knowledge that contributes to 
sustainable development in important areas such as energy and health. In 
this chapter, we have outlined a number of those affordances that 
MOOCs potentially provide, including access to knowledge from HEIs 
to diversified and unprivileged groups, flexibility and customisable learn-
ing trajectories. However, from the perspective of Swedish HE, we have 
also identified potentially conflicting rationalities that arise between 
maintaining strong norms of free, state-funded education and the devel-
oping business models of the MOOC platform providers that restricts 
the presumed openness of MOOCs.

Besides the obvious and somewhat mythical rationale for offering 
MOOCs that allow universities to engage in social responsibility, we 
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argue that for HEIs to be frugal it depends on how well they develop and 
integrate the processes and lessons learned from engaging in MOOC ini-
tiatives that will ultimately show responsibility. From the three university 
examples used in this chapter, we have seen how the initiatives to engage 
in MOOCs are, among other things, intended for capacity-building and 
digitalising education. Examples of such spill-over effects from MOOCs 
to regular university education could be to implement requirements on 
inclusive teaching that are currently connected to MOOCs; this would 
meet the needs of diverse students and benefit higher education at large. 
At the same time, the capacity of the universities to offer, and thereby 
meet, an increasing need for flexible forms of lifelong learning to private 
and public organisations, is also likely to be strengthened. In the long 
term, in order to meet the needs of graduates concerning re-skilling and 
up-skilling, MOOCs could facilitate collaborations by offering education 
between universities nationally and internationally, as well as between 
universities and organisations. In Sweden, this means that new policy or 
clarification regarding credentialing and credit transfer is needed.

In light of the changing MOOC arena, we believe claims that MOOCs 
are one way of universities being responsible needs further scrutiny. For 
example, universities might attempt to adapt to the business models cur-
rently implemented by the major MOOC providers. This may be a cost- 
efficient way of providing outreach, but it is likely to create a conflict 
with the ideas of openness and providing MOOCs for free, as well as 
contrast with strong norms in the Swedish and Nordic contexts that 
HEIs should provide tuition-free education. The ‘openness’ in MOOCs 
provided by the major platforms, and thus many of the worlds’ most 
prestigious universities, seems to be on the decline. Therefore, we see the 
potential for the Swedish and Nordic HEIs to take responsibility in con-
tinuing to provide free access to MOOCs. This ambition seems particu-
larly important in an era when information is easily spread and almost 
anyone can claim to provide facts about important issues in society. 
Universities in Sweden and in the Nordic context are in a position where, 
at least to some extent, information that is provided by universities to the 
public does not have to create revenue or be politically managed and, 
from those perspectives can be considered trustworthy. The private sector 
may invest in and offer online courses for skills training that is related to 
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their business offerings, such as specific computer applications; whereas 
universities can potentially provide more advanced topics based on the 
idea of continuing to foster academic and critical approaches in activities 
for lifelong learning and global outreach. MOOCs developed at Swedish 
universities in the future, we speculate, are likely to offer lifelong learning 
opportunities for graduates and highly skilled professionals or otherwise, 
serve as a complement to HE studies. MOOCs based on the tradition of 
“folk-bildung” that rhymes with notions of public outreach and educa-
tion for all, we believe, will only be offered to a limited extent.
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