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MOOCs 
What are they? Benefits and drawbacks

Massive open online courses (MOOCs) 

provide a means for teaching many 

more people than can be accessed 

through traditional classrooms. This 

type of learning vehicle has become 

increasingly popular in recent years, 

with private companies and leading 

universities creating and disseminating 

highly valuable content. 

A major benefit of MOOCs is the solution they 

provide in terms of access to education. With 

Internet connectivity, people anywhere in the 

world can access MOOCs and benefit from the 

knowledge and teaching abilities of some of the 

world’s leading professors. Hundreds of years 

ago, teaching often involved one instructor with 

one student; traditional classrooms expanded the 

impact an individual instructor could have. 

MOOCs further expand this impact, allowing one 

professor to reach (potentially) millions of viewers. 

MOOCs also have the potential to improve the 

e�ciency with which we teach and learn by 

presenting content in a way that is more 

conducive to learning than traditional lectures or 



“As the number of MOOCs 

(and MOOC users) grows, 

they will likely become an 

educational resource that libraries 

curate, much like their other 

educational resources”

textbooks. Teaching resources can be more 

dynamic and interactive and engaging, making it 

easier for students to pay attention and remember 

the material that is presented. Traditional lectures 

tend to simply convey information but do not 

necessarily incorporate research findings that 

clarify learning processes. MOOCs provide an 

opportunity to incorporate education science into 

the teaching process to improve instruction. 

Although MOOCs seem a promising way to 

increase access to education, they also su�er from 

some limitations. There is no standard for creating, 

implementing, or establishing revenue streams with 

MOOCs, and many of their touted benefits are 

anecdotal and thus have not been systematically 

demonstrated or proven. 

One of the major criticisms of MOOCs is that they 

have low retention rates. Many people who sign up 

for these courses do not complete them. Some say 

this indicates that MOOCs may not be engaging, or 

that students do not feel accountable when they are 

not in the physical presence of their professors (as 

occurs in a traditional classroom).

However, those who study and build MOOCs say 

these criticisms are not entirely accurate. Many 

people sign up for several MOOCs at once, start 

the courses, and then choose which courses they 

want to complete. Unlike in university settings, 

there is no drawback to not completing a course, 

so students may sign up for dozens while only 

intending to complete a few. Thus, their choice of 

certain courses over others does not necessarily 

indicate a deficit in some courses. 

MOOCs could potentially a�ect librarians 
in three major ways:

FIRST, as the number of MOOCs (and MOOC 

users) grows, they will likely become an 

educational resource that libraries curate, much 

like their other educational resources. Although 

the specific role MOOCs will play in education in 

the future is still unclear, it is likely that some form 

of MOOCs or their derivatives will become 

mainstays as educational tools. As such, libraries 

will need to find ways to provide access to these 

resources in e�cient and e�ective ways. 

SECOND, MOOCs can be used as an educational 

tool for librarians themselves. MOOCs have 

already been developed to teach those wishing 

to become librarians, and they will likely evolve 

and improve in their ability to do so. As curating 

MOOCs becomes a larger part of librarians’ jobs, 

librarians may in fact learn information about 

MOOCs from MOOCs. 

FINALLY, MOOCs could eventually become a 

tool that librarians actually create to inform the 

public of their services. MOOC development is 

costly in terms of labor and finances, so it may be 

a long time before librarians develop MOOCs. 

Indeed, the actual value of creating MOOCs will 

first need to be determined before the costs can 

be justified by the library community. 

However, the potential upside of MOOC 

development for libraries is enormous. Not only 

could MOOCs reduce the burden on librarians to 

educate people about the availability and use of 

library services, they could also serve to market 

content for libraries. By providing valuable content 

that educates people, libraries can position 

themselves as leaders in information services and 

demonstrate that they o�er innovative resources 

that will save researchers time. 

How MOOCs may
a�ect librarians
and library services
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This paper was developed under The SLA
& IET Learning Initiative Partnership (L.I.P)

Our followers and discussion groups are buzzing 
about what matters to librarians and informational 
professionals most. Come join the conversation.

Follow us on Twitter:
@SLAhq
@IETInnovates

Tell us about it

The Special Libraries Association (SLA) and The 
Institution of Engineering and Technology (The IET) 
have partnered to launch a new initiative, the SLA & 
IET Learning Initiative Partnership (L.I.P). The 
initiative is designed to inform, empower and 
enhance the professional careers of special 
librarians and information professionals in the 
science, technology, engineering and math sectors. 
L.I.P promotes active conversations within the 
information community, engaging everyone from 
those just starting their careers to seasoned 
professionals and executive-level industry experts. 
Engaging with the SLA & IET L.I.P will keep 
professionals plugged into a steady stream of 
quality content on a wide range of topics that are 
timely, relevant and pertinent to special librarians 
and information professionals across the globe. 
From Webinars and white papers to resource guides 
and expert interviews, the SLA & IET L.I.P provides 
professionals with opportunities to gain insights, 

About The SLA & IET 
Learning Initiative 
Partnership

Become our 
Fan/Follower

Stay involved in the conversation by starting or 
joining a thread on one or more points in this paper. 
Please search for and/or use these hashtags- 
#SLAIETLIP, #mooc

Share your comments 
on this paper

build professional networks, and re�ne and master 
skills while staying current on new developments, 
techniques, research resources and tools that will 
foster and boost professional excellence. For more 
great information please visit www.sla.org/LIP.

https://www.sla.org/learn/lip/
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The Special Libraries Association (SLA) is a 

nonprofit global organization for innovative 

information professionals and their strategic 

partners. SLA serves more than 8,000 members 

worldwide in the information profession, including 

corporate, academic and government information 

specialists. SLA promotes and strengthens its 

members through learning, advocacy, and 

networking initiatives. For more information on 

SLA go to www.sla.org.

About SLA

The Institution of Engineering and Technology 

(The IET) is one of the world’s largest engineering 

institutions and a renowned publisher in science, 

engineering and technology. The IET is working to 

engineer a better world by inspiring, informing and 

influencing engineers across the globe. Year after 

year, librarians from the world’s top engineering 

and physics universities and scientific research 

hubs have relied on highly specialized, trusted 

About The IET

content and cutting edge research tools from The 

IET to help researchers push innovation forward.

Please visit www.theiet.org for information on our 

full publishing product line. Requests for product 

information, product demos or free product trials 

can be sent to ietusa@theiet.org. IET collection 

based publishing products include: IET Inspec, IET 

Inspec Archive, IET.tv, IET eBooks, IET Journals, 

IET Journals Archive, IET Engineering & Technolo-

gy Reference, IET Digital Library. The SLA

Request information
on IET publishing 
products

https://www.sla.org
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