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across its MOOC portfolio. This includes enrolments across all sessions prior to the move to 

the current ‘On Demand’ format. 

MOOCs and critical debates 

 

On a global basis by the end of 2018, MOOCs had registered some 101 million learners on 
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questionable course quality; high dropout rates; unavailable course credits and 

accreditation of prior experiential learning; ineffective assessments; complex copyright 

issues; difficulty in evaluating students’ work; a sense of speaking into a vacuum due to 

absence of immediate feedback from students; heavy demands of time and money and a 

lack of student participation in interactive functions.  

What 
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However, this time, in our research we proposed to explore a theme which is as yet, as far 

as we know, unexamined, namely the unintended impact on campus based teaching for 

those who had been involved in MOOC production and presentation. Our hypothesis was 

that involvement in online teaching through MOOCs would, for many academics, provide 

the first opportunity for online teaching, and that the modalities of multimedia and other 

MOOC learning design features might result in changes in attitude towards online 

pedagogies and learner support. 

 

Methodology 

!

To this end with the support of the Centre for Distance Education we interviewed nine 

academics from six universities and organisations who were involved either in the 

production or delivery of MOOCs (as MOOC directors
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Findings 

Institutional attitudes to MOOCS 
 

The participants of this study referred to the intellectual challenge of finding solutions when 

enhancing learning and teaching in open and distance learning environments. There was an 

overall feeling that despite the fact that institutions were willing to engage with innovation 

in open learning, they were unprepared about the disruption that MOOCs were imposing. 

Participants thought there was a geographical challenge: colleagues ‘over here’ were less 

keen, whereas target audiences overseas appreciated what MOOCs had to offer. In addition, 

university staff that had direct involvement with MOOCs were very positive, whereas the 

broader university appeared to be more sceptical; though it was felt that ‘attitudes would 

change gradually’. 

 

In certain disciplines, the need for engaging learners was a key driver for their development, 

e.g. two participants thought that MOOCs could redress the imbalance in medical 

education. Medical education inequity meant that medical education was ‘out of reach’ for 

many of the learners in the target audience. 

Impact on mainstream teaching 

The impact of MOOCs can be direct when MOOCs are embedded in the curriculum, either as 

foundation courses or as learning materials that engage learners in formal study. However, 

this impact can be indirect and unintended, e.g. when learning design features of MOOCs 

challenge and enrich ‘traditional’ and more established teaching practices. In blended 

learning, the influence is on campus practices, e.g. introducing MOOC attributes into 

campus classes and associated online activities. 

MOOCs seemed to influence attitudes of the participants of this study towards ‘on campus’ 

teaching and their approaches to blended and online teaching, either in postgraduate or 

undergraduate teaching, though MOOCs seemed to be most influential in postgraduate 

education. All the participants of this study believed that their engagement with MOOCs 
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had an impact on their practice. A dominant attitude was that involvement in part changed 

classroom teaching, and helped them to embrace new developments in faculty. Responses 

referred to acquisition of digital skills; embracing innovations; reviewing key pedagogical 

practices in learning design on campus (including the use of multimedia); adopting 

automated assessment and assessment by peers. Five participants referred directly to 

embedding MOOCs into more ‘traditional’ online learning approaches; leading to a 

transformation of the curriculum e.g. encouraging learners to engage with flipped classroom 

activities. The following statements from participants illustrate these attitudes: 

‘MOOCs made me reflect on role of teacher… made me think about being personally the 

conduit of information’ 

 ‘MOOC work reinforced interests in learning and teaching’. 

’(MOOCs) have increased (my) commitment to pedagogy and (they are) of value to Teaching 
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‘(I) experimented with peer feedback on campus…not a very big success. On campus 

students are a bit ‘jumpy’ having peers giving grade…good for work in progress feedback 

and formative assessment…but final mark is given by me not a peer.’ 

Impact on professional priorities in teaching and research 

In this part of our research we looked for evidence that MOOCs overall played a role in 

influencing professional priorities for the participants of this study. In this respect it seems 

that a significant related factor was embracing change as career progression, and how this 

could impact on distance learning professionals’ career advancement. Four participants 

referred to direct professional gain from their involvement with MOOCs.  

Other comments on professional priorities referred to the adoption of teaching resources 

and engaging with a broader target population of learners: 

 ‘Made me aware of a wide range of resources for students’ 

‘I have developed capacity to engage with wider range of students, e.g. refugees’ 

In two cases it was volunteered that the focus on pedagogy in MOOC development had led 

to publications, and to exploring a new research area in addition to the core subject based 

focus: 

‘Have published for first time on learning and teaching’. 

Participants also referred to the impact that their involvement had on their colleagues’ 

attitudes towards MOOCs and their attitudes to evaluation, including the evaluation of their 

own practice. It seems that involvement with MOOCs was a catalytic factor there. The ones 

who were involved were happy to transfer some of the successful engagement with MOOCs 

to mainstream campus-based and blended learning practices. It must be said that according 

to our data, this was not always done successfully and there were cases where they did not 

achieve what they expected. An example of a limiting factor was given as the lack of digital 

skills and integrating MOOC content without sufficient knowledge of how good practice in 
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Appendix 1: Questionnaire 
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1. What has been your involvement with MOOCs? E.g. 

a. MOOC director of production  

b. Learner support  

c. Another role 

 

2. How many MOOCs have you been involved with? 

 

3. What were your aims in getting involved with MOOCs? 

 

4. Have you followed any MOOCs as a learner?  How many? How many did you 

complete? 

 

5. Has your involvement with MOOCs had any impact on your mainstream teaching? If 

so, if what ways? 

• Use of multi media 

• Flipped classroom 

• MOOC in campus based or eLearning course  

• Learner support  

• Assessment  

 

6. Has your involvement with MOOCs had any other impact on your professional 

priorities in teaching or research? 
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7. Has your institution or your colleagues been aware of any impact of involvement 

with MOOCs on your teaching?
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Appendix 2: Interviewees 

 
Interviewee 
Number 

Role Affiliation 

1 
 

Senior Lecturer 
 

Goldsmiths 

2 
 

Lecturer Goldsmiths 

3 Senior Lecturer 
 

SOAS 

4 
 

Lecturer  KCL 

5 
 

Head of Department UCL 

6 Senior Research Associate  
 

UCL 

7 Associate Dean 
 

London Business School 

8 
 

Lecturer 
 

SOAS 

9 E-learning Director 
 

LSHTM 

 


