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The digital degree comes of age
More students are
enrolling for online
MBAs and more schools
are entering the market,
writes Jonathan Moules

Illustration: Hitandrun Media

T

echnology has transformed
the way people live and
work but it has yet to
change fundamentally the
MBA market. Despite the
digitisation of many aspects of teaching,
not least the plethora of free-to-study
Moocs (massive open online courses),
most people completing an MBA from a
leading institution still take a career
break in order to study on campus.
There are signs, however, that the
online MBA could become the most
popular option eventually. A growing
number of teaching institutions and
students are embracing qualifications
that are delivered entirely or mainly
over the internet. Online education is
coming of age.
Last year there was a small but significant increase in the take-up of programmes covered by the annual Financial Times online MBA ranking. Enrolment numbers on these course rose on
average 7 per cent for the 15 schools in
the 2016 ranking. Five more schools
were added to this year’s ranking,
reflecting an increase in online offerings
from notableinstitutions.
Several factors have come together to
drive this shift. They include the tightening of visa conditions in the UK and
elsewhere, schools attempting to reach

overseas markets, advances in teaching
technology and the growing credibility
of online degrees.
Both the supply of online MBA courses
and demand for them have been rising
around the world, albeit for different

reasons in different countries, says Matt
Robb, managing director at Parthenon-EY, an education industry consultancy. Australia, for example, has long
had a strong distance learning market
because of people studying in remote

Virtually like the real thing
Technology

Can the latest equipment
make remote study as good
as being there — or even
better, asks Ian Wylie
It would not be spotted in an ordinary
lecture theatre but Jessica Zimmerman’s nod is enough to attract the professor’s attention. Her head and shoulders can be seen clearly on a large TV
screen, one of 48 on a curved wall in the
“WOW Room”, a virtual classroom for
online students at IE Business School in
Madrid.
“The WOW Room does more than
just mimic a face-to-face environment
— it becomes a physical classroom
where the professor is able to walk
around and approach students,”
explains Ms Zimmerman, a participant
on IE’s online Global MBA.
In the centre stands the lecturer,
either physically present or projected as
a hologram that moves around the
room. “The set-up is very much like
Google Hangouts, so it’s familiar and
easy to use for most students, but I was
really surprised the first time the professor walked towards me after I nodded my head in agreement with what he
was saying. It makes for a much more
engaging class.”
The WOW Room — the acronym
stands for Window on the World —
allows students to connect and collaborate wherever where they are. It runs at
low broadband levels to ensure students
can join in using any kind of device from
anywhere in the world.
Much online education remains passive — students read or view material
with little interaction. The room is an
example of how business schools are
using virtual and immersive technologies to make online classrooms not just
more like the real thing but arguably
even better in some ways.
Martin Boehm, dean of IE, which has
a corporate learning alliance with the
FT, says he believes too strongly in the
power of face-to-face interaction to
advocate MBA courses that are fully
online. “But sometimes online delivery
can be better than face-to-face,” he says.
“The great thing about a virtual classroom is that your students are already in
a digital format, which means you can
run algorithms that recognise patterns
in facial expressions to assess understanding and identify students’ emotional state and levels of attention in

New vision: a lecture in the virtual classroom at IE Business School in Madrid
your class,” says Prof Boehm. Analytics
can be used in real time to address students whose attention is wandering or
later to improve teaching plans or faculty performance, he adds.
At Harvard, the HBX Live virtual
classroom — located in a Boston TV station — features a similar semicircular
video wall, displaying up to 60 students
simultaneously.
“Some things make it better than a traditional classroom experience,” says
HBXexecutivedirectorPatrickMullane.
“Some faculty really like the chat feature
which allows students . . . to express
their thoughts, which then appear in a
ticker along the bottom of the wall. As
one faculty member said, it’s like teaching a classroom with cartoon thought
bubbles above each participant’s
head . . . you can see what people are
thinking and callonthemtocomment”.
Teaching staff also find students to be
more engaged in the virtual classroom.
“Because of the way students are positioned on the wall, a headshot from the
chest up, it’s very difficult for them to

In the centre stands the
lecturer, either physically
present or as a hologram
text on their phones or work on their
PCs,” says Liz Hess, managing director
of HBX. “It’s very easy for faculty to see
if people are distracted — they joke that
there’s no back row any more.”
Other schools use virtual and immersive technologies in different ways. At
Imperial College Business School in London, students use the host university’s
“data observatory” to display and analyse complex information across an
almost-circular wall of 64 screens powered by 32 computers, giving 313 degrees

of vision. Mark Kennedy, director of the
KPMG Centre for Advanced Business
Analytics at Imperial, says students have
used it to track global reaction to the US
election, examine transactional data
aboutbitcoinandtoexploreinformation
aboutthesharingeconomy.
At Stanford Graduate School of Business in California, a “highly immersive
classroom” allows a same-room experience for students on its US campus and
at the Stanford Center at Peking University in Beijing. The rooms in each country are identical and high-definition
video on full-wall screens creates the
feelingthatstudentsaresittingtogether.
Stanford is also experimenting with
virtual reality. Students on its executive
education Lead programme enter an
online learning environment as avatars,
which work on team projects before
returning to the main space to report
back to the rest of the class.
It is the possibility of this “deeper
immersion” experience that excites
Jenna Nicholas, co-creator of Stanford’s
Designing for VR module. “With virtual
reality you can put on a headset and be
taken straight to, say, a Syrian refugee
camp and become totally absorbed in
that world. Yes, you can read lots of
information and data about a situation
or case study, but virtual reality takes us
to a whole new level,” she says.
Back at IE, Jolanta Golanowska, director of learning innovation, sounds a note
of caution, warning that technology can
ruin rather than enhance the classroom
experience if used in the wrong way. “It’s
important always to weigh the technology against the pedagogy,” says Ms
Golanowska, whose department comprises a technology team that works
alongside a pedagogy team focused on
best teaching practice. “Whatever ideas
our technology team come up with have
to be vetted and cleared by the pedagogy
team to ensure . . . that they will add
valueforourstudents.”

