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MOOCs for Credit


We’re back from the break and ready to go on to our next presentation. The big question that is always asked about the MOOC is what about getting credit for them? Can they formally contribute to meeting the requirements for a degree? The in many ways would seem to be a make or break point for the MOOC if it is to have a role as a change agent with respect to higher education practice. 
Our next speaker will help us explore this key and important question. Cathy Sandeen is vice president of Education Attainment and Innovation, Division of Leadership and Lifelong Learning at the American Council on Education, or ACE. Cathy oversees ACE’s national agenda on postsecondary educational attainment, including coordination among national and international leaders from across higher education, foundations, business, and government. She also directs ACE’s Center for Education Attainment and Innovation, including major grant programs, federal contracts, fee-for-service activities, partnerships, and developments of new initiatives. 
Cathy has over 22 years of experience in continuing education and professional development at three University of California campuses. From 2006 to 2012 she served as dean of continuing education and UCLA extension at University of California Los Angeles. Prior to joining UCLA, she received for six years as vice provost and dean of university extension and summer session at University of California Santa Cruz -- go banana slugs -- and held several positions at University of California San Francisco. Cathy earned a PhD in communications from the University of Utah and an MBA degree from UCLA Anderson School of Management. Cathy, welcome to the focus session. Please begin. 

Thank you so much, Malcolm, for that introduction, and one thing I realized that I need to add to my bio, and probably to my CV, is the fact that I am a MOOC completer, so I am one of the people who enrolled in a MOOC and who completed the course, and I took on of the Coursera platform called “Modern and Contemporary American Poetry,” and I thought it was really good for me to experience -- have the MOOC experience firsthand, and that’s certainly been true with the work that we’re doing here. 
Cathy, this is Malcolm. I’m very sorry to interrupt, but could you speak a little more loudly. 
Sure. 
Sometimes it can be a little bit fooling, but just go ahead and move the voice into your speaker. Thank you so much. 
Sure. Is that better? 
That sounds better to us here. 
Okay. Thank you. 
Thank you. 
So, first a word about American Council on Education: If you don’t know what it is, we are a Washington D.C. based association, the largest umbrella association representing all sectors of higher education; public, private, community college, up to major research universities. We have a total of 1,800 member institutions and mainly work with presidents and chancellors. So we’re kind of in touch with what’s happening at a lot of different institutions and have stuck our toe in the water on MOOCs early on. 
So here’s when it all started. We call it “MOOC mania,” the summer of 2012, when of three of the major MOOCs started getting a lot of press and enrolling a lot of students in their courses. As you know, some had tens of thousands. Some had over 100,000 students in the courses. Of course, the MOOCs were free. They were open enrollment. They were anyone could take them. They were all sorts of different subjects. And they were not for university credit initially, and so students were taking them for all sorts of different reasons. Completion rate, as you probably heard, is relatively low, 9 to 10% on average. 
But, again, the whole idea was these for not for credit. Students trying different things, testing out different subject matters and so forth, so that completion rate is understandable. But if you’re talking about a course that enrolls thousands of people, then even a 9 or 10% completion rate is still quite substantial. For those students who did finish, and many of them were finishing courses that were very, very rigorous, very challenging, from some of our most reputable institutions. and once they finished those courses they wanted a way to recognize their achievement, and there was sort of grass roots methods that were happening. Some of them included posting the achievement or the completion of the course on LinkedIn where employers would notice it, and perhaps it would lead to a promotion or new job. But the question also arose, how might we get real academic credit for completion of these courses? 
So what we’re talking about here when we’re talking about credit for something outside the university, per se, is a category called “extra institutional credit.” This is credit for formal learning that takes place off of a university or college campus. This is an acronym that talks about the same thing. It stands for prior learning assessment. It means the same thing. Basically, learning that takes place off of the campus. Another name for it or term for it is credit for prior learning. 
There’s one important point they’d like to make. Prior learning assessment is a form of transfer credit, and like any other transfer credit into a university, it’s up to the discretion of the degree-granting institution to decide whether or not to accept the credit and how to apply it toward their degree. The institution and their faculty committees decide on accepting the credit. I really want to emphasize that point. 
Well now let’s take a little break for a poll. I’m interested in finding out something. If you could please share your experience with the American Council on Education’s Credit Recommendation Service, I’d like to see where you stand. I think I know the answer to that but still would like to see. And here we have our results coming in. They’re still coming in. It looks like most people don’t know that much about it. Either they’ve never heard about it or they’ve heard about it and are not certain what it is, so that’s good. You’ll learn a little more. We’ll do a quick overview during this presentation. So if we could minimize that, move on to the next. 
