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LEARNING ONLINE 
 
There are profound differences with regards to learning in the online context. Well done learning 
online can actually be much better than in-classroom learning. And I say that because we’re 
currently teaching in university settings or in classroom settings using a format that was 
developed because of the industrial revolution. Therefore we had needed to herd a bunch of 
students through quickly and effectively and cheaply. One of the best ways to do it was just to 
cram a bunch of people into a room for an hour, two hours, three hours, but that’s actually not 
helping people learn effectively. While learning our mind actually switches a lot therefore, we 
can listen to a lecture for maybe 15 minutes at the most and then our mind often just wanders 
off and we can lose track. If you’re learning online, what can happen is you can focus intently for 
a dedicated period of time during which you are not being distracted by people rustling around 
the classroom - some people coming in, other people going out, and instructors not able to get 
the equipment working or whatever. There are all sorts of distractions in a traditional classroom. 
Well done online learning by contrast may have just six minute long capsules of information. 
You get that six minutes and then you can take a little test in order to determine whether you 
really absorbed that knowledge and then you can maybe walk around a little bit. Movement is 
very important in learning. Therefore, you can do none of this in a regular classroom 
  
Therefore, good online learning can be the best lecture ever given. Every single lecture can be 
the best lecture you’ve ever given in your life, complete with extra special effects and all sorts of 
nice things. However, people tend to discount online learning as not being as good as face-to-
face. However, I feel that online is actually often better than face-to-face because I can always 
make sure every lecture is really good. And with regards to my students, now they can take a  
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test after every single lecture and make sure that they have grasped a concept and they can be 
tested and tested again until they know they’ve got that concept. Therefore, that’s just not 
possible to do with the in-class situations. As a result of these benefits, I think that the writings 
on the wall and just like the ocean tide it’s (online learning) going to wash in because there are 
so many benefits to it that sooner or later it’s all going to go that way. Therefore, the smarter 
groups and the smarter countries will get in early on these kinds of things and really take 
advantage of them for their students. 
 
ILLUSIONS OF COMPETENCE (3:13) 
 
Students can have illusions of competence in their own learning. In general we often don’t think 
about how the mind works and ways that process can allow people to learn more effectively. 
Therefore, what I am trying to do is to give a better sense of how the mind works and how the 
mind can trick itself into thinking it is working when in fact it is not. However, there are some little 
tricks to trick the brain to work. A few of my favorite ones are firstly; to realize that people simply 
can’t understand something and learn something in one session, especially if it is something 
very difficult. Often we sit down and focus on a problem but our brain needs different neural 
networks, a number of different neural networks, to access whatever we’re trying to learn in 
order for it to be able to understand what we’re trying to figure out. This process can take time 
and really what we should be doing is often going back and forth between focusing carefully and 
then relaxing, during which time we are also making connections to help build patterns. 
Therefore, I think one important thing for people to realize is, if you can’t figure something out 
instantly it doesn’t mean you’re stupid, it means that you’re a normal human being and you often 
need to just to be patient with yourself, focus and then step away from that focus and you’ll be 
surprised how it will gradually pop-in-place by doing that.  
 
Furthermore, learning takes time; however we often procrastinate during that time because it’s 
so easy to procrastinate. There is one simple trick to avoid procrastination. Procrastination 
arises because we look at something (problem etc.) that we don’t want to do and we think about 
that something we don’t want to do and as a result the pain centers of our brain actually 
activate. So what do we do when we feel pain? We want to get away from it, right?  And it’s so 
easy to get away from something painful by just switching attention especially if it is something 
we don’t want to do. And that’s called procrastination. But we can trick our brain through this 
phenomenon of feeling a little pain when we are thinking about something we don’t want to do. 
We can do that by just simply setting a timer for 25 minutes and during that time we turn off all 
other distractions and simply focus for those 25 minutes on that task. After spending 25 minutes 
focusing we then relax a little bit, because that’s also an important part of the learning process. 
This is something that I didn’t invent; it was invented by an Italian in the late 1980’s and her 
name is Francesco Cedillo. However, this is a powerful technique and many people find that it’s 
one of the best ways to focus. Therefore, if you don’t really want to do something, just slip in a 
25 minute work session. Don’t think about the task you want to work on. Just set the timer, start 
focusing and do it for 25 minutes and things start to happen because you are working through 
that pain and you’re not even really thinking about that pain. 
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COMMUNICATION ONLINE (6:38) 
 