areas. Being able to deliver courses
online has allowed leading Australian
schools to offer a more interactive experience forremotelearners,headds.
In the UK, online courses have
become a means for business schools to

reach overseas students prevented
from studying on campus by stricter
student visa controls and cost.
“Nearlyeverywhereyoulook,demand
by students for online education has
exceeded supply,” Mr Robb says. “The
question has never been whether there
is a market but whether there is sufficient supply.”
Anotherimportantfactorintheevolution of online MBAs is that schools are
more sophisticated in the way they use
technology. Many break down lessons
into video segments and run interactive
online lessons, in which students can ask
a professor questions as they teach, says
Mr Robb. “Nobody will sit through an
hour-long lecture online, so you have got
to‘chunkthingsup’,”hesays.
Leading schools are waking up to the
potential of online education to spread
their brand more widely than campusbased learning. Warwick Business
School in the UK, for instance, has more
than 1,200 people on its online MBA,
mostly overseas, compared with 75 on its
full-timecampus-basedprogramme.
The school has built two film studios
on campus to create online content. A
simulation of a bank trading floor is one
example of how it has developed new
ways of teaching. Its production team
visits companies to film short documentaries that students can stream.
“More and more people are used to
being online and expect, in some ways,
to be educated online,” says John Colley,
Warwick’s associate dean in charge of
the MBA.
“The flexibility an online MBA allows
is very attractive for a generation where
Continued on page 3
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Business school

Country

Programme name

Careers service rank

Programme delivery rank

Online interaction rank

Female faculty (%)

Female students (%)

Women on board (%)

International faculty (%)

International students (%)

International board (%)

International mobility rank

Faculty with doctorates (%)

PhD graduates

FT research rank

Course fee (local currency)†

Average completion time (years)

Online teaching materials (%)

Rank in 2017

Additional notes**

Aims achieved (%)

Idea generation

Career progress rank

Programme diversity

Value for money rank

Online delivery

Salary increase (%)

Career progress

Salary today (US$)

The top 20 online MBA programmes

1

1

1

1

IE Business School

Spain

Global MBA

191,216

44

10

3

81

5

4

4

38

37

46

62

96

84

1

98

14 (0)

7

€44,700

1.5

80

1

2

2

2

2

Warwick Business School

UK

Warwick MBA by Distance Learning

169,419

38

4

2

77

3

7

14

33

29

44

79

69

22

4

100

77 (4)

3

£25,360

3.9

100

2

3

9

11

8

University of Massachusetts Amherst: Isenberg

US

Isenberg Online MBA

159,345

43

5

12

69

15

2

3

40

30

23

16

5

10

9

78

40 (2)

15

$32,535

3

100

3

4

8

-

-

AGSM at UNSW Business School

Australia MBAx

123,542

34

6

11

72

11

18

15

44

30

50

72

8

50

6

100

61 (0)

2

A$54,720

4

100

4

5

3

3

4

University of Florida: Hough

US

Online MBA

124,449

31

13

14

76

9

1

2

32

30

12

22

7

0

16

96

43 (4)

3

$48,733

2

83

5

6

-

-

-

George Washington University

US

Online MBA

156,750

19

17

16

69

2

11

1

32

49

13

40

2

8

12

96

29 (1)

9

$93,795

3

100

6

7

5

5

6

Indiana University: Kelley

US

Kelley Online MBA

133,273

32

14

10

76

7

3

7

25

25

22

28

11

24

11

78

43 (3)

1

$66,300

3

97

7

8

6

7

7

Babson College: Olin

US

Babson MBA Blended Learning Programme

161,504

23

16

5

73

6

8

5

33

39

22

16

2

12

8

84

0

16

$84,903

2

72

8

9

4

6

6

Durham University Business School

UK

Durham Online MBA

126,612

31

3

6

76

16

19

20

37

27

20

61

55

53

3

91

102 (1)

12

£21,000

3.8

100

9

10

-

8

-

Syracuse University: Whitman

US

MBA@Syracuse

138,000

37

20

7

69

1

14

6

32

30

11

28

1

0

10

72

12 (1)

7

$77,922

3

94

10

11

10

12

11

Arizona State University: Carey

US

Carey Online MBA

118,043

34

15

13

72

12

10

9

24

26

11

32

2

2

18

90

54 (2)

5

$60,000

2

100

11

12

-

-

-

EuroMBA

Europe*

EuroMBA

131,281

22

9

15

73

17

9

13

34

39

29

46

80

100

2

80

0

20

€28,500

2.5

80

12

13

7

4

8

Northeastern University: D’Amore-McKim

US

Online MBA

134,467

21

18

8

64

19

6

8

31

41

18

23

4

4

15

87

0

6

$75,750

3

100

13

14

11

8

11

University of Bradford School of Management

UK

Distance Learning MBA

107,900

42

2

1

69

18

17

18

45

30

29

31

79

43

5

84

40 (0)

17

£17,000

3.5

100

14

15

12

10

12

University of Nebraska-Lincoln

US

Online MBA

110,154

37

1

18

75

4

15

12

37

20

30

15

6

0

14

86

28 (0)

10

$54,144

3.3

100

15

16

13

14

14

Florida International University: Chapman

US

Corporate MBA

95,890

34

11

4

68

20

5

11

32

47

30

50

7

0

19

85

26 (0)

12

$42,000

1.5

100

16

17

15

13

15

Centrum Católica

Peru

Virtual International Managerial MBA

106,658

28

7

17

65

10

16

16

29

19

50

62

17

100

7

94

2 (0)

18

S/.68,100

3

90

17

18

-

-

-

North Carolina State University: Jenkins

US

Jenkins Professional Online MBA

107,730

21

12

9

69

8

13

10

30

36

13

8

4

0

20

80

39 (0)