Now back to prior learning assessment or credit for prior learning, there are three, and maybe four, categories of prior learning assessment. The first is pretty well understood and accepted, and that’s credit by exam. This would be something like advanced placement exams, and many or most institutions accept this credit. Freshmen bring it in, they take an exam before they enter, before they apply for the university, and they’re allowed to apply some of that credit. CLEP, or C-L-E-P, is another example of an exam, and there are other sorts of exams that are also accepted. 
The second type of prior learning assessment is called “course review,” and this is the type of prior learning assessment that American Council on Education, or ACE, does. We are joined by another organization that also does course review, the National Course Review and Recommendation Service out of New York, and we both work the same way. Faculty panels review the courses and experiences. For example, it might be corporate workplace training and education. The faculty makes a recommendation about the type and level of credit of the course. What is it equivalent to? So, for example, if a faculty reviews a course on accounting and financial management that’s given in a corporate setting or maybe in a governmental agency, the faculty would then issue a recommendation that this course is, for example, worth three units of lower-division business credit. And then that goes on a transcript. ACE provides transcripts for students with these credit recommendations, and the student can then petition to have this recommendation count toward their degree. 
ACE has been doing this for many, many years, and course reviews are very well accepted by educational institutions. The third type or part of learning assessment is called the “portfolio review,” and this is a little newer. And what this does is take formal learning through experience. So the student generally takes a course and learns how to build a portfolio. It’s sort of analogous to an artist’s portfolio where you would put in examples of your actual work. So the student will build the portfolio of their experience. It might be learning that took place on the job through experience or learning that took place when you chaired a fundraising committee for a nonprofit organization. You go into a process of robustly explaining what those experiences were and then faculty review the portfolio and, again, make credit recommendations. An organization called “CAEL,” or the Council for Adult and Experiential Learning is a leader in this area. We know that this form of credit is accepted by institutions. It’s probably not as well known or accepted as credit by exam or credit by course review, but it has been around for many, many years and has helped a lot of students. 
Then the fourth is a new form of credit. You’ve probably heard about this. Mozilla Foundation is really the leader, digital badges. Now digital badges really recognize achievements in learning and competency, mostly related to professional development for a job. There’s no current goal to equate badges to academic credit, but you know what might develop in the future. However, I was recently at a conference at University of Illinois and I’m learning that some traditional institutions are figuring out ways to embed digital badges within their classes. So, for example, you might take a class in marketing, and embedded within that course you might be gaining a competency in team work or in critical thinking or in communication, and perhaps a student would earn badges in addition to their course work. 
So why are we talking about prior learning assessment? Why is this so important now? I’d like to quickly run through a few of these statistics for you. First of all, this statistic, 30%, is an important number to remember, because as of the 2010 U.S. census, only 30% of the U.S. population between the ages of 25 and 64 has earned a bachelor’s degree of higher. Contrast this to this number, 55%, measuring the same level of attainment, and this is what has been achieved in countries like Canada, Japan, and South Korea. So even though the U.S. has maintained its attainment level, other countries are passing us by. 
This statistic represents our postsecondary attainment goals in the U.S. There’s many organizations that are proposing these goals, and they all revolve around these same numbers; Gates Foundation, Lumina Foundation. Obama administration is a little bit more ambitious, 60% of the population with at least one year of postsecondary education by the year 2020, and the other organizations say 60% of degree attainment or certificate attainment by 2025. This is a big gap to fill from 30% to 60%. Why is this important? Well this statistic is important as well. It’s projected by the year 2018 that 63% of U.S. jobs will require some amount of postsecondary education. This is according to the Georgetown University Center for Education in the Workforce. So we have a long way to go. That means we need to educate at least a million more students than we’re doing today, a million more a year for the next 15 years. This is according to the State Higher Education Executive Officers Group. 
Some trends, 73% of students in the U.S. are categorized as non-traditional students. They’re not first time, full time students. They’re part time. They’re working. They have busy lives. We need to think differently about how we are going to accommodate these students and help them achieve. We’re seeing a shift from inputs into the educational system to measuring actual outcomes, to looking at competency-based programs. And I think some of the credit for MOOCs and prior learning assessment really weave into this trend. 
