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Abstract 

An	overview	is	given	of	experiences	of	MOOCs	in	Iceland.	An	open	online	Icelandic	
language	course	from	2004	at	the	University	of	Iceland	(UI)	has	been	popular	and	
remains	open.	A	work	group,	formed	in	2013	by	the	president	of	the	UI,	analysed	
the	MOOC	landscape	and	gathered	data	about	students'	use	of	MOOCs	and	OERs.	
Recommendations	included	trialling	integration	of	international	MOOCs	in	UI	
courses.	In	2014,	opportunities	for	participation	in	MOOCs	were	provided	in	four	
courses,	in	some	cases	as	group	activity	with	discussion	of	experiences.	Other	
developments	include	a	2015	open	online	course	for	professional	development	on	
ICT	in	teaching	and	learning.	Over	300	teachers	were	registered	and	emphasis	was	
on	the	use	of	social	media	and	supporting	a	learning	community.	Results	from	
these	cases	indicate	importance	of	MOOCs	for	professional	development	but	the	
role	of	language,	culture	and	learning	communities	needs	further	attention.	
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1	 Introduction	
University	of	Iceland	(UI),	the	leading	university	in	Iceland,	was	established	in	
1911	but	until	then,	the	few	Icelanders	who	got	to	study	at	the	tertiary	level	had	
to	travel	abroad.	Graduate	programs	were	unavailable	in	most	areas	of	study	until	
the	late	20th	century.	The	Internet	revolutionised	access	in	the	country	to	scien-
tific	writing	and	research	and	facilitated	the	development	of	academic	programs	
at	the	University	of	Iceland	and	other	higher	education	institutions	in	the	country.	
A	distance	learning	program	online	with	campus	sessions	(Jakobsdóttir,	2008)	was	
developed	at	the	Iceland	University	of	Education	(IUE)	in	the	early	to	mid	90’s	
equalizing	access	to	teacher	education	(Jóhannsdóttir,	2010).	In	2008	IUE	merged	
with	IU	and	became	the	School	of	Education	within	UI.	There	was	a	wide	gap	be-
tween	the	institutions	regarding	online	learning.	About	two	thirds	of	the	2,382	IUE	
students	were	distance	learners	in	the	school	year	prior	to	merger	but	only	about	
3%	of	the	9,783	UI	students	(Geirsdóttir	et	al.,	2007).	A	work	group	before	the	
merging	of	the	two	universities	recommended	that	the	UI	would	open	access	to	
many	more		of	their	programs	for	distance	learners.	However,	these	plans	were	
not	put	into	action,	perhaps	partly	due	to	the	financial	crash	in	the	country	which	
occurred	around	the	same	time	and	the	merger.	Most	UI	programs	and	courses	
remained	closed	for	distance	learners.	Among	exceptions	were	UI	Icelandic	Online	
courses,	first	offered	in		2004,	which	were	open	for	anyone	on	a	continuous	basis.	
At	the	same	time	worldwide,	online	teaching	and	learning	was	developing	at	the	
university	level	and	MOOCs	emerged	as	a	form	of	distance	education.	Institutional	
strategic	planning	in	relation	to	MOOCs	became	increasingly	common,	and	at	the	
end	of	2012		-	“The	year	of	the	MOOC”		the	president	of	UI	started	a	work	group	
which	examined	the	“MOOC	landscape”	and	made	recommendations	for	the	UI	in	
relation	to	online	and	blended	learning.	At	that	time	stories	had	been	circulating	
about	courses	in	the	UI	engineering	department	where	some	students	chose	not	
to	show	up	in	classes,	but	only	for	final	exams	because	they	were	taking	similar	
courses	for	free	at	elite	US	universities	(MOOCs).	The	following	year	a	project	
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group	of	academics	tested	the	use	of	MOOCs	within	UI	courses.1	These	and	later	
developments	will	be	described	further	in	this	paper.	