11

$47,155

2.5

95

18

19

-

-

-

Colorado State University College of Business

US

Online Professional MBA

127,395

23

8

20

64

14

12

17

34

33

21

16

1

6

17

92

0

18

$40,368

3

100

19

20

14

15

16

Drexel University: LeBow

US

LeBow Online MBA

118,750

21

19

19

54

13

20

19

31

42

17

33

5

0

13

83

31 (2)

12

$64,000

2.2

94

20

* The Netherlands, France, Germany, Poland, and Spain ** Data in these columns are for information only and are not used in the rankings. † Average course fees (local currency)

Top two fend
off fast-rising
US challenger
Analysis Isenberg closes
gap on IE and Warwick
business schools.
By Laurent Ortmans

I

senberg School of Management has
made the top three of the FT ranking of online MBA programmes for
the first time, coming behind IE
and Warwick business schools, in
first and second places, respectively.
The school at the University of Massachusetts Amherst recorded its best performance, jumping six places to third.
Spain’s IE Business School — which has a
corporate learning alliance with the FT
— and Warwick Business School in the
UK retain the positions they have held
since this ranking was launched in 2014.
The ranking of 20 business schools is
based on surveys of the institutions and
alumni who graduated in 2013. MBAs
are assessed according to the career progression of alumni, the quality of the
online delivery, idea generation and the
diversity of students and faculty.
Improving graduate salaries are one of
the main reasons for Isenberg’s rise. Its
2013 alumni now earn an average of
$159,000, 43 per cent more than their
salary on graduation and the fourthhighest salary of the 20 ranked schools.

The school is also in the top five for value
for money and top three for programme
delivery and online interaction. Faculty
were always available within 24 hours,
wrote one graduate, adding that “the
active and robust interaction among students certainlykeptmeengaged”.
This is IE’s fourth year in the top spot.
The Madrid school has the highest proportion of graduates working at department head level or above — 62 per cent
against 39 per cent on average for all
ranked schools. They also earn the highest salary on average — at $191,000, the
pay is 44 per cent higher than what they
earned at graduation.
IE scores well on other criteria, too:
its alumni are most likely to say they
achieved their aims and the MBA has
the highest proportion of international
students, at 96 per cent. It is in the top
five for career progress, careers services, programme delivery and online
interaction.
At 18 months, the time limit on IE
Business School’s online MBA is the
shortest. Some 20 per cent of the teaching and coursework takes place on campuses or at local study centres. The proportion of the programme taught on
site increased in the past year when IE
introduced new face-to-face workshops
on leadership.
Four programmes make their debut
in the ranking this year — three from the

Key to the table

Class of 2013 (ranked schools)
Current salary
Selected sectors of employment
Salary ($’000)
Healthcare 162
Industrial 154
Consumer products 148
Consultancy 146
Energy/utilities 144
IT/telecoms 141
Finance/banking 140

Weighting in brackets

Industry (% of graduates)
16
12
7
10
7
12
13

Most and least
popular classes

Satisfaction with
online delivery

Top three
General management
Finance
Corporate strategy

Average score
out of 10
9.0
8.9
8.8

Bottom three
Social entrepreneurship
IT/computing
Ebusiness

7.8
7.8
7.7

FT graphic Source: FT data

US and a joint programme, EuroMBA,
delivered by six European schools from
five different countries. George Washington University, in sixth place, is the
highest new entrant.
The FT requires at least 70 per cent of
programme content to be delivered
online for the MBA to be eligible for the
online ranking. Seven of the ranked programmes are run entirely online.
Most alumni who responded to the
survey said they were very satisfied with
the online format. More students said
they were very satisfied with asynchronous, or self-paced, study (81 per cent)
than synchronous content, or live
streaming of lectures (74 per cent).
Online interaction between students
and teamwork were not rated as highly:

Very satisfied
(%)
Online exams
84
Asynchronous delivery*

81

Synchronous delivery**

74

Academic contact

72

Online interaction

65

Teamwork

63

*Self-paced learning **Online education in real time

just under two-thirds of students were
very satisfied by both.
Nonetheless, online technologies
provide new opportunities. AGSM at
UNSW in Australia, for example, is trialling virtual internships. Virtual
interns use online tools to contribute to
team-based problem solving and decision making, without having to commute each day.
“A great advantage is year-round
availability,” says Julie Cogin, director of
AGSM, adding that some industries
were more receptive than others to this
new tool. “The highest number of positions available are in fields that are most
conducive to working independently
and in an online setting, such as start-up
technology firms.”

Salary today US$ (20): average
alumni salary three years after
graduation, $ PPP equivalent (See
methodology). †
Salary increase (10): percentage
increase in alumni salary in current
job compared with three years ago on
graduation. †
Value for money (3): based on alumni
salary, fees and other costs. †
Career progress (4): progression in
alumni seniority and the size of
company they now work for, versus
three years ago on graduation. †
Aims achieved (4): the extent to
which alumni fulfilled their goals for
doing an online MBA. †
Careers service (4): effectiveness
of the school’s careers service in terms
of career counselling, personal
development, networking events,
and recruitment, as rated by their
alumni. †
Programme delivery (5): how highly
alumni rate the online delivery of live
teaching sessions, other teaching
materials and online exams. †
Online interaction (10): how highly
alumni rate the interaction between
students, teamwork and the
availability of faculty. †
Female faculty (2): percentage of
female faculty. For the three
gender-related criteria, schools
that have 50:50 (male: female)
composition receive the highest
possible score.
Female students (2): percentage of
female students on the MBA
programme.

Women on board (1): percentage of
female members of the school
advisory board.
International faculty (4):
percentage of faculty whose
citizenship differs from their country
of employment.
International students (4): percentage
of current students whose citizenship
differs from the country in which the
school is located.
International board (2): percentage of
the board whose citizenship differs
from the country in which the business
school is located.
International mobility (5): based on
alumni citizenship and the countries
where they worked before their MBA,
on graduation and three years after
graduation. †
Faculty with doctorates (5):
percentage of full-time faculty with a
doctoral degree.
PhD graduates (5): number of doctoral
graduates from each business school
during the past three years. The figure
in brackets is the number of these who
took up faculty positions at a top 50
full-time MBA school.
FT research rank (10): calculated
according to the number of articles
published by a school’s current fulltime faculty members in 50 academic
and practitioner journals between
January 2014 and December 2016.
The rank combines the absolute
number of publications with the
number weighted relative to the
faculty’s size.
† Includes data for the current year
and the one or two preceding years
where available.

