Carlos Rueda
Crowds, or “masses,” are going online to learn from each
other, and universities are starting to understand the
nature and potential of this relatively recent phenomenon
on the Internet. Massively Open Online Courses (MOOCs)
have been the first expression of this. The revolutionary
aspect for human learning, however, is in the making.
The first MOOC happened in Canada. In 2008,
George Siemens and Stephen Downes, two Canadian
academics, decided to offer their course on Connectivism
and Connecting Knowledge to the general public on the
Internet simultaneously with the regular class. The 25
tuition-paying students were joined by 2,200 non-paying
online learners. With this experience the idea of large
crowds taking a free online course together was born. Only
four years later, in 2012, three large MOOC providers were
launched: Sillicon Valley’s Coursera.com, Harvard-MIT’s
edX.org, and Google’s coursebuilder. Today, there are
more than 20 million MOOC learners from more than 100
countries taking 1,500+ courses offered by the best
universities worldwide.

Although Universities wanted to spread access to
their courses, the MOOCs movement became an
innovation in an unexpected way: as an online massive
learning party. A MOOC represents a gathering of
thousands of people, coming to the Internet for a few
weeks to learn about a common interest. Distance open
education never really put people “together”, and
traditional online education never reached “massiveness.”
It is in this sense of massive-togetherness-to-learn where
the revolutionary nature of MOOCs may be found. But
there remain questions: How can we re-organize learning
in new ways that better fit the Internet as a place where we
come together? What would be the pedagogy of the
Internet?
I am part of an amazing initiative and team at McGill
University creating the MOOC Social Learning for Social
Impact. Two years have been put into the design and
development of this MOOC, which will be released through
edX.org in the fall of 2015. This practical and conceptual
journey has pushed us to answer the aforementioned
questions with concrete answers (seen below). Some of
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Anyone interested in the same (broad) topic can participate.
All learners find and work on their own learning agenda.
Everyone is a learner and a teacher.
Your life community (team, family, friends) is your learning
community.
Your life space (office, home, coffee shop) is your learning
space.
We will share moments of global “togetherness.”
Everyone finds and creates the knowledge they need.
Knowledge can be shared by anyone, and to anyone or to
everyone.
“Real life” experiences are at the center of learning.
The learning experience provokes critical thinking and
action.
The MOOC can also be a social movement for a cause.
Pedagogues are platform developers, facilitators and
organizers.

“When we have a new
medium or new
technology we tend to
fall into old habits.”
(Carlos Rueda)

these elements will be built into to the first prototype,
some won’t; some may produce results, some may not;
but we are truly excited to contribute to the innovation in
human learning with our particular approach to learning
on the Internet with MOOCs.

thinking, autonomy, communities and networks into the
design of innovative MOOCs. However, pedagogical
innovations in MOOCs need to come together with
technological innovations to create these learning
structures online. In this regard, the field of “social
computing” (the area of computer science concerned with
the intersection of social behavior and computational
systems) when applied to learning also has important
contributions to make. Pedagogy and technology will have
to come together; one stimulating innovations in the
other. This is promising for the intersection of learning
theories and social computing.

MOOCs are unlikely to make campus learning
disappear, as some scholars and media have suggested.
On-campus and Internet learning will co-exist, and
traditional MOOCs will also co-exist with new forms of
MOOCs. Some people argue that MOOCs will never be as
good as the campus experience, and, for most cases, they
are probably right. But MOOCs do not have to be as good
as the campus experience. They can be better in ways that
What knowledge will Canada need to thrive in an
the campus experience has yet to explore. And that is the interconnected, evolving global landscape? The learning
aim of this research: MOOCs are not an educational systems that MOOCs are building won’t tell us what we
revolution; they are, fundamentally, a learning revolution. will need to know to thrive, but they can help us to form
the interconnectivity and the worldliness that information
The
massive-togetherness-to-learn
can
be
networks need to make the knowledge relevant and timely
understood as the innovative aspect of MOOCs. From
for immediate change and action.
there, learning theories have much to contribute. Authors
such as Dewey, Freire, Piaget, Montessori, Schon, Lave,
and Downes can be re-visited in the context of MOOCs in
order to bring their ideas on experience, reflection, critical
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