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This is about connecting local and global student communities with the use of the MOOCs. Derek received his Ph.D. in Mathematics at Vanderbilt and he taught Math at Harvard University for two years before returning to Vanderbilt as an Assistant Director for the Center for Teaching and Senior Lecturer in Mathematics. At the Center, Derek has consulted with faculty members, graduate students, departments and programs across the University, and helped develop two of the Centers’ flagship programs, the Junior Faculty Teaching Fellows Program and the Teaching Certificate Program. Derek is nationally recognized for his work on the use of technology in education, having authored and influential and well-received book on the use of classroom response systems.
Derek, thanks so much for joining us. We’re delighted to have you with us. Please begin.

All right. Thanks for having me here today. I’m very excited to be chatting about MOOCs because I don’t have enough conversations about MOOCs in my career right now. It seems that every conversation goes there. So I’ve been kind of in and out of the sessions today. I’ve really enjoyed following the back channel over on Twitter and have a sense of some of the discussions that have been happening. 
I’m going to try to cover slightly different ground here, but I’ll just put the caveat out there that even though we seem to be moving in what we call at Vanderbilt MOOC years, everything seems to be moving much faster than we anticipate. This is all still very new ground for folks, and so we have a few explorations here at Vanderbilt that I’d like to share and talk about. And so let’s get started.

So, MOOCs, Massive Open Online Courses. I saw earlier there was a lot of conversation around this definition and what does massive mean, what does open mean, what does online mean? I think those are good conversations to have. As a mathematician I’m very particular about definitions, and so I think those conversations are helpful.
However, as we all know, MOOCs is perhaps not the prettiest acronym, so I’ve been working on options, so I’m wondering if maybe we can call these Massive Online Learning Undertakings via Synchronous Communities. For some reason, this one hasn’t caught on much, MOLUSCs. So, still working on acronyms here.

So over at Vanderbilt we launched our Coursera partnership back in September, and have since then been developing five Vanderbilt courses to go on the Coursera platform. We’ve got a couple of those courses up and running now, and then we’ve got three more that are in the pipeline that’ll be coming on board online later this summer.
My role as the Director for the Center of Teaching, I’m on the task force that’s helping to make this happen. I’m not running the task force, but I’m playing a big role in terms of instructional design and trying to kind of connect the faculty with resources that would be helpful doing a little research here and there on the MOOC experience. And it’s been real exciting, actually. It moves fast and it’s opening up all kinds of conversations, which is good to be a part of.
Here’s the courses we’ve got running right now. Doug Schmidt has a computer science course that started back in March. He was our first guinea pig, and then the next day, David Owens’ course, Leading Strategic Innovations in Organizations, came on board. And so we now have two MOOCs that have been up and running for a month, and so some of these conversations around what it feels like to actually be a part of these communities as they go up and running, we’ve got to experience that here.
As of last week we had 173,000 students enrolled in these five courses. I think I’m obligated to include at least one very large number in every presentation I give about MOOCs. This is also part of my effort to make Rockwell the official font of MOOCs because I think it looks – it’s just massive looking. 
And I also put this number out here to say that there are huge numbers of people participating in these MOOCs, and as Jason just said, and others have said, it doesn’t mean everyone is finishing these MOOCs, but there are certainly these huge global learning communities that are forming through this vehicle, the MOOC. And so what I’d like to kind of explore with you guys today a little bit is how do those massive global learning communities interact with the local learning community here on campus? And so I’m going to share a few different kind of experiments that we’ve had that look at the interaction between local learning communities and the global learning communities provided by MOOCs.
So the first kind of example is what we’ve taken to calling wrapping a MOOC, and so this was an experiment by Doug Fisher, who is a Computer Science professor here at Vanderbilt. He’s been experimenting for a couple of years with using open educational resources in his courses, finding lecture videos and other resources from elsewhere and including them in different ways in his course. This past fall he had the opportunity to teach a graduate-level machine learning course and essentially flipped his classroom using someone else’s MOOC, which I think is just an interesting model. 
Let me kind of – here’s my little diagram of what he did, so we had a 14-week semester, graduate-level course in Machine Learning with about a dozen students in it. For the first ten weeks, as it happens the Stanford MOOC on Machine Learning taught by Andrew Ng, launched at the same time at the start of the semester. So the first ten weeks of our semester overlapped with the ten weeks of the Machine Learning MOOC, and so what Doug did is he had his students essentially complete the MOOC. So they enrolled in the MOOC, they watched the lectures, they did the homework, they did the assignments. Then he supplemented that with weekly meetings with his students and additional readings. And so they would do these additional readings, which kind of dealt with more advanced topics, in a sense, in Machine Learning, they’d meet once a week for discussion, and that was the first ten weeks of the class.
During the last four weeks of the class, the MOOC had ended and so his students worked on projects, with him as he ordinarily does in this type of course. And so he calls this his “wrapper” approach. If you can kind of see there, he’s wrapped his course around this standalone MOOC, which I think is just a fascinating model. 
And we talked to his students. We’ve got a little research project going to try to understand, at least on a qualitative level, kind of what the student experience is in this type of environment, and so after some focus groups and surveys with his students, a few things emerged, because I think this is an interesting experiment. One is that his students really like the online learning component. They liked the lecture videos. They were well designed. They could watch at two times speed. They could watch them with captions. They could re-watch them. All those types of things, those students just kind of raved about.
What was interesting to me, on some level most interesting, was this kind of intersection between the local learning community at the course and the global learning community of the MOOC. In a sense you had these dozen students who were kind of embedded in this larger community. What was interesting was that they didn’t actually interact much with that larger community. If they had any kind of questions about the material, they would ask each other or they would ask Doug. They wouldn’t necessarily go on the discussion forums. In fact, I don’t think any of them posted anything on the discussion forums. Occasionally they’d have questions, and they would go to the discussions forums and generally find that someone else had already asked their question and that they could see the answers to it there. And so it’s not that they were disassociated completely from the global learning community, but they didn’t interact with other students in the course who were not local to Vanderbilt, which was interesting.
On the other hand, this idea of going to this discussion board to get questions answered, it kind of depended on the fact that there was a MOOC running, right? That there were other students, lots of them, going through the material at the same time as our students. And so by the time they got to a question stage, some other student somewhere in the world had already asked that question and folks had come along and answered it. And so it was interesting, there wasn’t a ton of interaction with the MOOC, but there was some.