How the FT’s 2017 ranking of online MBAs was researched and compiled
Methodology

Schools are rated according
to data gathered from
schools and students,
writes Laurent Ortmans
This ranking features the world’s best
online MBA programmes. A total of 22
schools took part in the 2017 edition.
All participating schools must meet
the FT’s strict entry criteria. The school
must be internationally accredited and
programmesmusthaverunforfourconsecutive years. At least 70 per cent of the
content must be delivered online. The
participants must also pass a selection

process before enrolling and an examination processbeforegraduating.
Data were collected through two
online surveys — the first completed by
schools and the second by alumni who
graduated in 2013. Some 600 alumni
responded — about21percent.
The ranking has 18 criteria. Alumni
responses inform nine criteria that
together contribute 65 per cent of the
ranking’s total weight. Eight criteria are
calculated from school data, accounting
for 25 per cent. The remaining criterion,
the research rank,countsfor10percent.
Alumni-informed criteria are based
on data collected in the past three years.
Responses from the 2017 survey carry
50 per cent of the total weight and those
from 2016 and 2015 account for 25 per

cent each. Excluding salary criteria, if
only two years’ data are available, the
weighting is split 60:40, if data are from
2017 and 2016, or 70:30, if data are from
2017 and 2015. For salary figures, the
weighting is 50:50 for two years’ data.
The first two alumni criteria are average income three years after graduation
and the salary increase compared with
their pay on graduation, with respective
weights of 20 per cent and 10 per cent.
For the latter, half of the weight applies
to the absolute increase and half to the
percentage increase (the published figure). Salaries are converted to US dollars using the International Monetary
Fund purchasing power parity rates
published in October 2016.
The salaries of non-profit and public

sector workers and full-time students
are removed, as are the highest and lowest salaries for each school, in order to
calculate a normalised average. Finally,
salaries are weighted to reflect differences between industry sectors.
“Value for money” for each school is
calculated by dividing average alumni
salary three years after graduation by
the programme’s total cost, including
tuition fees and other expenses. Any
financial help given to alumni is subtracted from the total cost.
School criteria include the diversity
of staff, board members and students
by gender, nationality and the online
MBA’s international reach. For gender
criteria, schools with a 50:50 composition score highest. With the exception

of the “PhD graduates” category (see
key), school data are gathered using
2017 information only.
The research rank is based on the
number of articles by full-time faculty
in 50 internationally recognised academic and practitioner journals. The
rank combines the number of publications from January 2014 to December
2016, with the figure weighted relative
to the size of the faculty. The list of journals counted towards this criterion was
updated and increased from 45 to 50 following a consultation with business
schools in June 2016.
The Online MBA Ranking is a relative
listing. Schools are ranked against each
other by calculating a Z-score for each
criterion. The Z-score is a statistic that

shows where a score lies in relation to
the mean. These scores are then
weighted as outlined in the ranking key
and added together for a final score.
After removing the schools that did
not meet the response rate threshold
from the alumni survey, a first version is
calculated using all remaining schools.
The school at the bottom is removed
and a second version is calculated, and
so on until the top 20 have been identified. The top 20 schools are ranked
accordingly to produce the 2017 list.
Judith Pizer of Jeff Head Associates acted as
the FT’s database consultant. The FT
research rank was calculated using Scopus,
an abstract and citation database of
research literature.
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Spotify points the way to future business models
Disruption

Traditional institutions are
reassessing how to make
money in the digital world,
writes Jonathan Moules
Scott DeRue, dean of the Ross School of
Business at the University of Michigan,
thinks his employer needs a new business model. His idea sounds a lot like the
music streaming service Spotify.
The university earns about $80m a
year from licensing and option agreements on 160 patents and 422 invention
reports. It has also taught more than 5m
students through the creation of massive
open online courses available on the
Coursera platform (see below) — but the
revenue from Moocs is minimal as most
are offeredforfree.
Prof DeRue’s vision is akin to Spotify’s
offering to music fans, with users able to
download lectures and teaching material for a small subscription fee.
The dean is relaxed about giving away
some teaching material for free as now
happens with Moocs. However, he feels
that the university should develop its
own technology so it can control the

Different angle: Scott DeRue
provision of online courses that would
count as credits towards masters
degrees, for whichitcouldchargefees.
This digitisation of learning makes
full-time study on a campus more
valued by those who can afford to do so,
according to Prof DeRue. “As the foundational knowledge becomes more
commoditised and democratised, colleges must innovate and invest in the
student experience,” he says.

The University of Michigan is one of
149 higher education institutions globally to have partnerships with
Coursera. Prof DeRue believes that it is
only a matter of time before his university sets up its own rival service to compete with the California-based platform.
“I don’t see Silicon Valley educational
start-ups as the enemy per se, but I do
think competition is coming as they
move from being Mooc platforms to
education providers,” he says.
While the dean believes that digital
platforms will be crucial to his school’s
future success, Ross does not offer an
online MBA. Prof DeRue does not rule
this out but sees greater potential in the
flexibility of selling online modules that
could be combined to create a new qualification, tailored to a student’s needs.
Edtech start-ups are ahead of schools
such as Ross in achieving this. Last year
Coursera launched a paid-for version of
its online learning platform for corporate customers, while FutureLearn, a
London-based rival backed by the UK’s
Open University, has signed deals with
universities in the UK and the US to run
paid-for courses that would act as credits towards existing bachelor degrees.
Mark Lester, director of partnership
developments at FutureLearn, says that

