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These are my own notes about this topic. They are not prepared for formal publication but as 
an aid to conference attendees.

Please see the forthcoming conference publication.

Good afternoon.
Thank you for the opportunity to present at ACTC IAFOR. It has been an inspiring few days 
and thank you all for making until almost the end. I hope to give you all some interesting 
ideas to engage with and to reflect on as we all return to our various institutions.

MOOCs are very much a moving target but they certainly are part of how innovation in 
technology is already and probably will continue to impact us. 



Learning is messy. --Super Marjo

Inquiry is the goal. Learning is 
constructed and not absolute.
--Carol Inugai Dixon in discussion with 
Madoka Kawano about IB.

Independent inquiry “wherever 
[learners] feel comfortable”

--Issa Danjung Ying about peer teaching 
model.
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Just a few phrases I’ve heard that resonate with MOOCs.
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There is a lot of hype. There many problems It would be very simple to criticize for the next 
45 minutes. But, I keep coming back to the possibilities and feeling inspired by them.

Defining a problem is one way of looking for a solution. To address their problems, MOOCs 
demand a new pedagogy. Perhaps if we demand it, we will get it. And if only for that reason, 
they make a good laboratory for learning.

But first I still have many questions about MOOCs and I'm sure many of you do as well. So, 
let's get started.



What does MOOC 
mean?
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What does MOOC mean?
Massive Open Online Course. OK. But we need to break that down and examine the components. 

So first, a show of hands please.
How many of us have participated in a MOOC?
Completed a MOOC?



Typical MOOC dropout

Image CC Steve Jurvetson
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If not you are in good company. Sebastian Thrun, CEO of Udacity, recently admitted that he has yet to 
complete a MOOC.
https://www.edsurge.com/n/2013-04-02-udacity-s-sebastian-thrun-on-the-future-of-education

For those of you who've tried, not sure if they've completed a MOOC?

This gets to the point. MOOCs are slippery things.



How can we define 
MOOCs?
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How can we define MOOCs?
There are different types and they are evolving and differentiating quite quickly. I had to discard several 
earlier drafts of this talk because they were superseded by ongoing events.
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They tend to look something like this.

But, let's start with 'M'



How large is Massive?
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How large is massive?
Press report >100,000
Recent course for ~ 41,000 educators crashed almost immediately.
I'm currently enrolled in a MOOC with around 750 participants, which feels quite comfortable.
One of the first MOOCs was successful with 2,000.
I joined one that was as small as 120, which was too small to meet participants need. Not enough variety to 
find both community of interest and novel connections.
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Stephen Downes has posited Dunbar's number as a kind of minimum threshold for massiveness. But, that 
150 means 150 fully active participants.

Let's take it to the 'O'



In what senses are 
MOOCs open?
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In what senses are MOOCs Open?
This is the critical aspect for true success and a change of pedagogy. Openness needs to be clearly 
accounted for when evaluating or planning MOOCs.

There are many dimensions of openness:

Open in enrollment: MOOCs are often described as free, but we all know that "free to the user" does not 
mean free of cost or "free" in the Open Source/Open Culture definition.
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The Open Educational Resource movement was one of the seeds of MOOCs. And in turn, MOOCs often 
result in OERs. Open licensing such as Creative Commons really is a must here.

The MOOC should be an open archive. You can take you work with you when leaving or completing the 
course. And do anything you want with it. This is not always honored and we'll return to this point later in the 
talk. 

Open in time, perhaps. MOOCs as short as 5 weeks are commonplace, but that is really just a frustrating 
teaser. 

The Change11 MOOC which was the first one I participated in at all ran 35 weeks and I still see people 
tweeting it.

The direction of the course should be open. Initial connectivist thinkers in the MOOC movement have 
described the importance of setting the course moving, and adding to it, but not trying to control it. MOOCs 
are emergent phenomena and inherently unpredictable. They should change. In fact, a MOOC is not even 
unitary. They branch according to the needs, connections, and creativity of the participants. If one could 
predict the one outcome, what would be the point? We have textbooks to do that. So where would the novel 
learning have happened? 

