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1. Abstract
This paper aims at elaborating on the issues with regard to
MOOCs’  recognition,  certification  and  accreditation  and
determines what should be considered in the nearest future to

https://bizmooc.eu/papers/certification/


use MOOCs as a bridge between formal and non-formal education.

MOOCs were not meant from the beginning to be part of the
formal education, but as the time passes by, each time more
students enrolled in this type or courses are requiring some
kind of certificate. This is not an easy task, but seems to
become a priority for a part of the students.

2. Introduction
Under  the  era  of  continuous  and  fulminant  changes  in
information,  communication  and  technology  (ICT)  field,  the
knowledge evolution implied numerous changes in the public and
private  sector,  higher  education  not  beeing  an  exception.
There is no doubt on the need of increasing productivity and
efficiency, and thus, efforts are undertaken in adapting the
high potential of ICT.
The  education  system  is  experiencing  gradual  but  constant
changes  given  the  new  possibilities  derived  from  the
generation of open resources at international level (Bell,
2010). MOOCs appeared as a solution of the low or even lack of
adaptation  of  higher  education  to  the  challenges  of  the
society of today especially given the effects of the economic
crisis on the employability. Therefore, gradual transformation
took place from eLearning to OpenCourseWare. Given the dynamic
evolution  of  knowledge  and  ICT,  MOOCs  could  be  the  new
education  methodology  allowing  the  rapid  adaptation  of
curricula and contents to the new and changing requirements.

MOOCs  can  improve  the  effectiveness  of  education  and
innovation in learning that would provide broader access to
knowledge. They can make lifelong learning a reality helping
learners to up-skill and re-skill regardless of their socio-
economic situation (Vassiliou, 2013). More socially inclusive
and open for new learning and teaching methods, they can be
increasingly useful if widely recognised, which however is
burdened due to mainly two reasons – quality and financial



resources. In other words, the combination of digital content
and global connectivism is enabling the perfect scenario for
the  introduction  of  new  changes  in  higher  education.
Furthermore, and following Weller and Anderson (2013), the
consolidation of new methodologies in the education system
depends on the capacity to avoid the re4sistance to change and
the  support  of  the  institutional  ability  to  adapt  and
understand  new  challenges  in  the  education  field.

Since its inception in 2008, MOOCs have experienced a rapid
growth in interest at the time that the need to address issues
of learner assessment and accreditation was also increasing
(McGreal et al., 2014). The fact that digital learning (with
content obtained via Internet) enabling knowledge and skills
acquisition  via  formal  or  informal  learning,  alone  or  in
groups,  does  not  implies  that  learners  will  achieve  the
assessment  of  the  learning  nor  an  appropriate  academic
recognition  (Taylor,  2011;  Mackintosh,  McGreal  &  Taylor,
2011).

Recognition constitutes one of the three incentives of MOOCs
(other two are learner’s satisfaction and completion). The
knowledge of getting newly acquired skills and competences
recognised  by  the  higher  education  institution,  education
provider  or  employer  encourages  the  learners  to  take  up
courses  for  the  purpose  of  personal  and  professional
development. More importantly, knowing that a course will not
be completed only for the learner’s satisfaction can lead to
decrease in dropout rates.

The  recognition,  accreditation  and  certification  could  be
defined in many different ways, but generally, it refers to
establishing a set of arrangements to make visible and value
all learning outcomes (incl. knowledge, skills and competence)
against clearly defined and quality-assured standards (Yang,
2016).  Moreover,  according  to  the  ECTS  users´  guide
“recognition of non-formal and informal learning – the process
through  which  an  institution  certifies  that  the  learning



outcomes achieved and assessed in another context (non-formal
or informal learning) satisfy (some or all) requirements of a
particular programme, its component or qualification”.

It is relevant to mention that recognition procedures are
based  on  compatibility  of  learning  outcomes  rather  than
comparing the content. This should be mirrored in its open and
flexible  approach  to  recognition,  aiming  at  making  the
lifelong learning a reality and education accessible for all.