one of the biggest opportunities is short
courses that enable people to gain new
skills while still in a job.
“The trend towards short courses is
forcing universities to face up to the
reality that the market for postgraduate
taught degrees is being disrupted,” he
says. “People and employers do not
always require a masters to prove their
capability for a role. Smaller programmes better targeted to job requirements are now almost as worthy to a
prospective or existing employer.”
One of the original arguments in
favour of making business education
available online was that it would open
learning to people in developing nations
who are unable to relocate to Europe or
the US, where most of the leading business schools are based.
There has been little success in
achieving this ambition, however. A
recent study in the journal Science
found that students in the developing
world are far more likely to drop out of
Moocs than those in richer nations.
But schools in poorer countries have
found ways to use online courses to generate revenues. The key is not necessarily the content, but how it is delivered.
St George’s University (SGU) in
Grenada, for example, created a health-

care industry Mooc accessible entirely
on mobile devices. More than 55 per
cent of those taking this course live in
developing countries and 23 per cent
completed it, twice as high as the average for the university’s other Moocs.
The course is free, but for $50 students can get a credit recognised by the
US National Board of Examiners. To
date more than 3,000 students in 50
countries have done so.
Satesh Bidaisee, assistant dean for the
School of Graduate Studies at SGU, says
there has been a process of fine tuning
content and the method of delivery.
“In the past we made the mistake of
putting more general courses online,
using other people’s delivery platforms,” he says. However, offering content via mobile devices makes it more
accessible to people in poorer countries
where PC ownership is low but many
have a smartphone, he adds.
Offering content for free is also a way
to showcase teaching and attract talented learners who might eventually
become full-time students. Although
the SGU course has created an additional revenue stream for the university,
the bigger benefit has been to spread the
business school’s brand globally, says
Prof Bidaisee.

Coursera chief
on building
a platform in
the Trump era
Interview Rick Levin looks to life-long learning and
direct sales to companies, says Hannah Kuchler

W

hen Rick Levin, chief
executive of Coursera,
ordered a delivery of tea
from a boutique
supplier in Colorado
recently, he had no idea that the
company had been growing with the
help of business courses on his online
platform.
The nextdayhediscoveredthe chief
executiveofTwoLeavesand a Bud,
RichardRosenfeld,hadtaken Wharton’s
introductiontobusinessfinance on
Coursera.Thecompany’s comptroller
had alsocompletedfinance courses and
the marketingteamhadused the
platformastheyrebranded the business.
“Whatonlinetechnology does for
businessschoolsisverysubstantially
expandtheirmarkettopeople who don’t
take timeoutfromtheircareer to come
back tobusinessschool,” Mr Levin says.
Wearing smart business attire, the
former president of Yale University cuts
an unlikely figure in Coursera’s offices in
Mountain View, the heart of dresseddown Silicon Valley. Since joining
Coursera in 2014, he has bridged the gap
between the traditional world of
education and technology businesses
that are disrupting the sector.
Coursera was originally designed to
provide the infrastructure for
universities to put any course online.
However, it was quickly adopted by
people looking for practical business

courses to improve their performance
at work. More than 30 per cent of all
content is now related to business and
big-name business schools, which were
initially reluctant and feared
cannibalisation of their courses, have
come online.
“I think the breakthroughoccurred
when Whartontooktheplungeandputa
mini-version ofitsfirst-yearcore
curriculum online,”hesays.“Itwas
extremely successfulandthatgotpeople
more interested.Itsawthepotential
branding and visibilitytoalargeglobal
audience — our24mlearnersonthe
platform.”
Now students can study full MBAs on
Coursera, with the University of Illinois
offering a two-year course that takes
approximately 20 hours a week and
costs about $20,000. There have been
three cohorts, with a quality of students
Mr Levin says was as good as those the
university gets on campus, and with a 98
per cent retention rate.
Mr Levin says that he expects more
business schools to come on board in the
next year, as awareness grows that
running an online course gives them
greater reach and does not deter people
who would pay for an in-person or
residential course.
People studying for online MBAs tend
to be slightly older than those on
campus programmes and are often
unwilling to move or leave their jobs for

Bridging the
gap: Rick Levin
was president of
Yale for 20 years
before becoming
Coursera CEO
Nicolas Gutierrez

family or career reasons. Some study far
away from the accrediting schools — 45
per cent of learners on Coursera are
from developing countries — and many
could not afford a regular MBA.
As Coursera begins to sell directly to
businesses, Mr Levin thinks companies
will start to offer training for employees
lower down the pyramid.
“Selling into companies is an
important business for many business
schools. Our view is this is largely
complementary,” he says.
“Business schools have historically
[targeted] live programmes to very
select audiences within the company,”
he adds. “But because this is so
scaleable, it is an opportunity to train at
low cost the entire workforce, or entire
managerial workforce.”
Coursera will find it hard to replicate
the networking opportunities available
at business schools, where students
bond on campus or on study trips away,
establishing life-long connections.
However, it encourages students to
meet in person when possible.
Europeans among the first cohort of
students on the Illinois MBA got
together at a three-day conference in
the Netherlands.
Mr Levin says EdX and Udacity, rival
providers of massive open online
courses, or Moocs, do not focus on
business to the same extent. Coursera
may face a challenge from some of the

He believes
businesses
will start
to offer
training for
staff further
down the
pyramid

best-known providers going it alone,
such as Harvard Business School’s HBX,
which offers CORe, a primer on business
thinking designed for students and
early career employees with little
business education.
Coursera has ambitions to reach
beyond the traditional MBA student,
or even those who are already taking
online MBAs. Through a programme
called Coursera for Governments
and Nonprofits, launched late last
year, it is working with administrations
in Malaysia and Kazakhstan to offer
courses. In the US, it is helping the
department of veterans to train
military personnel for civilian jobs
and is working to provide courses for
the unemployed in the state of Maine.
MrLevinbelievestheUSgovernment
hasanopportunitytoencouragelifelonglearning,perhapsthroughan
extensionoflearningtaxcreditsbeyond
thenarrowgroupwhoqualifynow.
“There is now much greater public
awareness of the extent to which people
have found themselves dislocated
by technology or trade — more tech
than trade but both are real,” he says.
“President Trump talks about
building physical infrastructure but
human capital infrastructure is equally
important. Particularly the people who
supported him would benefit greatly
from mid-career training to get
themselves better jobs.”

