




Greetings from CALM! I would like to welcome all readers to Volume 28, the first issue of 
INSIGHT for the year 2016. The year 2015 was an eventful year for CALM and we hope 
2016 will similarly be an exciting and successful year for all of us. CALM will continue to 
organise more professional development programmes for our academics this year. A core 
programme is the Postgraduate Diploma in Teaching and Learning, which will be offered for 
the 14th cohort this coming July.

We, at CALM would also like to take this opportunity to congratulate YBhg Prof Dato’ Dr 
Mohamad Kadim Suaidi on his re-appointment as our Vice Chancellor effective 16th April 
2016. We would like to wish him all the best in his continuing journey to lead UNIMAS to 
greater heights.

The theme of this issue of INSIGHT is Globalised Online Learning (GOL): What, Why and 
How? GOL is an increasingly popular phenomenon in higher education. It is acknowledged 
as Shift 9 in Malaysia Education Blueprint 2013-2025. The shift aims to increase the access 
to quality education for Malaysians and the global community as well as provide efficient 
course delivery. It will also help to build the Malaysian education brand and increase the 
global prominence of Malaysian Higher Education Institutions.

In this issue, we are delighted to share seven articles that related to this theme. Five articles 
of these articles are contributed by UNIMAS lecturers and two articles are reprinted with 
permission from Online Learning Consortium and Inside Higher Ed. Assoc Prof Dr Ashley 
from the Faculty of Medicine and Health Sciences at UNIMAS, together with his team 
share their view on GOL in general, discussing its affordances for higher education and next 
generation as well as its risks.

Sze Joon from the Faculty of Applied and Creative Arts at UNIMAS writes about her 
experience in implementing OCW for Advance Animation Studio course in her class using 
the blended learning approach.

Dr Chong and Badiozaman, from the Faculty of Resource Science and Technology share their 
experience in upgrading their Animal Physiology course from OCW to MOOC and highlight 
their greatest challenge is to redesign the course content to the form of video and suitable 
for learners from diverse backgrounds.

Kee Man from the Faculty of Language Studies and Communication Studies writes about 
some useful suggestions in integrating face-to-face lectures with MOOC contents using the 
flipped learning approach.

Syahrul and his team from the Faculty of Computer Science and Information Technology share 
their success story in implementing their self-produced MOOC on Multimedia Technology. 
They provide some tips on creating engaging online activities for MOOC learners.

In closing, I would like to thank all contributors to this issue. I hope that this INSIGHT issue 
will enable all readers, particularly lecturers, to come up with more online initiatives to 
diversity our students’ learning experience in UNIMAS. The theme for the upcoming INSIGHT 
issue (Vol. 29) is Reflections on Teaching and Learning by the graduates of our Postgraduate 
Diploma in Teaching and Learning programme. In this issue, we would like to share some 
insights on worth noting teaching and learning practices on campus.

Thank you and happy reading!
Associate Professor Dr Chen Chwen Jen 
Dean CALM
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Meeting the Demands 
of Tomorrow

Globalised Online 
Learning:

lobalisation is a term that is value-laden and controversial but promises increasing prosperity and development 
opportunities for all. Globalisation is the victor of liberation from capitalism and paves the way for cultural 
homogeneity. Globalisation may be construed as the vanquisher of hegemonic practices and it has happened, 

is happening and will continue to exist.  What we do not know is, whether its existence and effects will be harmful to 
all aspects of society. For instance, will globalisation augment the gap between the economical, technological, and 
educational rich and poor societies?

In the context of higher education, the intent of globalisation has many facets, from inclusion in the institutional 
strategies, the concept of internationalization, student mobility and subsumed into the institutional vision and 
mission statements. Global online learning may be viewed in the perspective of a producer or a mere consumer. As 
a contemporary and forward looking institution of higher learning, these two perspectives are pertinent scopes that 
need our deliberation in the process of moulding the next generation in UNIMAS. The educational goals of UNIMAS 
clearly voice the readiness of accepting globalisation. In a nutshell, the goals state our commitment to democratise 
education by making it available on a mass basis, our continuous enhancement of scholarly reputation, fostering the 
quest for life-long learning in our students and establishing meaningful national, and international linkages (UNIMAS 
Educational Goals, 2015).

Global learning especially in higher education has been happening for a long time but then what is global online 
learning? The keyword that distinguishes global learning and global online learning is ‘online’. Online learning is a 
generic term referring to technology-supported learning.  It is a widely used terminology to address online based 
learning. This covers information systems which not only include technology and users, but the strategies and business 
processes that encompasses the learning process (Caret, 2013). 

In online learning systems, instructors and students are expected to share Online Learning Resources (OLR). OLR is an 
integral part of teaching and learning activities in an online learning system. OLR refers to a wide range of information 
available on the internet or on an intranet including text, images, videos, case studies, journals, databases, and 
curriculum (Elbaum et al., 2002). It is normally housed in a learning management system (LMS). LMS allows some 
form of processing but mainly stores, disseminates learning material, and supports administration and communication 
associated with teaching and learning activities (McGill & Klobas, 2009). 

G
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It is a fact that early developers of online learning systems knowingly or unknowingly used online learning platform for 
the distribution, management, and retrieval of course materials (Lonn & Teasley 2009). These systems stored online 
learning resources and students retrieved those resources for learning. Currently two-way communication and group 
communication are enabled through broadband data exchange in the form of video and audio input/output. In recent 
years, the advancement and efflorescence of online learning technologies have evolved online learning into a valuable 
and an indispensable educational tool. Many institutions of higher education in developed and developing nations are 
keen to partake in the online learning arena. We are now experiencing the advent of global online learning i.e. in the 
form of Massive Open Online Courses (MOOC) and Open Course Wares (OCW). 

Global online learning enables pervasive learning provides equitable access to learning, encourages mass appeal for 
learning and reduces educational related travel costs (Carliner, 2008). It also mediates and facilitates pervasive learning 
anywhere and anytime. Information, communication and technology advancement allows enrichment of pervasive 
knowledge acquisition for stimulating user learning experience. Online learning portal such as Coursera (https://www.
coursera.org/) offers many topics from social sciences to sciences in at least three different languages. The portal 
attracts some 15 million online learners taking more than 1,000 courses.  

On the other hand, is global online learning just a fashionable and market driven way of acquiring educational 
accolades? Will there be any abuse during the acquisition of these accolades? One thing for sure it is certainly 
technology-dependent therefore requires infrastructure and skill not only to use it but also to develop and deploy it. 

