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All right, so with our next session, we begin our first theme of getting the MOOC off the ground, what you’ll need to deploy. And to help us do that, we have Peter Struck with us. Peter is associate professor of Classical Studies. He received his AB at the University of Michigan and his MA and PhD from the University of Chicago. His primary research interests are in the history of ideas about the construction of meaning with specialties and literary criticism, and divination through oracles, omens, and dreams, and notions of the organism. 
Peter Struck has taught a variety of classes at Penn, Ohio State, and University of Chicago and Princeton on mythology, religion, magic, literature, philosophy, and theories of language, and the sign at both the undergraduate and graduate levels. In 2004 he won Penn’s Lindback award, the university’s highest award for teaching, and he won the distinguished teaching award from Penn’s College of General Studies in 2006. 
Peter, welcome to the focus session, and thanks for joining us today. Please begin. 
Thanks very much. I appreciate the introduction, and I’m really glad to be a part of this forum. I’ve already learned a lot from the prior conversation and looking forward to hearing what your reaction to my remarks are going to be today. 
My charge today is to talk to you as a practitioner, someone who has done this, and what some of my experience has been. I have taught online at Penn for about ten years now. We about, ten years ago, started a delivery of courses via, then, what was considered the phenomenon of Web 2.0 where all of a sudden we could do more exciting content creation on the Web and not just be passive readers of the things that were put up there by other people. So we decided to put a course up there. These were small scale. There was no “M” in the “OOC” I was teaching, and they were not open, so there was no “O.” I’m not the first one either. 
So we taught that way in, basically, a broom closet in one of the buildings at Penn to small groups of students over the years, and all of a sudden Coursera came along. So the idea that we could do this on a massive scale was sort of thrilling. The numbers that we had involved in our course, 50,000 people signed up, in other words they just clicked the button and said, “Sure, I’ll take a course like that.” Of those people, a little more than half did anything, and of those half that did anything, about half of those did more than -- let’s just say, most, more than half the course. So the numbers are still massive. The number of folks I taught on this one Coursera is more than the total number of people I’ve taught at Penn in ten years. So in one fell swoop it’s pretty much overcoming the total contribution I’ve been able to make pedagogically, at least in terms of numbers up until now. 
Those numbers, I think, are what grab your attention. They need to be paid attention to. I think people in my position are wrong to just talk about this or to ignore that, and some people in my position, I think, are doing that. There’s clearly something happening, and we need to be involved in it. So my engagement in it was part experimentation, part excitement about the numbers, and then some thought from what I had been doing with the course online here at Penn for years, some thought that there was some pedagogical useful contributions I could make in this format. 
But in order to get started on what I think the strengths, and also limitations, of this particular medium are, let’s just take a look at what I would call “picture of the future.” So you will see in front of you here a professor who looks very authoritative. He has facial hair after all. It looks like he has a cigarette coming out of his mouth, wearing some kind of a tweedy getup and talking into this device called a “transmitter” and a “microphone” and a “television pickup.” That’s being deemed out from the university to waiting, willing, excited people who might not otherwise be able to make to the university physically, using their television receivers and their loud speakers to get materials that coming through. 
This was the vision of what might happen in the future, in the 1930s, as television made its advent on the scene. This picture obviously appears kind of quaint. But why does it appear quaint and not predictive? Why is it that this future never emerged? Well it’s certainly not the case that the medium wasn’t able to handle this. Looking at TV is perfectly capable of being a picture out to mass audience. People are perfectly capable of tuning in their televisions to that lecture and getting material in their homes. But it turns out that the specifics of this particular medium and the way it has worked its way into the culture were not at all conducive to doing serious intellectual work. 
TV, it turns out, is great for things like short comedy shows that last for half an hour. It’s great for long sporting events that last a little bit longer time, but it’s no good at doing long-term serious intellectual work. It just is not that kind of a medium. Now we’re entering into a different kind of future and a new set of possibilities. They’re contained in this silicon microchip. This is a world that we’ve been told, according to Moore’s Law, has potentiality that are doubling every 18 months. There are emergent intelligences that are coming out of this thing we’re told to anticipate. 
We have a massively different kind of thing that’s happening in this new medium. We’re just now getting a grip on the capacities of this new medium. It’s changing every industry around us. It’s introducing the possibility of frictionless capitalism. It’s making revolutions possible in countries. It seems to be remaking every aspect of our life. But no one has quite yet answered the question of whether this medium is the right kind of medium. Is it capable of doing long-form intellectual work? 
