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ARTICLE

Open educational practices of MOOC designers: embodiment
and epistemic location
Taskeen Adam

Centre of Development Studies, University of Cambridge, Cambridge, United Kingdom

ABSTRACT
This article reports the lack of epistemic diversity in producers of
massive open online courses (MOOCs) through examining whose
knowledges and what knowledges are forefronted in MOOCs.
Through analysis of 27 semi-structured interviews, the study
explored the relationship between South African MOOC designers
and their open educational practices (OEP), questioning in what
ways MOOC designers enact openness in their design, based on
their own reasoning of what openness means. The study illustrates
that MOOC designers create MOOCs that strongly link to who they
are, what they value, and how they understand the world, high-
lighting the crucial need to have epistemically diverse MOOC
designers from different cultures, value systems, and epistemolo-
gies, that critically reflect on their positionalities and subjectivities.
From this, the study asserts a new way of looking at OEP where
MOOC designers go beyond implementing OEP, to being someone
who is open. I termed this the embodiment of openness.
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Introduction

This article raises the concern of lack of diversity and plurality of thought in massive open
online course (MOOC) providers. Santos-Hermosa et al. (2017, p. 106) calculated that 89%
of English repositories of open educational resources (OER) come from Europe and North
America, with only 1% from Africa. Lockley (2018, p. 150) further highlighted that only
1.7% and 1.1% of MOOC instructors on Coursera and FutureLearn respectively are Black.
From my own research conducted in 2017, only 164 (7.3%) of the 2240 courses on
Coursera were from the Global South (Adam, 2019). This is consistent with Bozkurt et al.
(2018, pp. 84–85), who highlighted the dominance of open education publications,
including publications on open educational practices (OEP) from the United Kingdom,
United States of America, Spain, and Australia, leading them to ask, “Can openness in
education serve as a means to democratise education in developing countries . . . when
the research is predominantly conducted elsewhere?”

The impact of the dominance of predominantly White OEP producers from Europe and
North America on the epistemological foundations of open education has seldom been
researched. Derry’s (2008) observation on this made over a decade ago still holds true that
whilst technology-enhanced learning (TEL) “has concentrated on more detailed questions of
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learning and pedagogy, the question of knowledge has been neglected” (p. 509). She argued
that while TEL traditionally focusses on pedagogical integration of “interactivity, scaffolding
and dialogue” (p. 509), what is neglected is the epistemological understanding of “embo-
died, distributed and situated cognition” (p. 508) that is central to knowledge and knowing.

The epistemological foundations of MOOCs are strongly connected to those who pro-
duce the MOOCs. Ross et al. (2014, p. 62) noted that “Our MOOC’s history, rationale, and
design are all tightly bound to our identities as academics and our teaching philosophies.”
Walji et al. (2016) additionally highlighted that as participant heterogeneity increases, the
importance of the role of the teacher in engaging this diverse participant pool increases,
particularly through their felt presence, their personality, and their teaching style.

The identity of teachers is often overlooked when the focus of OEP is given to outward
rather than inward actions; indeed, many definitions on OEP revolve around the idea of
open practices as doings. For example, Havemann (2016, p. 7) stated:

OEP consist not only of creating and reusing OER, but also of other forms of transparency
around academic practice, such as blogging, tweeting, presenting, and debating scholarly
and pedagogic activities, in ways that promote reflection, reusability, revision, and
collaboration.

In responding to Havemann’s (2016, p. 7) call to rather view OEP as a “lens for looking at
practice,” this study aimed to emphasize the being in OEP, that is, to be open. While being
open is mentioned in some forms of OEP (e.g., critical praxis), it is made explicit through
emphasizing embodiment. The purpose of the study was thus to use concepts of
embodiment (Varela et al., 1992), to shift the thinking of MOOC designers from creators
of OER and implementers of OEP to embodiments of openness in themselves. This was
done through examining the relationship between MOOC designers and their OEP,
questioning in what ways MOOC designers enact openness in their design, based on
their own reasoning of what openness means.MOOC designers is used here as an umbrella
term for the various people involved in the process of creating and implementing
a MOOC, from MOOC instructors or facilitators to support teams (e.g., MOOC project
coordinators, online learning designers, or graphic designers). Through understanding
OEP as embodying openness, I argue that MOOC designers from epistemically diverse
backgrounds are necessary to counter for the dominance of Western-centric epistemol-
ogies in MOOC production. This serves to prevent a digital “epistemicide” in MOOCs
(Santos, 2014), which I define as the systematic suppression of marginalized knowledges
through digital means.

Conceptualizations of embodiment

The term embodiment very loosely describes the connection between the mind, body, and
the world (Leigh, 2019). This study uses concepts of embodiment as theorized through
three lenses.