Does global online learning produce effective and efficient way of learning? Online learning promises to improve the 
quality and efficiency of teaching in universities but in reality this is often not the case. For example, studies carried 
out by Sitzmann and Wisher (2005), and Bernard et al. (2004), have demonstrated that online and face to face (F2F) 
teaching are equally effective.  More and more instructors find that teaching online courses consume a lot of their time 
when compared to teaching the same course in a traditional manner. Due to labor-intensity, online courses in an academic 
setting are more costly to teach than classroom courses. Some meta-analyses of comparisons between e-learning and 
classroom learning have concluded that media and technologies make little difference in learning outcomes (Bernard 
et al., 2004; Russell, 2005).

The next pertinent question is, will it devalue the F2F method of teaching and learning? Technology vendors paint a 
pretty picture when selling their tools and management systems, promising the buyer that their product would improve 
the quality, enable speedy development, and ease the deployment of online learning. In reality, users are realising that 
the real issues are offline. Problems such as the quality of content, the processes of administering online learning, and 
providing support for online learners are the key issues that need our earnest scrutiny. This reminds us that instead of 
replacing the traditional classroom, online learning has the potential to supplement the F2F way of learning. Through 
the use of electronic portfolios, students’ feedback on projects and self-assessment of their learning, knowledge and 
skills can be attained accurately (Abrami & Barrett, 2005). Course management systems (CMS) and LMS have become 
a norm in many higher education institutions. These systems allow instructors to post syllabi, assignments, and lecture 
notes. In addition these systems are useful to carry out discussions with students between class sessions. 

Therefore instructors have realised that instead of designing learning programmes that are exclusively online, they 
have adopted a blended approach to learning. The birth of blended learning in which, parts of the instruction 
occur online and the rest occurs in the classroom (Rossett, Douglis, & Frazee, 2003). Improvement on this new way of 
learning is taking many different forms such as virtual classrooms, webinar and other forms of real time engagement 
whereby instructor and users do not occupy the same physical space. This evolving technology provides for live 
instruction without the hassle of travel (Hoffmann, 2003).
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UNIMAS has begun to play an active role as a producer of global online learning. We have engaged in MOOC courses 
and also OCW courses. In order to embrace global online learning at UNIMAS, we need to produce learning materials 
that are unique for the world. Whether this is done for the sake of knowledge or for certification, the element of 
uniqueness of the courses or the learning materials will attract global online learners. Adopting the next generation 
of OLR will accommodate dynamic, interactive and alternative learning experiences for our students. Blending 
knowledge management from multi-channels and social networks will provide comprehensive learning experiences. 
Blended learning will be the way of future learning. It will be able to curb to a certain level the abuse that might be 
associated with a total online learning-dependent degree. This was clearly demonstrated by Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology (MIT), when they recently unveiled their pre-one year Masters programme in Supply Chain Management 
course (Bergstein, 2015). The paradigm will have a grave effect on the notion that passing a free online course will be 
as meaningful as taking the same class for credit on a college campus. The blended online-offline degree by MIT might 
help to pave the path to reshape how universities operate in the near future.  

Students can be easily discouraged from being an active online learner by bad internet connection. Spending millions 
of ringgits to build an excellent LMS or CMS will not pay dividend if the end-users shield away from the portal due to 
bad connectivity experience. As consumers of global online learning, we at UNIMAS should provide the necessary 
guidance, infrastructure, and opportunities for our students to experience a conducive online learning environments. 
Finally, a point to deliberate, will global online learning make better future generations or workforce? The jury is still 
out. Future research should shed some light on this issue. 
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Diversify Globalised Learning 
Experience in UNIMAS
Jong Sze Joon, Faculty of of Applied and Creative Arts
jjsze@unimas.my

lobal learning is essential in Higher Learning (HL) to 
help students to achieve global learning outcomes 
and demonstrate their competency in terms of 

intellectual and practical skills as global learners (Hovland, 
2014). As academics, we can help to enhance meaningful 
learning experiences in a conducive learning environment 
by empowering students through a globalised curriculum 
with international learning outcomes, content, teaching 
and learning methods as well as assessment. One of the 
strategies to promote globalised learning in UNIMAS is 
through the implementation of Online Open Courseware 
(OCW) and Massive Open Online Course (MOOC). Having 
said that, it cannot be done alone without student 
diversity. This article will discuss the OCW developed for 
the course Advanced Animation Studio, a course offered at 
the Faculty of Applied and Creative Arts (FACA), UNIMAS; 
as a complement to the teaching and learning experience 
in  the conventional classroom to achieve global learning.

 
Globalised learning through OCW

OCW is a web-based learning with the course content and 
course materials published on the Internet, free for public 
access and available to the world. OCW is inarguably 
among the most demanding and popular learning 
methods adopted by the young generations today. 
Notwithstanding, this endeavour is also to stimulate self-
directed learning (SDL) based on an individual’s interest 
in certain subjects or topics of interest. OCW can leverage 
communication technologies and open the door for 
learners to fully engage with the learning and teaching 
process, according to Dave and Siemens (2010). Self-
learners use it solely for personal benefits as life-long 
learning and an alternative to access higher education 
(Resch, 2007).

The aim of OCW for Advanced Animation Studio is to 
help cultivate interest in self-learning of fundamental 
3D animation among learners, irrespective of academic 
background, intellectual level, age, occupation, 
geographical location, skills and so forth. No specific 
requirement or prior knowledge is needed to participate in 
this course. It is created to help hobbyists and enthusiasts 
from around the world to transform conceptual ideation 
from 2D sketches into believable 3D visualisation. 

Principles of 3D animation and fundamental knowledge 
are presented through lecture slides for five important 
topics, each representing a major stage in the production 
pipeline. Learners are exposed to basic techniques of 
3D modeling, texture mapping, lighting, animation and 
rendering in computer graphic applications (Autodesk 
Maya®) through several video tutorials. By the end of this 
course, learners should be able to explain concept and 
terminologies in 3D animation, apply 3D tools to build 
models, assign different materials and texture maps; as 
well as light linking within the virtual environment. Besides, 
learners should also be able to demonstrate technical 
skills in building a 3D environment with reference to the 
real world setting, explain spatial relationship between 3D 
objects and interfaces within a virtual world. By using basic 
animation techniques (keyframe animation), learners 
should be able to produce photorealistic visualisation as 
the final output.

A number of SDL activities are incorporated into the 
OCW for Advanced Animation Studio to improve and 
make learning more fun; such as Blendspace and Padlet. 
Besides, forums and discussion boards are integrated for 
learners to exchange ideas with each other (despite the 
geographical location and time-zone differences, and they 
probably do not know each other in the real world; because 
they only get to know each other in the virtual classroom). 
Self-assessment tool such as a quiz is designed to help the 
learners to test their basic understanding and knowledge 
obtained from the online learning materials and learning 
objects. It is conducted with no bias to the learners. 
However, practical skillsets or the concepts applied in their 
animation are not assessed as OCW does not provide any 
platform for the instructor to give feedback or grades to 
the learners on the animation produced.

