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MOOCs 
 
When Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs) first came out, there was all this excitement 
regarding how MOOCs were going to revolutionize education. Amy Collier (Stanford University) 
and I were some of the first people very early on in the MOOC hype to say; ‘look if there is going 
to be an impact from MOOCs, it’s probably going to be more that you would now blend a MOOC 
with the traditional face-to-face course’. And this now I think has become the common received 
wisdom, but at that time people were talking about how MOOCs were going to eliminate 
classrooms. We were like ‘hold on, where the real impact will be is in the traditional course+ a 
MOOC or that sort of thing. It’s going to be a supplement’. Time has proven us right.  
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OPEN PEDAGOGY (1:08) 
 
My obsession for the past nine or ten years has been on the idea of reuse. We can talk all we 
want about openness, open materials and open education, but where the ‘rubber meets the 
road’ is to what extent are these things really used? So you publish something open and no one 
use it, no one extends it, no one builds on it. Who cares? You might as well have buried it in 
your yard, right? I tend to be the guy out there saying, ‘it’s great to build something as open but 
in what ways are you thinking about how this gets reused and extended? If you put out a digital 
textbook that’s open and there’s no tool for students to annotate it, for professors to customize 
it, why is that? Why are you making it difficult for people to make things better? 
 
So I see ‘openness’ that does not think about and try to encourage reuse as being sort of a false 
sense of open and that’s my ‘schtick’ and that probably connects my previous MOOC work to 
the stuff I’m doing now with Federal Education. It’s great to have these open models, but we 
need to make sure that people are really encouraged to extend other’s works. Student blogging 
I think is great, but the problem with student blogging is; I have an idea and I throw it up on a 
blog, but the reader can’t say ‘this idea is great and I have two things I’d love to add to it’. 
Therefore, you should be able to take that blogs idea and extend it. That’s the point. Therefore, 
we should stop focusing on open and start looking instead at; you know you’re successful with 
open when people are reusing the materials. It is too easy to say ‘we did 1800 open publications 
or we put out all these open courses’. The question is, ‘to what extent do people reuse those 
and to what extent do they’re make them better’, that’s when you know you’re successful.  
 
This is the side of open pedagogy that we’ve forgotten about over the past ten years and it’s a 
really important side when you are looking to build a culture of science. Blogging is fine, it’s a 
great way to have students reflect, draw connections and so forth, but what we really need to be 
teaching is collaboration. There was a line in the keynote this morning where the speaker said, 
‘we have this entire program of science and we won’t even take a week to show our students 
how to collaborate over the Internet’ and then he went on to say, ‘we can graduate all these 
people with the degrees that we want to, apply all this money we want to, but if we can’t figure 
out this collaboration problem, we’re all screwed anyway’. Therefore, it doesn’t matter how 
many smart people we have if they don’t know how to use the tools. 
 
However, there is some debate about what first steps need to be taken. You can have a 
grassroots approach where you go out and you find faculty who are willing to do this and that’s 
good. But I think you also need a top-down approach. What you need to do is you need to treat 
‘digital literacy’ as a core competency; just the same way you treat critical thinking or whatever 
as core competencies, which you’re claiming are getting transferred to students. You’ve got to 
articulate that and it has to be at the same level as critical thinking and scientific literacy. If it’s 
not, then again we get into this problem. It’s hard. 
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DIGITAL LITERACY (5:05) 
 
You can go different routes with this, but a basic literacy is critical consumption. We all know 
how to look through journals and how to determine the reliability of a journal article via citations 
and so forth and we spend a lot of time walking students through that process. And then what 
we tell them is to ‘just use journals’ and don’t go online. That’s one way of doing it, but if you say 
the solution to reliability is to only use journals, you’re locking out all this other stuffs that could 
inform our work or accelerate our work. This is something which moves faster than a six-month, 
12-month or 18-month cycle. Therefore, critical consumption is a digital literacy; how does one 
find reliable information from experts on the Internet and how does one connect with those 
experts in ways which ensure that the information they’re getting is valid, reliable and useful? 
 
Collaboration is also literacy. This is the sort of the Wiki thing. How do we find ways to build and 
extend other’s work while still giving credit and avoiding the flame wars that can erupt? How do 
we digitally collaborate? I think Wikis are a piece of that, but I think there are other things that 
are pieces of that.  
 
