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Abstract: In 2015 the National Open Education Platform has been started in Russia in response to global 
challenge from promptly developing foreign MOOC platforms. The project created by eight leading national 
universities with support of the Ministry of Education and Science of Russia improves quality, usefulness, and 
availability of Russian education.  
The article describes experience of implementing e-learning in Ural Federal University exploring the basic 
issues which arose while using open on-line courses in the university educational process. Economic and other 
effects of open education development for the university have been assessed. The authors have described 
different models of entering open education market either as developers of open on-line courses or 
consumers of new educational product. Risks, existing barriers, and possible options of further growth have 
been analysed. The article contains description of specific practices which can be used to increase open 
education efficiency or rapid development of this area in a university. 
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1. Introduction 

Open education is becoming a reality all over the world due to the development of e-learning technologies. 
The term "e-learning" emerged in the early 1990s, and was introduced into the Russian legislation in 2012. 
Although open education is a huge success, its rapid development led to the practice outrunning the theory 
(Deimann et al, 2013), which resulted in the insufficient use of scientific data, and in searches conducted 
immediately during the implementation of projects. This gave rise to a variety of formats of educational 
products. Speaking of the concept of development of the Russian Federation Open Education National 
Platform, Ural Federal University being a party to its creation, first of all, we analyse meaningful empirical 
experience, which helps in determining the strategic development priorities.   

2. Discussion 

At least three components are required for the National MOOC platform to develop as an effective educational 
resource:  

 cooperation among the universities developing the courses in order to create and implement 
educational products;  

 consumers of educational products and services, ready to interact with the content actively and 
systematically;  

 economic and financial basis ensuring the project sustainable development.  
Experience and forecasts may be systematized using the analysis of the processes related to the formation of 
these components. The processes of creating the educational courses, their promotion, structuring, etc. are 
outside the scope of our research. 

2.1 Forms of cooperation among universities 

E-learning is one of the areas where the cooperation of universities, including Russian ones, is economically 
and substantively justified. It allows to reduce the operation costs of expensive platforms for open on-line 
courses and to accelerate the university education technological development. On-line courses make virtual 
academic mobility possible without any financial costs and complex logistics of the educational process. The 
MOOC technology involves multiple use of the high-quality content once created. Every university needs to 
have it created, but it is impractical for the universities when they are autonomous. First of all, it concerns 
basic courses with practically the same content in different universities. 
The countries decided on different forms of cooperation among universities in the area of e-learning. The state 
assumed the key role in China, France, and India, selecting the universities tasked to create the content of 
courses, whereas the US universities joined their forces themselves. This subject is still being discussed in 



 
 

different countries. For example, in 2015 the Danish Ministry of Education has launched an initiative to "take 
on more than a supporting role" and to increase the degree of MOOC formality (Baas et al, 2015). In Russia a 
mixed model is implemented: the leading universities' initiative in the development of open on-line education 
received government support from the Russian Ministry of Education and Science. The universities established 
the National Open Education Platform Association, which became the main mechanism of such interaction. 
The Association became a tool for joint investments into creation and development of the platform, 
establishment of uniform requirements for the courses' quality, external motivation of the universities. 