G
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OCW is also beneficial to faculty members as suggested 
by Caswell et. al. (2008). Faculty members can share their 
work, research findings and course structures with others 
in the field. OCW for Advanced Animation Studio consists 
of the content and learning materials from the instructor, 
enriched with some content generated by the learners. 
This serves as a benchmark to the learners on the 
expected learning outcomes of this course. OCW not only 
opens up chances to learn for free, access all materials for 
free, promote one’s works for free, but most importantly 
it allows others to know one’s interest and expertise in the 
same field, support collaboration with each other when 
someone search for the course on the Internet.

In this OCW, for the fundamental or theoretical knowledge 
that is factual and universal in context, appropriate 
examples and case studies are included so that learners 
can relate the basic principles learned to what they will 
produce at the end of the course. As the entire course 
materials at OCW UNIMAS are licensed under Creative 
Commons Attribution-Non Commercial-Share Alike 
4.0 International License, course contents provided 
are contextualised and authentic. Some of the images 
used in this OCW are taken from Flickr image website 
using the Creative Commons search and reused in the 
lecture notes, although many are screen captured from 
the 3D applications itself. The videos are original works 
created by students and are used as samples in the OCW. 
Acknowledgements are given to the contributors and 
animators.

Global-learning in the physical classroom

The Advanced Animation Studio 1 course is offered to the 
second year animation students of the Design Technology 
programme in FACA. The learning objects are aligned 
with learning outcomes, specifically designed to match 
students’ interest.  It differs from the OCW developed 
not only in terms of the content wise, but the examples 
and tasks given emphasised more on global learning 
and collaborative works, to promote student diversity 
from different regions, demographics and academic 
background.  When international students enrolled into 
this course previously, it created positive competitions 
among the local and foreign students. Moreover, it inspired 
the international students in different environments with 
varied cultures.  Students are stimulated to articulate 
their ideas around the concept or scopes concerning 
global issues within the theme of sustainability, world 
hunger and poverty, climate change and global warming 
through different genres of 3D animation. This is to arouse 
students’ curiosity to explore more than just the technical 
skillsets but the motivation, thoughts and philosophy 
behind visual storytelling and the level of detailing of an 
animation.  

Figure 1: The OCW developed for Advanced 
Animation 1 with sample student works to show 
the learners’ expected outcomes of the course.

Figure 2: One of the SDL activities incorporated 
into Blendspace, an online platform for students’ 
self-directed learning.

Figure 3: Padlet is embedded into OCW for 
GKN2013 Advanced Animation 1 as a discussion 
board or platform for graffiti.

8
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To connect and collaborate with other animators from all 
around the world, students need to be more courageous, 
open-minded, creative and innovative. It is hoped that 
by exposing them to different cultures and styles of 
animation, it will help them to appreciate the aesthetics 
and value of animation, look at a wider scope of issues 
and challenges the world is facing today, concerns about 
humankind and society; thus helping to educate and raise 
awareness among the audience at local and international 
levels. Showcasing their work in social media and at 
international film and animation festivals such as the 
renowned Siggraph and Siggraph Asia, not only help to 
feature local talents globally but also produce quality 
portfolios that give them tickets to work globally at some 
established animation studios and production houses. 

Issues and challenges of globalised learning 

One of the common challenges transcending an institution 
of HL is dealing with intellectual property. Most academics 
in UNIMAS use copyrighted materials such as videos from 
YouTube, excerpts from text books, journals or online 
materials in their lecture slides and T&L materials.  This is 
permitted as the content provided is solely being used in 
the classrooms and not for commercial purposes, and it 
is only for enrolled students under controlled conditions. 
With the implementation of OCW, the materials are open 
access to all Internet users, hence, the contents must be 
cited, acknowledged and watermarked clearly to avoid 
copyright violations or reproduction, especially if the 
content (creative works/ images/ videos) belongs to the 
institutions of HL such as student works and portfolios.  
Therefore, it is important to create original materials 
instead of using the existing or open-source materials. To 
help resolve this issue, policymakers can consider providing 
a faculty or university release agreement to indicate that 
the copyright is retained by the instructors who grant 
the institution rights to publish certain percentage of the 
content of the course on the web (Caswell et. al. 2008).

Apart from IP, clear communications and consensus of 
differences in cultures is vital in global learning. Both 
instructor and learners should have mutual understanding 
that different individuals have different interpretations 
and expectations of the knowledge delivered, as well as 
different learning styles, in spite of their ethnics, races, 
family background or academic background. Always 
communicate with learners to avoid misunderstanding 
and disappointment in the learning process. Instructors 
should not be judgmental prior to identifing the types of 
learners and learning styles. As academics, we are obliged 
to help our students solve the problems they face in the 
learning process. 

Lastly, the learning outcomes generated from global 
learning should be universal and rich in content. 
Collaborative group work that involve learners from 
different countries with multi-cultural and ethnicity can 
help to foster this effort. Working with team members with 

different socio-economy and educational background will 
train them to look at a problem from different perspectives; 
critically and analytically thinking. Students on exchange 
programmes and academic on sabbatical opportunities 
or post-doctoral with partner universities abroad can 
promote better T&L experiences for both students and 
academics. In addition, academics can exchange ideas 
with other institutions; promoting knowledge transfer 
and sharing of expertise upon returning to UNIMAS.

As stated on SACS website (2011) and Hovland (2014), 
global learning and diversity can be reflected and enriched 
in the body of an institution of HL through its’ mission 
and vision, structures, students, faculty and staff.  Global 
learning and diversity are inter-related. They are assets to 
higher learning. Achieving and embracing global learning 
through OCW and student diversity is beneficial to the 
stakeholders in HL.  It is both the academics’ and students’ 
responsibility and commitment to ensure achievement of 
learning outcomes and students’ accomplishments at the 
international level.  Global-learning helps our institution 
in achieving the mission and vision while; embracing 
the foundation of a democratic society to become an 
exemplary university, internationally acknowledged by 
Year 2020.
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From OCW to MOOC: Challenges and 
Experiences in Creation and Development

O pen Courseware (OCW) and Massive Open Online 
Course (MOOC) are both online and distance 

learning platforms that move away from traditional face-
to-face teaching and learning (T&L) approaches. They 
emerged as a new trend of T&L that enhance the digital 
learning experience of the learners. 