I’d also say the other finding was that it was kind of an interesting design challenge to figure out how to integrate – how to wrap a course around a MOOC in that Doug wanted his students to learn the basics of machine learning, but then also to be exposed to some more kind of frontline research in this area, and so figuring out when to introduce that extra research, how to time things, how to talk about the material from the MOOC and the in-class discussion, some of that worked well, some of it didn’t work as well. The alignment wasn’t always there, and so Doug’s helped to write an article that we’ve drafted, and he’s got a lot of good thoughts about kind of this design challenge, and I think it’s kind of important.
I’ll also say though, the other thing the students pointed out is that Doug’s role shifted. When we asked them, you know, how would you describe his role as a professor in this course, they called him a facilitator, and so he – I think, was it Amy who talked about deejays earlier. I mean, he’s not the content deliverer. He didn’t have to lecture. He didn’t have to handle kind of the basic homework assignments, so his role shifted in this course to a discussion facilitator, consultant, things like that, which I think was really interesting.
The upshot here is that in some ways it seems, at least from this small case study, that the MOOC worked better than a textbook for flipping a class because you had the video, you had the ability to re-watch, captions, what not. You did have a little bit of help from the online learning community. But there were really significant design challenges in flipping a class with someone else’s MOOC. I think challenges that you might not see if you were just using a textbook. And I’ll point out that when I say flip classroom, I mean having students do something before class that gets them ready for class. So it doesn’t have to be lecture videos. I’ve been flipping my classroom for years having my students read their textbook before class. And on some sense we’re used to being deejay’s, right, we’re used to using other people’s textbooks in our courses, and so this is a little bit like that, but I think that there were also some different design challenges. 
A couple of other examples. So in this one there wasn’t a ton of interaction between local and global learning communities. Now that we’ve got a couple of our own MOOCs up and running, we’ve been trying to experiment more with kind of combining the local and global learning communities. So a few of the courses you’ve probably heard about have had these kind of meet-ups, and a lot of times students kind of do their own meet-ups, you know, we’re here in Tallahassee, Florida, and if you’re taking this course, meet me at the taco place on Fifth Avenue Tuesday nights and we’ll talk about the course.