We’re also seeing a trend toward looking at postsecondary education in the U.S. as a very integrated system. Right now we call it a system, but it really isn’t a system. It’s a lot of separate institutions that don’t really coordinate with each other. So here we see, in the purple boxes, our degree-granting institutions. That’s something that we’re used to. But layered on top of that in the red color are non-degree certificate programs that might be standalone where you earn a certificate and then get a job. Then they might stack one on top of the other so you continue to progress. These might be articulated into degrees. So someone might start with a certificate and a job and then eventually make it into the educational system. We also show prior learning assessment and where MOOCs come in. 
Now we have another poll question. I’d like to get your take on this. Developing a means for awarding credit for student who is complete MOOCs, what are your feelings on that? It looks like people feel pretty strongly. It’s an important element. A few think this is the whole point of MOOCs. Okay. It seems to be pretty important. So let’s minimize that and move on. 
All right, so back to ACE and the credit review. This is something that we’ve been doing for many years, both in the corporate workplace setting and also in military evaluations. We’ve done assessments and surveys with institutions that accept credit to try to get a sense of their acceptance. And in 2012 we did this, and we found that a lot of our respondents still accept some form of credit for prior learning or prior learning assessment, including exams and ACE credit. We also asked our students about their experience, and most of them used their credit, their ACE credit in order to progress toward a degree. So it really is doing what we want it to do. Some use it for a promotion or salary increase, and many have had very good luck with having their credit accepted by their degree-granting institution. 
However, we do find that there is some institutional resistance, and these are mainly the reasons why; a lack of awareness and some policies that are in place that don’t make it easy for students to use this credit as they come into the system. 
And now, talking a little bit about our MOOC pilot: So when students started taking MOOCs and asking, “How might we get credit,” ACE thought about it’s course review and credit recommendation service and imagined how it might work in the MOOC world. And, in fact, we received a grant from the Bill and Melinda Gates Research Foundation to do a number of research projects on MOOCs. But one of them is to explore the degree to which this process would be applied. 
We’re in the middle of a pilot. We recently completed five courses on the Coursera platform, and our faculty reviewers deemed these to be equivalent to credit courses and gave credit recommendations. The courses were Precalculus at UC Irvine, Introduction to Genetics and Evolution at Duke, Bioelectricity also at Duke, and Single Variable Calculus at University of Pennsylvania. All four received lower division undergraduate credit recommendations. And the fifth course was algebra at UC Irvine, and this received a precollegiate or vocational credit recommendation. We’re doing additional work with Coursera, also with Udacity, and also with edX to continue to refine. 
Another poll quickly, if you wouldn’t mind. Complete the following sentence, “The most important criteria to address MOOC credit worthiness is” -- I’d like to get your ideas on that -- “what do you believe instructors should be looking at or faculty reviewers should make sure is there when they’re reviewing MOOCs for credit worthiness? Okay, so we have it split. You know, definitely student learning outcomes are winning, and that’s important, absolutely. And we have a little bit on assessments and a little bit on authentication and proctoring. Okay, thank you very much. We can minimize that and move on. 
So, exactly, these are the things that ACE looks at or their faculty reviewers look at when they’re assessing a course or a MOOC for credit worthiness; the curriculum, learning outcomes are very important, exercises, and assessments, but also in the online and MOOC world we’re looking at student interaction and engagement and authentication and proctoring. The issue of making sure that the student who enrolls is the student doing the work, and ensuring that there is a level of academic integrity during the summative assessment or final examination is an important element of the review. 
Other elements of the review include the faculty that are doing it. The faculty are content experts, they are also teaching experts, and if it’s an online format, they have online experience. There is psychometrician to look at the assessments and exams. We have a long-standing process in accepted criteria. 
Now a final poll question for you, let’s see. Since you’re all at institutions, I believe, what do you think is the biggest barrier to the acceptance of credit for MOOCs at institutions? I’d love to get your ideas on this. And it looks like the middle one is winning, lack of direct control over academic quality. And I think that is an issue. It definitely is a concern among institutions that might accept this credit. Okay, if we can minimize that, and we’ll move on. Thank you. 
So that’s one thing we want to emphasize at ACE in order to build the confidence of institutions and faculty who are involved in those institutions deciding whether or not to accept a student who has received a credit recommendation from ACE for completing a MOOC, we want to make sure that they know we have faculty doing the reviews. We want to make sure that we are not saying their institution must accept the credit. It’s voluntary whether or not their institution accepts it, and how. And finally, we believe we have credibility because we have been doing this for quite some time. 