In 2014, we had the opportunity to translate and publish 
part of our teaching materials from Animal Physiology 
course on the OCW platform. The preparation for OCW 
course content was fairly easy because it is very similar 
to preparing power point slides for in-class lecture with 
additional caution concerning copyright issues. All OCW 
materials including texts, tables, figures and animations 
are preferably original and developed on our own.  
Otherwise, the use of copyrighted materials must either 
be authorised by the copyright holder or fall under fair use 
(e.g. Creative Common license) with proper citations. In 
our OCW course, self-learning activities such as crossword 
puzzles, “think about this” short-structured questions 
with answers, mind maps, quizzes, further readings, etc. 
were also included. Such online platform encourages 
independent learning among learners as they have full 
control of when to access the materials and do self-
assessment activities. Unfortunately, the OCW platform 
did not provide functions for two-way interaction between 
the teachers and learners. 

A year after the publication of our OCW materials, we took 
a bigger challenge to engage ourselves in developing the 
same course on the MOOC platform that provides video-
lectures as the primary teaching materials. We aimed 
to bring our in-class students to the new experience of 
e-Learning while offering this to global learners at the 
same time. The biggest attraction of MOOC is that it 

supports community interactions between the learners as 
well as with the teachers. Feedbacks from the teachers 
and between the peers are made instantly available 
on this platform. The utilization of video animation can 
help learners to understand certain complex concepts 
more easily than otherwise from a one-off explanation 
in traditional class settings. This means that learners can 
replay the videos on demand and participate in a variety 
of activities to facilitate their learning process.

While OCW and MOOC are both moving a step forward 
to bring T&L activities into a digital platform, there are 
huge differences in terms of the efforts that are needed 
for developing them. It was easy to work on OCW with 
a lower budget. A simple pen tablet will allow you to 
draw good quality pictures, edit photos or create other 
digital artworks easily.  However, when upgrading the 
course from OCW to MOOC, there are many challenges 
to consider.  

The pedagogical design of this course for MOOC required 
major efforts in planning and execution. We acknowledged 
the difficulty in redesigning the curriculum originally 
meant for use in a traditional classroom setting. We had 
made major modifications in our syllabi and redesigned 
the contents to ensure that difficult concepts were made 
simple to cater for the general audience and  learners 
from different backgrounds. We focused on the content 
delivery while loosening on assessment criteria. We also 
realised it is difficult to translate laboratory experiments 
and step-by-step calculations into video content. 

Since MOOC focuses more on the video content, external 
support from video production crew is crucial. This 
inevitably requires a larger budget to cover production 
costs which typically includes rental or purchases for 
professional audio and video equipment, software 
license, remuneration for video editing and travelling cost 
depending on the shooting location. For subject matter 
experts (SMEs), the biggest challenge is to produce 
an original yet quality video content in a very limited 
timeframe. A 15-minute video for example may take more 
than one week for completion; from developing contents 
to script writing, video shooting, and post processing. A 
good chemistry between SMEs and production crew will 
also substantially ease this process, therefore contributing 
to the success of producing high quality MOOC in the 
given timeframe. 
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Here are some of the recommended tools and software for MOOC video production;

1. Video capable-DSLR camera with normal lenses (e.g. 50 mm focal length in full frame format)

2. High quality portable audio recorder (e.g. shotgun microphone)

3. Computer with powerful processor, graphic card and sound card

4. Teleprompter for script reading

5. Panning tripod and lighting equipment depending on shooting location (e.g. reflector)

6. Adobe Premiere Pro or Final Cut Pro  for advance video editing

7. Camtasia Studio for basic video editing (SMEs friendly)

8. Adobe Illustrator and Photoshop for illustration, photo editing and animation

There are many other challenges faced in MOOC implementation that are not mentioned here. These include the 
viability and sustainability of the courses, credentials of academics, credit and course ownership, the level of learners’ 
satisfaction, as well as the level of learner engagements to avoid high dropout rates and low percentage of completion. 
With a large enrollment, personalized feedback becomes difficult and time consuming. Self-assessment via quiz with 
automated feedback and grading is more feasible in the long run. We foresee the huge impact of MOOC on higher 
education in the near future. The MOOC today will evolve at a very fast pace and will likely change in the future. MOOC 
may not be able to substitute the lecturer in the classroom, but it will certainly influence the learning preference of 
young learners.
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Milking the MOOCs: Blending it Right 
for Meaningful Flipped Learning

Introduction

assive Open Online Course (MOOC) has 
undergone tremendous changes within a short 
period of time. Its vast potentials in transforming 

learning and even the name itself have been scrutinised 
and debated by various researchers and educationists, so 
much so that it has created its own ecology for learning 
that Decker (2014) coined as “MOOCology”. In its 
humble yet impactful beginning in 2008, MOOC focused 
on its massiveness and openness. Massive refers to the 
capability of allowing thousands of students to enrol while 
open refers to free and open access to anyone regardless 
of their prior learning (Decker, 2014). Dave Cormier 
coined the term MOOC after seeing the success of George 
Siemens’ and Stephen Downes’ course on Connectivism 
and Connected Knowledge in 2008, luring 2,300 students 
who took the course for free (Downes, 2008). However, 
both Siemen and Downes credited the concept of free 
open online courses to David Wiley and Alec Couros who 
developed their wiki-based free courses in 2007. By 2012, 
various MOOCs mushroomed thanks to the introduction 
of MIT OpenCourseware, Coursera and edX. 

The sudden introduction of MOOCs has offered a lot of 
excitement particularly in leveraging ICT technology for 
free education to the masses. Malaysia is also jumping 
on the bandwagon by including MOOC  in the Malaysia 
Education Blueprint 2015-2025 (Higher Education).  
Of late, however, findings from various research have 
suggested MOOCs to be another educational fad that 
are diverting from its initial goal. MOOCs were originally 
conceived as participatory environments, which allow 
collective sharing of self-created learning content among 
learners (McAuley, Stewart, Siemens, & Cormier, 2010). 
This approach to MOOCs was seen as more sustainable 
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than commercial or top-down based platforms. In such an 
approach, learner participation and engagement are seen 
as the key factors in encouraging a more fruitful learning 
experience. 

Although MOOCs have provided an avenue for learners 
to learn at their own pace virtually, learners’ engagement 
on the content created within the MOOC platform is 
reported to be drastically low. For example, Daniel (2012) 
reported an MIT Circuits and Electronics MOOC, which 
started with 155,000 enrolled students, had 23,000 
attempting the first problem (14.8%) and only 7,157 
(4.6% of registered) completing the course. This trend 
is apparent across a range of courses offered across 
the globe including emerging MOOC providers in Asia 
Pacific regions like Malaysia and Singapore. In fact, over 
dependency on pre-recorded video lectures in MOOCs is 
now a cause for concern, to the extent that Duke Professor 
Cathy Davidson has called the current implementation of 
MOOCs as “taking the lecture - the most traditional form 
of education-and motorizing it” (Bonnett, 2013, para 27). 
Kop (2011) echoed the same sentiment by highlighting the 
need for MOOCs to pay close attention to social presence 
(interactions) of the facilitators and of participants. 

