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 BOARD OF GOVERNORS 
 

 SUBJECT UBCx and 2U/edX Acquisition 

SUBMITTED TO Learning & Research Committee 

MEETING DATE March 16, 2022 

SESSION 
CLASSIFICATION  

Recommended session criteria from Board Meetings Policy:  

OPEN  

REQUEST For information only - No action requested  

LEAD EXECUTIVE Andrew Szeri, Provost and Vice-President Academic, UBC Vancouver  

SUPPORTED BY Simon Bates, Associate Provost Teaching & Learning 
Larry Bouthillier, Executive Director, Extended Learning     

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

In 2021, 2U, Inc. announced the acquisition edX, a not-for-profit consortium of universities and industry groups 
founded by MIT and Harvard in 2014 to support development and delivery of open, accessible (and in many cases, 
free) courses delivered online. The Learning & Research Committee Chair has requested a briefing and discussion 
on the financial and teaching and learning implications for UBC in light of this acquisition.  

Current Status & Summary of UBC/edX Relationship  

In September 2014, UBC joined the edX consortium as a Charter Member. UBC Vancouver’s Provost serves on the 
edX University Advisory Board, the chief academic advisory body to edX.  UBC pays no annual dues or fees to edX, 
and UBC receives preferential terms for revenue share for courses delivered through edx.org. The initial 
investment in edX was fueled by various interests, including experimentation with emerging learning technology 
and online pedagogy, bridging students into traditional UBC programs, and exploring opportunities in open 
education.  

Today, UBC offers a variety of programming on the edX platform under the UBCx banner, which includes current 
courses and programs with nine UBC Faculties and 17 UBC faculty instructors. UBCx is managed by UBC Extended 
Learning (ExL), which provides pedagogical, strategic, and operational/technical support for non-credit 
educational offerings. UBCx is one among a portfolio of program delivery channels available to faculty through ExL 
partnerships.  

Factors to Consider for Non-Credit Course Delivery 

Decision factors for whether a course or program should be considered for UBCx include: 

● Faculty experimentation, particularly with new pedagogy, reaching new audiences, or offering new micro-
credentials  

● Very low cost of development and operation (for a UBCx program)  

● Access to a large, international audience with minimal marketing costs 

● Educational opportunities which are important to distribute free or at very low-cost to learners (for example, 
with the Faculty of Medicine, Safe Surgical Care: Strategies During a Pandemic, rapidly developed and 
offered shortly after the start of the COVID19 pandemic)  

● Revenue opportunities, including direct UBCx program revenue (which is 60% of gross revenue), and creating 
a pathway for students from free/low-cost UBCx offerings to more traditional UBC non-credit programs  
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The UBCx program development model requires minimal investment (approx. ~$35k per certificate program 
consisting of 2-3 courses) and typically recoups development costs in year one. One example, edX Game Writing 
Professional Certificate 6-course program, with the Faculty of Arts and funded by an Online Learning 
Advancement Fund (OLAF) grant of $60k, has earned $90k gross revenue in its first six months. Using the same 
program development model, the ExL UBCx professional certificate program Excel for Everyone has earned $289k 
gross revenues since its April 2021 launch. 

UBCx offerings provide Faculties a way to reach an international audience of learners who may otherwise not be 
able to access UBC courses. Basic course content is typically available for free, while career-oriented learners are 
provided a fee option to upgrade their learning experience and/or document their successful completion of the 
course requirements with an edX certificate. These revenue streams support UBC Faculties and the sustainment 
of the UBCx program team.   

Academic Governance and Intellectual Property  

UBC maintains ownership of all Intellectual Property (IP) related to its courses on the edX platform. UBC solely 
controls which courses are offered, the content of courses, and the selection and supervision of instructors and 
TAs.  

edX provides research and guidance on pedagogical approaches, in-demand topics, and other business analytics. 
Due to UBCx’s track record of successful courses and programs, edX has proactively reached out to UBC about 
opportunities to develop specific high-demand, potentially high-revenue programs. The UBCx Excel for Everyone 
Professional Certificate is one resulting program, along with another currently in development with Sauder. 
Though solicited by edX, UBC remains in control of the content, schedule, instructors, and availability of these 
programs.   

The edX/2U agreement commits 2U for five years to honour existing contractual agreements with partner 
universities. The terms around revenue sharing, intellectual property, and academic governance are not expected 
to change during this period. The additional resources 2U brings to marketing, platform development, and 
programming investments ideally will provide UBCx with improved opportunities to reach new learners, conduct 
low-cost experiments in credentialing, online pedagogy, and with new markets, and raise revenue. 

Risks & Recommendation 

There continues to be strong interest from some UBC Faculties in developing and/or maintaining UBCx 
programming. At this time, we continue to invest cautiously in UBCx programming that delivers financial, 
marketing, and mission-oriented benefits to UBC and its Faculties within the five-year freeze of contractual terms. 
We will monitor edX’s evolution under 2U’s stewardship to ensure UBC’s interests and goals continue to be met. 
We will prepare an exit strategy and be ready for disengagement if they are not.  