So now I think we have a little bit of time for questions, so I’m interested in hearing what’s on your mind. 
Cathy, thank you so much. One question that we could post here -- I mean there was a lot of discussion early on in your presentation about state authorization issues, and we were just wondering whether you might be in a position to comment on state authorization for credit bearing. So will each university offering a MOOC have to pay a state fee? Do you know anything about that? 
You know, this whole environment is so rapidly evolving, we don’t know how that’s going to play. You know, right now we might look at it as an institution that is exporting an online program to other states is subject to the state registration requirement. I’m not exactly sure if they take transfer credit that a student happens to have acquired by completing a MOOC, if that is in the same category. But it’s a good question. It’s something to keep on our radar. 
Okay. You mentioned those five criteria, so you have faculty review a course, and those five criteria you enumerated; curriculum, learning outcomes, exercises, and assessment, student interaction and engagement, and authentication and proctoring. In your instructions to the faculty when reviewing the MOOCs, did you change or modify those in any way to accommodate the new venue, so to speak, of the MOOC, as opposed to more traditional venues? 
In terms of our guidelines to the faculty reviewers, no, because our faculty reviewers had been reviewing online courses, you know, quote, unquote, traditional online courses. I think it’s kind of funny that a format that’s only been around for 15 years now is considered traditional. So they’d been looking at those elements in the past. They have been looking at how assessments are completed, how students engage and interact, and they’ve also been looking at the issues of authentication and proctoring. And basically we give them general guidelines. Again, I conveyed those to you earlier; that we want to sure that the person completing the exercises and the assessment is the person who enrolled, and then we also want to make sure that on that final examination, that there are ways to prevent academic dishonesty, otherwise known as cheating. We do not prescribe a particular process, method, or technology. We just have the general requirement. 
Now you probably know, since you guys, a lot of you are technology people, you know the different ways and methods of authenticating identity, and we have some, you know, biometric techniques, fingerprinting, palming, recognition, and so forth. And the good thing about the MOOCs, I think it’s accelerated a lot of development, so I think we’ll be seeing more and more techniques that can be used to authenticate identity. 
And then in terms of proctoring that final summative assessment, there are really two main categories. One would be actual proctoring at a physical test site, where the student must go to that site, and the other is webcam proctoring. So in the case of Coursera, they’ve been open with this, what they use. They do use webcam proctoring. And our faculty reviewers, in that case, fine it to meet the standard that we set out for the courses. 
Okay, now just interesting. So following up, as you mentioned, ACE recently recommended five Coursera courses as creditworthy. So in these situations, once ACE has pronounced this judgment, it’s then up to, I imagine, individual institutions as to whether they will, indeed, grant credit for these courses or not?

Exactly. So, again, this would function like transfer credit. And, of course, the institutions could evaluate and review the MOOC itself and deem it, you know, eligible for credit at their institution, not too many -- some are doing that. Some are doing that. But this is a way for us to help institutions and allow students the ability to review all of the different MOOCs that students might be requesting transfer credit for. There’s a lot of MOOCs out there, as you know. So what happens is the student completes on the platform. They’ve gone through the proctoring and authentication process. 
And by the way, in most cases there’s an additional fee that’s charged to the student who opts in for the credit option. Let’s say the student completes, everything is all fine, that information is reported to American Council on Education, and we build the student record from which we can issue a transcript with this credit recommendation. And institutions then receive the transcript and they decide whether and how to accept this credit. 
Now bear in mind, many institutions already accept ACE credit recommendations, particularly for veterans who are coming back with a substantial amount of education and training that they received in their military service. So the general concept and process of ACE transcripts and ACE credit recommendations, it’s, you know, not completely foreign to institutions. So that’s kind of the mechanism how it would work, Malcolm. 
And it seems that the ACE is in a position to be very influential here, that if they are beginning to, how should I say, treat the MOOC or to review it in terms of its credit worthiness in traditional formats, that means it’s kind of a way of legitimizing the MOOC, so to speak, or bring it into a more legitimate space. 
Well this is all kind of an experimental phase for everybody. As you know, it’s really less than a year since the MOOCs started getting the huge enrollments and all of the attention. And we’re all trying to understand how this would work. But it is a way for a student who has done a substantial amount of work and who has completed a very rigorous and challenging course to possibly do that. And there’s different ways that students might use it. 