In view of the need to improve learners’ engagement, this 
article outlines several useful suggestions in integrating 
face-to-face lectures with MOOC contents, which can be 
taken from various platforms including MOOCs produced 
by Universiti Malaysia Sarawak. 

Flipped Learning

A “flipped classroom” or “flipped learning” approach 
(Baker, 2000) is accepted as a 21st century teaching 
approach that promotes active learning and gives more 
weight to classroom activities than merely one-way 
lectures. Flipped learning approach allows active student 
engagement by using materials such as problem-solving 
task, case studies, and practical activities. Students are 
encouraged to engage with lecture materials (usually in 
the form of videos) or explanations (in the form of guided 
notes) before class, while the class time is maximised for 
in-class activities and discussions. Miller (2012) stipulated 
that the flipped learning approach fosters the ‘guide by 
the side’ mentality among the teachers, rather than that 
of the ‘sage on the stage’, and it cultivates a classroom 
culture of knowledge construction. Besides, Barrett 
(2012) mentioned that the approach has proven to 
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increase students’ motivation since they are more eager 
to learn when classroom activities are aligned to the 
learning outcomes. In terms of empirical findings, Knight 
and Wood (2005) have reported a marked increase in 
academic performance when flipped learning approach 
was adopted in their biology classes. Wong and Chu (2014) 
also indicated positive outcomes from the use of flipped 
learning approach in the teaching of English language, 
as more time is devoted into active language learning 
strategies. Regardless of  class size, this approach has 
seen fruitful results in different fields of learning (Herreid 
& Schiller, 2013; Zappe, Leicht, Messner, Litzinger, & Lee, 
2009).

Clearly, flipped learning, which is also part of blended 
learning, offers a fresh perspective on how classroom 
time is used to maximise learning instead of spending 
hours mainly for lecturing. In order to capitalise on this 
approach, lecturers can make use of existing MOOC 
content and blend it according to existing course syllabus. 

Blending MOOC Content for Flipped Learning

There are many MOOC platforms that are offering free 
content, which can be used for blended learning instead 
of requiring the students to follow the whole MOOC 
from the very beginning. Besides, blending the MOOC 
content within the existing course official e-learning page 
(e.g. on UNIMAS Morpheus) gives lecturers more sense 
of belonging and autonomy rather than being restricted 
to what is specified on the MOOC page. However, in 
doing so, lecturers should strategically design the course 
activities, in accordance to the learning outcomes and 
not merely following the “mosaic method” of combining 
content from various sources. 

The following section proposes several “blending” 
methods that can be considered in the three stages of 
lesson design, namely pre-class, in-class and post-class. 
This would help to design a more meaningful flipped 
learning experience for the students as well as the 
lecturers. 

Pre-class Activities

Prior to conducting the class, lecturers can make use of 
the MOOC content to activate their students’ schemata 
(previous knowledge) on the topic to be covered besides 
preparing them for the key topics to be discussed in class.

MOOC Videos of Schemata Activation 

Almost all MOOCs contain videos that can be used in 
blended mode. Identify the suitable ones by checking 
at least two factors: i) suitability of the topic and ii) the 
duration of the video. Pre-class videos should not exceed 
10 minutes, in fact it would be good to pick those that are 
specific in nature and are less than 5 minutes. Questions 
or tasks should accompany the videos, so that it would be 

easier to identify students who ds not watch the assigned 
videos besides giving  a meaningful purpose for watching. 
The questions can either be in the form of open-ended 
questions asked via forum or in the form of multiple-choice 
questions asked via the quiz tool. Figure 1 shows an example 
of how a MOOC video taken from UNIMAS MOOC on 
OpenLearning.com is integrated into the Morpheus page. 

Figure 1. MOOC videos used as part of pre-
class activity. Videos from other MOOC 
platforms can also be used as long as they are 
integrated with the tasks provided.

MOOC Activity as Warm-Up Tasks

Some MOOC platforms offer very engaging and useful 
warm-up tasks that can also be used as part of the pre-
class activities. For example, before going to a specific 
topic in “Engineering Mathematics”, the lecturers can test 
students’ math level by requiring them to participate in 
the relevant MOOC, such as the one illustrated in Figure 2, 
which is an introductory course offered at KhanAcademy. 
KhanAcademy has a great number of activities that are 
appropriate for such purpose. Students do not have to go 
through the whole MOOC if they do not want to, but at 
least they are provided with a pre-class activity that can 

Figure 2. Activity in KhanAcademy that 
can be used as pre-class warm-up

set the stage for what is expected of them in the class.

In-class Activities

In-class activities in the traditional classroom is dominantly 
lecture-based. However, for meaningful flipped learning, 
only 30% of the class time should be spent for lecturing. 
Thus, in a typical three-hour lecture, only about one 
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hour should be used for lecturing. The remaining two 
hours should be filled with purposeful activities that 
allow learners to demonstrate better understanding on 
the content covered. After all, they would not be paying 
attention to non-stop lecturing for two or three hours 
anyway. For the in-class activities, the lecturers should 
first allocate enough time to discuss what has been 
covered in the pre-class activities. Students’ responses 
should be highlighted especially when students are having 
problem to grasp the fundamental knowledge for the 
course. In addition, some relevant activities outlined in 
MOOC platform can also be used. Figure 3 shows how an 
existing task in MOOC can be used for in-class discussion. 
In fact, lecturers would be able to compile a huge number 
of activities, which are shared on MOOC platform and 

Figure 3. Existing activity in MOOC that can be 
integrated

integrate them in their lesson design. 

Post-class Activities

To further enhance students’ understanding on what 
has been covered in class, self-assessments provided on 
MOOCs can be used as post-class activities. Instead of 
spending time coming up with a different set of questions 
or tasks, lecturers can select those relevant quizzes or 
assessments (e.g., Figure 4) on MOOCs and link them into 
their course page. 

Figure 4. Quizzes from a MOOC offered 
in Coursera

Since most quizzes are automatically assessed, there 
is less hassle for lecturers to complete the tedious 
marking process particularly when the class size is huge. 
Students can be instructed to take a screenshot of their 
scores and upload on the e-learning platform (e.g., 
forum or assignment submission). This would provide an 
opportunity for the lecturers to monitor their progress 
and identify their weaknesses as well. 