APPENDICES 

1. Active UBCx Programming 

SUPPLEMENTAL MATERIAL 

1. Details of the Acquisition and edX/2U’s Legal Commitment 
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Active UBCx Programming 

For period of FY20/21 Q1 and Q2 (April 1 to Oct 31, 2021) 

● 17 Faculty instructors 
● 9 Faculties 
● 42 active courses 

● Gross revenue for UBCx programming: $406,352 
● Gross revenue for Faculty UBCx programming: $273,983 

 

Faculty 

Grand Total 

(half-year gross 

revenue) 

APSC 39,872 

Arts 99,357 

CPSC 51,132 

Education 11,205 

ExL 132,369 

Medicine 2,364 

Sauder 65,977 

SCARP 1,998 

SPPH 2,078 

Grand Total 406,352 

 

Current Faculty offerings on edX: 

Arts 

● COVID-10 & Society: Inequality in Global 
Pandemics - Assistant Prof of Teaching, Katherine 
Lyon 

● Gender and Sexuality, Associate Dean Janice 
Stewart 

● Creative Writing edX professional certificate 

program, Profs Annabel Lyon,  Nancy Lee and 

Andrew Gray 

● Game Writing, Adjunct Prof, Peter Boychuk, 

Andrew Gray 

● AP Psychology - 6 course program - Prof. Steven 

Barnes 

Medicine 

● Safe Surgical Care - Dr. Emilie Joos 

● Biospecimen Research Method - Dr. Peter Watson, Director 

of Biobanking & Biospecimen Research Services , Sheila 

O'Donovan , Biobank Leader of the PHSA Biobanking, Lise 

Matzke, Former Leader of the Office of Biobank Education 

and Research 

Education 

● Reconciliation through Indigenous Education - Dean Jan Hare 
 
Sauder 

● Business Fundamentals - Senior Associate Dean Darren Dahl 

APSC 

https://www.edx.org/school/ubcx


● Science of Religion - Prof. Edward Slingerland 

● Chinese Thought - Prof. Edward Slingerland 

● Silicon Photonics, Prof. Lukas Chrostowski 

● Stem Ed and Sustainability, Sarah Reny 

CompSci 

● Software Development, MicroMasters program 
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Details of the Acquisition 

On November 15, 2021, 2U, Inc. (Nasdaq: TWOU), announced completion of the  acquisition “of 
substantially all assets of edX” as per official announcement with additional news not previously shared 
detailed below: 

● edX/2U succeeded in retaining all 160 edX institutional partners, and “27 of 2U’s roughly 80 partners have 
agreed to join the edX consortium and offer free open courses for the first time.” 

● edX/2U are eliminating all membership and annual fees for edX Consortium members, removing barriers for 
university and corporate partners to bring affordable online courses to edX’s community of learners around 
the world. 

● At least one edX partner (Boston University) is creating a new low-cost degree program based on both edX’s 
and 2U’s support. 

● edX will become the primary brand, and 2U is investing millions in a marketing campaign launched in 
November 2021 to boost the brand.  

● edX/2U have pledged a million dollars in funding to support production of 10 new free courses in Essential 
Human Skills for the Virtual Age to be developed by the edX partner community. 

 

edX/2U’s Legal Commitment 

From edX’s November 16, 2021 press release, edX/2U has committed to further “edX’s founding mission to 

expand access to affordable, high quality education and enable all learners to unlock their potential through a 

series of legally-binding commitments” that include: 

● operating edX as a public benefit company 

● guaranteeing affordability through the continuation of a free track to audit courses 

● protecting the intellectual property rights of faculty and universities 

● ensuring that participating colleges and universities may continue under their standing agreements with edX 

● protecting the privacy of learners who use the edX platform 

● contributing to the ongoing development of the open source platform Open edX, owned by the non-profit led 
by MIT and Harvard  

● proceeds of the $800 million transaction will directly fund the non-profit under leadership of edX founders 
Harvard and MIT, supporting work focused on improving educational outcomes, reducing inequities in 
education, and continuing to advance next generation learning experiences and platforms, including but not 

limited to, Open edX 

What does 2U get from the deal? Why now? 

Inside HigherEd says in a recent article, access to edX’s 50 million users (majority are outside the U.S.), 1,200 
enterprise clients, a strong edX brand, >500 university partners plus 200 corporate-university partners.  2U’s own 
catalog of programs are priced too high for markets abroad, such as India and Southeast Asia, so the acquisition 
provides not only leads in those markets, but also viable product offerings. In an earnings call in Fall 2021, 2U said 
that if they convert only .03% of registered edX learners into their regular offerings, the cost of student 
acquisition will be reduced by 10% to 15%. Cost of acquisition is expensive in online education usually consisting 
of 20% or more of the overall budget.  For FY2020, “membership dues” accounted for $6.7 million of edX’s $84.7 
million total revenue. IHE says from 2U’s financial perspective, $6 – $12 million dollars is a small price to pay for 
goodwill with institutional partners. 
 

 

https://2u.com/latest/2u-inc-and-edx-complete-industry-redefining-combination/
https://press.edx.org/2u-inc.-and-edx-complete-industry-redefining-combination?utm_campaign=Partnerships&utm_medium=email&_hsmi=183675862&_hsenc=p2ANqtz--tlopVQmVpxJQDfL7Hc6maQ82XYmv2Jitm0e6ivcKeUn1SLb-zblUyA8Y5weCY-KD3801VXyReioojWyKJGR2pkJ-2aw&utm_content=183675862&utm_source=hs_email
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2021/11/17/2u-completes-purchase-edx-creating-free-degree-platform
https://www.forbes.com/sites/paulleblanc/2021/07/06/what-2us-800-million-deal-to-acquire-edx-means-for-higher-ed/?sh=677ba2041b04
https://projects.propublica.org/nonprofits/display_990/460807740/05_2021_prefixes_45-46%2F460807740_202006_990_2021052618198701
https://projects.propublica.org/nonprofits/display_990/460807740/05_2021_prefixes_45-46%2F460807740_202006_990_2021052618198701

