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Abstract 
The concept of Engaged Scholarship emerged as reaction to the failure of business 

schools to produce research that advances practice and creates value for individuals 

outside the academy. The literature proposes several models of engaged scholarship, but 

there is a paucity of studies presenting and testing practical ways of implementing an 

engaged scholarship. This paper fills this gap by exploring the role of a Massive Open 

Online Course as tool for the implementation of an engaged scholarship in Operations 

and Supply Chain Management. The test is based on the analysis of the comments of a 

MOOC on Supply Chains. 
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Introduction 

Supply chains allow the exchange of goods between businesses and consumers and 

affect the standard of living in multiple ways, for instance by influencing environmental 

pollution. As societies become more aware of the importance of supply chains, they are 

increasingly studied in academia and cited in the media. However, despite their 

popularity in these domains, supply chains are still largely invisible to individuals. 

 Individuals are the agents driving supply chains as consumers that can be encouraged 

to buy differently, and experts and policy makers are increasingly aware of the 

importance of individual behavioural change for the success and the sustainability of 

supply chains (Parr, 2008). The benefits for supply chains from individual behavioural 

change regard the three dimensions of sustainability. For instance, from an economic 

perspective, consumers can create a more stable demand that is cheaper, easier to fulfil, 

and creates less waste. From a social perspective, consumers aware of the social 

footprint of the products they buy can make more informed choices and reflect on 
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whether a very cheap product can ensure a fair return to everyone in the supply chain. 

From an environmental perspective, the environmental footprint of products can raise 

questions on whether consumers should reduce the consumption of certain items or buy 

seasonally. The pivotal role of individuals raises the question on how specific 

behaviours can be encouraged, how the knowledge on supply chains can be enhanced 

among individuals outside academia, and, more generally, how academia should relate 

to individuals outside the academy. 

 The concept of engaged scholarship (see e.g. Van de Ven and Johnson, 2006) 

emerged with the purpose of promoting research that advances practice and creates 

value for individuals outside of the academy, as current education approaches by 

business schools failed to bridge the gap between academia and society (see e.g. 

Mckelvey, 2006). Therefore, engaged scholarship models propose specific approaches 

for developing a new engaged relationship between academics and individuals outside 

the academy. 

 While these studies create the theoretical background for the development of an 

engaged scholarship, there is a paucity of studies presenting and testing practical ways 

of implementing an engaged scholarship. 

 This paper aims at filling this gap by exploring the role of a Massive Open Online 

Course (MOOC) as a platform for impact based learning in Operations and Supply 

Chain Management (O&SCM). A MOOC is an open educational resource consisting of 

“digitised materials offered freely and openly for educators, students and self-learners to 

use and reuse for teaching, learning and research” (Hylén and Schuller, 2007, p. 30).  

This type of tool has a high potential for the implementation of an engaged scholarship 

because of its accessibility, flexibility, and the possibility of engaging a broad audience 

of learners with different perspectives and backgrounds. The conditions and the design 

choices that allow the exploitation of this potential are however unclear. 

 The paper is structured as follows. Section 2 presents an overview of the literature on 

engaged scholarship and MOOCs. Section 3 explains the research methodology. Section 

4 presents the results that are then discussed in section 5. Finally, section 6 summarises 

the conclusions of the study. 

 

Literature Review  

This study builds on two different streams of research: engaged scholarship and role of 

MOOCS in higher education. The following section presents an overview of these two 

research streams and proposes a conceptual framework used as basis for the empirical 

work. 

 

Engaged Scholarship 

The studies on engaged scholarship emerged as reaction to the failure of business 

schools to produce research that advances practice and promotes collaboration between 

academics and individuals outside the academy (McKelvey 2006). 