Now we have another 'O'.



Image CC Flickr user  
jacki-dee
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http://www.flickr.com/photos/werms/
http://www.flickr.com/photos/werms/


What do we really 
mean by Online?
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What do we mean by Online?
This seems self-evident, but not all online is equivalent. 

MOOCs might not use established Learning Management Systems or Virtual Learning Environments.



Image cc-by Krzysztof Poltorak
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Allow the participants to determine the range of online engagement and selection of tools. Like Facebook? 
OK, use it as your platform for your participation. Hate Facebook? Fine, use your own blog, Twitter, G+, 
email. Skype. Participant selected and multiple connections are characteristic.

Finally, 'C' is for course.



What makes up a 
“Course”?
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Image CC OLDS MOOC JISC http://www.olds.ac.uk/
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The content is a seed. Mastering it is not the aim. It is a catalyst for engagement and connection. The 
content is not the course, but the jumping off point.
It may seem contradictory, but some MOOCs may have a syllabus of weekly assignments or activities.
Teachers. Hmm. I've seen the refrain "Where are the professors?" in the forums of MOOCs. A group of 
professors or others convene the MOOC, but the courses succeed or fail based upon the engagement and 
learning created by the participants.
Assessments are part of MOOCs and there is tremendous range here.
Course management: you need system administrators, but also pilots who understand online learning and 
can adjust the functional tools of the MOOC on the fly.
Interaction is key. Discussion leading to creative work. Peer review of tasks or contributions. And iterative 
feedback. Something we would generally recognize from TBL or PBL.

A portfolio is often the effective outcome for participants.

So what's new here? Some would say, not much. But something is happening. It has to with the massive 
spread of connections that online tools afford us. If you raise a concept or pose a question that enlightens 25 
people in a classroom, that is positive, but the multiplication of those effects online is a complex and 
emergent system. Ideally

Selecting the the word course may have been a mistake. It keeps us overly focussed on conventional HE 
courses.

It is perhaps better to think of course as a verb rather than a noun. Participants are coursing through the 
network and creating new nodes or connections through the project.

verb
1 [ intrans. ] (of  liquid) move without obstruction; flow : tears were coursing down her cheeks | figurative exultation coursed through him.
2 [ trans. ] pursue (game, esp. hares) with greyhounds using sight rather than scent : many of  the hares coursed escaped unharmed | [ intrans. ] she would course for hares 
with her greyhounds.



Course- verb
1 [ intrans. ] (of  liquid) move without 
obstruction; flow : tears were coursing down her cheeks 
| figurative exultation coursed through him.

2 [ trans. ] pursue (game, esp. hares) with 
greyhounds using sight rather than scent : many 
of  the hares coursed escaped unharmed | [ intrans. ] 
she would course for hares with her greyhounds.
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Where did MOOCs 
come from?

And, why now?
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Great Lectures
Plato

Open University

Open Courseware & OER

For profit online
universities

iTunes U

Khan Academy
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Where did MOOCs come from? And why now?

History lesson
PLATO, Great Courses series, Open University, University of Phoenix and other commercial for profit unis, 
MIT OCW, iTunesU, Khan Academy

Were MOOCs inevitable? The tools have been around. Was it just a matter of attaining a critical mass of 
learners and teachers for whom these tools are normalized as described by Stephen Bax. That may be the 
case.



No es una crisis, es una estafa!

It’s not a crisis, it’s a scam!
Barcelona, March 2013
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But, I think it is no coincidence that MOOCs emerged and then really took off and grew in tandem with The 
Crisis.

We have pools of recent graduates without prospects, unemployed geeks, and other workers experiencing 
middle-class anxiety at the same time as they have a significant "cognitive surplus" as Shirky would put it.

For some participants, MOOCs are the only way to get points on the board as they wait for a job opportunity.