So there are student self-organized meet-ups. We’ve been experimenting with having meet-ups here on campus, which have a different flavor because the instructor of the course is actually a part of those meet-ups. And so the idea was to try to get a few folks from Vanderbilt or the Nashville area who were taking Doug Schmidt’s course, or Dave Owens’ course, as they’re running, and have them actually meet each other and interact with the instructor.
One of the things that we ran into quickly was that we didn’t want to – since the instructor would be at these local meet-ups, we didn’t want to kind of privilege the local students over the online students, and so we quickly, with our first set of meet-ups from the Computer Science course, we quickly shifted to a on campus plus online scenario. And so this is a little bit different, but it’s, you know, Doug Schmidt’s basically standing in front of a camera. There are 15, 20 students in the room, some from Vanderbilt, some from the Nashville community. There are another 50 or 60 students who are watching live online at the same time. Everyone gets to ask questions of Doug. We have an assistant in the room to help kind of moderate that. And Doug fields these questions about the course and the course content. It’s live streamed online, and then that video is archived for folks to access later, and so hundreds and thousands of students have been watching those things later.

I think there’s kind of two points I would draw from this, and, again, we’ve just been doing this for a few weeks so it’s hard to kind of see where this is going, but one of the pros is that it’s really exciting to see the local learning community, the folks in the Nashville area who are taking this course, interact with the folks online through the venue of this meet-up. There’s a sense that they’re all in this course together, which is kind of exciting, and they get to see the questions that are asked by the online folks and vice versa. So you actually do have some level of interaction between the local and global learning communities.
On the other hand, I think if you’re going to broadcast a local meet-up, then it limits the kind of things you can do during that local meet-up. The Q&A with the professor format worked really well, actually, but if you wanted to have the local meet-up consist more of networking or small group interactions, maybe students working on projects for the course, and the instructor kind of going through like a design studio, that would be a lot harder to broadcast. So as we’re working without other faculty to think about this, do you want to do virtual office hours? Do you want to do a local meet-up? Or do you want to try to blend the two? And there are some pros and cons to all of this.
So a third area I’ll highlight, and this is something that I think has been referenced already today but maybe not in the way that I think about it, is the opportunities that these MOOCs pose for our local students, the students who are already enrolled here in Vanderbilt. And let me just give you a few examples and then make a couple of observations.

So here’s Katie McEwen (sp). She’s been my graduate assistant this past year, thanks to the Provost’s office, to help kind of launch this MOOC effort. So Katie is finally your Ph.D. student. In fact she is now Dr. Katherine McEwen. She defended her dissertation a couple of weeks ago. She’s been working with me all year as a grad assistant. She’s in the German Department. She had done a little teaching with wikis in her own German courses, and that was of interest when I was looking for someone to help me kind of play the role that I’ve been playing with as MOOC initiatives. So Katie has been working with me all year.
She’s helped to lead and organize the meet-ups. That’s been one of her roles. But I think more significantly, back in September when we launched this I asked Katie to enroll in every Coursera course she could. She’s certainly not completing all of them, but she’s kind of dipped in and examined all of them, which is kind of fantastic. So back in the fall as I was trying to play this instructional design role, you know, we’re not in a position to really recommend best practices, the faculty who are doing MOOCs, because we don’t know what are best practices in this environment. But, you know, we can make some assumptions based on learning in other contexts, but it is pretty new. 
We could look at common practices. What are folks doing in lots of other MOOCs and what are some interesting things that maybe only a few people are doing? So I asked her to kind of survey the landscape and do common and uncommon practices. That’s been a huge help. We put together a resource guide for faculty here that was largely written by Katie, and then as I and Katie have been kind of consulting with faculty to help them design their courses and figure out what they can do in this environment, she’s always ready with lots of examples from what’s been happening in other MOOCs. And so she’s kind of played this instructional design role as we’ve gone, which I think is invaluable.
And I would say, I mean I can’t verify this, but if you looked at all the grad students on the planet, I’d say Katie knows more about MOOCs than almost all of them at this point. It’s been a big part of the last year for her.