Conclusion

While MOOCs are meant to be standalone courses in 
which learners can enroll on their own, many of the 
content offered within the MOOCs platform can be 
integrated for flipped learning. This is particularly useful 
when faculty members are more inclined to adopt a 
blended mode in their teaching and learning activities. 
Instead of rigidly follow the schedule outlined in a specific 
MOOC, lecturers can design their lessons by incorporating 
the digital content, which are noted to be appropriate 
and in line with the course learning outcomes. However, 
lecturers should select only contents that are marked 
as Creative Commons (or open-source) so as to avoid 
copyright infringement issues. Another challenge is 
cultural difference whereby some MOOC contents are 
biased to a specific culture and not suitable to be used in 
Malaysian context. Hence, careful considerations should 
be taken by the lecturers prior to selecting a particular 
MOOC content. 
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MOOC Revolution

The booming era of e-learning has evolved over the past decade. Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs) have revo-
lutionised as the in-thing that offer richer, wider, and connected learning experiences (Comer, Bakaer, & Wang, 2015)
MOOCs have made an interesting splash on online education canvas especially after Coursera, Udacity, and edX have 
become the main players in the industry. 

This article presents a brief success story of the implementation of homemade MOOC for TMU1043 Multimedia Tech-
nology course during semester 1, 2015/2016. We also discuss how we designed engaging learning activities on our 
MOOC. In the future work section, we discuss a plan of a Scholarship of Teaching and Learning (SoTL) research that we 
are going to conduct based on our MOOC.

Multimedia Technology and Design MOOC

We started to develop the content for Multimedia Technology and Design MOOC in March 2015. Video lecture was the 
main way to deliver the content. In total, we managed to create 57 videos (including one promotional trailer and videos 
for 14 learning units). Under 14 learning units, there were three teaching videos for each of the 14 learning units, with 
an average duration of 4.6 minutes per video. The total length was 4.4 hours of extensive learning materials. The video 
production process was from scriptwriting to shooting, as well as from editing to uploading (Figure 1). We are proud 
that most of the process was done by ourselves.

After months of hard work, we were excited to share our new learning platform to with the world (www.openlearn-
ing.com/courses/multimediatechnologyanddesign). The MOOC was launched on the first week of the semester. It was 
opened to arbitrary persons from around the world. However our main target audience was UNIMAS students who 
had enrolled in TMU1043 from six faculties (excluding Faculty of Computer Science and Information Technology and 
Faculty of Medicine and Health Sciences) as a complementary course. We planned to use MOOC in a blended learning 
approach. 

Despite being new and previously unknown, an impressive number of 852 students signed for the course. Out of 
that, 5% comes from countries all over the world, including the United States, Venezuela, Ukraine, India, Puerto Rico, 
France, Australia, Italy, Morocco, United Kingdom, Saudi Arabia, Singapore, Qatar, Spain, Canada, Sri Lanka, Uganda, 
Brazil, Oman, Belgium, Pakistan and China. 

Once the students had enrolled in the MOOC (yes, it is open, it is free!), they were able to see the course homepage 
(Figure 2) and learning units (Figure 3). Learning activities were hidden, cascaded under unit. The MOOC ran over 14 
weeks from September to December of 2015.

In addition, the Open Learning (www.openlearning.com) platform that we used to develop the page has the function 
to process and report the analytics data of the cohort. Figure 4 shows the class analytics data. 

Designing Engaging Learning Activities 
in MOOC: A Success Story

Syahrul Nizam Junaini, Johari Abdullah,  
Yanti Rosmunie Bujang, Ahmad Hadinata Fauzi,  

Jonathan Sidi
Faculty of Computer Science and Information Technology
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One big issue related to MOOC is low completion rate through-
out the world (around 4-5%). But we managed to get 26.6% of 
students with full completion rate and this is very satisfying.  
Table 1 summarises the task completion analytics. 

Engaging Learning Activities and MOOC

Various literatures cited that student engagement as one of the 
factors that increases student learning (Caulfield, 2010). How-
ever, at present, research on MOOC has not rigorously assessed 
the types of MOOC-based learning activities that can engage 
students. Fayer (2014) argued that MOOC that is packed with 
passive video content, plain lecture notes, as lacking of Higher 
Order Thinking (HOT) activities. 

Therefore, we believe that HOT is a key in designing engaging 
learning activities on MOOC. We think that the best way for 
students to learn on MOOC is by being active—submitting com-
ments on MOOC forum as well as commenting and liking their 
peers’ comments. This approach gives them chance to think 
critically and deeply, before giving comments, as whatever they 
write will be read by thousands. 

Figure 1: Videos on YouTube Playlist

Figure 2: Course homepage

Figure 3: Learning unit list

Figure 4: Class analytics data
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Besides that, social learning is another good approach among MOOC learners. For example, in some of the learning 
activities for TMU1043, we asked our students to curate digital evidence related to the learning units (Figure 5). We 
called this activity as DigiCura (Digital Curation). In this way they are actively sharing, socialising and contributing to 
their own learning community.

However, to mark and assess thousands of answers and submissions from the students on MOOC is challenging. There-
fore, many researchers (such as Stefani, 2008) tried to define ‘the best learning environment’ to engage students in 
the teaching and learning process. That is why in terms of instructor-student interaction, King (2014) suggested that 
providing multiple means for communication and interaction between the students and instructors led to increased 
levels of engagement.

Students with 100% completion 227 / 852 26.64%

Total Content Watched/Completed 28148 / 59640 47.20%

Total Tasks Completed 6343 / 11928 53.18%

Table 1: Task completion analytics

Towards that, we created online activities that are highly 
related to the real-world problems. As Hadgraft and Dane 
(2014) said, “We need curricula that engage students in 
real problems.” Atkinson (2014) said, instructor encour-
agement, support, and advice to students, will more likely 
make student engaged, thus more likely to learn. As Crisp 
(2014) envisaged: “Students will demand more authentic, 
meaningful tasks that will engage them.” 

Preliminary results

What did our TMU1043 Multimedia Technology students 
said about using MOOC? The first observation was about 
the level of excitement among our student in ‘playing’ 
around with a cool, new learning technology.  Others 
were excited with how the learning materials were being 
presented. 

At the end of the semester, we managed to conduct a 
quick survey to gather students’ comments about MOOC 
that they had used. A set of online questionnaire was used 
to gather comments from 657 students who enrolled in 
TMU1043 course. Out of that, 86% completed the 

Figure 5: Digital curation activity

survey. Their comments were processed using Wordle.
net. It is a tool to generate word clouds from the source 
text. The visual output was used to give a hint about the 
words with greater prominence that appear more fre-
quently. Referring Figure 6, we conclude that our MOOC 
is ‘interesting’, ‘good’ and ‘informative’).