Embodied cognition in cognitive sciences

Johnson (1987) highlighted that embodied cognitive science aims to challenge the “rigid
separation of the mind from the body, cognition from emotion, and reason from
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imagination,” arguing instead that the body and its sensorimotor capacities are inextric-
ably linked with memory, emotion, language, and life experiences in general. Varela et al.
(1992, p. 173) added that these sensorimotor capacities “are themselves embedded in
a more encompassing biological, psychological, and cultural context.”

Embodied cognition is not only derived our lived experiences but is also due to
a cumulative cultural evolution (Tomasello, 1999), whereby the “environment in which
the human mind develops has a history itself; and this history owes its form to the
activities of human beings, which are in turn conditioned by the development of mind”
(Derry, 2008, p. 506). McDowell (1996, p. 126) described this as “second nature,” high-
lighting that human beings develop their cognitive capacities through initiation into
language and tradition.

Embodiment in decolonial thought and feminist standpoint theories

While embodied cognition theorists strongly emphasize the role of the environment, the
body and, culture, it is often spoken of apolitically. Decolonial scholars such as Grosfoguel
(2007, p. 213) thus highlighted that “the locus of enunciation, that is, the geo-political and
body-political location of the subject that speaks” is in juxtaposition to “the Western
myth” of “the disembodied and unlocated neutrality and objectivity” of knowledge.
Similarly, feminist standpoint theories argue that “the social situation of an epistemic
agent—her gender, class, race, ethnicity, sexuality and physical capacities—plays a role in
forming what we know and limiting what we are able to know” (Bowell, 2019).

Drawing on works of second wave feminist standpoint theorists such as Haraway
(1988), who highlighted that our knowledges are situated, Grosfoguel (2007, p. 213)
argued that “nobody escapes the class, sexual, gender, spiritual, linguistic, geographical,
and racial hierarchies of the ‘modern/colonial capitalist/patriarchal world-system’.” He
further highlighted the intersectionality and entanglements between these hierarchies
(p. 217).

Grosfoguel (2007, p. 213) importantly emphasized the difference between “epistemic
location” and “social location”:

The fact that one is socially located in the oppressed side of power relations, does not
automatically mean that he/she is epistemically thinking from a subaltern epistemic location.
Precisely, the success of the modern/colonial world-system consist in making subjects that
are socially located in the oppressed side of the colonial difference, to think epistemically like
the ones on the dominant positions.

Embodiment in critical pedagogy

Embodiment has also been spoken about in the methods and practice of teaching and
learning through critical pedagogy (Freire, 1970). Critical pedagogy brings together the
concepts of embodied and situated cognition, and the recognition of imbalance in social
orders, to set out a praxis that uses these concepts to strive for social change. This
pedagogy involves constantly developing a “critical consciousness,” which is “learning
to perceive social, political, and economic contradictions, and to take action against the
oppressive elements of reality” (Freire, 1970, p. 17).
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One of the main aspects of critical pedagogy is “critical reflexivity,” which “recog-
nises the embodied nature of the practitioner’s response to the world” (Door, 2014,
p. 88). Door (2014, p. 88) argued that educational practice cannot be separated from
the “essential nature of the practitioner”; thus, continuous reflexive critique of the
sociocultural world and its external impositions on oneself is needed by the
practitioner.

Drawing on embodiment, epistemic location, and critical consciousness, one can
see that to implement openness in content and pedagogy (i.e., OER and OEP), one
needs to go to the root of the content and pedagogy, its producers. OER and OEP are
not passively and neutrally produced but are shaped by the worldviews of their
producers. Therefore, looking only to certain regions of the world or certain types of
people embedded in specific epistemologies can lead to very narrow understandings
of openness.

Methodological considerations

Using a qualitative phenomenological approach, I interviewed 27 MOOC designers in
South Africa who contributed to the creation of 15 MOOCs. Given the small number of
MOOC designers in South Africa (in 2017 at the time of fieldwork), I interviewedmore than
half of them. The semi-structured interviews covered various topics; however, in this
article, only two interview questions are foregrounded:

● What does openness mean to you?
● To what extent do you think your MOOC is open, and what could theoretically and
practically make it more open?

The purpose of the question on openness was not to find one, true meaning of openness
but rather to understand how the MOOC designers’ backgrounds and lived experiences
impact their understanding of what OEP mean.

Research participants

Table 1 outlines the demographics of the MOOC designers.
It is important to note that race is not mentioned as a biological demarcation, but

rather because race as a social construct has variedly advantaged and disadvantaged
groups of people in South Africa (Makgoba & Seepe, 2004). The sample set of five
Black MOOC designers (18.5%) is disproportionally higher in South Africa in compar-
ison to other parts of the world Lockley, 2018); however, given that 79.4% of South
Africans are Black (World Population Review, 2019), Black MOOC designers are highly
under-represented. It is also important to note that the five Black MOOC designers
interviewed all worked with a White MOOC designer who was senior to them. Due to
the small numbers in each BME sub-category, the article refers to all sub-groups
collectively as BME to protect their identities. Additionally, the names used in this
article are pseudonyms.
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Data analysis

The interviews were transcribed and thematically coded. Four non-exhaustive categories
emerged naturally, which are presented in Table 2. These categories, at times, interrelate,
overlap, and reinforce one another and are thus not mutually exclusive.