There is also room for digital identity. How do you build your digital identity online? How do 
people find you? It’s not just about ‘do I look good’. You want a digital footprint where the people 
you really need to know in your field of work find you and connect with you. Some people think 
well ‘this is vain and they just want to look good on the Internet’. No, you want a digital identify 
to represent you in such a way that when someone bumps into the edges of your d-identity on 
the Internet, they say ‘I should write a paper with this guy, let’s contact with each other and let’s 
get going on this’.  
 
Why do we have to do this and what’s the ultimate purpose? The ultimate purpose is to 
enhance what we’re able to do as humankind. The truth is that for most problems we’re faced 
with right now the solution is out there. It is out there but the problem is; piece A of that solution 
is over there in this guy’s head, piece B is in this guy’s head and piece C is in this woman’s 
head over in Bangalore. The challenge is to get piece A, B and C to come together and to 
produce the next cure for cancer, to produce the next radiology analytics tool and to do 
whatever needs to be done. That’s where solutions are increasingly coming from. Earlier the 
solutions came from three people who happen to meet in a room somewhere and started talking 
about their work and maybe they were able to build off of that during these serendipitous 
meetings. But there aren’t enough rooms for people to have those kinds of meetings, so we 
need to use net-enabled tools to make that happen.  
 
For example, you know the following if you’ve ever been on the Internet. We have a more 
advanced system for sharing and improving food recipes in this country and in this world than 
we do for sharing and improving science. You can get a recipe on Pinterest or somewhere, put 
it up there on the web, it will go through multiple iterations and in the three weeks you will have 
a better recipe that is available for millions of people who wanted to learn how to cook that exact 
thing. However, there are so many problems in science that would benefit from exactly that 
process. Today again in the keynote, one of the things the speaker was talking about was 
scientific lab procedures. It seems really bland, but what are the lab procedures that support 
quality research and how do we create efficiency in our labs when no one writes the procedures 
down or shares them with others? The result of that behavior is that the knowledge doesn’t get 
routed to other labs.  
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So we lose these massive amounts of productivity because; I’m sitting over here in Portland or 
something and I’ve got a lab efficiency problem, therefore I go out to look for and seek solutions 
to this problem. However, many people may have the solutions but those solutions are not 
discoverable (findable). The solutions don’t route their way to me, but if they were findable and if 
they did route their way to me, I could take all the genius that we’re instilling in our students and 
would not be wasting time with lab procedures that are actually not efficient. Therefore, all of 
these current practices in the end reduce our capacity to solve problems.  
 
The students want to solve problems and the students are going to be at their most creative and 
most productive if they have opportunities to connect their ideas with other ideas that are out 
there, but as long as those ideas are tacit, they’re not going to be able to do that. One of the 
great things about being at a top-ranked university is not just that you have those teachers but 
that you also bump into the ideas of other students who are working on problems and you 
maybe make connections that introduce you to your life’s work. However, that’s not possible for 
everybody. There are a limited number of students who are just going to happen to be in the 
same physical space at the same time as another person is working on the other half of the 
same problem. On the Internet by contrast, there is no limits to that. The Internet is a serendipity 
engine that creates serendipitous meetings within which people can discover areas that they 
would like to investigate or which would have never occurred to them before. Furthermore, they 
can scale those opportunities infinitely and that’s what we really need to do, I think. 
 
Regarding online research, we should not take away the intent but we should be careful about 
these blank statements that make students feel like ‘well if I want to be successful, I stay away 
from Internet resources’. Probably in a small sense that may be true. For example, if you cite 
Wikipedia, you’re not going to go that far in academia. But in a larger sense, the truth is again 
as we heard this morning, the people who learn to digitally collaborate produce a massive 
amount of more published papers than the people who don’t digitally collaborate. So if you’re 
looking for a good take away for your students, especially in the sciences, you should say 
‘would you like to be published? Your chances of being published will double or something like 
that if you become part of a digital collaborative network’. 
 