 Ernest Boyer (1990, 1996) first introduced the concept of engaged scholarship and 

listed four essential functions for academics that include the creation of knowledge 

(scholarship of discovery), the creation of connections across disciplines and the 

functions of research (scholarship of integration), the knowledge transfer to students 

(scholarship of teaching), and application of the knowledge in practice (scholarship of 

application). Boyer also observes how faculty reward systems often do not match 

academic functions, and professors often find themselves caught between competing 

obligations (1996). 
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 Building on Boyer’s studies, Van de Ven and Johnson (2006) reflect on the difficulty 

of creating an engaged scholarship because of how academic knowledge in transferred 

and because academics and practitioners live in different knowledge worlds. One of 

these differences regards, for instance, the fact that scientists study generalizable and 

context free problems while practitioners use knowledge that is site- and situation-

specific, customised, and derived from experience. Having reflected on these 

difficulties, Van de Ven and Johnson propose a solution for an engaged scholarship that 

consists of four steps in a participatory research process. The steps, which are not 

necessarily sequential, include (1) the creation of researcher collectives involving both 

business school scientists and practitioners, (2) a dialectical method of inquiry based on 

a confrontation of divergent theses and antitheses, (3) a creative conflict management 

that encourages task conflict is and avoids personal conflict, and (4) a dialectical form 

of engaged scholarship. The “dialectical form of engaged scholarship” then consists of 

five “dimensions” (2006, pp. 809–815): a focus on big questions grounded in reality, a 

collaborative learning community, an extended time over which to build relationships, 

multiple models and methods, a re-examination of researchers’ assumptions and 

researchers’ self-reflection.  

 Hyman et al. (2000, 2002) propose the UniSCOPE model of scholarship as a 

“continuously iterative process wherein the knowledge and creativity of the academy 

are brought to the field and are, in turn, reinvigorated in the processes of application, 

education, and integration” (Hyman et al., 2002, p. 49). This model distinguishes 

between three forms of scholarship (teaching, research, and service) that can perform 

four functions (discovery, integration, application, and education). 

 Franz (2009) highlights the difficulty of the previous concepts in addressing the day-

to-day context of faculty involved in engaged scholarship and therefore proposes a 

holistic model of engaged scholarship that combines the three models proposed by 

Boyer (1990, 1996), Van de Ven and Johnson (2006), and Hyman et al. (2000, 2002). 

The model, shown in Figure 1, is configured as a group of circles. In the innermost 

circle the model proposes a simplified definition of engaged scholarship as a link 

between academia and community in a two-way relationship. The three university 

missions of teaching, research, and outreach are broken into six “entry points”. These 

points include: (1) discovery of new knowledge, (2) development of new knowledge, 

(3) dissemination of new knowledge, (4) change in learning, (5) change in behaviour, 

and (6) change in conditions. The engagement between the scholar and communities 

can take place at any or all of these six entry points. Finally, the outer circle in the 

model suggests three sets of factors that impact the success of engaged scholarship: (1) 

internal factors, (2) external factors, and (3) assumptions about engaged scholarship. 

This study focuses on these six “entry points”, that will be assumed as potential 

engagement mechanisms between academics and individuals outside the academy that a 

MOOC should be able to promote.  

 

Role of MOOCs in Engaged Scholarship 

Several authors (see e.g. Hew and Cheung, 2014) date the birth of MOOCs in 2008, 

with the offer of the interactive online training course on “Connectivism and 

Connective Knowledge” by George Siemens and Stephen Downes, understanding 

MOOCs as unrestricted online courses with potentially very large numbers of learners. 

Since then, the number of MOOCs has grown rapidly and today there are more than 

4,200 MOOCs available; more than 35 million people have enrolled in online courses in 

the last four years, and enrolments 2015 doubled from 2014 (Forbes, 2016).  Although 
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much controversy surrounds the idea of MOOCs, several studies analyse the features of 

MOOCs that make them appropriate for the implementation of an engaged scholarship. 

 

 
Figure 1 - Holistic model of engaged scholarship Franz (2009) 

 

 Pomerol et al. (2015) highlight the flexibility of MOOCs and observe that a priori 

there are no limitations, boundaries or limits to the domain and to the level of MOOCs. 

The variety of performances and intended learning outcomes achieved by different 

MOOCs suggest that this new learning tool is extremely versatile and flexible compared 

to previous tools and approaches. Carver and Harrison (2013) highlight the accessibility 

of MOOCs that give low-income students the opportunity to participate in courses that 

might otherwise be unaffordable, and at the same time increases the diversity of the 

student body, giving learners access to support from a large learning community (Chen 

et al., 2013; Ferguson and Sharples, 2014). Another factor fostering the success of 

MOOCs is their increased potential in engaging both learners and instructors (Chen et 

al., 2013; Hew and Cheung, 2014). Apart from the desire of knowledge, other factors 

determining the potential of MOOCs in engaging learners are the curiosity of 

experiencing a new tool, a sense of personal challenge, and the perception of online 

lectures as a pastime. Similarly, some instructors decide to offer MOOCs because they 

want to experience a new teaching approach and connect to a large and global audience. 