Embodying openness

The relationship between who the course designer is, and their view of openness, is
evaluated in this section. As the aim was to broaden conventional definitions of openness,
examples from those whose backgrounds and worldviews differ from the dominant were
chosen to emphasize the connections.

Personal background

The examples below emphasize how one’s personal background, in terms of race, gender,
location, parenting, religion, and culture, impacts one’s enactment of openness.

Table 1. Demographics of interviewees (N = 27).
Interviewee categories ● 19 MOOC instructors

● 6 MOOC support team
● 2 practitioners

Platforms ● Coursera
● edX
● FutureLearn
● Blackboard

Universities ● University of Witwatersrand
● University of Cape Town
● University of Johannesburg
● University of Stellenbosch

Gender ● 11 female
● 16 male

Race Categories used as per census ● 16 White interviewees
●(World Population Review, 2019): 11 Black and Minority Ethnic (BME)* interviewees

○ 5 Black
○ 3 Indians or Asians
○ 3 Colored**

Nationality ● 25 South African
● 2 Non-South Africans based at universities in South Africa

Notes. *While BME is a term used more in the United Kingdom to refer to Black and minority ethnic
groups, I adopted it in this article to refer to previously disadvantaged race groups in South Africa.
**Colored is an official and widely accepted race group classification in South Africa, referring to
people of multiracial backgrounds.

Table 2. Categorizations for analysis.
Personal background Academic background Life experiences Political inclinations

Race Humanities Privileges Political movements
Religion Social sciences Hardships Ideologies
Culture Hard sciences Worldviews
Gender Interdisciplinary
Location Transdisciplinary
Heritage
Family
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Openness through broadening the target audience

If you look at—and I am one of those—the demographics within Africa—you find out that for
the Black African woman—you find out that there are a lot of us who go back to school [. . .]
And by the time you get to school you’re married and have children and that is your first
responsibility. You are raised to realize that your first responsibility is towards growing your
family. Your education, second, no matter what you think about it. So, a lot of us already have
families, you have a system growing up, and when you get back to school to juggle it with
a lot and I find that for the MOOC, it is an amazing tool for the women who has a home, who
has a husband, who has a family to take care of. (Nnenne, BME, female, parent)

For Nnenne, openness means to also cater for a student who is middle-aged, raising
a family, and balancing various other responsibilities in life. Such a description of a target
audience moves away from thinking of MOOC participants as young, single, tech-savvy,
independent students, “almost always conceived as western, white, educated and male”
(Cottom, 2015, p. 9). To Nnenne’s target audience, customs and norms such as family
values and gendered roles (whether one agrees with them or not) are important and need
to be accommodated in the design of the course.

Openness through respecting cultural practices

I think because it is such a visual thing, you need to pay attention to the visual. [. . .] So, in my
culture you find that—and in South Africa I think as well—You find that the woman who is
married covers her hair, so for some of the segments I covered my hair, because I had to
portray that I’mmarried, women from my place covers her hair. You cover your hair—so I did
that in the MOOC. Because then you reached out to another audience that felt, ya, she
understands what she is and is doing this. (Nnenne, BME, female, parent)

The above quote by Nnenne accommodates for culture in two unique ways. First, she
takes into account the role that the visual, the body, plays in making a MOOC accessible.
She recognizes that participants in her target group may prefer for a woman’s hair to be
covered, and she accommodates for these cultural preferences making her MOOC acces-
sible to more types of people. Secondly, as she is a married woman of that culture,
covering her hair gives her respect and authority because she is respecting her traditional
practices. While the first point would be applicable to any MOOC designer, the second
one is specifically relevant to her as a MOOC designer, also emphasizing that, in reality,
there are different expectations from person to person. This example shows the signifi-
cance of the bodily aspects and appearance of the MOOC designer, in line with embodi-
ment. One’s attire is seldom discussed in making MOOCs more inclusive, but we see here
the pivotal role it can play. Nnenne’s emphasis on attire, based on her embodied cogni-
tion, is consistent with Varela et al. (1992, p. 149), who highlighted that “the structures of
our biological embodiment” are “lived and experienced within a domain of consensual
action and cultural history.”