2	 MOOCs	in	Iceland	
2.1	 Icelandic	Online:	courses	2004	to	present	
Around	the	world	there	are	few	and	scattered	learners	of	Icelandic	as	a	se-
cond/foreign	language	(Arnbjörnsdóttir,	2004).	Icelandic	is	a	highly	inflected	lan-
guage	and	challenging	for	beginning	learners.	The	designers	of	Icelandic	Online	
predicted	that	distance	CALL	(computer	assisted	language	learning)	could	provide	
good	solutions	for	studying	small	languages	like	Icelandic.	In	2008,	13,000-14,000	
students	had	signed	up	for	the	Icelandic	Online	site	and	there	were	ca.	2,300	ac-
tive	users	and	500	daily	visitors	(Arnbjörnsdóttir,	2008).	Recent	analysis	of	the	
participation	in	seven	courses	at	the	site	for	the	last	eight	years	shows	that	there	
were	about	140,000	visitors	with	43,000	active	learners	(Friðriksdóttir	&	Arn-
björnsdóttir,	2015).	There	have	been	three	delivery	modes	available	for	the	
courses:	self-study	online,	blended	mode	(used	on	the	UI	campus	with	a	tutor/in	a	
course	but	self-directed);	and	a	distance	mode	(online	with	a	tutor	and	a	fee).	
Preliminary	findings	indicated	completion	rates	from	2%	to	18%	across	courses.	
The	highest	retention	is	in	the	blended	mode.	Further	studies	are	being	planned	
to	better	understand	factors	influencing	learners’	decisions	to	withdraw	or	persist	
and	to	see	how	or	whether	the	courses	have	supported	language	acquisition.	The	
courses	have	had	great	impact	on	access	to	the	study	of	modern	Icelandic	(Haf-
steinsson	et	al.,	2013).	

2.2		 UI	work	group	2013:	MOOC	landscape,	UI	strategy	
The	workgroup	examined	14	providers	of	MOOCs	(active	in	February	2013)	or	
open	courseware2,	which	were	listed	on	Mooc.ca3	(Hafsteinsson	et	al.,	2013).	

                                                        
1 I, the author of this paper, was a member of both of these groups. 
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The	majority	of	the	providers	were	US-based	(others	from	Australia,	Ireland,	the	
UK,	and	international/UN),	and	English	was	the	main	teaching	language.	Alison	
offered	500	courses	(not	all	free,	unclear	how	many	were	at	the	university	level),	
Coursera	offered	over	300	and	Udemy	260	but	most	providers	offered	7	to	92	
courses.	Number	of	students	listed	in	each	course	was	variable	(from	one	to	tens	
of	thousands).	This	finding	resulted	in	the	workgroup	deciding	to	rather	use	the	
concept	OOC	than	MOOC	when	translating	it	into	Icelandic	(Icelandic:	"opið	
netnámskeið").	Pedagogical	models	also	varied	by	provider	with	Coursera	adver-
tising	mastery	learning	(xMOOC)	and	Alison	interactive	self-paced	learning.	Open-
Learning	and	P2P	learning	appeared	to	provide	cMOOCs	and	Udacity	and	edX	
advertised	varied	teaching	methods.	OLI	emphasised	learning	by	doing	and	inter-
active	simulations.	The	workgroup	collected	date	from	UI	students	in	a	survey	
open	in	April	and	May	2013.	There	were	503	answers	(from	14,009	registered	
students,	only	4%	participation	rate).4	Of	those	who	answered	12%	had	complet-
ed	a	MOOC	course,	20%	had	explored	a	foreign	MOOC	course	without	completing	
it	and	75%	had	used	open	educational	content	(e.g.	on	Youtube)	in	their	courses.	
In	the	work	group	report,	challenges	in	relation	to	MOOCs	were	discussed	includ-
ing	finances,	certification	and	testing,	drop-out	and	self-discipline,	and	course	
evaluation.	One	chapter	addressed	the	issue	of	language	as	it	is	the	official	policy	
of	the	UI	(from	2004),	supported	by	a	2009	national	parliamentary	resolution,	that	
the	spoken	and	written	language	of	the	UI	is	Icelandic	in	teaching,	research	and	
administration.	The	main	teaching	language	in	most	programs	of	study	is	ex-