Others want to increase their personal reputation and some instructors mention altruism 

and feelings of personal reward as the reason for offering MOOCs (Hew and Cheung, 

2014). Finally Pomerol et al. (2015) observe that MOOCs can be an effective and 

relatively cheap tool that universities can use to build or maintain reputation and 

ranking on the international scale, and an effective tool for distance learning and initial 

training.  

 Apart from the highlighted advantages of MOOCs, there are several challenges that 

in many cases are the flipside of the advantages. Several experts question the quality of 

online learning and the possibility of allowing credentials for it. In an open letter, 

professors in the philosophy department at San José State University (2013) argue that 

the expertise of a university professor in the physical classroom is an essential 

component of a good quality education in a university because in classes the students 

can engage a topic deeply, thoroughly, and analytically in a dynamic and up-to-date 

fashion. They recognise the potential value of technology for education but conclude 

that expertise in the physical classroom and sensitivity to its diversity are simply not 
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available in a one-size-fits-all MOOC. Furthermore they argue that MOOCs are 

becoming so popular within universities because cheap online education can replace 

costly faculty. This kind of change would be in line with an industry demanding ready-

made employees while resisting supporting public education through taxation. On the 

other hand, they believe that “education in a democracy must be focused on responsible 

citizenship”, that requires a complex mix of information, attitudes, solidarity and moral 

commitment that MOOCs cannot transfer. Although students have the convenience of 

working through a MOOC at their own time and pace, the average completion rate for 

massive open online courses is less than 7 percent (Parr, 2103). Learners drop out due to 

a variety of reasons, such as a learning experience that does not match their 

expectations, other priorities (Canvas, 2013) or a lack of incentive (Fini, 2009). 

 For instructors it can be very difficult to find the right approach to teach advanced 

topics to a potentially wide range of students and backgrounds. The risk is that the 

content is over-simplified to reach a lower common denominator of pre-existing 

knowledge. Grading can also be an issue because of difficulties in setting the proper 

grading metrics (Head, 2013). Another key issue is the heavy demands of time and 

money required for the completion of a MOOC. To give an idea of the amount of work 

required, Head (2013) argues that to prepare the three lectures offered in a single week 

her team spent about 20 hours planning and developing the content. 

 

Research Objectives and Methodology 

This paper explores the role of a Massive Open Online Course (MOOC) as a platform 

for impact based learning in Operations and Supply Chain Management (O&SCM). 

More specifically, the study analyses whether a MOOC can enable the six engagement 

mechanisms between academics and individuals outside the academy proposed by 

Franz (2009). This objective is achieved thorough the study of the case of the MOOC 

“Supply Chains in Practice” developed by the authors of this paper and hosted by the 

Future Learn platform. 

 

Case Description 

The course was offered free of charge with a set duration of six weeks and an expected 

engagement of learners of about two hours of per week. The Intended Learning 

Outcome of the course was to get learners to be able to do one thing differently when 

dealing with supply chains. Each week dealt with a different aspect of supply chain 

management, with the first week introducing the topic, the second focusing on planning, 

the third on procurement, the fourth on manufacturing and operations, the fifth on 

logistics and transport, and the last on supply chain sustainability. The course was 

advertised to professionals and non-professionals alike, with learning elements featuring 

a large diversity of types of inputs, ranging from informational texts, articles, and talks, 

to more unorthodox forms such as poems. Each week featured 14 to 25 individual 

learning elements with opportunities for learners to comment and engage in discussion 

at the end of each, which in most cases was facilitated further by talking points specific 

to each learning element. Some learning activities focused on making learners explore a 

topic further by asking how a certain topic or trend might develop in the future, or by 

not giving an explicit talking point at all and probing reactions. Other learning activities 

asked learners to reflect on their attitudes or opinions of issues touched upon in the 

MOOC – for example their perception of the increasing degree of automation in 

warehousing. A last category explicitly probed learners’ own behaviour and 

consumption choices.  
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Data Collection 

The data used for analysing whether the MOOC can enable the six engagement 

mechanisms proposed by Franz (2009) are the comments of the learners provided 

during the different learning elements of the MOOC, together with data on MOOC 

attendance. 