Openness as overcoming stereotypes

So, I obviously grew up in the days of apartheid, I certainly didn’t think of myself as a scientist,
I wanted to be a school teacher [. . .] And I think many people are in a similar situation to me,
that it never crosses their minds. (Ranjeni, BME, female)

176 T. ADAM



In fact, in South Africa, at my level, I am probably the only Black woman scientist that is
associate professor. (Ranjeni, BME, female)

I thought very clearly about making sure there were women, making sure there were Black
people, young people, you know just so you know it’s not just being done by your typical
stereotypes we associate with scientists, there are different people and everyone is doing
interesting work and people can be retired and they can still be doing research and then
there are people that are at the height of their career and then there people who are just
starting out. (Ranjeni, BME, female)

Ranjeni’s initial limited vision of what she could be professionally, shown above, empha-
sizes the point of “situated cognition” (Haraway, 1988) of how her race and gender
impacted what she envisioned as a possible future. Having broken the glass ceiling
herself, she aims to motivate others through expanding their visions of what they could
achieve. As she faced various limitations in her journey, her idea of openness is to break
cognitive barriers that develop based on stereotypes of one’s background. Thus, she
places an emphasis on including the voices of BME groups, women, young and old, early
career researchers and well-renowned professors as a way of showing how all these
different bodies are capable of being scientists.

The above three quotes show that aspects of those MOOC designers’ identity that are
or were stigmatized, inferiorized, or oppressed strongly shaped what openness meant to
them. By example, almost all women interviewed in this study mentioned the need to
ensure that women access the course, whereas no male interviewee was particularly
concerned with gendered access. This correlates with the “double vision” discussed in
feminist standpoint theory, which highlights that marginalized groups are socially situ-
ated such that they are more aware of inequalities and assumptions than those that are
non-marginalized, and this can actually give them an epistemic advantage (Bowell, 2019).
Additionally, the fact that these broader understandings of openness stem from BME
MOOC designers shows how these less-dominant enunciations of openness are often
overlooked.

Openness as acknowledging one’s positionality
The examples above are not meant to suggest that only a BME woman would be able to
understand and implement openness in the way they described, but rather that they
more intuitively come to these conclusions based on their lived experiences as women of
color (Bowell, 2019). It would take more reflexivity and critical thinking from a White male
person, for example, to be able to have these reflections and ideas, as can be seen with
Anthony, who reflexively acknowledges his positionality as a White, South African man
with its associated privileges.

So, because I am a white man, I am aware of the limitations that comes with. In other words,
I can never fully understand the black experience, particularly of pain, of marginalization, of
all of that, because obviously the white experience is completely different. (Anthony, White,
male)

Similarly, a Black woman may not as easily understand problems out of her context
and actively need to learn about it, rather than assert her view onto others. What is
“second nature” to one (McDowell, 1996, p. 126), may not be to another, but it can be
learned.
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Academic background

In each of the following examples, we see howMOOC designers’ disciplinary backgrounds
impact the implementation of and approach to MOOC, beyond just the content of the
MOOC.

Openness in terms of academic background

It’s a GPL. It’s means the MOOC public license is creative commons. (Francois, mathematics,
computer science)

Let me say, very few of those MOOCs would have been co-created by anybody in the South
[. . .] it’s unidirectional, it’s not very interactive, some of them are, but the majority of them
were just like, here’s the wonderful MIT stuff, please use it. (Anna, anthropology, history,
development studies)

What I wanted to ascertain from other students is whether it is possible for them to learn
autonomously [. . .] whether it is possible to establish a forum for learning whereby students
can articulate their voices. One would say, whereby students come to speech or where
students speak their minds. (Ahmed, philosophy, education)

So, we all work in academic development, so our job is to improve access for those who are
disadvantaged [. . .] So the MOOC is based very much on that in that we deal with issues of
identity but in a broad sense. So, content wise in the MOOC it’s about issues of language, of
culture, identity. (Victor, academic support, humanities, linguistics)

I’m really interested in this area of access to education for marginalized people because of my
background in rural health and this whole sort of research and career in access to health
services rather than education services as such. (David, health sciences, medicine)

Francois comes from a computer science and mathematics department and while he
holds very strong opinions on social justice (discussed in a subsequent section), his
definition of openness is separate to those opinions; his definition comes down to
open-source licensing. Anna, on the other hand, has an academic background in
history, development studies and anthropology, and views MOOCs through geopoli-
tical imbalances. For her, openness needs to be dialogical and include collaborative
efforts.

Ahmed, whose academic background is in philosophy and education, takes a very
philosophical approach to the purpose of the MOOC. In another part of his interview, he
emphasized his Freirean (1970) philosophical approach to MOOCs. For him, the MOOC
was as an experiment on self-directed learning and how one might create a space that
gives students the ability to express themselves.

The understanding of openness by Victor was impacted by his academic background
in humanities and linguistics, and his job in academic support. As his job involved
administering scholarships, those who are financially disadvantaged came to the fore in
his idea of the target market for MOOCs. Additionally, his understanding of openness is
informed by his discipline, dealing with issues of language, culture, and identity. As a last
example, David, a doctor working on rural health, looked to open education as addressing
needs of marginalized and rural people, shaping them as his target audience.