Free is good. University funding is under pressure. We see claims that MOOCs will reduce university costs. I 
am skeptical about that, but it seems to be a motivator nonetheless.
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So, we've laid the groundwork, but there are two more letters we need to consider before we can fully 
engage with MOOCs. These letters are small 'c' and small 'x'.



What is a cMOOC?

Sunday, April 28, 13

What's a cMOOC?
This is the original as pioneered at Athabasca University 2008. The 'c' is for connectivism.

Connectivism is a theory of learning which considers that "complete knowledge cannot exist in the mind of 
one person" (Siemens 2004) your learning and knowledge can reside in others or in devices. Overly 
simplistically, knowing how to find something is more important than knowing. Knowledge is socially 
constructed through differing thoughts and it is experiential.



Only connect

Image CC Steve Jurvetson

Image Twitter Conversations Visualized Martin Hawksey http://octel.alt.ac.uk/course-discussions/twitter-conversation-visualised/
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Cormier and Alexander coined the term MOOCs to describe George Siemens’ and Stephen Downes’ course 
on learning theory in 2008 when they wanted to exemplify this learning theory in their teaching and opened 
to over 2,000 students.

In a cMOOC the network of learners is both the course and the learning outcome of the course. The network 
remains and is the learning itself.

The connectivist MOOC is the "real thing" and I think has the greatest potential.



What is an xMOOC?
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An xMOOC is sponsored by some other Institution, much like TEDx. Examples of xMOOCs include 
Coursera, Udacity, Udemy, and edX where professors attempt to deliver or in many cases replicate 
conventional college courses with a MOOC or MOOC like approach. 

So we have these two different kinds of MOOCs. And the xMOOC may be especially problematic.
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What are some of the 
problems with 

MOOCs?
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The problems are many. And, the more I look, the more I find.

It is very easy to make a case that all MOOCs are destructive.
The Shallows: What the Internet Is Doing to Our Brains Nicholas Carr

Evgeny Morozov
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Evgeny_Morozov

Andrew Keen The Cult of the Amateur
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Cult_of_the_Amateur

all make arguments that the Internet is dumbing us down and that amateur peer assessment may be 
devaluing the role of knowledgable and experienced teachers.

But even if you take these arguments we don't see MOOCs going away anyway. As educators we have to 
prepare to engage with them.



What about cMOOCs 
rooted in connectivism?
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There are several robust critiques of connectivism, including that many aspects are already accounted for in 
existing learning theories, it is really an explanation of cognitive development rather than learning, and has 
insufficient supporting research.  

Andy Coverdale
https://sites.google.com/site/andycoverdale/texts/critique-of-connectivism



Connectivism also addresses the challenges that 
many corporations face in knowledge 
management activities. Knowledge that resides 
in a database needs to be connected with the right 
people in the right context in order to be classified 
as learning. Behaviorism, cognitivism, and 
constructivism do not attempt to address the 
challenges of organizational knowledge 
and transference.

Connectivism: A Learning Theory for the Digital Age December 12, 2004 George Siemens
http://eltted.com/2013/02/11/siemens-connectivism-and-faith-in-management/
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Driven by a corporate culture that has problems.

If 20th education was patterned by military and industrial needs, will 21st c simply replicate post-industrial 
models of work?

OTOH, young people do want to be prepared to get good jobs. And we all need to learn to handle 
information overload.
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So with those qualifications, if we take the connectivist view, it does imply significant changes in pedagogy. 
For myself, I feel I have have experienced this, but the data is not conclusively there yet. The way to 
establish that is to engage on the connectivist terms, and to carry out more rigorous research. This is where 
some of us may come in over the next few years.



What problems do 
both c and 

xMOOCs share?
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Who has enough time for this?
100 hours to prep before the mooc begins
Hours and hours per week
Job suffers

See The Professors Behind the MOOC Hype - Technology - The Chronicle of Higher Education

http://chronicle.com/article/The-Professors-Behind-the-MOOC/137905/?
cid=wb&utm_source=wb&utm_medium=en#id=overview



What about xMOOCs 
in particular?
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What about xMOOCs in particular?