 The course opened on the 17th of October 2016 and all comments left by learners on 

the learning elements of the MOOC were analysed until the cut-off point on the 15th of 

April 2017. Each comment was anonymised, gathered in a database, and coded by the 

researchers as relevant for one of the six engagement mechanisms proposed by Franz or 

as non-relevant. Comments were coded as relevant for one of the six engagement 

mechanisms proposed by Franz (2009) when they represented both an input for a 

particular engagement mechanisms or when they provided evidence of the success of a 

step in enabling an engagement mechanism.  

 

Results 

The following section will present the different engagement mechanisms between 

academia and community enabled by the MOOC. The engagement mechanisms are 

presented following the classification of Franz (2009) and distinguishing discovery of 

new knowledge, development of new knowledge, dissemination of new knowledge, 

change in learning, change in behaviour, and change in conditions. 

 Following Franz (2009, p. 36), discovery of new knowledge “involves scholars and 

communities working together in joint research to answer important questions of mutual 

interest”. Table 1 shows the comments classified as input or output for this engagement 

mechanism. A total of 307 comments fall into this category, representing 5.8% of all 

comments and 13.6% of the comments with any engagement mechanism. 

 
Table 1 - Comments displaying the discovery of new knowledge by week/ type of activity. 

                                          Week 

Activity 
1 2 3 4 5 6 

Text 22 15 5 2 15 - 

Video 15 4 1 - 12 15 

Article 5 2 - 2 8 7 

Explorative talking point 13 75 6 4 14 9 

Attitude and opinion - 3 - 6 13 13 

Personal decision 4 1 2 - - 14 

 

A meaningful example of this engagement mechanism is a talking point of the first 

week, when the learners were asked to provide definitions of supply chain and supply 

network. The answers were quite heterogeneous, and in some cases highly conditioned 

from specific industrial experiences. One of the learners highlighted that “to move to a 

common definition is quite complex considering that different views exist not only 

between academics and practitioners, but also within companies in the same industry”. 

He also highlighted how “usually production is considered a vital part of Supply Chain, 

but I worked in a company that separates [the] “Supply Chain” department from [the] 

“Operations” department, having different managers for each of them. Some companies 

include forecasting in Supply Chain, while others prefer to consider Forecast as part of 

Sales department”. All these comments, apart from enabling the learning process, 

allowed the discovery of new knowledge because they were the input for a study on 

alternative definitions of supply chain and supply chain management.  

 Following Franz (2009, p. 36), the development of new knowledge occurs when 

“Faculty and community members […] take previously discovered knowledge and 

expand on it or test it in a new context”. Table 2 shows the comments classified as input 

or output for this engagement mechanism. A total of 830 comments fall into this 
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category, namely 15.9% of the total or 36.8% of comments useful for any engagement 

mechanism. 

 
Table 2: Comments displaying the development of new knowledge by week/ type of activity. 

                                          Week 

Activity 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

Text 29 89 22 12 25 - 

Video 109 13 4 12 12 24 

Article 4 11 2 4 8 9 

Explorative talking point 73 115 20 35 31 18 

Attitude and opinion - 6 16 15 14 16 

Personal decision 8 11 27 12 - 38 

 

Exemplary comments for this engagement mechanisms emerged when the learners were 

contextualising theory into their professional contexts. For instance, one of the learners 

reflected on the role of supply chains in his firm and highlighted how “Speaking from 

experience … too many businesses do not consider the supply chain as they develop 

their business strategy. Many companies just see supply chain at the back end of the 

business. We once won a major project … yet no consultation with the supply chain 

was made until after we were awarded the project”.  

 Following Franz (2009, p. 36), dissemination of new knowledge happens when 

“faculty and community members share with others what they’ve discovered together”. 

Attendance and activity data of the learners can demonstrate the effectiveness of 

MOOCS in the dissemination of knowledge. Table 3 shows that while 4,548 people 

registered and joined the course, 48.2% participated by opening at least one learning 

element. 28.5% of these learners participated continuously, with 519 learners 

contributing to discussions by commenting. 