These five examples are the most explicit correlations between the MOOC designer’s
profession or discipline and their understanding of openness and represent similar
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correlations throughout all the interviews. This finding, that one’s profession interrelates
with one’s view of the world, and in particular on understandings of openness, is critical to
highlight. For example, when MOOC instructors and support teams comprise of those
from similar professional background, such as technological backgrounds, without input
from other disciplines, definitions of openness can be limited. Those who work across
disciplines, such as Anna and Victor, had more transdisciplinary understandings of open-
ness, allowing for a multilensed approach.

Anna, who critiqued the geo-political imbalances in MOOC production, is an example of
how a critical consciousness can be gained (Freire, 1970). Although she is a White female
from South Africa (that is, privileged in some ways), her studies on inequalities in South
Africa and geo-political influences enabled her to view the world order through additional
critical lenses. She has additionally put her critical consciousness to action, whereby she
created spaces for ground-up, student-led MOOCs from Black students to be made.

Life experiences

The following two examples show how certain life experiences impact one’s understand-
ing of what it means to be open.

Openness in terms of life experiences: disability

We obviously had to consider to a large degree was accessibility to people with disabilities.
I think specifically with visual impairment a lot but also people with hearing impairment [. . .]
one of my colleagues, he has developed a lot of skills in online accessibility for people with
visual impairment. (Caroline)

I was thinking a lot of parents actually at the beginning, I was thinking mainly about parents,
so that they can begin to understand what the potential is for their children. (Caroline)

While already involved in the discipline, Caroline’s interest in disability studies, particularly
intellectual disabilities, increased when she gave birth to a child with disabilities. Her
personal life experience as a mother of a child with disabilities impacts her research in
which she gives specific focus to parenting children with disabilities. This is also evident in
the way she created the MOOC, where the inclusion of parents was crucial to her from
inception.

Openness in terms of life experiences: privilege
Craig is a White male, born into family who owns a wine farm, but has made efforts to
redistribute land back to the workers:

I was speaking, for example, about like the one where I spoke about my farm the one which
you mentioned earlier. There’s an ideal opportunity to make sure that not only one voice is
heard. That’s very compelling reasons why you want multiple voices. (Craig)

They recorded [San] people speaking those languages so made online dictionaries of all the
words and that’s partly where this thing that I started with the MOOC with came from. (Craig)

As shown above, Craig is someone who reflexively discusses the privileges he has been
bestowed in life, as well as the unethical means through which his family gained wealth
and land. In his personal life, he has attempted to redistribute land to the workers on his
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farms and resurface the history. Even in this process, he constantly reflected and revised
his methods of engagement and negotiation with the workers, recognizing the power
imbalances. This ability to be reflexive, acknowledge one’s positionality, and to give voice
to others was strongly evident in the interview with him, as well as in his reflections of the
MOOC:

I’ve seen its [the MOOCs] potential and if I were to do one again I would do it very differently
in that way. I would be much more mindful of the fact that here I have an opportunity to
speak to the world and that there are things you can build into your message. (Craig)

This example shows that while your heritage and “social location” influence the type of life
opportunities you are given, reflexivity, positionality, and a critical consciousness enable
one to overcome one’s ingrained biases and learn from multiple “epistemic location[s]”
(Grosfoguel, 2007, p. 213). Following the example of Craig, to step out of this automaticity—
our ingrained thoughts, preconceived notions, actions, and reactions—dialogue with those
different from us is necessary to see things from other perspectives (Door, 2014; Freire,
1970).

Ideological and political influences

The following quotes show how ideological influences and political inclinations impact
one’s understanding of openness.

Anna, who was “trained as Marxist,” states:

And so, the decontextualization of things were really worrying because students mixed up
terminology and people from, say, the 1500s, and talked about their actions as if it happened,
like, ten years ago. (Anna)

Francois, who is of “left-wing thought,” states:

In terms of social justice, I don’t think that supplying online courses could remotely replace
the inequalities we have in the school system in South Africa. We still have Apartheid. [. . .]
I think that if you want to do something about social inequality you have to do it absolutely
deliberately. (Francois)

Loyiso, who is a #FeesMustFall activist, states:

Ok, so while your interest is more the IT aspect of it which is access and who can access it, how
can they access it, which is understandable given that that’s your area but for me before we
talk access, we need to talk about disturbance and resistance of the status quo. (Loyiso)

With her Marxist background, Anna is particularly focussed on history and how history is
written. For her, the current world order has overwritten political alternatives and political
histories, such that alternatives are impossible to fathom. Thus, for her, open education
means a thorough revival of these knowledges, beyond surface level and anecdotal
understandings. She particularly makes this comment concerning the decolonial move-
ments happening at universities in South Africa, where students do not have in-depth
knowledge of the history of previous movements to learn from their successes and
failures. She feels that equipping them with this knowledge for liberation is the best
form of empowerment.
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While Francois highlights that he is of left-wing thought, he is critical of the current
government. He feels that apartheid-like inequality still exists. For him, structural change
at a government level is crucial to address inequalities, and online solutions such as
MOOCs are just ameliorative, if they make any difference at all. This is in line with his
earlier statement that openness is just a “public license.” Resultantly, in terms of openness
in his MOOC, he has not given much consideration for MOOCs as a tool for emancipation.
He thinks that systemic change needs to happen at a structural level in the system. Thus,
we see his professional and political views converge and diverge.

