
1 

NOOCing Nottingham: A 

sustainable approach to 

open online courses 

 

 Helen Whitehead, 

Sarah Speight, Andy Beggan 

The University of Nottingham 



2 

Organic and opportunistic 

 

• JISC-funded PARiS Project 2012- make use of OER materials 

• University Grand Challenge – raise awareness 

• How best to integrate or embed  
sustainability into the curriculum  
and the student learning experience 

• Nottingham Advantage Award –  
10 and 20 credit options 

• Global reach – Malaysia, China, distance 
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Key aspects 

• Don’t attack academic freedom: 
 already crowded curriculum 

• Sustainable learning technologies inc. 
OERs - 5 resources, 1st year UG level 

• Interdisciplinarity 

• Sustainable pedagogies  

• Learning for and about sustainability: 
activities aimed at behaviour change 

• Cultural differences and access to 
technology  
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Ebooks: 
Smashwords 

iBooks: 

iTunes 

Web-based: 
uNow 
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Innovation 

• Interdisciplinary, activity-focused 

• Large numbers (we hoped) although open only to our staff 
and students (825+) 

• Students taking it for credit (140) and for ‘fun’ – 
employability agenda 

• Experimental and emergent – innovative use of Moodle – 
exemplar? 

• Measure impact of ‘disruptive’ MOOC-inspired pedagogy on 
teaching and learning across the University 
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Planning for volume 

• Flexible assessment planning,  
including automatic and peer  
assessment 

• PGRs recruited as facilitators 

• Training beforehand focused on  
existing models of online learning 
and how much they were relevant  
to a large course 

• Learn from others’ experiences of and analysis of MOOCs 

• Built our own online community before we began building that 
of the NOOC proper 
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We modelled a process whereby we could move students 
from the edge of the NOOC towards its centre 
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Reflective Blog Finding out what we think sustainability is about 

Image Bank Building a visual history of sustainability 

Waste Audit Seeing how sustainable we are 

Online debate Starting to think critically about sustainability 

Film critique Further critical thinking about sustainability 

SWOT Analysis Assessing Nottingham – how sustainable is our 

university? 

Evaluation of Open Educational Resources Judging how useful online information is 

Preparatory work for the Poster 

Presentations 

Supporting each other to tell a story about 

sustainability  

Poster Presentation 

  

Capturing our learning in one story 

  



How did it work out? 
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Analysis of forum posts 

• The style we adopt as tutors/facilitators really shapes the 
length/tone of the students’ postings. The average length of 
introductory posting matched the facilitator’s post which 
followed the opening one. 

• Students used commonly understood UoN acronyms – 
showing their Nottingham identity 

• The PG students are less informal than the UGs and seem 
more concerned to establish their professional and 
academic identity 

• PG students are more likely to respond to fellow PGs than 
to UGs.  
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How it was received by students 
Copyright Yating Zhang 2013 
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I liked that you were 

able to choose 

which assessments 

to do and not do. 

Although I did not finish all the 

homework, I nearly read all the 

materials the course offered. The 

course is great, because it let 

me know I can do something for 

sustainability. 
The poster activity 

also provides an 

extremely useful 

technique that was 

nice to learn with me 

being on a science 

course. 

Perhaps the best thing of this course is 

its flexibility available for students of 

different specialties and backgrounds. 

I have a new 

approach of 

learning things by 

online classes and I 

have the chance 

share my ideas with 

other students from 

other countries. 

I am more interested in 

the news about 

sustainability and enjoy 

communicating with other 

students from other 

campus on line. 
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The MOOC ethos was welcome 

I confess that I 'lurked' on 

the course. I work full-time 

and was already 

undertaking another online 

course so didn't have time 

to get fully involved. 

I like the fact that it is an 

online course and one is 

free to make it count or not. 

I would like to participate again, I 

would like more time than 10 weeks as 

I have had to prioritise my studies to 

put my other course first. It would be 

good to have the opportunity to catch 

up in the period of time between terms. 

I could fit it around when 

I had time. 



Food for thought 

Did you know? 

Globally, 1/3 of food is wasted. 

7.2million tonnes of food waste is 
thrown away from UK homes 
alone. 

This costs an average household 
£480 a month! 

 

Why? 

 Cooking/preparing too much. 

 Don't consume it in time. 

What can I do? 

 Prepare a shopping list 

 Don't shop when you're hungry 

 Create a compost heap for fruit and 
veg 

 Utilise leftovers 

 Put new food at the back, and old 
food at the front. 

References: 

Http://thedailygreen.com 

http://england.lovefoodhatewaste.com/node/2472 
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SWOT Analysis 

• 128 people completed this and there were 1,594 

postings in the SWOT analysis discussion forum 
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Quiz the VC live 



Disruptive effect on staff? 

• Multiple case studies - Magic with Moodle 

• An exemplar course for staff to observe  

• Even sceptical senior staff are vying with each other for 
NOOC slots in future – several on the drawing board 

• Forged new and strong links between academics and LTs 
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The course has made me think about technology’s 
role in the classroom in Higher Education. I am also 
very interested in learning how to possibly make a 
MOODLE course more intuitive and/or interactive. It 
was an excellent learning opportunity for me as a 
participant but more importantly as an observer of 
good teaching practice. 

[I have] more appreciation of 
the variety of how it [Moodle] 
can be used. I have been more 
proactive in accessing and 
using it as part of module 
development since starting the 
course. 



Disruptive effect on staff? 
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I did gain a lot from reading others'  
perspectives.  I did learn more about 
what the university is doing. I did 
identify some more resources from 
which to enhance my own work. For 
example, there was an interesting 
debate about rubbish cultures which 
has enhanced my understanding of how 
localism shapes resources use 
solutions; I've incorporated that into 
some work I'm doing … I've also 
adapted some of the debate on how 
best to wash up in a task for secondary 
school students.  

 

I have not engaged in depth with 
forums before, and it was a useful 
way of having a debate. I hope to 
encourage my … students next year 
to engage in debate with each other 
about some key issues. …. It has been 
very worthwhile following what's 
been going on, and I hope it will be 
repeated next year and subsequently. 
I hope you'll be able to archive the 
files including debates, as I'm still 
mining these resources.  



The course will run again this autumn and in the new year 

helen.whitehead@nottingham.ac.uk 

 

Thanks for listening! 
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