I think it’s really capable of delivering short bursts of important intellectual content. There’s no question about that. And that’s something I want to talk about in a little bit more detail in just a second. But the kind of things that I value most, I still think it’s an open question as to whether this medium can do it well. And the kinds of things I value most are these long-form open-ended questions that deal with gray areas that interrogate prior assumptions; that allow people to interrogate each other’s ideas; that welcome people who have thoughtfully engaged with each other’s words over an extended period of time. I don’t know whether this medium is perfectly suited for that. It has complexities. 
The main problem I see is that the medium itself is basically built on a form of distraction. I mean it’s made -- the medium in which that I’m using right now to talk to you all and that I use to teach my class, it’s made with lots of things happening for you all at once, and it makes a very low bar for anyone to be able to answer any twitch of curiosity about anything that they might have. So what you’ve got when you are looking at a person in this forum -- I don’t have to tell you all, you’re doing it right now -- you’ve got a window in front of you. And there are dozens of other windows that are constantly competing for your attention. Unless some of you all are sort of beyond the realm of the normal, I would imagine most of you all currently have your e-mail going. You may have chat rooms going and other things that are happening. Who knows, my 11-year-old son might be e-mailing me an urgent message that he needs to make sure he’s got his baseball cleats. I mean I don’t know. These things are going to happen. This is what this medium does well. It has a very low bar for me to pursue any particular twitch of curiosity I have. 
The thing that I value most that happen in my humanities courses, I’m not sure that they’re going to survive in this kind of a medium. I think it’s possible, and I’ll talk about the different permutations why I think that’s possible in a second. But it has its own strengths, and it has its own limitations as well. Let’s talk a little bit about the experience of -- well before I move into the experience of doing this, I just wanted to toss out one name for you all. You all probably already know this person, Cliff Nass. Clifford Nass teaches at Stanford. I just put his name up there. He doesn’t endorse the views I’m saying here, but just to refer to his work. 
I met Cliff Nass when I was out at Stanford a year ago, and he’s a wonderful guy, and he has done tremendously important studies, talking about various euphemisms in the contemporary setting; for example, like multitasking. And it turns out multitasking is just a euphemism for being distracted. And if this is a medium that’s based on that, then it’s a medium basically built on distraction. 
But let me just talk a little bit about my experience of doing it. Let me introduce you what it is that my classroom looks like. This is what I talk into when I’m delivering my lectures online. It is an unforgiving, unemotional piece of class that I need to figure out how to gin up my excitement and enthusiasm to pretend like it is all of a sudden excited and interested in the things I’m saying so that I can carry forward with my lecture. But that’s exactly what I’m doing when I look out at the people in my classroom is I’m looking at something that looks like that. 
This is what my classroom is. This is the space I operate in when I talk. It’s a green screen. There’s no error here. That’s exactly what it’s supposed to be. I stand in front of a giant piece of green felt and walk around staring at that piece of glass, trying to bring to life the kinds of observations and insights that I can bring to the table when it comes to the subject that I’m teaching my course that I’ve been teaching here at Penn and through Coursera course on Greek and Roman Mythology. 
The course outline, what I basically do while I’m teaching, is mix of things. Videos are a big part of it, so we’ve got delivery of what used to be my lectures in the form of this video format. There are also multiple choice quizzes with radio buttons. These are their in that format not because I think they measure the things I really care about, but, rather, because those are the kinds of things that can be graded at scale as a euphemism goes. This, to me, is the biggest question mark around the experience. 
And I’ll end with this, is whether or not we can do meaningful rating of the kinds of things I really care about at scale. I’m really unsure about that. So we have quizzes that have multiple choice. We have peer review writing. That’s an interesting thing that Coursera came up with. I think that’s wonderfully good as a pedagogical piece. So a person learns a lot by being asked to grade other people’s essays, but it’s not, at this point, workable to deliver a high-stakes evaluation of a student’s work. So it’s good for the graders. They learn a lot. But for the graded person, aside from getting the feedback from their peers, I don’t think it’s good to rely on that as an actual contribution to what the course is going to be, or as a high-stakes evaluation for what the course is all about. I also have some discussion forums that I work with. 
Now, all of this is based on this premise that what’s happening in the lecture, in my normal face-to-face mythology class, is just being replaced, and what people typically talk about here is something called the “flipped classroom.” I think this is a euphemism for a different kind of thing. What we’re doing when we’re flipping the classroom is taking what has been a traditional structure of how course is taught at a university, a lecture, reading, and discussion, and we’re taking -- the idea is that we’re going to somehow flip these around. But what we’re really doing is we’re taking the lecture, the live lecture, and we’re flipping it into the dustbin. 