Proper  recognition  and  accreditation  procedures  and
certification can offer an educational solution for those who
are  not  in  a  traditional  setting,  they  can  constitute  an
opportunity of virtual mobility or simply provide a chance of
re-skilling or up-skilling employees. However, the adequate
usage of those processes is yet to become a reality. The
following sections of this paper will provide the insight in
the international and European context of the issues of MOOC
recognition,  accreditation  and  certification  along  with
outlining the key ones to face in the nearest future.

3. International context
A large amount of MOOC providers as well as researchers are
highlighting the need for a solution for the withdraw/dropout
rate of MOOCs. It is acknowledged that dropout rates of this
kind of courses are rather high (Koutropoulos et al., 2012). A
MOOC offered by Coursera in 2012, on Functional Programming
Principles in Scala, registered a completion rate of 19.2%
(Jordan,  2013).  Nevertheless,  it  must  be  stated  that  the
majority of MOOCs have completion rates of less than 10% and
little is known about the experiences of non-completing MOOC
participants (Koutropoulos et al., 2012).

Motivation has been identified as an important contributor to
student engagement in a MOOC (Milligan et al., 2013; Milligan
et al., 2016). What can motivate people to engage in MOOCs?
Individual motivation can go from the desire to achieve an



academic credential at a reduced cost, personal enrichment, up
to self-satisfaction (Liyanagunawardena, Adams and Williams,
2013). It must be underlined that having updated information
about the actual motivations in place would be valuable, among
others, for the design of MOOCs.

According to Milligan et al. (2016), while high self-regulator
students  establish  specific  goals  related  to  the  course
content,  the  effect  on  their  professional  needs  and  the
structure of their learning around the development of content
knowledge and expertise (Pintrich, 1999), low self-regulators
focus more on their passion for learning, curiosity, or desire
to  broaden  their  knowledge.  The  range  of  motivation  is
reflected by the goals set (Zheng et al., 2015; White et al.,
2015).  Moreover,  high  self-regulators  are  pursuing  the
extension of their knowledge and expertise to benefit their
current or future roles independently if they were intending
to complete the course, or if the study process was planned
more strategically. On the opposite, low-self regulators are
not  focusing  the  learning,  but  mainly  their  performance,
looking for the completition of the course. In this case, the
recognition of MOOCs and their accreditation could be a more
valuable source of motivation than for high self-regulators.

Together with the monetization, the recognition/certification
is one of the most polemic aspects. In fact, the accreditation
process opens the door towards an income source at the time it
is the way of evaluating the learning process, offering the
certification needed/requested by the employers (BIS, 2013).
According to Moody´s, regarding the foresight of the incomes
of north American HEIs, states that MOOCs certificates should
be considered as an experiment in the attempt of obtaining
extra incomes by granting credits (Moody’s Investor Service,
2013).

Usually, educational technology companies like Coursera, edX
or  Udacity  conduct  MOOCs.  These  companies  are  offering
different types of certification for which a fee must be paid.



The scale of these fees depends on the type of course. It must
be highlighted that certification for a MOOC is offered and
recognized  by  at  least  one  higher  education  institution.
Traditionally learners enrol with one institution and expect
to receive the teaching, the content, the assessment and the
eventual accreditation from this very same institution (Murray
and Friesen, 2011).

Aspects Coursera edX

Time frame for
deciding the use of
the Signature Track

or not

3 weeks  

Steps to be taken
(authentication

procedure)

• Payment of  $30 to $100
(depending on the course).
• Submit a recognized ID
(e.g., drivers license) +
take a picture of yourself

via webcam =>
Identification &
authenticity

• Type a short writing
sample, for “keystroke”

signature to be used after
each test.

• Payment of  $25 to $300
(depending on the course).