Why digital
degrees may
finally be
coming of age
Continued from page 1
time is constantly being squeezed and
the demands of work heightened — you
can fit the distance-learning MBA
around your life,” he adds.
Imperial College Business School
launched its fully online global MBA
(GMBA) in January 2015. Now, with 220
students enrolled, it is the London
school’s biggest course. Most GMBA students would not consider a conventional MBA, says David Lefevre, director of Imperial’s Edtech Lab.
“There is a growing proportion of
MBA students who routinely work and
collaborate online and across time
zones,” he says. “To these students, the
blended approach is completely natural
and it is the value of the purely face-toface traditional MBA format that needs
explaining.”
For all the growth of the online
market, at many schools there remains a
dichotomy between teaching purely digitally and bringing students to campus.
In Spain, IE Business School prides itself
on the technology at its Madrid campus,
such as the WOW Room (Window on the
World), whose wall of 48 screens enables
professors to hold interactive lectures
withstudentswatchingonline.
The school has used online content
for the past 15 years to teach MBA students and it is integral to the experience
of coming to the school, says Jolanta
Golanowska, IE’s director of learning
innovation. But IE, which has a corporate learning alliance with the FT, has
yet to offer a purely online MBA.
“We believe very strongly that there is
a need for connecting people in person,”
Ms Golanowska says. “People don’t just
do an MBA for knowledge, but for personal advancement, so they need to network. If you try to do that online, it
doesn’t have the same depth as if you do
it in the classroom.”
Also in Spain, Esade, which the FT
ranks among the top 20 full-time MBAs,
does not run an online MBA but does use
technology to supplement teaching at its
Barcelona campus. For example, a video
may be pre-recorded by the tutor so that
more lecture room time can be devoted
to group learning and discussion.
The school does offer purely online
teaching, but it is aimed at the executive
education market, reaching people who
are in work and at a later stage in their
career and who might struggle to justify
coming to Barcelona to study full time.
Esade, too, emphasises the importance of the campus experience.
“We are fortunate to be in a city
where people want to be,” says
Jonathan Wareham, professor of information systems. “For the courses we
run on the campus the question is not
whether to do it online or offline but
how to use technology to help the student learn while here.”
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The alumni view Graduates tell Ian Wylie that flexibility is a big attraction of the online MBA — but self-discipline is essential
Lydia
Wilkinson

Isaac Were

Mark Boone

Thomas
McCord

Karla
Hernandez

Online MBA,
Indiana
University:
Kelley, US.
Global project manager at Eli Lilly, the
pharmaceutical group.

Online MBA,
Durham
University
Business School,
UK. Provides
audit, tax and advisory services to
small and medium enterprises.

Online MBA,
University of
Massachusetts
Amherst:
Isenberg, US.
Insurance product development
manager; attorney, US Army Reserve.

Online MBA,
Arizona State
University: Carey,
US. Technical
implementation analyst, Medtronic,
a medical technology company.

International
Managerial MBA
— Virtual,
Centrum Católica,
Peru. Runs her own human resources
and leadership consultancy.

Learning to work virtually is essential
today. By going to school online, I
became very comfortable working
virtually and building relationships with
people from all over the world.
Students at Kelley, guided by a staff
member and the professor, get a chance
to provide consulting services to
international businesses. I travelled to
businesses in South Africa and Myanmar
with my colleagues, which was the
highlight of my academic career.
Studying online does require more
discipline — partly because you may be
working full-time and have other
responsibilities, such as caring for a
family. It can be a steep learning curve.

The online mode of delivery was pretty
much effective. Students were engaged
in all the coursework exercises, prompt
feedback was provided and we’ve been
adequately equipped with knowledge
that we can apply in the workplace.
I did my bachelors degree on campus,
and in my experience an off-campus
teaching and learning method can have
more rigour than on-campus delivery.
The off-campus method calls for more
discipline on the part of the student —
you’re not in a lecture theatre with a
professor motivating you to give your
all. But at Durham, my lecturers and
professors were always available to
offer timely assistance.

The professors teaching the online MBA
also taught the full-time MBA on
campus, so I felt it carried credibility.
Amherst isn’t far from where I live — I
liked that in case I ever needed to go to
campus for anything.
I have a hectic schedule, so doing the
MBA online allowed me to study at my
own pace and in the convenience of my
own home or when I was travelling. The
discussions may not have been as
immediate as in a classroom but, in a
world gone crazy with social media
saturation, that may not be a bad thing.
Online learning demands discipline,
completing assignments on time to be
able to take part in the discussions.

I’m a late-night sort of person and value
flexibility when I study. Likewise, I’m a
bit of a technophile and adept at
researching topics online. I’ve always
retained knowledge better from reading
materials than lectures, so I was geared
towards this style of education.
However, I missed the social aspect
and group activities were a little bit of
an adventure. Likewise, trying to get
office time to speak to a professor was
not a possibility unless you were going
to chat over instant messaging or email.
Networking still matters a lot so if you
plan on doing an online MBA, I’d suggest
choosing a school near where you plan
to spend the bulk of your career.