So some people say Wikipedia is horrible and that students shouldn’t site Wikipedia and they’re 
right. The reason is that at university you shouldn’t be citing encyclopedias anymore. This isn’t a 
book report. This is a research report. However, we get hung up on that conversation ‘should 
you site Wikipedia’ and we can end that conversation right now – no. Do not site Wikipedia in a 
professional paper. It’s Wikipedia, it’s a reference. However, it’s not about the reliability; it’s 
about the fact that it’s a reference work. Now what Wikipedia is really useful for is that 
Wikipedia, even more than encyclopedias, has all the claims extensively cited and referenced to 
print publications at the bottom of each article. So I can look at Wikipedia and I can follow those 
references and I can establish a starting point where I can find sources that and I can then 
move out from. So just teaching students to do that, instead of saying don’t cite Wikipedia rather 
say; ‘look, here is where Wikipedia is useful, it actually moves you out into the citation network’. 
However, it’s hard to get faculty to understand that aside from the fact that we don’t teach it 
directly which I think we need to, there are a lot of faculty who are reinforcing the opposite 
behavior through the dismissive comments they make, just because they can be so nuance in 
their discipline. However, when it comes to these digital tools it’s all ‘black and white’ to faculty. 
And that’s a problem, because they (faculty) need to develop some nuance regarding those 
tools. 
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COLLABORATION THROUGH FEDERATED WIKI (13:55) 
 
I would encourage people even to use regular Wiki for all it problems. However, in a regular 
Wiki we end up with this sort of ‘Groundhog Day’ dilemma where people just see the same 
things over and over and nobody actually builds on an idea. We had this fabulous example in 
the history of Wikipedia where a couple ‘stub’ pages produced the largest collaborative work in 
the history of mankind, the largest intellectual work in the history of mankind. We haven’t 
duplicated that largely because at this early stage of knowledge, Wikipedia and Wiki Culture 
often lock people out.  
 
So Federated Wiki is all about inverting this structure. You have a system right now where 
multiple people fit into a single Wiki. What Federated Wiki does is that each person has their 
own individual Wiki, but that individual Wiki feeds into your browser in ways that make it look 
like one Wiki. The way Federated Wiki works is this; I’m browsing and looking at peoples stuff in 
my Federation, all these articles etc. and I come upon something that I disagree with and I want 
to extend or elaborate on that. So I go in, click and edit that item and what happens is that my 
server for that page changes. Everybody else in the network has their own little mini-server and 
they see that there’s a change I have made. They can either take that change, ‘that’s a good 
idea I would like to have that’ or they don’t take that change. The result is that we don’t sit 
around and endlessly berate each other for being stupid. 
 
Federated Wiki is part of a larger thing built around different models of collaboration and 
pedagogy. However, it’s perhaps easiest to explain with the example of Wiki. The idea of a 
traditional Wiki is that you have multiple people and they all plug into this central server and 
then you look at that single work on the server. On any given page people discuss or sometimes 
argue. So for any given page, people will discuss or argue about what the page should be. 
There’s one page on the server that becomes a community statement on whatever that idea 
may be. That is a good model because it pushes people to discuss things and to try and decide 
on what’s the proper way to say that thing. However, it’s also a bad model because it forces 
people to do that right away. So you go on Wikipedia right now and you say, “Hey I’m going to 
just make this small little edit.” You’re not just going to make a small edit, you make that small 
edit and then you’re going to have three day of conversation with others about whether that edit 
can stay there. That behavior actually pushes people away from sharing and collaborating. If 
you go all the way back to the beginnings of web2.0, you had blogs and you had Wikis and they 
were kind of seen in 2004 as equivalent trends that we’re growing. What we have seen 
subsequently is that the blogging culture of Twitter, Instagram and Tumbler has actually taken 
off and now people do this very natively. Wiki culture hasn’t had the same success and that’s 
kind of a shame because when we look at what people are doing on Twitter and with blogging, 
yes people are getting their ideas out there, but there’s no push to come to a consensus. 
There’s no push to say I’m going take your idea, I’m going edit it, I’m going to build on it and to 
extend it.  
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So I have been working with this Federated Wiki idea in some classroom contexts where each 
student has their own Federated Wiki and the way we use it is that; the students publish their 
work on their Federated Wiki. Other students are then encouraged to go out and ‘fork’ (accept-
use) the work of students that they believe have offered good content and they bring that 
‘forked’ content back to their own Wiki. What you’re trying to get students to do is to produce 
work that other students believe will make their Wiki better. This behavior changes the way we 
think about traditional forms of student collaboration ‘we’re going to have a group and we’re 
going to be all graded in a group project’. However, now instead what you want to do is two 
things; you want your Wiki to be awesome and you want the work that you produced to be 
reused (cited) by others. Therefore, there’s a dual objective now and the important second piece 
of that objective is, it’s not good enough just for our Wiki to be good, now the work I personally 
produced should be so useful to others that they will ‘fork’ it. The result is that you get rid of the 
gatekeepers and that’s particularly important for minority voices which often don’t do well in 
large consensus-driven structures. Now we can also have minority viewpoints and those 
minority viewpoints can exist in a minority because they doesn’t get squashed, eliminated or 
eradicated. Therefore, everyone can spread their ideas. 
 