Now that’s disruptive and challenging and a little bit thrilling, but I’m not one of those who is starting in on all this with the idea that the lecture, the live lecture, is, itself, somehow, by definition, broken and it needs to tossed out unceremoniously, to be replaced with other more interactive kinds of things. I just don’t know that that’s the case. 
I had described to me -- there was some coverage of a course that I was doing with Coursera here, where I was doing it here at Penn, producing it here at Penn, and then also teaching my live course simultaneously. And I had a very smart person who was a writer who it was doing an article for one of our Penn magazines, and he went and did my Coursera and had interesting things to say about. He then did a live lecture. He said the comparison between myself when I’m delivering a Coursera lecture, compared to what I am in a live performance is like watching TV, as opposed to going to a play. I think there might be something to that. But it’s not because I want to say that the lecture is obviously the -- the lab lecture is obviously always a best way to proceed. I don’t think that’s correct. 
But I’m not ready to pitch all lectures always into the dustbin. I think they do do something here. When done well, they are extraordinary learning environments. I think that we now all, those of us who are in the profession of trying to teach our students, we all now need to look hard at our lectures. Are they any good? Should we revise them? And if we can’t revise them, why don’t we just go ahead and follow this flip classroom euphemism and go ahead and toss them into the trash bin. I’m okay with that. 
So what I think this format does is challenge us in a useful way. I’m pretty confident that if I, for example, tried to replace my live lectures with Coursera-style lectures, I think my students would find that the live lectures were a better learning environment. That’s my guess. But at some point I will test that, and we’ll find out. And if I my students tell me, “You know what, fun as those lectures were, I’m not learning as much,” I’m going to have to take that very seriously. But at this point, I don’t think it’s actually the case; that that’s distinctive about what happens in a live lecture. 
So now what happens in a Coursera version of a lecture after we toss out the live lecture? Well we replace the live lecture with videos, and then we continue to do the reading and we continue to do discussion sections in small groups in the Coursera version of this. It’s only online that these things happen. If one we’re talking about a flip classroom in a live university then the discussion section would still be there, run by the TA. 
But let’s talk more about what that lecture is all about in the five minutes I have left. I’m mindful of my time. The tradition, as it’s handed out, says 50 minutes is the perfect time for the time window for delivering the kind of content I really care about. No one had ever really questioned that seriously in the time I’ve been teaching, in the last 15 years or so. Now that we’re questioning it, that’s good; that’s interesting; that’s useful; that’s important. But the kind of questioning that this 50-minute time period is getting is only because we’re now settling on a new orthodoxy, which says that 12 minutes, 10 minutes, maybe 7, but somewhere between 7 and 12 minutes, that’s the perfect amount of time for the learning outcomes that we want to have. Well I’m not sure that that’s true at all. 
I think 12 minutes is the perfect amount of time for a video lecture because that’s what the medium allows. The medium is pressing the truncation of a large long lecture format into these 12-minute digestible chunks because that is what is suitable to the medium. I don’t think any of us have answered the question of whether that is better for students. Does it create a more vibrant learning environment? I don’t know if that’s true. We’re getting, instead, a new orthodoxy, which I think needs to be tested, just as the old orthodoxy needs to be tested, and so far I haven’t found that there’s been sufficient testing of that. 
Within the parts of the course that I really care about, just kind of carrying forward the conversation I just started with, the longer form, open-ended, gray area kinds of questions, I think there are things you can do with these kinds of questions in the format that we have before us, the ten-minute lecture video clip. I have had some success, and I was a little surprised by this in the Coursera course, and I measured that. 
By the polling at the end of the class, we had some information from students that said, “Yeah, I learned a huge amount in this class.” The number that went to that extreme degree I was really surprised by and very encouraged by. It set off some moments of reflection, the uptake of which, for me, was my point, when I’m teaching my Greek and Roman Mythology class, sure it’s important that I find a value and an importance in being present with my students and having the back-and-forth engagement about these things like gray areas and the nuances and being able to interrogate each other. Those are all really important things for the learning outcomes I care about most. 
However, what the Coursera experience has reminded me of is that the whole point of me being present for the students and being around with them is really only to get them really excited and thrilled so that they’re able to spend really long extended time with much smarter people than I am, Homer, Escalus, Sophocles, Virgil, spending time doing intensive reading. That’s what the live parts of my course campus are about anyway, is getting people set up, cued, motivated, framed, organized in such a way that they can best appreciate these wonderfully life-changing materials that come from the ancient Greeks and Roman. 