 
Table 3 – Total attendance and activity data of learners. 

Group Total Percentages 

Joiners 4,548  

Learners 2,193 48.2% (% of joiners) 

Active learners 1,466 66.8% (% of learners) 

Returning learners 626 28.5% (% of learners) 

Social learners 519 23.7% (% of learners) 

 

A change in learning happens when “individuals actually learn something new from 

the information created through previous work in the engaged scholarship circle” 

(Franz, 2009, p. 37). In 294 comments learners declared a change in learning. These 

comments represent 5.6% of the total number of comments and 13% of comments 

showing any EP as per Table 4. 

 
Table 4 - Comments showing a change in learning by week/ type of activity. 

                                          Week 

Activity 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

Text 19 16 4 4 4 - 

Video 81 1 6 2 9 2 

Article 16 2 6 1 1 2 

Explorative talking point 26 16 5 10 2 1 

Attitude and opinion - 8 1 1 - 1 

Personal decision 6 2 5 1 - 33 

 

A change in behaviour happens when there is a “change in human behaviour using 

research-based information and practices” (Franz, 2009, p. 37). Since one objective of 

the MOOC was to convince learners to do one thing differently in their lives, one of the 

questions asked learners what they intended to change in their behaviour after having 

attended the MOOC. A total of 278 comments matching this entry point were 
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submitted, which amounts to 5.3% of all comments made and 12.3% of all comments 

displaying any engagement mechanism (refer to Table 5) 

 
Table 5 - Comments displaying a change in behaviour by week/ type of activity. 

                                          Week 

Activity  

1 2 3 4 5  6 

Text 2 1 19 - 1 - 

Video 3 - 5 - 3 29 

Article 1 - 1 - - 8 

Explorative talking point 4 11 14 - 1 13 

Attitude and opinion - 1 15 - 4 29 

Personal decision 22 2 14 - - 75 

 

Exemplary comments for this engagement mechanisms emerged in regards to the 

learners’ role as consumers. When being faced with a personal decision talking point in 

week 6, after having learnt of social and environmental sustainability issues in modern 

supply chains, one learner wrote: “I don't consider myself a responsible consumer. 

Sometimes I got carried away by emotion or anxiety instead of reason and end up 

buying things I don't need... and that will probably end up disposed somewhere… 

shame on me. This block will definitely help me to re-think my purchasing behaviors 

from today.” 

A change in conditions happens when there is a “lasting change in economic, 

environmental, social, and/or civic conditions in families, communities, businesses, or 

organizations” (Franz, 2009, p. 37). In the context of a MOOC, the authors of this study 

interpreted this engagement mechanism as a change in the perception of learners of 

economic, environmental, social, and/or civil conditions, rather than a simple individual 

behaviour. Table 6 shows comments classified as indicating a desire to change 

conditions by week and by type of activity. A total of 544 comments were given that 

match this entry point, which represents 10.4% of the total and 24.1% of any comment 

displaying an EP. 

 
Table 6 - Comments indicating an enquiry into a change in conditions by week/ type of activity. 

                                       Week 

Activity 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

Text 29 8 17 2 5 - 

Video 68 2 3 16 13 28 

Article 22 1 2 - 4 20 

Explorative talking point 25 56 6 11 11 32 

Attitude and opinion - 21 13 8 22 18 

Personal decision 34 12 2 - - 33 

 

Exemplary comments for this engagement mechanisms emerged in week 6, in an 

explorative talking point on drivers and barriers for the circular economy. One of the 

learners highlighted how “some of the major constraints in development of the circular 

economy is the people mind-set and culture in adopting this philosophy either in their 

organizations or at home. Probably the profit driver (or saving in the long term) might 

make them more sensible but they should be more convinced at that choice will save us 

and our future generations from the abuse and depletion of the planet resources.”  