2.2 Consumers of educational products and services  

The contemporary society is changing the model of a learner (Chernykh, 2012). The learner is required to be 
motivated and capable of continuing constant education (for example, the Lifelong Learning concept 
(Longworth et al, 2010), to be able to systematically learn new information according to emerging problems. 
Serikov (2008) talks about the strengthening of the position of a learner as a subject of their own education, 
capable of planning content, technologies, and forms of receiving it.  
In response to these principles the educational platform should submit a product that meets the "liquid 
modernity" parameters (Bauman, 2000). One of the options to achieve the desired product features is 
presented in the connectivism approach (Bell, 2011), with its idea of organizing and improving connections 
between the blocks of information. It marks the "painful points" in structuring the content, which is required 
by learners, and shows the need for retraining teachers and restructuring their professional paradigm. 
Nowadays it is hard enough for the average Russian to get high-quality higher education. The outflow of 
teachers from the universities, the gap between the generations of teachers in a number of "applied" areas 
(such as construction, economy, PR, etc.), the reduction of school training level had adverse effects on it. The 
priority objective of the National Platform of Open Education project in Russia is to improve the quality of 
teaching basic Bachelor courses in all universities ensuring the formation of the basic competencies 
established by the federal state educational standards. 
The Russian legislation allows to implement two models of integrating on-line courses into the higher 
education system to grant the learner the independent option to choose the way of learning. The first model 
involves the learners' studying MOOCs independently with subsequent credit transfer by the university, where 
they study the educational programme. The second model is related to studying on-line courses of another 
university as a part of the educational programme. The second model is implemented both through the 
agreements between the universities, and by means of giving the learners a grant for them to independently 
choose the place and the way of studying a part of the programme. 
Over 80 courses had been created for the first year of the platform operation. The first experience of their use 
in the educational process showed a positive impact on the students' learning outcomes even when the 
traditional format courses were fully replaced with on-line ones. Here the need appeared for preserving the 
face-to-face contact of students and tutors, who help the learners in organizing the work with the on-line 
course. About 70–90 % of learners successfully finish on-line courses as part of a higher education programme, 
whereas for all learners this figure reaches only 15 percent.  
 

2.3 Economic aspect of the National Open Education Platform 

Openness of e-learning implies free unlimited access to the educational resource, regardless of the learner's 
level of education, age, location, financial abilities, and formal status. Thus the process of creating the national 
educational platform is labour-intensive and time-consuming, and therefore requires to be interpreted in 
terms of creating a sustainable financial model (Business Models for Online Higher Education, 2013 or 
Basovskiy, 2013), 
The basic costs of the implementation of educational programmes with the use of e-learning include the 
following: 

 costs of creating and maintaining the functioning of the platform, where the courses are placed; 
 costs of tutor and technical support of the course (if intermediate and final examinations are 

automated, these costs have no direct correlation with the number of learners); 
 payment for the job of proctors and assessors on conducting on-line examinations, and costs of person 

identification technical support; 
 payment of the general organizational costs of the educational process administrative support.  

Besides, the course implementation should provide for a return on investments into its creation and 
continuous update (Bystrova et al, 2015). Here certain proportions of payments may be divided between a 



 
 

university/an investor, and the authors of the courses. It makes the latter motivated to create a high-quality 
product. 
The economic potential of using MOOC in the educational process is great. If the cost of studying an open on-
line course and undertaking person identification measures ranges between $10–30, the reduction of the net 
cost of implementing parts of the educational programme in an average Russian university may range from 25 
to 75 %. The costs of creating and implementing on-line courses at the expense of the economic potential of 
their use are not that easy to cover. The economics of e-learning is built on mass inter-university application of 
the courses created, but the Russian education system provides no convenient mechanisms for financial 
settlements among the universities. Nowadays there are two approaches to solve this problem: the first one is 
to develop the forms of contractual relations among the universities; the second one is to transfer the funds 
for implementing the part of the educational programme to the learner, who makes the decisions on choosing 
what courses to study. Both approaches are being tested and, most likely, will complement each other. 
Acting both as a supplier and a consumer of educational programmes, in 2015 UrFU got an experience of using 
agreements on the network form of implementing educational programmes. Over 500 students finished on-
line courses that had been included into the basic educational programmes. The cost of studying the courses 
was reimbursed by means of cutting the costs of implementing the educational programmes inside the 
universities. The saved funds have been directed for changing the teaching methods in other parts of the 
educational programmes, in particular, for the introduction of project-based learning.  
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4. Conclusion 

The National Open Education Platform establishment has become an important milestone in the e-learning 
development in Russia. It has created the conditions for students of any educational institutions and private 
customers to choose on-line courses from leading Russian universities and transfer credits to their educational 
programmes. 
The initial empirical experience of the platform developers has revealed strengths and weaknesses of the on-
line courses, barriers and risks of using MOOCs in educational programmes. Further development of the 
project requires the theoretical understanding of the students' learning processes based on big data analysis. 
This will allow to work out a methodological approach for improving the MOOCs quality and increasing the 
effectiveness of e-learning in high education programmes. 
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