So if I say to myself that that’s the best way to produce the learning outcomes I really care about most, then perhaps what’s happening in this Coursera format just allows me to do that kind of thing and allows me to do it, as the euphemism goes, at scale. The number of e-mails I got just over the transom from people who have been told many times not to e-mail because we just can’t handle the flood that comes in from the tens of thousands, despite the asking them repeatedly not to, at the end of the course there were lots of people> It’s like a dam broke. 
There were lots of people that I got -- this was just anecdotal -- but e-mails that said, “This course changed my life.” Well that’s what I care about. I mean that’s the sort of the point why we do Greek and Roman Mythology in the first place is its entertaining. It’s titillating. We do some things about culture building, general humanities, but we really imagine that someone has their preconceptions, the narrowness in their views pointed out to them, their preconceptions exploded, and the narrowness of their views exploded, and they deepen their capacity for empathy across all kinds of human situations. I mean that’s really what I care about. And it may just be the case that this huge massive online format, with the sacrifices that go into building and delivering on this particular medium, this format may allow us to do some of what we care about most like that at scale. 
So with that, I think I will take a break and ask for questions from the group. And as I understand, Veronica and Malcolm are going to aggregate those for me and pass them on my way. 
Yes, that’s correct. Thanks, Peter, for your presentation. It was really interesting to hear your perspective on the teaching in the MOOC environment. 
Everyone, please stay in the room for a ten-minute Q&A period with Peter. We encourage you to ask questions by typing them in the chat space or by posting them in Twitter. But in the meantime, we’re going to go ahead and begin. And I’ve got lots of questions for you, Peter. I guess maybe kind of a first basic question is what drew you to teaching in the MOOC, given, you know, some the limitations that you highlighted for us? 
To me the answer is very straightforward, it’s just a number. The fact that there were tens of thousands of people that were potentially interested in it, that was enough to turn my head and make me take it seriously. 
So somebody mentioned in the chat that maybe the idea is not to shift from the stand-and-deliver mode, or maybe the idea is not to shift from the stand-and-deliver mode. She says she wonders if the question is whether the medium is the right one to do as we’ve always done, so maybe embedded in here is what might you have done to transform your teaching in the MOOC, and what may you have learned from the MOOC that has transformed other teaching, maybe your face-to-face teaching, if any? 
That’s a great question. I think that among the many disruptions of MOOCs, the most important one is the amount of attention that is all of a sudden going to teaching, to our pedagogy; that other part of our core mission. At research universities like Penn, for example, that’s one-third of the career, and sometimes among colleagues it’s thought of the lesser of the three pieces of the career; administrative, teaching, and research. So a lot of attention has been paid to teaching. And I think that having a whole language that develops, pointing out the limitations of the lecture format, is probably also a helpful thing too. 
I have colleagues here at Penn who are involved in the Coursera business who are saying, you know, this is the end of the lecture as we know it, and that’s a good thing. As opposed to the stand and deliver is another kind of euphemism I think that’s useful here, because what it does is, in a sense, it kind of cuts us down a peg in the reassurance that we all pat ourselves on the back with that, you know, learning in my classroom is happening just great, thank you very much, and I don’t need to change. That’s pathetic, actually, that attitude, and it never stands up when someone starts talking about MOOCs, because if they do, what typically happens if people are interested in MOOCs or not, the fact that they are interested in pursuing them or not, even if they’re not interested in pursuing a MOOC, they’re going to tell you it’s because they think the students aren’t learning enough in that kind of environment, at which point you start to have a long conversation. 
What are they learning in your classroom? Now this is the kind of question that is asked in only anemic ways in most of our institutions, with the exception liberal arts colleges that I think probably are still very thoughtful on this kind of thing. But, surely, at research universities it’s hard to find a really robust conversation among faculty around the question of what are students learning in your classroom. That helps us, I think, scrutinize all pieces of our teaching, which is the most important good outcome, I think, of MOOCs, or the clearest good outcome of MOOCs already, which is that it’s asking us to scrutinize how we normally do our teaching. 
I think it has changed my teaching in the classroom to the extent that it’s put everything on the table again. It’s made me recalibrate, reanalyze, re-ask the question of am I doing it the right way. I am not to the point of saying I’m going to flip my classroom in the sense of not have live lectures anymore. As I said I’m quite infected to my live lectures, and I think they’re, you know, what makes the course work really well here. But I realize that I’m going to have to -- I have now an opportunity to actually scrutinize that and to bring it up for a vote among the students, among other things, to see if the live lecture real I should stick around. I’m close to point now of testing it, but I am uncertain about the outcome, I mean as I’m sure you can tell. But what this format is allowing me to do is to question everything, and that’s a great thing. 