 

Discussion 

The results show how the MOOC effectively enabled the engagement mechanisms 

described by Franz (2009). Regarding the discovery of new knowledge, the distribution 

of the comments across the weeks and across the different types of activities shows that 

even a commonly less engaging activity such as a text featuring statistics seems 
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sufficient to stimulate learners’ engagement in the discussion board. This result suggests 

that it is not possible to simply extend to MOOCs previous studies on learners’ 

engagement and that researchers should analyse the potential of the different learning 

activities in the new context of a MOOCs. A further consideration regards the type of 

knowledge discovered thanks to this engagement mechanism. The nature of the 

comments highlights the complementarity in terms of knowledge creation between the 

different actors involved in the MOOC. Van de Ven and Johnson (2006) observe that 

scientists study generalizable and context free problems while practitioners use 

knowledge that is site specific, customised, derived from experience, and aimed at 

specific situations. The comments show how these two different types of inputs were 

synthesised and lead to a sort of mutual development during the MOOC. The comment 

reported for this engagement mechanism shows how the learner builds on the academic 

task of developing a shared definition for supply chain to provide insights on the causes 

of the complexity of such a task based on his experience. Similarly, the MOOC allowed 

a proper mix between different levels of expertise. Learners not familiar with the topic 

struggled to make contributions but engaged with contributions by others. 

 While development of new knowledge occurred throughout the course, the 

distribution of the comments across the weeks shows that these contributions were 

mainly concentrated in the first weeks, when basic knowledge about the MOOCs’ topics 

was established. The result suggests that knowledge development in a MOOC context 

might work better for general rather than for specific topics. The knowledge 

development consisted essentially in the analysis of topics in different contexts and the 

identification of new ways of explaining and communicating the topics. Professional 

learners used their experience to analyse the concepts into their professional contexts, 

while non-professionals learners were often better able to combine key concepts with 

own experiences in accessible language. 

 The data confirm the potential of a MOOC for the dissemination of knowledge, but 

they also confirm that low completion rates are still a key issue, in line with the findings 

of previous studies (Parr, 2103).  

 Changes in learning were reported in several comments and add evidence to the 

validity of MOOCs as educational tools. The distribution of the comments across the 

weeks and across the different types of activities suggests that this engagement 

mechanism tended to operate most in the first week. In this week the learners had a 

breakthrough experience, namely the visualisation of a supply chain as a network or 

web, whereas many learners initially conceptualised supply chains as short and linear. 

This result suggests that the adoption of innovative and interdisciplinary approaches can 

be effective to promote changes in learning. The gradual drop-off of this engagement 

mechanism over the weeks can be explained differently - one possibility is that the first 

weeks equipped the learners with the key concepts, while in the last weeks learners 

started applying this knowledge in discussions rather than learning new concepts. 

 Regarding changes in behaviour, the distribution of the comments across the weeks 

shows how most of the comments on behavioural changes were made in the week 6, 

dedicated to sustainability and the circular economy. This result suggests that MOOCs 

can effectively promote sustainability orientated behavioural change and that, among 

different potential supply chain related behavioural changes, learners seem more 

receptive to sustainability orientated behavioural changes. It is worth noting that 

learners rarely reflected on their role as consumers for the sustainability of supply 

chains without being explicitly asked to do so. Indeed, the environmental and social 

consequences of raw material extraction and child labour were known and discussed 
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relatively early on in the course, but this did not trigger a critical reflection on personal 

behaviours as consumers.  

 The engagement mechanisms determining changes in conditions were prevalent in 

week 6 on the sustainability of supply chains. As in the previous case, the topic rather 

than the specific activities seems to drive the frequency of related comments. Indeed, 

this engagement mechanism was prevalent for weeks 1 and 6, which focused on more 

engaging topics from a societal perspective such as sustainability and global supply 

chains. 

 

Conclusion 

This study explored the role of a MOOC as a platform for impact based learning in 

O&SCM, and the results show that the MOOC effectively promoted the six engagement 

mechanisms proposed by Franz (2009) for engaged scholarship. Specific features of the 

MOOC that enabled its success were the adoption of innovative and interdisciplinary 

activities and the formulation of activities able to disseminate knowledge and generate 

an input for research at the same time. Another aspect enabling the success of the 

MOOC was the way of formulating the Intended Learning Outcome, since the course 

aimed at getting learners to be able to do one thing differently when dealing with supply 

chains. Such a practical Intended Learning Outcome paved the way for innovative 

engagement mechanisms between academics and individuals outside the academy, since 

it focused on the consequences of knowledge for individual change rather than on the 

knowledge itself. A potential limitation of this study is the fact that claims about 

changes in behaviour are based on the learners’ own comments. A further study might 

verify whether these behavioural changes actually happened.  
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