Certificates Payment Payment

 With HEI With HEI



Types of certificates

• Verified (the majority
are priced at $49)
• Specialization (a

sequence of courses that
culminate into a capstone
Project at the en; 45% of
Coursera courses offer

this kind of certificate)

• Verified (very similar
to Coursera´s price

strategy)
• Professional Education

(from $49 to $949)
• Credit

• XSeries (Recently, for
the students who overcome
a series of site courses
in computer science, a

certificate is offered by
the Massachusetts

Technological Institute.
This would be the so-

called XSeries certificate
offered by edX platform

non-luccro MIT and Harvard
University. Kolowich

(2014) expects to be a
trend followed also by

other universities in the
near future. Different
courses offered by

Coursera were recognized
for granting credits by

the Council for Education
of the United States: (1)

“Bioeletricity: A
Quantitative Approach”,

Duke University; (2) other
ods (3) “Pre-Calculus” and
(4) “Algebra” Calofornia

University in Invirne; and
(5) “Calculus: Single
Variable” from the

University of
Pennsylvania. All five
courses are offered

through Coursera platform
counting with the

endorsement of the Council
based on the value of

these courses to be worthy
of official credits.)

Table 1. A comparison of the certification offered by Coursera



and edX. Source: own elaboration.

According to Ronney De Winter from Class Central (Retrived
from  http://www.ehea.info),  reads:  “Fair  academic  and
professional recognition, including recognition of non formal
and informal learning, is at the core of the EHEA”.

The European Credit Transfer and Accumulation System (ECTS) is
a tool of the
European Higher Education Area (EHEA). Hence, it is used only
within higher education systems aiming at making studies and
courses  comparable  and  transparent.  Therefore,  it  helps
enhance  the  quality  of  higher  education.  It  started  to
integrate the experience abroad into the curriculum at mother-
university and now it has become a tool to incorporate various
types of learning experience into the formal education in
lifelong  perspective.  It  can  apply  to  all  programmes
regardless of the mode of delivery (classroom-based, distance
and  work-based  learning)  and  learning  context  –  formal,
informal, non-formal (European Commission, 2015). Thus, this
tool  could  be  potentially  used  also  for  the  purpose  of
recognising MOOCs for the purpose of formal education. There
are  already  examples  of  European  universities  that  offer
course credits towards the degree for completion of MOOCs.
Through FutureLearn platform, learners can take up courses
towards their future programme for free, however should a
learner want to pursue with the programme, the access to this
may be hampered, as they would have to first pay for the
certificate of achievement and final assessment (Ali, 2016).

A British report “The Maturing of MOOCs” clearly states that
the  increasing  formal  recognition  of  MOOCs  constitutes  a
priority for policy-makers and institutions. The accreditation
methods said to include badges and adoption of validation
techniques  (e.g.,  keyboard  tracking,  honour  codes).
Nevertheless, it is worth noting that there is a lack of any
systematic  solution  for  policy  on  credit  recognition
(Department  of  Business,  Innovation&Skills,  2015).

http://bizmooc.eu/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/CourseraedX.jpg


OpenupEd has provided some indication of their accreditation
and funding models. It is suggested that all courses may lead
to  recognition  by  means  of  a  completion  certificate  or  a
credit certificate that may count towards a degree. The credit
certificate comes with a cost attached ranging from €25 to
€400, depending on the course length and institution. The
majority of courses, despite the use of 11 languages initially
and  Arabic  afterwards,  are  either  in  English  or  Spanish,
largely drawn from two large distance-teaching institutions –
the Open University and Universidad Nacional de Educación a
Distancia (Department of Business, Innovation&Skills, 2015).

According to the European Commission, the European Union is
trying to “stimulate teachers and educational institutions to
test  innovative  digital  approaches”  (Kroes  and  Vassiliou,
2013). However, without an active participation of students
and  learners  –  this  goal  might  be  difficult  to  achieve,
therefore the Member States and the European countries should
be further encouraged to use the opportunities available for
all, not only to a privileged groups of the society. Attempts
to better accessibility could exemplified with the practice of
Freiburg University in Germany, which started awarding credits
for a course offered by Udacity (The economist, 2012).

