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74  Part One Organizations, Management, and the Networked Enterprise

and 30 essays—that's two to three minutes (and dol-
lars) per essay. Clearly graders must use some type
of shorthand metrics in order to score this quickly,
but at least they can recognize as false the statement
that on July 4, 2013, the United States observed its
2,013th birthday, even if it is contained in a well-
constructed sentence. While the e-Rater can score
16,000 essays in 20 seconds, it cannot make this
distinction. And presumably, a 71 6-word essay con-
taining multiple nonsense sentences will not receive
a 6 from a human grader while a 150-word shorter,
factual, well-reasoned essay scores a 5, as Perelman
was able to demonstrate.

ETS, developer of the SAT, GRE, Praxis, and K-12
standardized tests for multiple states, counters that
the e-Rater is not replacing human graders in high-
stakes tests; it is supplementing them. Essays are
scored by both human and machine and when the
scores do not match, a second human breaks the
impasse. Furthermore, they posit that the test prep
course Perelman developed to teach students how
to beat AES software requires higher-order think-
ing skills—precisely those the tests seek to measure.
Thus, if students can master Perelman’s techniques,
they have likely earned their 6. Pearson adds that its
Intelligent Essay Assessor is primarily a classroom
tool, allowing students to revise their essays mul-
tiple times before turning them in to a teacher to
be graded. But for many states looking to introduce
writing sections to their battery of K-12 standardized
tests, and for those that abandoned the effort due to
the cost, eliminating graders altogether will make
them affordable. And the stakes are not insubstantial
for failure to achieve passing grades on state stan-
dardized tests, ranging from retesting, to remedial
programs, to summer school, to non-promotion.

The free EdXtool appears to be more sophisti-
cated than some vendor offerings in that it is “train-
able” with at least some ability to develop grading
standards and to adapt to grading preferences. First,
instructors grade 100 essays or essay questions, and
these are input to the program. Using these guide-
lines, the tool develops customized grading metrics
and follows the scoring method preferred by the
instructor, either a numerical system or letter grade.
As noted by Shermis, in many lesser-ranked colleges
than those of the critics, classes are now so large as

to render comprehensive writing feedback infeasible.

Moreover, at top universities, the instructional level

is higher with fewer students in need of remediation.

Down in the educational trenches, a tool that can
adequately simulate human scoring, with no greater
variation than that seen from instructor to instructor,

and that provides immediate guidance, is a welcome
addition to the instructional toolbox. But as demands
on instructor’s time decrease, will university admin-
istrators push staff cutbacks to meet budgetary con-
straints? Will fewer and fewer instructors be teaching
more and more students?

As MOOC and AES proliferate, the answer is:
most likely. EdX is quickly becoming controversial
in academic circles. Presently, its course offerings
are free and students earn a certificate of comple-
tion, but not course credit. To become self-sustaining,
however, the non-profit plans to offer its MOOC
platform as a uself-service” system, which faculty
members can use to develop courses specifically
branded for their universities. EdX will then receive
the first $50,000 in revenue generated from the
course or $10,000 for a recurring course. Thereafter,
revenue will be split 50-50 between the university
and EdX. A second revenue-generating model offers
universities “production help” with course develop-
ment, charging them $250,000 for a new course and
$50,000 each term the course is offered again. If a
course is successful, the university receives 70% of
the revenue, as long as EdX has been fully compen-
sated for any self-service courses. However, in order
to generate enough revenue to share with its 12
university partners, which now include University
of California, Berkeley, Wellesley, Georgetown, and
the University of Texas, a licensing model is likely.
Tested at no charge at San Jose State University in
2012, an EdX MOOC served as the basis for a blended
online engineering course. The enriched curriculum
resulted in an increased passing rate from 60% to
91%. If course licensing becomes the key revenue
stream, Anant Agarwal, the electrical engineer
president of EdX, foresees this happening in closed
classrooms with limited enrollment.

But some members of the San Jose State faculty
are nonetheless alarmed. When a second EdX
MOOC, JusticeX, was considered, the Philosophy
department sent a sharply-worded letter addressed
to Harvard course developer, Michael Sandel,
but actually leveled at university administrators.
Asserting that the department did not have an
academic problem in need of remediation and was
not lacking faculty to teach its equivalent course, it
did not shy from attacking the economic motives
behind public universities’ embrace of MOOCs. The
authors further asserted that MOOCs represented a
decline in educational quality and noted the irony
involved when a social justice course was the vehicle
for perpetrating a social injustice—a long-term effort
to “dismantle departments and replace professors.”
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