General comments about the course are as follows:

•	 “Best ever course that I have registered. I 
have learn many things! TQ sir.” – Kartinee 
Latif

•	 “I love the teaching method in our class, it is 
not just words but watching video too.” Jane 
Sandra Clarence (40082)

•	 “Having so much fun in this class.” - Nurul Hi-
dayah Md Saad 

•	 “I have so much fun learning this course be-
cause the lecturer was so cool and dedicated 
in teaching.” - Sammy Danielle Sitibun 

•	 “Very good, because our lecturer is awe-
some.” - Kh Mostafizur Rahman 

•	 “The lecturers are so awesome. I can see 
their effort in helping the students to achieve 
high marks in this course. I really hope UNI-
MAS will have more of these kind of lecturers 
soon.” Fatin Sofea Mohd Khairul Anuar

•	 “I never missed the class. And the way  
lecturer taught us using the video was very 
effective for me.” - Masliza Samingan
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•	 “I like this course because I learn so much 
information which is useful for my course. I 
thank to the lecturers who are really talent-
ed.” - Nurul Izzati Nasuha Abd Rahman

•	 “With the awesome style of lecturer in teach-
ing. I could actually understand the multime-
dia better.” - Nur Atika Mohd Nor 

Figure 6: Word cloud of participants’ comments

Future work

In the future, we plan to conduct a full-scale Scholarship 
of Teaching and Learning (SoTL) research to study this is-
sue thoroughly. Our study embarks on the following ob-
jectives:

•	 To identify the nature of a learning activity that 
highly engages MOOC students.

•	 To investigate the level of engagement among 
students towards different MOOC learning activi-
ties.

•	 To develop a guidelines for a better High Impact 
Practise-based MOOC instructional activity.

We will deploy mixed-method in the study. A question-
naire will be distributed to a sample size of more than 
10,000 students population (10,446 students from ICT 
Competency MOOC and 847 from Multimedia Technology 
and Design MOOC), we expect to receive 965 sample size 
of responses (95% confidence level, 3% margin of error) 
Some of questions that we will ask are:

• What are their motivation and commitment  
towards the MOOC course?

•  How do they commit time for the MOOC Course?

•  How do the ‘instuctors’ remarks and comments on 
their activities contribute towards learning?

We will ask our students to indicate the importance of 
online course features (e.g. online discussions) in enhanc-
ing their engagement in each dimension on a Likert scale 
using a set of questionnaire from King (2014). We will de-
ploy a pilot study or survey to evaluate the content va-
lidity of our questionnaire so that it accurately measures 
what we want to study. Further, we will develop 50 scale 
items for identifying relevant constructs from literature 
review. Then we will conduct in depth interview with the 
16 students from 8 different faculties in UNIMAS.

In designing the constructs and items, we will use the in-
strument of student engagement-behavioural from Gas-
ton-Gayles and Hu (2009). The scale used by them was 
supported by its correlation with positive student learning 
outcomes achievement. Another instrument that will to 
be used is from Greene, Miller, Crowson, Duke and Akey 
(2004). It studied 220 students on their perceptions of 
the instrumentality of class work (in our case, blended 
learning work). We will also interview 10 instructors from 
5 UNIMAS MOOC Courses. We believe that major issues 
that exist related to MOOC student engagement and in-

Comments that mentioned ‘MOOC’ are as follows: 

•	 “This course taught me more about a new 
method in learning through video (MOOC) 
and how to use the technology.”- Mohd Is-
kandar Zulkarnain Mohd Samsuri

•	 “I feel that open learning (MOOC) is interest-
ing.” - Chin Mun Khay

•	 “I really enjoyed this course and the activities 
made me more understand (of the course). I 
can learn more knowledge from all the vid-
eos in MOOC.” - Nurul Lyana Syafika Sukamto

•	 “I had fun and I like the teaching style by Mr 
Syahrul because that style (MOOC) is so cre-
ative.” – Kaknittha Inam

•	 “(An) interesting course with variety of ac-
tivities during the class and MOOC.” - Windy 
Rangie 

•	 “This course is fun and interesting because all 
of the activities are done in MOOC. Plus the 
activities in MOOC enable me to have better 
understanding of the course instead of solely 
relying on lectures.” - Christer Emylia Silves-
ter 
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structor way of communication with their student will be unearthed. Reflections from these instructors will be very 
valuable as the output of this research leads towards better practice for the next MOOC cohort.

Finally, we will deploy the data analytics output from Semester 1 2015/2016 cohort. It will help us to predict which 
learning activities is popular. We will also use learning analytics collected from MOOC to analyse learners engagement 
(Chounta, Hecking, & Hoppe, 2015). This data is vital to help us to understand what really happened in the learning 
process. Qu & Chen (2015) believed that MOOC learning data analytics will help course instructors to unveil student 
learning behaviours. In this study, we will also use data analytics produced by the first cohort to answer our research 
question. Subsequently, we will design tailored course materials for the next cohort to validate our findings.

Conclusion

In a nutshell, engagement is one of the most important factors that determine the effectiveness of a MOOC. A clear 
strategy to provide excellent support and engagement must be in place to help students succeed in a MOOC environ-
ment (Marshall, 2013). One big major factor is related to how an instructor interacts with the students. We envisage 
that the success story reported in this article serves as a guide for those who intend to develop MOOCs in the future.
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Over the past couple of weeks, 
my news feed reminds me of 
the vast disparity in use of 
digital and open educational 
resources (OER) as well as the 
lack of education surrounding 
how to use these cost 

Dr Jill Buban  
Online Learning Consortium

effective, pedagogically sound course resources. A recently released report, Going 
Digital: Faculty Perspectives on Digital and OER Course Materials (Green, 2016), 
exemplifies that it isn’t a question of if faculty want to use digital resources, 
but understanding how to best use these resources (Green, 2016).  The story for OER is quite different, as results from 
the survey demonstrate that “OER remains unused or unknown by all but 15% of faculty.” (2016)  The question I pose 
is not how we use digital or OER,  but how we use the combination of both types of resources to provide pedagogically 
rich, high quality, cost-effective resources for students?

For me, arriving at this question and the subsequent research and presentations surrounding the implementation of 
digital and OER resources has been a decade-long journey.  In the beginning, my role was that of a participant learner, 
much like those figuring out how to use digital resources and OER at their institutions today.  I joined academics from 
around the world on initiatives such as Open SUNY and OERu to envision what open education looked like in higher 
education settings and how open initiatives might be implemented at institutions. I was intrigued by the concept of 
offering open courses, materials, courseware, as well as the potential for broader educational impact. 