Loyiso is one of the few students involved with MOOC design and has played an active
role in the #FeesMustFall student protests for free, decolonized education. His views on
openness are shaped by the movement, where he emphasizes the problem of structural
inequalities. For him, before MOOCs can address issues of access, power imbalances first
need to be addressed. He thus aims to disrupt the settled systems to which MOOCs are
brought into, challenging them at their foundations.

The influence of the social and political spheres on one’s worldview, as in the case of
Anna, Francois, and Loyiso, is described by Johnson (1987, p. 14):

These embodied patterns do not remain private or peculiar to the person who experiences
them. Our community helps us interpret and codify many of our felt patterns. They become
shared cultural modes of experience and help to determine the nature of our meaningful,
coherent understanding of our “world.”

Thus, our social and political contexts, as well as the history of our social and political
contexts, impact the way we think, interpret, and in this case, enact openness.

Discussion

This study has shown that openness extends beyond a static concept that is disjointed
from context and person. I illustrated that MOOC designers create MOOCs that strongly
link to who they are, what they value, and how they understand the world. From this, it
can be drawn that open education is understood and implemented differently by open
education practitioners, based on their histories, worldviews, subjectivities, mannerisms,
personality, and character, among other aspects. The enactment of openness (or lack
thereof), based on one’s personal and professional background, life circumstances, per-
ceptions, and subjectivities, was described here as embodiment. Drawing on conceptua-
lizations of embodiment, the body of the MOOC designer, including their language,
culture, gender, location, lived experiences, living conditions, and family structure, and
other factors, shape their epistemologies. Kannen (2012, p. 638) highlighted this point,
emphasizing that who the educator is, changes the dynamics of the learning space as it is
“infused with the interrelations of the pedagogical intentions of the instructor, the
embodiments that speak for the instructor, and the interactions of the students and
their identities.”

As the way in which openness is understood impacts the way in which it is enacted, this
study asserts a new way of looking at OEP, from something extrinsic that is done to
something to make it open, to something more intrinsic: to be someone that is more
open. I have termed this the embodiment of openness. Rather than MOOC designers being
seen as creators of OER or implementers of OEP, they are OER and OEP in themselves. With
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this human-centered view of openness as embodiment, attempts to “write the complexity
of the teacher out of the MOOC” (Ross et al., 2014, p. 58) can be overcome through
reemphasizing the complex, embodied nature of MOOC designers.

In this conception, the open education practitioner goes beyond a design process of
producing something that is open, to a reflexive process of being, manifesting and
embodying openness as a mindset and a bodily state. This view thus moves away from
seeing MOOC designers, or open education practitioners in general, as objective educa-
tors implementing static content or textbook practices, but rather incorporates their
subjectivities into the process. Once these subjectivities are acknowledged, MOOC
designers, and open education practitioners, can then critically reflect on their own
positionalities and transform their thinking through gaining a critical consciousness.
Drawing on Freire (1970), no change in the world can take place without the transforma-
tion of individuals, particularly those on the dispensing side of education. Thus, critical
reflection is needed by MOOC designers if they aim to create an environment for an
empowering education, which is arguably the aim of open education (CPT+10, 2017).

Through highlighting positionality, this study further stresses the crucial need to have
diverse MOOC designers from different cultures, value systems, and epistemologies. The
concept of diversity, however, needs elaboration. As Makgoba and Seepe (2004, p. 22)
argued, diversity is not simply about multiracialism but about questioning power struc-
tures through a “reorganisation of power and privilege.” Diversity does not mean inclu-
sion through assimilation and homogenization of many cultures into one, but true
embracing different ways-of-knowing and ways-of-being. Through MOOC teams includ-
ing more epistemically diverse designers, MOOCs are more likely to be more inclusive,
open, relevant, and beneficial to a broader diversity of learners. Achieving this epistemic
diversity in MOOC production is no easy task, however, as practical challenges in open
production exist such as labor and time of educators, cost of production, and skilling of
production teams (Laverde & Arias, 2015). This amplifies the concern for an impending
digital epistemicide, where only dominant Euro-American epistemologies survive as OEP
do not take into account the contexts of those on the periphery.

Although emphasizing the importance of diversity, this article has been cautious to avoid
blanket causal statements that suggest that if you have a particular background and identity,
you will have a particular view of openness. As shown in the examples of Craig and Anna,
sometimes, one’s privileged upbringing can be the motivator to help others. Conversely, one
can grow up marginalized yet go on to marginalize others (Grosfoguel, 2007). Reflexivity,
conscientization, and engagement with diverse contexts promote mutual humanization and
are key features in ensuring that one does not perpetuate injustices (Freire, 1970).