I travel a lot and that makes it hard to
attend a classroom, so the virtual MBA
was the best option. It allowed me to be
connected at all times, check my
information, read, take part in forums
moderated by professors and interact
through Skype with my classmates.
You’re required to come to campus once
a year for a week to receive courses that
are better taught in classes.
I think the key to success is simple —
if you invest in studying at a good
business school that provides you with
professional professors, technological
tools, libraries, platforms, intermediation
and a jobcentre, you’ll accomplish
your goals.
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A female-friendly alternative
Gender Some schools
have found that the
appeal of remote study
can be a tool to address
imbalance in the sector,
writes Sarah Murray

R

edressing the gender imbalance among students is high
on the agenda for many business schools. While most
struggle, others have seen an
opportunity in the potential appeal to
women of online MBAs and have
focused on recruiting female students.
There are signs that these efforts are
paying off. In some cases online MBAs
attract a significantly higher proportion
of women than full-time or executive
programmes.
AtWarwickBusinessSchoolintheUK,
for example, women make up 24 per
cent of students on the full-time course
and 22 per cent on the executive MBA,
but account for 32 per cent on the Distance Learning MBA. At Babson College
in Massachusetts, US, women make up
40 per cent of the intake on the Blended
Learning MBA — a programme that is
mostly online with face-to face elements
— for the 2015-16 academic year. That
compares with 34 per cent for the
school’stwo-yearfull-time MBA.
Education consultancy CarringtonCrisp has noted a similar trend. When it
asked prospective MBA students to
select their preferred method of study,
full-time options were relatively gender-balanced. One-year campus
courses were picked by 28 per cent of
men and 26 per cent of women. For
two-year programmes the split was 27
per cent for men and 23 per cent for
women. This was reversed for online
MBAs, which were chosen by 22 per
cent of women compared with 16 per
cent of men.
Industry-wide data are scarce and
inconclusive, however. FT statistics
show that women account for 32 per
cent of students on 20 online MBAs in
this year’s ranking. Directly comparable figures are unavailable because of
the way and times data are gathered but
the overall proportion of women on 100

Home advantage: cost and flexibility are factors in favour of online MBAs — Getty

Profile Teaching style fits a busy schedule
As an operations leader at RSA Group,
a large insurer, Zoe Banks manages
teams totalling about 300 people
across the UK.
After leaving school without further
education and working her way up
through the company, she wanted
more business skills but was
worried about taking a
break from her career.
Her solution was an
online MBA.
“I work in a very
male-dominated
industry so it’s
challenging to get up
to the level where I am,”
she says. “The fear is
that you’re not going to get

FT-ranked full-time MBAs is slightly
higher at 35 per cent.
What is clear is that the proportion of
women on certain online programmes —
including some highly ranked MBAs —
outstrips that forcampusdegrees.

back in or that you’ll lose momentum.”
The programme — Warwick
Business School’s Distance Learning
MBA — also accommodates her
demanding travel schedule. Materials
can be downloaded and finished
offline and lectures are recorded so
she can watch them at any time.
However, she has found
another advantage: its
relative gender
neutrality. “In a
face-to-face situation,
the first thing you
notice is whether they
are male or female —
that’s secondary when
you’re online,” she says.
SM

What might be the appeal? Some reasons are well understood. “It’s the flexibility of the online study that makes it
easier for women, particularly if they
have young children,” says Andrew
Crisp,co-founderofCarringtonCrisp.

Ability to study while working
opens door for the time-poor
Flexibility

Online learning is an option
for those who may not
otherwise be able to do an
MBA, writes Jonathan Moules
Khilona Radia was about to return to
full-time education at London Business
School when two events made her abandon her long-held goal of getting a business education.
First, her husband was offered a medical research post in their native Cape
Town. Then she discovered that she was
expecting their first child. Ms Radia felt
she had no choice but to suspend a
career spanning banking and management consultancy to allow the family to
leave the UK for South Africa.
A decade later, and now an entrepreneur working on a start-up, Antrum Biotech, Ms Radia is at last getting a UK
business education. This time, however,
she is doing so virtually from South
Africa, through Imperial College Business School’sGlobalOnline MBA.
Online MBA courses attract an older,
more diverse group of students than traditional campus-based equivalents. Ms
Radia is 34, whereas the average MBA
students is 29. “We have a decent
number of fortysomethings in my
cohort,”sheadds.
The aims of those taking up an online
education often differ from traditional
MBA students, who tend either to be trying to move up the career ladder or aiming to switch to another industry while
increasingtheirsalary.
“When I first got a place [at London
Business School] it was about career
growth,” says Ms Radia, who was then
marketing and sales director for outsourcing business Sitel and hoped for a
place on the board. “Now it is about getting out of my comfort zone.”
She adds that both the hard skills she
is learning in finance and the softer leadership skills are important when trying
to build a business.
The flexibility of the course has been
an advantage as she juggles running a
new business with family responsibilities.
In the future, deciding to
take an online MBA rather
than a campus programme
may become more commonplace, according to David

Lefevre, head of Imperial’s Edtech Lab.
He also thinks more students may
choose to switch from campus to online
degrees in the middle of courses if their
circumstances change, though he adds
that this has only happened in a couple
of cases out of 220 people currently on
the Imperial onlineMBA.
Flexibility appeals to all sorts of students, says Mr Lefevre, adding that up to
a fifth of places on some electives for the
online MBA are filled by people on the
full-time campus course. This flexibility
attracts people who want to study without having to taketimeoffwork,hesays.
Other schools actively market the
benefits of working while studying
online. MBA@UNC, a programme run

‘When I first got a place it
was about career growth.
Now it is about getting
out of my comfort zone’
by University of North Carolina’s KenanFlagler Business School, allows students
to continue their work and family life
without relocating. Since the MBA’s
launch in 2011, the school says that 76
per cent of participants have been promoted or changedjobswhileenrolled.
Susan Cera, a director at Stratus
Admissions Counseling, which advises
MBA candidates, recalls a client who
abandoned plans to take a full-time