Of course we know that in technology, computer science, and so forth, the academic credit might not be as much of an issue. The student can use the completion of the course for professional development purposes, or perhaps for employment purposes. And that’s all done in a non-credit world. It might be a student who is taking the course to show that they’re capable of completing university-level work because they plan to apply to a degree program down the line. 
But when we think about -- that’s why I gave you all those statistics about the need for attainment, the number of non-traditional or post-traditional students out there who have started and stopped. And, you know, we believe we need to find a pathway for those students in and through our postsecondary system. Completing a MOOC, getting a little bit of a head start and a leg up, a little bit of credit to get going in their degree program might be beneficial for that student. And so there’s a number of different reasons why we’re looking at this, and, you know, the jury is still out on how it will play out in the long run. 
So, thanks, Cathy. We have another couple of questions that we might call kind of pacing questions. Do you have any sense or any position to say how many students are seeking credit for those five courses, for those five Coursera courses that you recommended? 
We should have some information on that fairly soon, because the courses were offered with the credit option only recently, and they’re just finishing up now. So we will have some information, and Coursera and ACE need to agree what is revealed. But the students are just finishing, and we’ll be able to have some statistics on that. 
Another sort of pacing question about what’s sort of in store for us in the future, as we know, I think Coursera is up to 60 partner schools, and edX is accepting more partners all the time. I think we’ll see more added to the edX flock, if you will, in the spring. So that means there’s going to be a lot of MOOCs. Do you see business as being brisk for you folks in terms of reviewing these courses and making assessments on their credit worthiness? 
Well to the extent that this helps students and it works for institutions, you know, I think, yes. We’re not doing it for the sake of doing it, but we’re doing it to help students and help institutions. So potentially it could be big if it meets the needs of those two elements in the system. 
Okay, a question that came into the chat space from Barbara Zurkin [ph]. She was wondering if you had any comment. We saw a recent announcement from the Department of Education and how they are quite willing to fund support for students gaining credit through the competency model. That’s the first model I think you mentioned, sort of by exam. Do you have any comment on that, the fact that the DOE made a statement of that sort? 
Well I did mention earlier in my presentation a couple of trends. You know, one was the size of the post traditional or non-traditional student market, and also, it was that no more seat time graphic that I put up there. There is a general trend away from an input model to an outcomes or competency-based model, and we’re seeing it in a lot of different places. So when I say an “input model,” that was, you know, how we traditionally operate in U.S. higher education. If we have the best students, the best faculty, the biggest libraries, we have the right amount of classroom hours, credit hours, we will have a good outcome. That’s kind of been the model that we’ve operated under. Well that’s changing, and we’re seeing many signs of that. 
For one, the regional accreditors now are looking more at outcomes. And I think if there’s anyone on the line whose campus has been through a reaccreditation process, they know that that’s the case, so that’s one sign of it. Another sign of it is the many states for their public institutions are factoring in a performance-based funding model instead of an enrollment-based funding model, or they’re starting to transition to that. So a certain percentage of the budget that an institution would get is based on completion in graduation rates rather than solely on the number of students they would enroll. So that’s another example of this trend toward outcomes-based system. 
And the recent guidance letter from the Department of Education is yet another piece of evidence of that trend shifting. And that’s quite a big piece of evidence, when the Department of Education would come out and say that particularly competency-based, exam-based degree program could be eligible for Title V financial aid. So I think it’s all part of a larger trend. 
Okay. I think we have time to slip in one more question, Cathy. Based on where you sit, the MOOCs have been criticized as having some real issues, such as prone to perhaps academic dishonesty. How to you know the student is really on the other end when you’re giving an exam; quality feedback and individualized learning support? From your perspective, do you see the MOOCs making progress on those fronts to address those potential criticisms? 
I think that one of the most promising aspects of MOOCs is the accelerated experimentation and development of technology. I didn’t talk much about the use of predictive analytics and rapid feedback system for students, and this is especially important for students who are working their way through foundational courses in order to be better prepared to succeed in a degree program. So we’re seeing a lot of technological innovation, both on the learning side, linked to cognitive science. I think that’s very promising. We’re seeing more innovation and development in terms of the authentication of identity and the proctoring, and that will continue. And I think once we become more transparent about that, there will be more confidence in the academic integrity of this new form. It’s really an exciting time. 
Yes, it is. Cathy, thank you so much for joining us today. We really appreciate you taking the time and sharing your views and perspectives. 
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