Let me share a few more examples. So Blaine Smith is another graduate student here at Vanderbilt. She’s in the Department of Teaching and Learning. She was doing her doctoral work on education when the opportunity came to study Doug Fischer’s wrapped course and we wanted to do some qualitative research with his students, Blaine volunteered. And so she jumped in and so, if all things go well, she’ll have another paper on her CV here shortly that will focus on Doug’s course. And in her case, this is a research project that is kind of within her doctoral work, so it’s not too far away from the kind of work that she was doing anyway with kind of online learning issues.
At the undergraduate level, a couple of more. Curtis Northcut (sp). I met with him earlier today. He’s a Math Computer Science student here at Vanderbilt who’s doing an independent study with me. As we looked at the kind of qualitative work that I was doing with Katie and Blaine, we thought, well, you know, the opportunity for educational data mining with these MOOCs is just off the charts. I mean, the ability to have 30 or 50,000 students and to kind of have data on all of their behavior in this platform to see what can we learn from this, the kinds of data analysis that Amy talked about earlier, the clustering analysis to see what different types of students you have. And so I knew we needed to do some of that here at Vanderbilt and so Curtis has been working with me to figure out how to do that. And I will say my work with Curtis in the educational data mining is the most direct application of my Math PhD I’ve had in my years working at a center for teaching.
I’ll also point out Guy (inaudible), who is a graduate student here. Dave Owens tapped him to be a TA in his course that launched last month and then discovered that Guy is quite the illustrator and so Dave had Guy go back and do a ton of illustrations for his lecture videos, which I think is just really neat. And so we certainly have a lot of students involved as TAs in different ways, but I’d like to kind of point out that for at least some of these students this is a really nice professional development opportunity. They get to network with lots of folks around campus they wouldn’t meet otherwise, folks off campus, some of them are involved in really frontline research efforts, which is a great opportunity for students. 
And especially for the grad students who are planning faculty careers, I think it’s essential that they wrapped their mind around MOOCs and online learning. And so for them to have a chance to kind of get into this world, and see what it’s like, see what it’s like to teach in this environment, figure out how it might be part of their careers, they’re going to have to figure that out when they land in faculty positions down the road, so I’m glad that we’re able to help them do that. And frankly, we’ve got lots of interest from grad students. I have no problem finding grad students who would like to jump in and contribute to this project in some fashion.
So, I’ll kind of wrap up. I want to come back to this number here, 173,810 students. And it really hit me on March third and fourth when we launched our first two MOOCs that we had 80,000 new students in the Vanderbilt learning community. Right? We just – you know. And actually Doug Schmidt likes to point out that 173,000 – that’s more students than Vanderbilt’s ever had at the undergraduate level in its entire history. Now, again, these are not all finishing courses. They’re not paying tuition, right. They’re not getting course credit from Vanderbilt for their participation in our MOOCs. So on some level they don’t count. But on some level they do.
So we have the Osher Lifelong Learning Institute here at Vanderbilt that does all kinds of great educational opportunities for seniors in our community, most of them free. We have (inaudible) studio arts. I took a photography course there last year. My kids are going to go there this summer to learn art, right? They’re not getting tuition – well they’re paying a little bit, but they’re not getting credit for that. We have the Thinking Out of the Lunchbox series with the Nashville Public Library where our faculty go and give talks around all kinds of interesting things that are open to the community.
We have a fantastic school for science and math that brings high school students onto our campus frequently to learn science and math from Vanderbilt faculty, grad students and post docs.

And so if I think about this idea that we have 173,810 students, they’re not paying tuition, they’re not earning course credit, but we do a lot of stuff here at Vanderbilt that’s not squarely focused on the undergraduate and graduate professional students who come on campus and pay tuition and earn course credit. So I’d like to kind of encourage you to think about these big numbers, these students that are part of these global learning communities that we’re fostering, as a different way to think about the University’s educational mission. We’re used to thinking about the students we have here on campus that are kind of paying money and earning credits, but our educational mission is actually bigger than that. And I like to think of MOOCs as a potentially useful tool for expanding that mission.

