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“From Here: MOOCs and Higher Education” 
 
Let me begin by setting one thing straight. In the publicity for this debate, I am 
described as “a vocal critic of the current model of learning and assessment common in 
Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs), especially for the Humanities.” But I want to 
emphasize that I have nothing against MOOCs per se. More particularly, I have nothing 
against courses that are massive, open, and/or online. Most of the courses that I myself 
teach are both open and have a large online component, and some of them are also 
massive: Arts One Open, for instance, a course that I helped to pioneer (along with 
Christina Hendricks and others) has had over 65,000 views of its videos on YouTube 
alone. And we have achieved that kind of reach, let me add, without spending a single 
dollar of the many hundreds of thousands that UBC has lavished on MOOCs and the 
like as part of its so-called “flexible learning initiative.” We have shown, indeed, that 
something very much like a MOOC can be built and achieve enormous success by 
leveraging the talents and commitments of ordinary faculty even in the face of official 
indifference or outright discouragement.  

 
So I am not someone who fears MOOCs. In fact, quite the reverse. This is true 

even when it comes to the mostly corporate, often for-profit ventures such as Coursera, 
EdX that have hi-jacked both the concept and the name of the MOOC from its home-
grown, democratic, and open origins. While I have no doubts that the university (this 
university, the North American university, the university in general) has a thousand 
and one problems, as far as I am concerned the MOOC phenomenon doesn’t register 
even in the top hundred. Here of course (but not only here) is where I part company 
from much of this university’s senior administration. A year or so ago, as part of an 
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extraordinarily fulsome introduction to a presentation by Daphe Koller, co-founder of 
Coursera, UBC Provost David Farrar declared that “this fundamentally challenges the 
university’s business model.” Again, the university can, and should, be challenged in 
many ways. But in itself the challenge of the MOOC is relatively insignificant. So why, 
then, talk and think about MOOCs at all? Well, in the first place, because any challenge 
to the university and its business model is welcome, even if the point of the challenge 
that I myself would want to make is quite different from that presented by Koller and 
her venture-capitalist partners. And second, because the university’s reaction to the 
MOOCs is so very revealing. It shows us how much is rotten in the institution and how 
far we still have to go before we achieve the vision of a truly open education. 

 
The Provost’s comments are revealing not simply because they show that it is 

above all business that occupies his mind. After all, he might have said that Coursera 
challenges (say) our pedagogical models or our sense of public mission. But by stressing 
instead the idea that he is presiding over a business now under threat, the Provost’s 
words are a recognition that precisely in converting itself into a business, the university 
has done it all wrong. No wonder, then, that despite the gush, the Provost could be 
described (by someone who claims to know) as “spooked” by the coming of the 
MOOCs. So spooked indeed that he has shown an unusual interest in online education. 
Again, it is not me who is fixated on or afraid of the MOOC. And then perhaps on the 
principle (if indeed principles are at all at issue here) of better the enemy you know than 
the enemy you don’t, the university quickly and enthusiastically, and with little if 
anything in the way of consultation, signed up for a partnership with Coursera, this 
venture-capital upstart, and started throwing resources at what it calls “flexible 
learning” while at the same time withdrawing them from, for instance, the Faculty of 
Arts and language courses. In a campus-wide call, we were all encouraged to submit 
proposals to construct MOOCs of our own, with the one proviso that (in the spirit of 
Henry Ford’s dictum that you could buy any colour car so long as it was black) they 
had to be in partnership with Coursera. Since then, however, like the most fickle of 
lovers, we learn (but not why, or on what principle) that we are ditching Coursera for 
EdX. But whoever the partner may be, MOOCs, we are breathlessly told, or something 
like them, are the future. And the university, which for all its talk of innovation and 
“from here” is desperate to copy whatever Stanford or Harvard (McGraw-Hill or 
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Pearson) are perceived as doing, and to welcome what emphatically comes “from 
there,” has therefore jumped on this bandwagon with a vengeance. 

 
Still, one has to feel a little sympathy for Farrar and his counterparts elsewhere--

for again, what is taking place at UBC is but a symptom of much broader social forces 
and larger battles over the public role of education and ultimately over the idea of the 
university itself. Farrar is far from the only educational “leader” who presents himself 
as CEO of a business under threat. Squeezed on every side, by government patrons and 
a public opinion that question the utility of the entire process, by “consumers” who 
threaten to desert as they ask why they should spend so much money or get into such 
debt for a “product” whose worth is devalued, and finally by a new set of suppliers 
who claim to offer whatever it is that the universities are claiming to offer, but on far 
grander scale and for a fraction of the cost, it is no great surprise that provosts and 
presidents, deans and department heads, are running scared. This even as (whether 
through cynicism or self-deception) they frame their panicked flight as a bold venture 
into an unknown future. 