Furthermore, there are visualization elements in this (Federated Wiki) also where you can see 
that a particular piece of content or a particular student has had their work ‘forked’ all over the 
Wiki. It’s sort of like citations. In fact this model of individuals producing things that disagree with 
one another which then get cited (forked) or built into larger productions, is a model of citation 
that is actually very similar to science and the way science works. Therefore, again it was 
interesting listening to the keynote this morning because a lot of what he was talking about is 
exactly the obsessions that I identify with. It’s great to talk about ‘this is open’ but if it’s open just 
as broadcast and it’s not available to reuse, to extent or to build upon and we don’t teach 
students to do that? If we always teach students to ‘start from scratch’, never use someone 
else’s work, never build upon something and never move something forward, we just end up 
unconsciously teaching them to do everything from scratch. The resulting message we are 
sending students is; never take someone else’s ideas and move them forward because you 
want it to be your idea and you want it to be all your idea. Therefore, the result is that we have 
created this individualistic culture which reinvents the wheel every six months. 
 
One of the struggles regarding the use of Wiki is that collaboration is not easy. Therefore, when 
people come to it they often say; ‘well, I find Wiki really difficult’. Part of the answer to that is that 
‘it is difficult because it’s difficult’, but so is bio-informatics, statistics and calculus. These things 
are difficult, but there are some things you need to know how to do and one of those thing that 
we desperately need to know how to do in society is how to share ideas, how to make sure 
those ideas get routed to the right people, how to be sure that the people the ideas get routed to 
have ways to extend those ideas and how to feed all of that back into public knowledge. Yes, it 
is hard to build habits and understandings around how that works, absolutely. It may even be as 
hard as calculus, but it’s something we need to know how to do, we just need to do it. It’s no 
good sitting around and saying, “Well, this is hard so let’s not tackle it.”  
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I have been excited about institutions that have embraced these ideas but then again, I’ve been 
a little depressed by people who may have a degree in neurobiology or something like that and 
they say, ‘my students really don’t go for Wiki. Wiki is hard’. Imagine in the university if they said 
‘you’re students have come to us and they have said that your Neurobiology class is difficult, 
therefore we’ve got to get rid of Neurobiology’. Students have to know what they have to know. 
There is all the research you could want to prove that students do not know how to collaborate 
online and that both from the sense of being citizens and from the sense of being professionals, 
they need to know that it’s out there. And yet, this is something that we only do when it’s easy 
and that’s the thing that has to change. We have to make a commitment that we are actually 
going to do this, even when it’s hard. 
 
 
LINKS 
 
Washington State University (WSU):  
http://www.wsu.edu/ 
 
Amy Collier, Stanford:  
http://www.slideshare.net/amcollier  
 
7 Things About MOOCs II:  

https://net.educause.edu/ir/library/pdf/ELI7097.pdf 

7 Things You Should Know About MOOCs:  

https://net.educause.edu/ir/library/pdf/ELI7078.pdf  

7Things About Open Educational Resources:  
https://net.educause.edu/ir/library/pdf/ELI7061.pdf   
 
OpenCourseWare Consortium:  
http://ocw.mit.edu/about/ocw-consortium/ 
 
FederatedWiki:  
http://hapgood.us/2014/11/06/federated-education-new-directions-in-digital-collaboration/ 
 
Digital Literacy:  
http://www.digitalliteracy.gov/ 
 
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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gerard.danford@haaga-helia.fi 
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