These overpromise and underdeliver.

The end of the university lecture.

Is it really the end of the "sage on the stage"? If that is even a real problem.
97% of MOOCs include video. Many have significant video lectures from the organizers
The webinar featuring an invited expert is commonplace
In place of the sage on the stage, I'm calling this the Celeb on the Web.
And their stage has just gotten so much larger

Looking at responses to xMOOCs
Amherst College faculty recently rejected joining EdX for these reasons:
They poach tuition from middle and lower-ranked schools
Lead to the centralization of higher education
Make the star faculty system even worse



What about 
assessment?
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What about assessment?

MCQs are fine for some kinds of learning.
Essay marking software has been rolled out and already gamed. It is not re
Are they really your peers, if you are in a course of thousands with free entry? *** YouTube comments.

MOOCs are frequently assessed as competency-based and we know the past problems with this and digital 
diploma mills
Western Governors University as a positive example

External assessment



From What are the BIG QUESTIONS 
in TEL?

Diana Laurillard London Knowledge 
Lab Institute of Education http://
octel.alt.ac.uk/course-materials/
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Laurillard has made a case that MOOCs just cannot scale if they require detailed assessment. But she also 
poses this a problem that may force innovation in application of technology. I this technological solutionism? 
The only way through is to try, but the way ahead is not yet visible.



But really, who cares 
about assessment?
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I mean this quite literally.

So much assessment (summative) has to do with entrance, exit, credits, GPA, diplomas, and accreditation.

If you care about learning, then the connectivist model of learning and evaluation through wide-ranging and 
slightly out of control discourse may be sufficient.



Who are MOOCs 
good for?
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Who are MOOCs good for?
I've already mentioned the "celeb on the web", but there are star universities as well. Harvard, Stanford, 
Edinborough. Coursera will only partner with "prestige" universities

But srsly?
Self-directed autonomous learners
The isolated--home schooling, precocious teenagers
Learners in lower income/poorly served areas or countries--that's the ideal. but coincident connectivity 
problems may mitigate that.
Small, liberal arts colleges such as Antioch
Employers--identify the best and the brightest. This appears to be Coursera's business model.
Educators--Us--steal. Audit a MOOC to see how others do it. Experience online learning.



Who are MOOCs
bad for?
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Students who are unprepared. MOOcs for remedial work?
Ironically, people who can't afford to go to college
For profit online universities. Why pay when you can get the same for free or cheap?
Workaday educators. English 101 and Calculus 2 puts bread on the table.
Graduate students. When xMOOCs stumble, they call in the grad students. I believe they are already 
overworked



Won’t MOOCs reduce 
the cost of higher 

education?
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The actual cost of teaching is not the driver of cost increases
Going up against a very successful business model without much of a model of their own.
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Again from from
What are the BIG QUESTIONS in TEL?
Diana Laurillard London Knowledge Lab Institute of Education
http://octel.alt.ac.uk/course-materials/

Low level, intro courses pay the bills and subsidize small courses. 600 hundred tuition paying students in 
a lecture hall for Psychology 101 pays for the specialty and tutorial classes.  Allowing students to 
complete those courses for free raises the cost of teaching per pupil per term.



What about 
psMOOCs?
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SJSU remedial courses.

Really, many of the xMOOCs are pseudoMOOCs. They aren't open.



 “You may not take any Online Course 
offered by Coursera or use any Statement 
of Accomplishment as part of any tuition-
based or for-credit certification or 
program for any college, university, or 
other academic institution without the 
express written permission from 
Coursera”

--Coursera Terms of Use
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It's bait and switch the first taste is always free and taking subverting the model by taking 
something closed and just calling it open and free often enough.

edX is inching the right way towards creative commons and GPL. In tech they say "Open 
always wins." or "Open beats closed." I hope so.