 
But the problem is this: MOOCs and the like can only be framed as the future by 

means of a rather shocking ignorance or amnesia about the past. For almost everything 
that this so-called revolution in learning claims to offer was promised, and indeed 
anxiously anticipated, by an earlier generation of theorists and critics of higher 
education. Once again, let me emphasize that I have no problem with a challenge to the 
education system. The university has historically been challenged, and rightly so, on a 
whole series of counts: for its sedimented elitism, for its sexism and exclusion of 
minorities of all types (the working class, people of colour, First Nations, etc.), for its 
marginalization of different ways of thinking or popular forms of expression, for its 
apparent monopoly on knowledge but also its monopoly on the titles and diplomas for 
social advancement, for the ways in which it justifies and reproduces a fundamentally 
unjust and unequal social system, and so on and so forth. In short, the challenge that is 
worthy of the name is in the tradition that stretches from Jean-Jacques Rousseau to (say) 
Paulo Freire or Ivan Illich, Pierre Bourdieu or Jacques Rancière. It is by contrast to this 
much more fundamental, much more serious, challenge of the educational institution 
that the threat of the MOOC is vapid and insignificant. Indeed, MOOCs challenge 
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almost nothing: they promise merely the integration of learning into what are by now 
very familiar structures of calculation and rationalization, profit and loss, private gain 
and personal self-enhancement. The sad thing is that our so-called leaders have long 
bought into this logic. For in so far as the university has already transformed itself in 
the eyes of those who administrate it into a business whose sole justification are the 
“learning outcomes” that it can provide to potential employers, then it is already 
defenseless. 

 
At a recent university-wide meeting, held over the summer to discuss “Re-

Imagining the PhD,” we heard from Robert Annan (Chief Research Officer at Mitacs, 
the firm founded by UBC’s current President), who argued that the problem with the 
university is that it is insufficiently integrated with what in the same meeting was 
repeatedly described as the “real world”: industry, commerce, business, government, 
etc. Other contributors to the session enthusiastically embraced the notion that the 
university’s role was to provide “solutions” to social “problems.” Yet anyone who looks 
at the history of the university over the past twenty-five, fifty, or even a hundred and 
fifty years and concludes that it has somehow been overly insulated from either market 
pressure or government policy has surely to be living in a world that one could scarcely 
call “real.” And to suggest that our role is simply to provide solutions is to forget the 
fundamental mission of the institution, whose calling by contrast is to indicate problems 
where others see solutions: to point, for instance, to the unfeasibility of this province’s 
purported economic realignment around the needs of the Liquid Natural Gas industry; 
or (to give but a second if broader and more significant example) to uncover otherwise 
unseen or unremarked problems around the treatment of First Nations, women, and the 
like. 

 
Here’s the thing: in committed defense of the idea of the university as a place 

that has its own logic, a logic of critique that is integrally related to the social world 
around it (of which it itself forms a part), the radical tradition of educational reformers 
didn’t refuse technological novelties; they embraced them. They were enthusiastic 
about the possible uses of technology (such as they envisaged it at the time) to break 
down the hierarchies that persisted both within and outside the institution. For Illich, 
for example, this involved the international exchange of tape cassettes; for those who 
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first conceived UBC’s Arts One program, it meant televised recordings of lectures; for 
the founders of Britain’s Open University, it led to the widespread use not only of TV 
but also radio and other media. All of these critics and reformers would have pounced 
on the possibilities now offered by the Internet and online communication.  

 
In short, there is nothing new about the MOOC, or the idea of the MOOC. 

Massive Open education has been a radical dream for at least half a century. What is 
new is only its cooptation by capital, and the supine and superficial reaction it has 
provoked in university leaders who have forgotten the true purpose of education. Brian 
Lamb and Jim Groom argue that we have to “reclaim innovation,” for there is nothing 
innovative in the slightest about “bringing things to market.” There is nothing 
innovative about selling things; quite the contrary. Hence innovation has to be 
reclaimed from this banal reduction to the norms of the market. It’s in similar fashion 
that we have to reclaim the MOOC. Rather than the lack of ambition inherent in the 
notion of responding to McGraw-Hill, our aim should be to continue the best traditions 
of the university, even and especially when they are long-standing critiques of the 
university. And as Arts One Open shows, we can do it, and should do it (really) “from 
here.”   

 
 