                                                                                                                                             
2 Alison, Open Learning Initiative (OLI), Coursera, edX, MIT Open courseware, Open 

Learning, OpenLearn, P2P University, Stanford‘s Free Online Courses, Udacity, Udemy, 
University of the people, Wikieducator content, Open Yale Courses 

3 Mooc.ca is provided by Stephen Downes and George Siemens as a place to host MOOC 
news and information. 

4 These included 60% undergraduate and 74% female participants (UI statistics showed 68 
and 65% respectively during the time of the study). 
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pected	to	be	Icelandic	especially	at	the	undergraduate	level.	The	workgroup	
warned	against	a	possible	trend	where	students,	particularly	undergraduates	
would	be	able	to	substitute	MOOC	courses	entirely	for	UI	courses	taught	in	Ice-
landic.	The	recommendations	by	the	workgroup	included	that	each	of	the	five	UI	
schools	would	consider	the	design	of	more	UI	MOOCs	(e.g.	geology,	Medieval	
Icelandic	Studies)	with	special	funding	which	would	also	be	used	to	explore	MOOC	
integration	within	two	to	three	courses	in	each	of	the	five	schools	of	the	UI.	

2.3		 UI	MOOC	project	group	2014:	MOOC	integration	in	UI	courses	
The	UI	decided	to	go	ahead	with	integration	of	MOOCs.	At	the	end	of	2013	a	pro-
ject	group	advertised	for	faculty	members.	Eight	answered,	six	attended	the	first	
meeting,	and	teachers	of	four	courses	in	the	Schools	of	Humanities	(SH),	Health	
Sciences	(SHS)	and	Education	(SE)	participated	in	the	trial	(Hafsteinsson,	Geirsdót-
tir,	&	Haraldsson,	2014).	The	courses	and	associated	MOOCs	are	shown	in	Table	1.		

Table	1:	Overview	of	UI	courses	in	a	trial	with	MOOC	integration	

Course (School) No. of 
students 

Associated MOOCs Providers 

Computers and  
language (SH) 

12 Corpus Linguistics FutureLearn 

Biostatistics I (SHS) 5 out of 
70 

Statistical Reasoning 
for Public Health 

Coursera 

Learning and teaching on 
the Internet (SE) 

12 K-12 Blended &  
Online Learning 

Coursera 

Distance education (SE) 17 Several5 Coursera; Universi-
ty of Alaska 

                                                        
5 Two groups of 5 to 6 students all selected the same course: K-12 Blended & Online Lear-

ning. One group of 5 students selected different courses: K-12 Blended & Online Learn-
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The	experiences	of	the	teachers	and	students	in	these	trials	were	mostly	positive.	
Students	felt,	for	example,	that	the	courses	were	well	organised	and	fit	well	into	
the	UI	courses	involved.	The	learning	communities	formed	in	some	cases	may	
have	been	important	as	students	could	help	each	other	and	were	kept	on	track	
and	being	evaluated	by	the	UI	academic	staff.	In	the	two	courses	within	the	
School	of	Education,	students	were	not	only	taking	the	MOOCs	for	the	content	
but	also	evaluating	and	examining	MOOCs	as	such	because	the	experience	linked	
well	with	the	main	focus	of	the	courses	involved.	One	group	of	graduate	students,	
who	had	all	signed	up	for	an	xMOOC	Coursera	course,	felt	that	even	if	they	were	
very	positive	at	first	they	became	more	critical	as	the	course	progressed.	Learning	
was	more	“parrot	style”,	not	really	academic,	with	automatic	testing	and	the	con-
tent	too	much	linked	to	US	culture.	However,	they	saw	great	potential	in	partici-
pating	in	MOOCs	for	professional	development.	