With a rising global elite that are often more homogenous than not Rizvi, 2007), further
complexity is added to the challenge of including epistemic diversity. Thus, further
research in open and inclusive education practices needs to look beyond country repre-
sentation, to focus also on intra-country inequalities and lack of representation of certain
groups within Global South countries, as well as marginalized voices and epistemologies
within Western countries.

Lastly, this study was premised on conceptualizations of embodiment that focussed on
how meaning is constructed through bodily experiences in particular environments and
contexts. The other focus of embodiment in educational practice is the physical, kinaesthetic
parts such as learning through “movement, gesture, touch, gaze, body positioning, as well as
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talk, speech and representational forms such as written, text, audio, and image” (Leigh, 2019,
p. 175). These aspects are crucial but were not unpacked here because the MOOC designers
did not speak about them, which in itself is a concern. This angle of embodiment highlights
particular shortfalls in OEP used in MOOCs and needs further research. MOOCs primarily deal
with knowledge entering in through the mind, with little acknowledgement and inclusion of
the body in the process of learning. While MOOCs make use of image, text, and audio,
further research in OEP could draw on practices that include epistemically diverse ways-of-
being and ways-of-knowing such as kinaesthetic practices that engage the whole body—
including its links with memory, culture, emotion and history—in learning processes.

Conclusion

This article presented understandings of openness and OEP from South African MOOC
designers, including BME MOOC designers. These views from the margins contested and
broadened conventional understandings of openness that are shaped by dominant
epistemologies. Through my conceptualization of embodiment of openness, I argue for
a shift in understanding OEP, whereby MOOC designers should not be understood merely
as producers of content or stewards of pedagogical practices, but as manifestations of
openness themselves. This further emphasizes the need for epistemically diverse MOOC
designers if aiming to strive for MOOCs that recognize the plurality of knowledges that
exist in the world. This also means the inclusion of voices that one may not agree with
politically or ideologically, if at the very least to challenge and critically engage with.

Acknowledgments

This research was conducted during my PhD which was funded by Cambridge-Africa.

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was declared by the author.

Notes on contributor

Taskeen Adam is pursuing a PhD titled “Addressing Injustices through MOOCs”. Taskeen
pioneered two initiatives: Solar Powered Learning in South Africa and Mobile Education for
Smart Technologies in India. She was chosen as one of Mail and Guardians top 200 Young
South Africans for 2014.

ORCID

Taskeen Adam http://orcid.org/0000-0003-2467-5726

DISTANCE EDUCATION 183

taske
Highlight

taske
Highlight



References

Adam, T. (2019). Digital neocolonialism and massive open online courses (MOOCs): Colonial pasts
and neoliberal futures. Learning, Media and Technology. https://doi.org/10.1080/17439884.2019.
1640740

Bowell, T. (2019). Feminist standpoint theory. In S. Ayala-López & S. Wurster (Eds.), Internet encyclo-
pedia of philosophy: A peer-reviewed academic resource. https://www.iep.utm.edu/fem-stan/
#SH7a

Bozkurt, A., Koseoglu, S., & Singh, L. (2018). An analysis of peer reviewed publications on openness in
education in half a century: Trends and patterns in the open hemisphere. Australasian Journal of
Educational Technology, 35(4), 78–97. https://doi.org/10.14742/ajet.4252

Cottom, T. (2015). Intersectionality and critical engagement with the Internet. SSRN Electronic
Journal. https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.2568956

CPT+10. (2017). Cape Town Open Education Declaration 10th Anniversary. https://www.capetownde
claration.org/cpt10/

Derry, J. (2008). Technology-enhanced learning: A question of knowledge. Journal of Philosophy of
Education, 42(3–4), 505–519. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9752.2008.00638.x

Door, V. M. (2014). Critical pedagogy and reflexivity: The issue of ethical consistency. The
International Journal of Critical Pedagogy, 5(2). http://libjournal.uncg.edu/ijcp/article/view/419

Freire, P. (1970). Pedagogy of the oppressed. The Continuum International Publishing Group Inc.
Grosfoguel, R. (2007). The epistemic decolonial turn. Cultural Studies, 21(2–3), 211–223. https://doi.

org/10.1080/09502380601162514
Haraway, D. (1988). Situated knowledges: The science question in feminism and the privilege of

partial perspective. Feminist Studies, 14(3), 575–599. https://doi.org/10.2307/3178066
Havemann, L. (2016). Open educational resources. In M. A. Peters (Ed.), Encyclopedia of educational

philosophy and theory (pp. 1–7). Springer. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-287-532-7_218-1
Johnson, M. (1987). The body in the mind: The bodily basis of meaning, imagination, and reason.