Flash forward ten years to the present day in which the promise of open education has evolved into rapid expansion 
of open learning initiatives, including the implementation and use of open and digital resources.  Much like many 
of my peers who dipped their toes in the open waters years ago, my passion surrounding digital resources and OER 
sustains as there are millions of learners for which digital resources and OER can provide a positive impact. The cost 
of textbooks continues to rise (Bronars, 2012; Bidwell, 2014; Weissman, 2013) and students continually struggle with 
affordability issues (Cady, 2016). In addition to reducing student costs, these resources can positively affect retention 
rates (Reed, 2015) and provide a rich, robust, quality learning experience.

The same questions many institutions and their respective administrators, faculty and staff face today, the ‘how 
questions’, I encountered along my journey from participant learner to digital resource and OER champion.  I invite you 
to join me for a pre-conference workshop at OLC Innovate in which we will address these questions, as well as discuss 
implementation plans for your institution.  If OLC Innovate isn’t in your professional development plans for April 2016, 
consider the OLC workshop, Exploring Open Education Resources that begins March 9th.  Either way, be sure to visit 
our blog, OLC Insights during Open Education Week as we feature additional posts on the topic of open and digital 
learning.

Diving In: The Open Waters of Digital
Resources and Open Educational Resources 
(OER)



23

References

Cady, C. (2016, February 28).  Students shouldn’t have to choose between books and food. The Chronicle of Higher 
Education. Retrieved from http://chronicle.com/article/Students-Shouldn-t-Have-to/235519/ .

Bidwell, A. (2016, January 28). Report: High textbook costs have students struggling. Retrieved from http://www.
usnews.com/news/articles/2014/01/28/report-high-textbook-prices-have-college-students-struggling 
 
Bronars, S (2012, January 23).  Textbook inflation. Retrieved from https://sbronars.wordpress.
com/2012/01/23/textbook-inflation/

Green, K.C. (2015, February). Going digital: faculty perspectives on digital and OER course materials. Retrieved from 
http://www.campuscomputing.net/goingdigital2016 

Reed, M. (2015, February 25). OER as retention initiative. Retrieved from https://www.insidehighered.com/blogs/
confessions-community-college-dean/oer-retention-initiative

Weissman, J (2013, January 3). Why are college textbooks so absurdly expensive? Retrieved from http://www.
theatlantic.com/business/archive/2013/01/why-are-college-textbooks-so-absurdly-expensive/266801/

Suggested Additional Reading

Straumsheim, C. (2016, February 22).  No rush to go digital. Retrieved from https://www.insidehighered.com/
news/2016/02/22/study-faculty-members-skeptical-digital-course-materials-unfamiliar-oer

Wiley, D. (2015, November 11). The practical costs of textbooks. Retrieved from http://opencontent.org/blog/
archives/4040

About the Author

Jill Buban, Ph.D is the Senior Director of Research and Innovation at the Online Learning Consortium. Prior to joining 
the Online Learning Consortium, Dr. Buban was the Assistant Provost for Research & Innovation at Post University.  In 
this role, Buban instituted university-wide initiatives with a forward thinking, student-centered focus.  These initiatives 
included, but were not limited to, the university’s transition to digital course materials, the creation of an online academy 
for high school students, competency-based learning initiatives, professional developing credentialing, articulation 
agreements, enrollment management, oversight of all academic publications, as well as a variety of teaching and 
learning initiatives. Prior to joining Post University, Buban worked in Academic Affairs at SUNY Empire State College.   
She collaborated on a variety of online learning initiatives including the implementation of ePortfolios, open learning 
access and opportunities, and prior learning assessment.

Dr. Buban holds a Doctor of Philosophy degree in Education from the Lesley University where she wrote her dissertation 
on “Adult Undergraduate Students’ Experiences in Online Academic Mentoring Relationships.” She continues to study 
and present on topics surrounding effective technology use for adult learners in online environments. Given the 
opportunity, Buban continues to teach in the areas of adult and online learning.

Reprinted with permission from Online Learning Consortium, March 3, 2016.



24

About a month ago I asked readers to answer whether or not they agreed or disagreed with seven (slightly provocative) 
statements about higher education [2]. One of the statements, number 6, was that “online-only degree programs are 
as worthwhile as traditional campus-based experiences.” Most people who commented on the post were quite critical 
of the idea that online learning can match the campus experience. Shockingly, at least to me, were the commenters 
who claimed that online learners weren’t as committed to their educational experience as those who study at a brick 
and mortar location.

While I think it’s utter rubbish that online learners are somehow “less committed” than their on-campus counterparts, 
I can understand one of the other themes that emerged within the comments: the idea that online education cannot 
match the interaction and interpersonal development of the traditional campus experience.

The student experience at a campus is something that has been around for a very long time. We know how it works. 
We know what to do in terms of engagement and development. We give it value above all else because it’s what most 
of us experienced.

Online learning is different. It’s not face-to-face. It’s digital-to-digital. People and personalities interacting via pixels 
and text. And, we’re not sure what to make of it. A lot of people seem quite keen on projecting their inner bias against 
online learning simply as a reflection of the fact that it’s not “what they did” or “how they learned.”

Well, welcome to 2016 and the reality of the higher education sector. Online learning is here and it benefits a lot of 
people. These are committed individuals who are striving to learn more, to earn a credential, and to increase their 
career prospects.

It’s true that online learners will not have the same types of interactions as their on-campus peers. However, we need 
to stop thinking about what’s “missing” or “lacking” and focus on what we can do to increase connection and build 
community via digital channels.

Most people who work within a traditional higher education environment already know of the value that social media 
brings to their work when it comes to enhancing student engagement. Within online learning spaces, social media are 
crucial conduits for building community, creating connections, and expanding learner networks.

We have to go beyond the learning management system (or the VLE if you’re in the UK) and use real world tools, sites, 
apps in order to provide online learners with a student experience that can foster meaningful social connections. We 
need to create orientation programs that utilize the functionality of social media to benefit students not only for when 
they are participating in an online program, but afterwards when they have earned their credential and are relying on 
those same networks for professional success.

While online learners might not necessarily be able to meet up at the campus coffee shop with their friends, they 
can meet up with their peers via WhatsApp groups, Google Hangouts, Twitter hashtag conversations, Periscope live-
streams, and LinkedIn group discussions.

By Eric Stoller
Student Affairs and  

Technology Blog,  
Inside Higher Ed

Creating Connections for Online 
Learners
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If you’re looking for a place to start when it comes to upping your use of social media to support online learners, I highly 
recommend reading Steve Parkinson [4]’s post on Medium about how higher education institutions can use social 
media to support learning [5] (as well as the overall student experience).[6] 

 
Do you tweet? Let’s connect. Follow me on Twitter. [7]
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