Can you tell us a little bit also about maybe features in the MOOC that help students to engage, either with you, with the content, or with each other, and also how you handled grading and evaluation of student learning? You talked a little bit about kind of the long form that you tend to prefer traditionally of kind of intellectual interaction, but maybe you could tell us how that transformed in the MOOC or what it looked like even. 
Yes. Yes, I’m happy to talk about. Let me answer in two parts. One thing that was distinctive about the MOOC that was a tremendously beneficial learning tool was this giant discussion forum. Floating out a question to a class of 250 students live here at Penn, that’s a pretty good crowd to use as a crowd-sourcing mechanism to come up with cool ideas about the text I’m really interested in. 
Now to crowd source that at two, three, four, orders of magnitude higher than that, and all of a sudden you’ve got tens of thousands of people who are thinking about meditating on about interesting things in your text, that’s tremendously interesting. And call me ignorant, but I just did not realize it would be quite so interesting. I definitely learned that when I taught the MOOC. And the mechanism that’s used with Coursera is -- postings on the discussion forum are liked and disliked by fellow students in the classroom. 
So you’ve got a giant crowd-sourcing mechanism to elicit good ideas, and then to vote out the good ones. The ones that are voted up go up to higher in the chat room. So you wind up with a very, top ten cream of the top of the tens of thousands of comments that are out there that voted by tens and hundreds, and some of them thousands of people, as being really good insights. Those are great. You know, that is a remarkable tool. And as I say, you know, crowd sourcing is something that I never quite realized could do such tremendously good work in the arcane material that I work with, but it is, indeed, absolutely true. So it is a lesson that I’ve learned that a lot of other people have known, and that discussion forum is extremely beneficial. 
Secondly, what are some -- getting back to the negative side of the ledger, the grading, how does that work in a MOOC? The format currently is limited. The medium is forcing us to do quizzes, assessments, assignments that are gradable by computer at scale. That’s a huge limitation for me. It’s the difference between -- you know, it is a big difference to say you’re going to come up with even diabolically clever modes of using radio quizzes, and some of them you can get pretty clever with. I’ve seen good iterations. But even diabolically clever ones don’t measure what I really care about most. 
For some of my colleagues -- and, you know, on occasion people will fall into lumping all of the technical fields together as being one clump and the humanities in another clump. I don’t necessarily mean to do that here. But anecdotally, from my colleagues who deal in my quantitative fields, they have been able to measure what they care about most in this more quantitative kind of format, because in the end, the brilliant answers that come out from the kinds of diabolically difficult problems that they give to students are measurable in a quantitative way. But that’s just so far not the case. I have not seen it work that way with humanities and such. It doesn’t really measure what I care about. So we’re still back to that difficulty of what the format allows us to do. So two sides of an answer to a question that I hope I got at the gist, or a couple of the gists of what was being brought up with that question. 
Peter, another comment came in that with tens of thousands of students there will be many, many different motivations for each student about why they want to learn and what they want to learn. Do you have any thoughts about remixing the content in order to design the course to fit different student needs or motivations or goals? 
Absolutely. And, you know, remixing is the right word here. Another colleague of mine says that what MOOCs are going to do is create an environment in which there is pedagogically successful use material all over the place, and then what the professor becomes is more of a DJ rather than a diva. So rather than being the sole proprietor of insight in the course being delivered in from a podium, what the professor is going to be doing is mixing content that comes from lots of different places to present, and I think we do have a potential future here, where lots of different content can be brought to bear in a classroom. 
You know, as far as I know so far, my Greek and Roman Mythology class is just about the only one that’s up there on Coursera, but soon enough there will be others, and let’s see what happens. Greg Nagy is teaching his famous Heroes course from Harvard up on edX, and who knows, maybe there will be places where we have a wide menu of different professors to choose from, and for some week I might say, you know, to really understand Achilles you’ve got to listen to Greg Nagy’s Achilles. Look at these three lectures available on edX and we’ll come back and talk about them next time. I see a future in which that’s very much possible. And it means a different kind of rule for what the professor is about. But it does open up brand new educational possibilities that did not exist before. 
Great. Thanks, Peter. That’s a very interesting comment actually, to bring in other expertise, sort of the flip model there. Well thanks again, and without further delay, we’re going to reset the stage for our next session. We’re going to go silent for a few seconds while we do that, and if you’ve had any of your pods go gray or you have had any other issues inside of Adobe Connect --  

PAGE  
1

