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Polarization Phenomenon of Online Higher Education
in the United States

ZHANG Chao

(School of Journalism, Shandong University , Weihai 264209 , China )

Abstract. In January of 2014, the Sloan Consortium released 2013°s annual research report titled, Grade Change .
Tracking Online Education in the United States. This is the 11th research report from the Sloan Consortium on online
higher education. The report sets a new record of sampling , with a total of 2,831 college and universities participating
in the study ( compared to 994 in 2003 ) , accounting for 59. 9% of the total institutions of higher education in the U-
nited States , and reflects the importance of this Consortium.

The report consists of two parts . online higher education and MOOCs. It reveals two contrary trends in America’s
online higher education. The survey shows that one—third of American students choose online education courses in
2013, reaching the highest level in 11 years. The report also shows a positive correlation between the increases in on-

line students and the size of the university. 82.5% of colleges and universities implemented online higher education
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courses or programmes in 2013, which is a decrease from 86. 6% in 2012. The number of students is increased, but
the coverage of online higher education decreased. This is an issue worthy of study. The paper therefore analyzes eleven
reports from the Sloan Consortium and summarizes the development of online higher education for the past decade.
From 2003 to 2013, online higher education in the United States continues to expand. The strategic positioning of on-
line education and the quality of teaching have also improved.

The fast growth in enrollment during recent years can be atiributed to. (i) The lower threshold comparing to itra-
ditional higher education promotes students’ enrollment; (ii) Recent economic downturn presents greater tuition pres-
sure for students , while online programmes or courses are relatively inexpensive; (iii) Online education appeals to the
increasing pool of students over 30 years old who need a higher level online education and (iv) obtain a broader de-
velopment prospects; (v) Federal restriction on financial aid for online students have been lifted in 2006, giving
students of online education access to federal loans; and (vi) In information society, the use of online learning has
become a way of life for younger generations. Universities are placing more and more emphasis on the sirategic role of
online higher education. The government is also playing an important role in regulation and accreditation , which re-
sults in high quality of online programmes and courses.

However , in 2013, MOOCs, which used to be seen as a revolution in the education sector, are in the “cold”
zone. In 2013’ s annual report, American colleges and universities are reported to have many cautions when adopting
MOOCs.

Although MOOCs and online higher education look similar, the two types of online education have significant
differences. MOOCs typically differ from regular online courses in that the participants are not registered students.
They are designed for unlimited participation and open access via the web , with no tuition charges. There is typically
no credit given for completion of the MOOCs. From the perspective of the government and many universities , MOOCs
don’t meet the development goals of higher education in the United States.

Therefore , MOOCs are not part of America’ s higher education system, and they can not obtain government sup-
port y from policy to funding. Most universities worry about the quality of the MOOCs. The report finds that universities
offering masters’ and doctoral degrees prefer MOOCs , because of their teaching models. However, a great majority of
American Universities focus on bachelor degrees, which are not suitable for MOOCs.

From the corporate point of view. MOOCs lacks a model of sustainable development. Compared to the U. S.
higher education market, there are potentially high demands for MOOCs , but there has not formed a profit model.

The development of MOOCs depends on the market demand , social recognition and profit model. The paper pro-
poses three possible models . public service model, public not—for—profit model, and market—oriented model. Govern-
ment , universities, enterprises need to weigh the advantages and disadvantages of these three models in order to find
the best fit.

Key words : Sloan Consortium ; massive open online courses ; online higher education ; polarization phenomenon
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