course in favour of the Cross Continent
MBA run by Duke University’s Fuqua
School of Business, also in North Carolina. A selling point was the ability to
apply what he learnt to challenges he
was facing as a founder, she says.
Studying for an MBA while working
might seem suited to the era of the gig
economy, with many people freelancing.
But there have always been those who
want to work and study like this,
although this was more difficult before
thegrowthofonlineeducation.
Omar Picone Chiodo is a masters
graduate now studying for an online
MBA, yet he has never been a full-time
student. The 36-year-old Italian, who
works in Brussels, says that as a school
leaver he reasoned that gaining experience in the corporate world was too
important to delay for university.
His professors at the Politecnico di
Torino allowed him to complete a bachelors degree in computer engineering
and a masters in industrial engineering
management while working and without attending lectures. He read coursebooks in the evening and met his tutors
for seminars outside office hours.
“It was not ideal,” Mr Picone Chiodo
says, adding that his grades might have
been higher had he spent more time on
campus. He also took twice as long as
other students to complete the courses.
He has no regrets about his approach,
however, noting that it gave him five
years more experience in a salaried job
than his peers, something he says has
pushedhimfurtherupthecareerladder.
The availability of fully online postgraduate business degree courses has
given Mr Picone Chiodo a chance to further his education while working full
time. He is in his second year of Warwick Business School’s Distance Learning MBA, which can take from two to
four years. His evenings are spent studying, while by day he works as a product manager at the European Network
of Transmission System Operators for
Electricity, a regulation advisory business based in Brussels.
“It would be practically impossible for
me to make the next step in my career
withoutanMBA,”hesays.
There is also another advantage
— Mr Picone Chiodo estimates
that he is about €150,000 better
off by not forgoing a salary
while he studies.
Virtually in the UK:
Khilona Radia

Babson makes it as easy as possible
for parents to attend the face-to-face
components of its course. “They have to
balance children, work and time to go
to [business] school,” says Colleen
Hynes, senior associate director of
graduate admissions. “So we lay the
schedule out very far in advance — at
least a year.”
Cost may be another factor. In a separate study, CarringtonCrisp found that
47 per cent of women, compared with 38
per cent of men, would choose one
school over another because its fees
were lower.
Beyond flexibility and cost, subtle factors such as culture may be at work.
“MBAs have a reputation for being
quite masculine in their orientation,”
says Julie Cogin, director of the Australian Graduate School of Management
(AGSM) at the University of New South
Wales Business School.
The school’s MBAx programme combines an online management MBA with
specialisations including social impact
and technology.
MBA study can be “a competitive and
aggressive environment”, says Prof
Cogin. “Some women are put off by that
and feel an outside classroom environment might be more conducive.”
Studying online provides a more gender-blind form of learning. “It eliminates many of the physical biases in a
classroom because you don’t know what
somebody looks like,” says Prof Cogin.
Warwick Business School is using several strategies to attract more women,
says Vikki Abusidualghoul, assistant
dean for blended programmes.
“It’s about [increasing awareness] of
the flexibility, using more women to
promote the course and having more
women teaching,” she says.
Scholarships are another tool schools
can use. For example, AGSM offers
scholarships to women who want to
study online, including one for those
who want to focus on technology.
For business schools, in reputational
terms there is more at stake than filling
courses with top female candidates. The
apparent greater appeal of online
courses to women presents an opportunity to help them tackle the broader
problem of the persistent gender imbalanceinmanagementeducation.

Moocs with a difference Massive open online
courses go beyond the basics of business
FT Mooc Tracker lists more than 400
courses at ft.com/mooc.
Digital Accessibility: Enabling
Participation in the Information
Society (FutureLearn)
The course shows how technologies,
documents and websites can be
developed to be accessible for users
with disabilities. Employers learn how
such inclusive technologies can
increase the market for products and
services. There were 3,000 enrolments
when the course was launched in 2016.
A second run started this February
and the Mooc currently has more than
3,600 students.
Time commitment Five weeks with a
workload of three hours a week.
Certification Students can obtain a
certificate of achievement for £59 plus
delivery. They must complete at least
90 per cent of course tasks and
attempt all test questions, achieving a
total score of more than 70 per cent.
There is a single online test at the end
of the course.
Essential Tools for the Low Carbon
Economy (edX)
Students play the role of employees in
a fictional company and are scored on
how effectively they limit the carbon
dioxide emissions of the business
while ensuring it is financially viable.
Enrolments have exceeded 1,300
since the course was launched last
month. From May the course will be
self-paced, giving students greater
flexibility.
Time commitment Five weeks with
a workload of two to three hours
a week.
Certification Students can obtain an
optional verified certificate for $99 if
they achieve a pass mark of 70 per
cent across all assessments.
Mindfulness for Wellbeing and Peak
Performance (FutureLearn)
This Mooc is based on the idea that
everyone can benefit from
mindfulness — a practice involving
focusing on the present — in both
their professional and their personal
lives. The course comprises a series of
training exercises intended to promote
awareness, relaxation, wellbeing and

improved performance. Since its
launch in 2015, it has attracted
190,000 learners. The Mooc ran three
times in 2016, with a total of 110,000
enrolments. The next course begins on
May 15.
Time commitment Six weeks with a
workload of three hours a week.
Certification Students must complete
at least 90 per cent of course tasks to
receive a certificate of achievement
costing £49 plus delivery. There are no
exams to obtain the certificate.
The 3D Printing Revolution
(Coursera)
The ability to create objects using a
printer is potentially revolutionary for
many sectors. This Mooc explores
what the impact of the technology
might be and teaches students how
to print and customise 3D designs.
The course has attracted nearly
10,700 enrolments since its first run
in 2016.
Time commitment Two weeks with a
workload of three to four hours a
week. Assignments can be completed
in one month or less.
Certification To earn a certificate,
learners pay a monthly fee of $49 and
must complete the course in 180 days
from the payment date and gain a
mark of at least 70 per cent on all
graded assignments.
Understanding Venture Capitalists:
How to Get Money for Your Start-Up
(edX)
One of the biggest hurdles facing
would-be entrepreneurs is how to
secure funds to launch their business.
The Mooc provides tips from business
founders and venture capitalists to
help entrepreneurs develop their
negotiation skills and learn what
happens when a venture capitalist
comes on board. There were 14,949
enrolments in the first run from
January 2016.
Time commitment Six weeks with a
workload of four to five hours a week.
Certification Learners can obtain an
optional verified certificate for $99 if
they gain a minimum pass mark of 80
per cent across all recap questions and
an online exam.
Wai Kwen Chan