Daniel et al. (2015) are underlining that in Europe there has
not been a“profound reflection on whether MOOC should grant
loans and whether these loans could be approved under the
credit system”in the European Higher Education (ECTS). But if
MOOCs do not grant any credit both in the hybrid and distance
models  no  changes  in  the  higher  education  system  are
envisioned as a consequence of this new trend, MOOCs, unless
the  accreditation  of  HEIs  is  coexisting  with  the  MOOCs
certificates (Gaebel, 2014).

Given the European System of Mobility among Member States,
students can easily transfer credits earned at any university
in one of the 53 countries who signed the Lisbon Recognition
Agreement,  independently  if  the  knowledge,  skills  and



competences  were  acquired  through  non-formal,  informal  or
formal courses. Following the CEO of Iversity, Hans Klöpper,
students  have  the  capacity  of  identifying  a  high  quality
courses by the fact that the content is open to anyone. Once
the completition of such courses is increasing, the demand for
its accreditation will rise as well and for European HEIs will
not be easy to resist to the temptation of recognising this
new form of learning (The Economist, 2014). Moreover, the
legal framework could be adapted in the member states of the
European Union as well as in the rest of the countries who
signed the Lisbon Recognition Agreement and in line with the
governmental requirements for lifelong learning and secondary
school (Hollands and Tirthali, 2014).

5. Main obstacles and challenges of
recognition,  certification  and
accreditation of MOOCs
Some of the courses that are organised by MOOC providers,
offered  by  MOOC  platforms  or  partnerships  lead  to  either
certificate of completion, a badge or credit course. None of
those are usually accredited, nor follow any general rules
regarding certification of educational courses.

Initially, MOOCs has not aimed at awarding credits at all. The
possible confirmation of taking up a MOOC is a certificate of
attendance of completion. Even though the courses themselves
are free of charge – obtaining any kind of evidence that one
has been enrolled or completed such course is often issued
upon  a  fee.  Those  certificates  are  designed  by  the  MOOC
provider and are usually not formally recognised by any other
institution (Geabel, 2013).

It is worth mentioning that within the realm of open online
courses  the  traditional  accreditation  models  are  not
appropriate (Rodríguez, 2012). The issue is even more complex



when it comes to c-MOOCs as assess or give credits when the
participants are not performing the same tasks. Another issue
to take into consideration is the fact that many participants
are  peripheral.  The  same  happens  with  the  content  of  the
courses because it is not static content from the beginning
until  its  completition.  The  content  is  on  a  continues
evolution.  Hence,  perhaps  not  all  types  of  MOOCs  should
include a certification but could be used as an introduction
to  subjects  further  offered  through  formal  learning  tools
(Rodríguez, 2012).

Following  Bacsich  et  al.  (2013),  not  many  institutions
indicate they either produce or use open educational resources
and where the production is high, the coordination between
institutions is low and the governmental support is lacking or
is too low. When it comes to the institutions that are looking
for  the  assessment  and  accreditation  of  open  courses  the
numbers are even lower (Conrad et al., 2013). Despite these
challenges, the open education movement is a reality.

In order to facilitate lifelong learning, MOOCs should play a
role of a bridge between formal and non-formal education and
therefore their recognition through, for instance recognition
of prior learning should be possible, regardless whether the
proof of completion (in the form of credits or certificate)
was acquired or not. Eventually, what count is the skills and
competences obtained.

Having analysed the available literature and other sources it
can be stated that the issue of awarding credits and issuing
(accredited)  certificates  is  inseparable  from  hardly
responsive  higher  education  and  education  and  training
systems, quality and economic reasons. In this section we will
consider  those  as  the  key  issues  hampering  recognition,
accreditations and certification, commencing with the latter
one.

Since the economic crisis the European education discourse has



even  more  shifted  towards  the  direction  of  developing  a
knowledge society that benefits the growth of economies, it is
of high importance to acknowledge that education and learning
need to be tailored according to the societal needs and not to
the needs of the economy solely. Education and learning serve
multiple  purposes  where  employability  is  only  one  of  the
facets, along preparing active citizens for life in democratic
societies, fostering social mobility, personal development and
securing sustainable development for the societies we live in.
This should be reflected in how educational opportunities are
financed and governed.