So with that I will wrap up and turn it over to Q&A. Thanks.
Hi, Derek, it’s Veronica again, and I have been collecting lots of questions for you. Just a quick question that just came up from Oregon State and then I’ve got a long list of other ones, who is wondering about the pushback that you may or may not have received from on campus students taking the Machine Learning class, they’re paying for a class that’s mostly available free online? Just curious about that in other contexts as well with some of the other presenters, but what – do you have anything to comment on that?

You know, that’s funny. I don’t think – well, I can say that we did focus groups with these students, we did the survey, I didn’t see any pushback on that whatsoever. And I can only kind of conjecture why that is. I think one thing that’s helpful to keep in mind is kind of the ways these are like courses and the ways that they are not like courses, and so at least for these students, I think they probably viewed the MOOC as more of a super-textbook than a course. All right? Now they did talk about having two professors, they had Doug, who was in the room, and they had Andrew Ng, who they only watched on video, which was kind of interesting. But I don’t think they felt like that the MOOC itself was – you know, it’s designed to stand alone, so it kind of did that, but I think Doug was pushing them to go beyond what was in the MOOC itself, and so it was easier, perhaps, for them to see kind of the value added that Doug brought to that through the weekly discussions, through the projects at the end of the semester. The stuff that wasn’t imbedded in the MOOC. So it is a really good question, but I can’t say we had a lot of pushback in that particular experience.
Okay, great. And another question, if you could speak a little bit to the success, especially from the student perspective of some of the models that you noted like the Machine Learning class one?

What was the question?

Just if you could say a little bit about student success in that course. I don’t know, maybe how you measured it and how you defined it and what sort of the outcomes were there.

Right. Well, again, in that particular study we were looking more at kind of the student experience and less about student success. My impression from talking to Doug is that the students did the kind of same level of quality of projects at the end of the semester that he was used to, but I can’t say that for sure.
Okay. And do you have any numbers for Doug’s course, any comparison data to the standard resident or online courses?

No, we don’t. This was kind of a special topics course. Doug has taught it before, though, in various different ways. I will say – hold on. He had a little data that he shared with us in terms of the student evaluation ratings at the end of the semester, and they actually – I think they improved slightly. And it’s a small enough sample size that it’s not statistically significant, but I think it is important that they didn’t dip dramatically, and in fact the students were generally responsive – they were kind of as pleased with this offering of the course as previous iterations of students had been with more traditional offerings.
Okay, and then just one other quick question about the Machine Learning class, if students took advanced classes after Doug’s completing the MOOC that Doug ran.

Longitudinal (inaudible) would be fascinating. Doug’s course wrapped up in December, though, so we’re not in a position to answer that question.

Okay.

Again, MOOC years. Everything is moving fast around here.

Okay. Then another question earlier in the day we heard of different types of student participations and student behaviors in the MOOCs. Did you guys have any thoughts on how you classified participation and when students kind of became active and became unactive – inactive? Anything in that area?

Are you talking about kind of our local Vanderbilt students or the – all the students in MOOCs?
Yeah, just the students in the MOOCs. You might recall, I think it was Amy from Stanford – 

Right.

Who, yeah, talked about auditors and the disengaged learners and all that. Have you guys come up with any kind of classification scheme or have you done any research in that area?

Well, that’s what Curtis and I are working on in terms of the educational data mining. We’re hoping to essentially replicate the methods that produce those categories and see if we get the same kind of categories with some of our courses here. I think there’s other interesting questions to ask about that, like we’re really interested in what kind of motivations students have for taking courses and try to kind of map those motivations onto some of these kind of participation patterns.
I’ll also point out, I said this on Twitter earlier, but I think that work is really fascinating because if you look at our traditional campus courses, we’re good with completers. We call disengagers failures, right, they withdraw, they drop out, they fail the course. We don’t – there’s penalties for that, but we allow them to be disengagers in a sense. We also allow auditors often, although that’s not frequently very encouraged. We don’t really let people sample courses in that way that folks are sampling these MOOCs, and so one of the things that I think is interesting about that study is that it may be shedding light on kinds of educational opportunities that we could be providing on campus or off campus that we’re not already providing. And so I do question the idea that if someone doesn’t complete a MOOC, that that’s kind of a failure (inaudible) system. You know, I think we’re kind of unpacking that notion a little bit in the MOOC world, but then that’s having a ripple effect on how we might think about such things on our traditional campus courses.
Okay. And earlier in your talk I think you mentioned that you’ve been working with a task force to support some of this work. If we understood correctly, could you tell us a little bit more about the task force?