So, what can we say 
about MOOCs?
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Built on the affordances of the network.
They are way to evade control of admissions offices.
Work for the uni but teach the world and bring the world into your course.
Open entry
Students selecting teachers
Students often leave without completing, but aside from qualifications, they offer learning
Learners are mobile and can shop around for the best.



Where are the
success stories?
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OLDS MOOC JISC
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DS106, Change11 and other cMOOCs coming out of the Athabasca "tradition" if it isn't too 
soon to use such a word.

Open Learning Design Studio too.
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Mimi Ito Digital Youth Project documents interest-based play online (fan fic remix etc.)
http://hastac.org/node/1806

Wikipedia
Linux



What do these have in 
common?
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Community
Open in time--participants dip in and out. This will become the character of more and more cMOOCs
They require a contribution to a shared project, not just learning within the individual.
And a key point is that they are iterative. One learns to write code by writing code, wiki pages by writing 
wikipages, writing good fantasy by endlessly writing bad Harry Potter fantasy until you get better or grow out 
of it.



What should you do if 
(when) your institution 

asks you to run a 
MOOC?
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Run! It is hard to find data on payment and support. SJSU paid USD 15K. Most do it on top of 
paid duties. Giving away our work to our institutions, devalues our profession.



What if you want to 
organize a MOOC?
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Now this is much more interesting, I think.



Martin Hawksey @mhawksey
http://mashe.hawksey.info/

(M)OOC in a Box: Turning WordPress 
into an Open Course Reader #ocTEL

#ocTEL– proudly powered by …
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Just follow this guy.
He’s got all the tools well organized.
The two posts are the most recent “complete solution” posts.



What developments 
should we look for?
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I'm going to do something very dangerous. I'm going to make predictions. And some of these predictions will 
be about the future. Others will not, because they snuck up on me.

In conjunction with conferences c.e.u.s
Industrial --> opportunity for us as pros?
Professional associations, licensure OCTEL
Replace the university admissions process

MOOCstarter
When DS106 Digital Storytelling got too big Jim Groom paid for a new server on Kickstarter.

IAFOR MOOC?
275*¥10,000=¥2,750,000
Would that be enough to compensate a 3-5 of speakers from this conference to spend  2-4 hours a week for 
one year conducting an ACTC MOOC?

MOOCs could change academic publishing. Not unlike PLOS One. Instead of centralized, blind peer review, 
gate keeper publishing on a negative, rejection model. Shared, collaborative creative work through the 
MOOC structure resulting in publication.



Should you try it?
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Absolutely
If for no other reason than they are not going away and even if you don't drink the Kool Aid and remain 
critical of them, experiencing a MOOC will give you plenty to criticize.
But, I promise, you will get something out of it.

You control the amount, manner, and time that you use to take part. Participate as little or as much as you 
like. 



Where can I
find out more?
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mooc.ca
Mooc.ca is provided by Stephen Downes and George Siemens as a place to host 
MOOC news and information.

moocnewsandreviews.com
... an online publication devoted to thoughtful critique of individual MOOC courses 
and to discussion of the evolving MOOC landscape...independent and user-
centric ... and tell readers, “What will I experience in this course and how will it 
impact my life?”

openculture.com/free_certificate_courses
300 MOOCs offered by leading universities with certificates or completion 
statements

connectivistmoocs.org
Sit down with a friend or colleague and seek. Then, go explore together. 

... just search
Sit down with a friend or colleague and seek. Then, go explore together. 
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There are so many MOOC listings out there and more everyday. These highlight cMOOCs. The 
psMOOCs have a bigger press budget. 



How can we continue 
this discussion?
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Annotated Reading List:
Visit the Diigo group at <https://groups.diigo.com/group/iafor-actc-mooc>
Diigo Bookmarklets and apps for full access at <https://www.diigo.com/tools>
Jump in ALT-ocTEL MOOC <http://octel.alt.ac.uk/>
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Really, join this MOOC, even if you just audit it for a bit. The experience will be valuable. 
These are your real peers and they want to dig into Technology Enhanced Learning with you.



Thank you
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