University of Chicago Press.
Kannen, V. (2012). ‘My body speaks to them’: Instructor reflections on the complexities of power and

social embodiments. Teaching in Higher Education, 17(6), 637–648. https://doi.org/10.1080/
13562517.2012.658566

Laverde, A. C., & Arias, M. H. (2015). Producción abierta de un contenido educativo digital: Un
estudio de caso [Open production of an educational digital content: A case study]. Opción, 31(4).
http://www.redalyc.org/resumen.oa?id=31045569020

Leigh, J. (2019). Conversations on embodiment across higher education: Teaching, practice and
research. Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315266664

Lockley, P. (2018). Open initiatives for decolonising the curriculum. In G. K. Bhambra, K. Nişancıoğlu,
& D. Gebrial (Eds.), Decolonising the university (pp. 145–173). Pluto Press.

Makgoba, M., & Seepe, S. (2004). Knowledge and identity: An African vision of higher education
transformation. In S. Seepe (Ed.), Towards an African identity of higher education (pp. 1–44). Vista
University.

McDowell, J. H. (1996).Mind and world. Harvard University Press. https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-0149.
00066

Rizvi, F. (2007). Postcolonialism and globalization in education. Cultural Studies ↔ Critical
Methodologies, 7(3), 256–263. https://doi.org/10.1177/1532708607303606

Ross, J., Sinclair, C., Knox, J., Bayne, S., & Macleod, H. (2014). Teacher experiences and academic
identity: The missing components of MOOC pedagogy. Journal of Online Learning and Teaching,
10(1), 57–69. https://jolt.merlot.org/vol10no1/ross_0314.pdf

Santos, B. de S. (2014). Epistemologies of the South: Justice against epistemicide (1st ed.). Routledge.
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315634876

Santos-Hermosa, G., Ferran-Ferrer, N., & Abadal, E. (2017). Repositories of open educational
resources: An assessment of reuse and educational aspects. The International Review of
Research in Open and Distributed Learning, 18(5). https://doi.org/10.19173/irrodl.v18i5.3063

184 T. ADAM

https://doi.org/10.1080/17439884.2019.1640740
https://doi.org/10.1080/17439884.2019.1640740
https://www.iep.utm.edu/fem-stan/#SH7a
https://www.iep.utm.edu/fem-stan/#SH7a
https://doi.org/10.14742/ajet.4252
https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.2568956
https://www.capetowndeclaration.org/cpt10/
https://www.capetowndeclaration.org/cpt10/
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9752.2008.00638.x
http://libjournal.uncg.edu/ijcp/article/view/419
https://doi.org/10.1080/09502380601162514
https://doi.org/10.1080/09502380601162514
https://doi.org/10.2307/3178066
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-287-532-7_218-1
https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2012.658566
https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2012.658566
http://www.redalyc.org/resumen.oa?id=31045569020
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315266664
https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-0149.00066
https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-0149.00066
https://doi.org/10.1177/1532708607303606
https://jolt.merlot.org/vol10no1/ross_0314.pdf
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315634876
https://doi.org/10.19173/irrodl.v18i5.3063


Tomasello, M. (1999). The cultural origins of human cognition. Harvard University Press. https://doi.
org/10.2307/j.ctvjsf4jc

Varela, F. J., Rosch, E., & Thompson, E. (1992). The embodied mind: Cognitive science and human
experience. MIT Press. https://doi.org/10.7551/mitpress/6730.001.0001

Walji, S., Deacon, A., Small, J., & Czerniewicz, L. (2016). Learning through engagement: MOOCs as an
emergent form of provision. Distance Education, 37(2), 208–223. https://doi.org/10.1080/
01587919.2016.1184400

World Population Review. (2019, August 28). South Africa population. Retrieved October 18, 2019,
from http://worldpopulationreview.com/countries/south-africa-population/

DISTANCE EDUCATION 185

https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctvjsf4jc
https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctvjsf4jc
https://doi.org/10.7551/mitpress/6730.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.1080/01587919.2016.1184400
https://doi.org/10.1080/01587919.2016.1184400
http://worldpopulationreview.com/countries/south-africa-population/

	Abstract
	Introduction
	Conceptualizations of embodiment
	Embodied cognition in cognitive sciences
	Embodiment in decolonial thought and feminist standpoint theories
	Embodiment in critical pedagogy

	Methodological considerations
	Research participants
	Data analysis

	Embodying openness
	Personal background
	Openness through broadening the target audience
	Openness through respecting cultural practices
	Openness as overcoming stereotypes
	Openness as acknowledging one’s positionality

	Academic background
	Openness in terms of academic background

	Life experiences
	Openness in terms of life experiences: disability
	Openness in terms of life experiences: privilege

	Ideological and political influences

	Discussion
	Conclusion
	Acknowledgments
	Disclosure statement
	Notes on contributor
	ORCID
	References