I believe that there are different types and ways of communicating with people. Sometimes it’s 
nice to have face-to-face conversations with people when learning and often that’s integral. 
However, at other times it’s really nice to have discussion forums. For example, in my regular 
face-to-face classes my students are from Rochester Michigan and not from around the world. 
Therefore, those students may not have a sense for what someone from China for example 
might be thinking about the ideas being explored. However, when participating in online forums 
students are suddenly creating friendships and perspectives along with making people aware of 
their perspectives, in contrast a regular in-person classroom seems so parochial in comparison. 
There are tradeoffs for everything however, but I do think that online learning brings to the table 
some important elements of interpersonal activities that we simply aren’t able to give at present 
to people in the traditional classroom. Therefore, online learning brings to students very 
valuable ideas and new perspectives which are important for them to have.  
 
LEARNING OUTCOMES (8:07) 
 
With regards to comparing; face-to-face learning, online at my local university, the flipped 
classroom at my local university and MOOCs which are massively worldwide - I’ve done all of 
those modes. My preference is for the MOOC or a flipped classroom. When I am with my 
students it can be quite empowering for them to also see really good videos of me where I’ve 
actually been able to discover new things and those videos are really very well produced and 
also students can replay me as much as they want. Students can’t really do that in a traditional 
classroom. Sure, they can ask questions in the traditional classroom, but they can replay the 
videos online and that allows them to really get a grasp of the matter (understanding). However, 
when we meet face-to-face we can add active learning sessions. Students don’t always know 
what I’m going to throw at them in a face-to-face class and we often have a lot of fun when 
we’re doing that. Therefore, it seems to me that my students have done best in a format when 
I’m with them face-to-face and also bringing in the best of my online content into that face-to-
face classroom.  
 
However, when I’m teaching the regular face-to-face class, sometimes I really feel like “oh I 
wish I had the assets of the MOOC”. Because the MOOC is so big I can put resources into that 
which I can’t do in my day-to-day classes. My day-to-day classes are flipped and I’m recording 
good content however, I can’t really put a lot of focus and a lot of effort into them. But for the 
MOOC, I know it’s national or international and so I put a five-minute video together that can 
have 25-30 hours of editing for just that five minute video. However, the MOOC is perfect and 
it’s the best lecture I’ve ever given. It’s got wonderful special effects and I mean it’s like a 
professional movie and really, really good and it’s entrancing. If only I could give every lecture 
like that, it would be awesome. So MOOCs are great because they deliver the best lectures in 
really innovative ways and allow my students to interact internationally and that’s great. 
However, the flipped classroom is also good because you’re also doing some face-to-face and it 
is nice that students can come to the class. However, it is quite a difference when you’re 
teaching 25 as opposed to teaching 200,000 students. It is just a very different perspective and 
both are good but very different. 
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The next step in my flipped classroom is the use of adaptive learning. At the moment for 
example I only have quizzes and those are just questions which if they get wrong maybe they 
can be presented with a completely different question. However, with adaptive learning I can 
actually code the questions and if a student gets a question wrong mathematically speaking, 
that code will adapt and randomly put in some different questions. In that way in the student can 
be presented multiple questions covering that same concept however with different numbers 
etc. and in this way I can then see when the student has finally understood a concept. This is 
where MOOCs can be a great benefit because I have a team supporting me to help with this 
kind of thing. I don’t have that kind of support in a flipped classroom, so I’m just now trying to 
grapple with; can I leverage somehow some of the MOOC approaches to a regular classroom? 
It’s really a lot harder, but that’s what I’m trying to think about now.  
 
 
LINKS 
 
Oakland University: http://www.oakland.edu/  
 
Learning How To Learn: https://www.coursera.org/course/learning  
 
Flipped Classroom: http://www.educause.edu/library/resources/7-things-you-should-know-
about-flipped-classrooms 
 
7 Things About MOOCs II: https://net.educause.edu/ir/library/pdf/ELI7097.pdf  

MOOC: https://net.educause.edu/ir/library/pdf/ELI7078.pdf 
 
Adaptive Learning: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Adaptive_learning 

Open Educational Resources In U.S. Higher Education: 

http://www.onlinelearningsurvey.com/reports/openingthecurriculum2014.pdf 

2015 Grade Level: Tracking Online Education in the United States 

http://www.onlinelearningsurvey.com/reports/gradelevel.pdf 
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