To provide an example of how the discourse has been steered by
the economic benefits of MOOCs we have carried out an exercise
for  the  purpose  of  this  paper  aiming  and  a  limited  and
selective on-line articles review. All six articles included
in our biography constituted a sample for the word analysis
exercise. We have been analysing the way the benefits of MOOCs
are  presented  and  we  found  examples  of  economy-driven
narrative,  which  is  shown  in  the  table  below.

Citation Source Comment

Whatever your
opinion, the US-
inspired massive

open online courses
(Moocs) prove the
existence of an
enormous untapped
market for high-
quality distance
learning and a
potentially

profitable revenue
stream.

Independetnt.co.uk

Commodified
language, focus on

marketisation
instead of wider

access to education.



Even if MOOCs can
coin sound academic
currency, they must

also make real
money. (…) The first
way of generating

revenue is a
“freemium” model, in
which the course is

free but the
graduation

certificate is paid-
for.

The economist

Commodified
language, focus on

marketisation
instead of wider

access to education.
Emphasis on the fact

that a learner
cannot obtain a

‘proof of attendance
and results’ unless

they pay.

If students can
prove that [that
means acquiring
certain skills –

authors’ note], they
will not have to pay
tuition — at least
not unless so many
students ask for
credits that the

university needs to
start charging a fee
to handle all the

requests.

Inside Higher Ed

Refers specifically
to recognition

process as a costly
procedure that a

learner will have to
cover the costs of.



OpenupEd, says the
report, has

suggested that all
its courses may lead
to recognition, “for

example with a
completion

certificate or a
credit certificate

that may count
towards a degree”.
There will be costs
attached to credit

certificates,
ranging from €25 to

€400 (US$540),
depending on the
course length and

institution.

The University
World News

Emphasis on the fact
that a learner
cannot obtain a

‘proof of attendance
and results’ unless

they pay.

Table 2. Review of selected articles in Web magazines about
MOOCs. Source: own elaboration.

On of the issues arising from the current status of MOOCs is
the misleading narrative. MOOCs are said to be tools that
could cater for the educational needs of those who cannot
pursue their professional education due to, in the majority of
the cases, socio-economic reasons. However, even after having
completed a course, an individual may not be able to use
skills or competences acquired, as the way they were obtained,
even though it should not make any difference, is an obstacle
for the skills and competences to be fully recognised by a HEI
or employer.

6.  Conclusions  and  considerations



for the future
It  is  clear  that  a  legal  framework  regarding  the
recognition/certification/accreditation  on  non-formal  and
informal  education  could  facilitate  the  evolution  of  the
education system as well as its adaptation to the needs and
requirement of the XXI century society.

There is no doubt that this process didn´t even started at a
global level, but there is interest in this sense at least at
European  level.  Moreover,  the  needs  of  adaptation  and  of
diversifying incomes of educational institutions (universities
or not) put new methodologies as MOOCs in the spotlight of
these institutions. The costs and the knowledge needed for
producing and offering MOOCs conducted to increasing need of
synergies between universities and different platforms like
Coursera, edX, Udacity, etc.

The proliferation of MOOCs included also new challenges and
new requirements from the consumers of MOOCs. Among others,
the recognition of this type of courses started to be one of
the  most  important  issues  to  be  solved  by  the  producers.
Universities  count  with  the  trust  of  society  in  the
accreditation  process  of  formal  learning.  Thus,  higher
education institutions are needed. Without their involvement,
the  process  is  not  covering  the  needs  of  the  consumers.
However, academic boards and senates of many universities are
hostile  to  reuse  open-licensed  courses  and  associated
assessments even though those materials have been formally
approved  by  another  accredited  university  and  even  though
these open courses can be adapted locally at no cost and
offered  in  parallel  with  existing  courses  in  order  to
diversify curriculum at the home institution. This reticence
could  be  translated  into  a  poor  business  strategy  and
foresight.

Additionally, governmental bodies should and could be involved



in order to give an even stronger support to this process of
accreditation and to the official certificates requested and
liked to new teaching/learning methodologies as MOOCs.

Note
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