2.4		 Other	experiences:	ICT	and	professional	development	of	teach-
ers	
From	2014	all	has	been	rather	quiet	regarding	MOOCs	at	the	UI	from	the	adminis-
trative	standpoint.	However,	grass	root	developments	include	continuing	informal	
trials	at	the	School	of	Education	with	nesting	of	MOOCs	within	courses	and	as	an	
option	for	students	who	need	credit	and	signing	up	for	independent	“reading	
courses”,	for	example,		in	the	area	of	ICT	and	media	in	education.	An	example	of	
this	is	a	pair	graduate	students	(co-workers	at	an	upper	secondary	school)	who	
registered	for	a	course	on	Python	programming	with	the	intent	to	create	an	OER	
resource	for	Icelandic	programming	teachers.		

Another	example	is	a	2015	course	developed	by	a	group	associated	with	the	Ice-
landic	EducationPlaza	(Jakobsdóttir	et	al.,	2013)	which	is	linked	to	UI	and	supports	
the	professional	development	of	Icelandic	teachers.	The	group	won	a	grant	from	
                                                                                                                                             

ing, Gamification, How viruses cause disceases, Digital citizenship and ethics in educati-
onal technology. One student chose Introduction to finance. 
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the	Icelandic	Ministry	of	Education	and	Culture	to	run	a	year	long	course	on	ICT	in	
education	for	practicing	teachers.	The	course	is	mostly	organized	like	a	cMOOC	
but	in	a	hybrid	mode.	It	is	online	(webinars,	Facebook,	blogs)	but	includes	an	op-
tional	campus	session	(4	hour)	and	a	minimal	registration	fee	(ca.	40	euros).	Well	
over	300	teachers	signed	up	for	the	course	and	preliminary	data	indicates	that	the	
participants	have	been	very	happy	with	it	and	this	form	of	professional	develop-
ment	(Thayer,	2015).	A	study	on	the	course	is	in	the	planning	stages.	Other	recent	
examples	include	an	involvement	of	UI	faculty		in	the	Nordic	Network	of	Adult	
education.	The	network	recently	did	a	feasibility	study	and	recommended	the	
design	and	development	of	a		Nordic	education	MOOC	for	teachers	in	the	field	of	
basic	skills	for	adults	(NVL,	2015).	

3	 Conclusions	
Smaller	countries	and	universities	have	to	think	carefully	about	why	and	if	they	
should	design	or	open	up	courses	to	the	world.	Language	is	an	important	issue	
and	in	some	cases	it	may	be	more	important	to	focus	on	learning	opportunities	at	
the	national	or	local	level	rather	than	the	whole	world.	In	that	case	the	concept	
"massive"	is	a	relative	term.	As	an	example	over	300	Icelandic	teachers	represent	
about	0.1%	of	the	population	of	Iceland	and	6-	7%	of	all	teachers	at	the	primary	
and	lower	secondary	level	in	the	country.6	Results	from	the	experiences	reported	
in	this	paper	indicate	great	potential	and	importance	of	MOOCs	for	professional	
development.	MOOCs	oriented	towards	smaller	language	areas	may	become	
extremely	important	and	can	reach	a	high	percentage	of	the	target	groups	
involved	even	if	participation	is	hardly	on	a	"massive"	scale.	Such	MOOCs	could	
perhaps	be	referred	to	simply	as	OOCs.	For	small	universities	that	may	not	be	able	
to	offer	a	large	selection	of	courses	MOOCs	can	also	be	very	useful.	However	the	
role	of	language,	culture	and	learning	communities	needs	further	attention.	

                                                        
6 Statistics Iceland (http://www.hagstofan.is) reports 4596 teachers in 2014 at that school 

level. 
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