Million dollar question, how do you pull this stuff off, yeah, so I’ll just say briefly we have an Associate Provost who’s kind of leading the efforts here with kind of close monitoring and support from the Provost and the Chancellor. On the task force we have – I don’t want to miss anyone, but we have someone who’s kind of heading up our technology division, so the video production unit. We’ve got a guy who’s got crazy skills there and is kind of corralling other folks to help out with that part of the initiative. I’ve been leading kind of the instructional design and research efforts. And then we have a representative from the library, one of the Associate Directors of the library, who’s well-versed in all things technology, and he’s been helping us figure out the copyright, intellectual property issues and things like that.
We’ve got a few more folks on the committee, we’ve got someone from the A&F Dean’s office, we’ve got someone from Teaching and Learning who knows this landscape fairly well. But in terms of actually kind of building out these courses, those are some of the key players at least on the task force.

Okay. And I think a lot of us were kind of intrigued by the flipped approach. You mentioned that using a MOOC for the flip worked better than using a textbook, but you said it had its own challenges. What were some of those challenges and also we were kind of curious what methods you might recommend for assessing the flipped content to kind of make sure that the instructor is supported and that the students are supported, too, when they get to the part that is after – right after – the flipped part.
Right. So in terms of the design challenges, I would say a couple of things. One is, I think it’s, you know, to use – was it Amy (inaudible) who had the deejay analogy? Do you remember?

Yeah, the deejay versus diva?

Yeah.

Yeah, I think it was her. Yeah.

Okay. I want to give credit where credit’s due. I think, you know, if I think about kind of the deejay approach with my textbook, right, when I use a statistics textbook, I have – well, one, I have a lot of statistics textbooks to choose from, so I can pick one that really aligns with what I want to teach. And, within that, I can pick and choose fairly easily – I can say, you know what, kids, we’re going to skip Chapter Four, we’re not going to worry about that, right? I can pick and choose within the textbook. And I think with the MOOC what Doug found was that it was harder to do that picking and choosing. There happened to be just one MOOC on Machine Learning that started at the right time. So finding the MOOC that covers the same kind of content you’d like to cover, that starts at the same time that your course starts, and then having to kind of take it as a whole package, that poses, I think, some design challenges that textbooks don’t. In Doug’s course he wanted the students to go well beyond what was in the MOOC as well. It was an undergraduate level Machine Learning MOOC, but this was a graduate-level course, so he was trying to kind of have them develop another skill set, reading original research, making sense of kind of that frontline stuff, finding stuff from the research to apply on their own projects. And so the sequencing was really challenging. I think on some level was if the students had done the MOOC in five weeks, right, to get the intro, and then had another five weeks with the more advanced stuff, and then moved to the project, it might have been a little better. As it was, it was, you know, they were getting this really well-structured introduction to the basic content of the MOOC, and then they’d come to class and struggle with these really tough research papers. And so it was hard for the students to kind of navigate that. And so I think if folks are thinking about flipping their classrooms, they’ve got to think about how – or wrapping something around a MOOC, these are the types of design and content challenges that they’ll have to face.
And then just one other last-minute question. You mentioned that the students who were in sort of the global part of the MOOC, or not from the local campus community, that they – there was not so much, I guess, crossover engagement between the two groups. And I wondered if you had any comments about that or any thoughts on encouraging that interaction or if that’s even doable. What do you think about that?

Two quick thoughts. I think that for a computer science course much of the forum activity tends to focus around Q&A on course content. And so, in that setting, the students didn’t need to participate in the online Q&A, they had someone local they could ask. I think if you were in a humanities course, or like our business course that we’re running, I think the nature of the online conversations might be different and so the students might see more value in jumping into those conversations and hearing perspectives from other students around the world. So I think part of it is the type of course. 
I think another thing instructors might think about is having kind of weekly assignments where they say, students, I want you to go into the discussion forums and ask a question like this or answer a question you see. Doug wasn’t giving his students assignments kind of beyond what was just in the MOOC.
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