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Short abstract: (max 250 words / teaser)

Online interactions are always enabled and constrained by the discursive – material characteristics of the dispositives in which they are embedded, as well as by the ways in which these dispositives are configured and used. This paper examines how MOOC dispositives pre-configure and shape possibilities for social interaction among MOOC participants and teachers. We will demonstrate that the agency of MOOC participants and teachers performed online cannot be abstracted from the material possibilities offered by the platform under examination. In order to substantiate this point, we focus on three case studies. Each study focuses on a social science MOOC taught on the MOOC platform edX. We will ask how forum interactions are embedded in the overall material-discursive architecture of each MOOC. We will focus on the question how assistants and professors of each MOOC conceptualize and assess (the place of) forum interactions in their respective courses? We will also investigate to what extent the intentions of the teaching teams materialize in the practical organization of each MOOC. The data used for this study include qualitative interviews with professors and assistants, screenshots of different editions of the MOOCs under investigation, as well as selected forum interactions. This study is embedded in a poststructuralist relational ontology and in a constitutive view on communication. The analyses have been conducted with the support of the CAQDAS package NVIVO12. 


Long abstract: (mac 1000 woorden)

Online interactions are always enabled and constrained by the discursive – material characteristics of the dispositives in which they are embedded, as well as by the ways in which these dispositives are configured and used. This paper examines how MOOC dispositives pre-configure and shape possibilities for social interaction among MOOC participants and teachers. We will demonstrate that the agency of MOOC participants and teachers performed online cannot be abstracted from the material possibilities offered by the platform under examination. In order to substantiate this point, we focus on three case studies. Each study focuses on a social science MOOC taught on the MOOC platform edX. The data used for this study include qualitative interviews with professors and assistants, screenshots of different editions of the MOOCs under investigation, as well as selected forum interactions. This study is embedded in a poststructuralist relational ontology and in a constitutive view on communication. The analyses have been conducted with the support of the CAQDAS package NVIVO12. 
The starting point for this study was the double observation that interaction does not always take place on MOOC forums and that content-related interactions that do take place do not always take polemic forms. This may be problematic because controversy and cognitive conflict are potentially powerful tools to promote conceptual change and learning (Buchs e.a. 2008; Buchs en Bourgeois 2017; Johnson en Johnson 2016). Inter-individual conflicts or disagreements can be pedagogically exploited if there is a readiness and ability of students to reflect upon, explain and articulate their own thinking, to clarify misunderstandings, as well as to scrutinize, challenge and compare ideas in “issue driven” discussions that allow for “collaborative sensemaking”. (Asterhan 2018, 67). Our choice to focus on the way the material and discursive features of social science MOOCs enable and/or constrain interaction is informed by a desire to assess the pedagogic promises of MOOCs.
In the context of MOOCs, discussion forums are the only environments where synchronous and asynchronous interactions between peers, as well as between peers and instructors, are likely to occur. Nevertheless, many forum users do not comment on or reply to the messages posted by others. Many engage in lurking activities – learning, reading and learning without active forum participation. Moreover, when forum users do interact with each other on topics relevant to the course, they do not necessarily engage with each other in conflictual ways in discussions on essentially contested concepts or controversies. In longer threads of interaction on MOOC forums, participants frequently engage in ‘knowledge building’ and ‘exemplification’ strategies. 
Academic interest in interactions on MOOCs has been growing. There is ample literature on MOOC-related learning analytics and the use of social tools, social media and forum interactions (e.g. C. Alario-Hoyos e.a. 2016; Carlos Alario-Hoyos e.a. 2014; Charalampidi en Hammond 2016). Much of this research is carried out within behavioralist, functional and/or applied paradigms though. MOOC research informed by a radically constitutive understanding of discourse and communication remains rare (for an exception see  Deimann, 2015). Most MOOC literature deals with pedagogic theory, technological experimentation and innovation related to connectivism and cMOOCs; learning analytics and assessment of xMOOCs; and MOOC pedagogy development (Ebben en Murphy 2014, 332). In contrast, we adopt a radical constitutive view on MOOCs and MOOC forums grounded in a relational ontology of social reality that allows us to examine how EDx may (pre-)configure the agency of and interaction between forum participants. The MOOC dispositive can be conceptualized as a discursive-material knot. The material organization of the MOOC – e.g. its digital architecture - allwos agents to move and act in particular ways while restricting them in others. This material component is not all-determining but invites certain forms of agency rather than others and therefore exerts a form of non-human agency. The MOOC’s discursive component provides meaning to the material aspects of the MOOC and sense-making in general (Carpentier 2017, 44–47, 66–75). 
In order to understand how the MOOC dispositive materializes in the forms of agency and interaction observed on MOOC forums, we ask the following research questions: How are the forum interactions embedded in the overall architecture of each MOOC? How do the assistants and professors of each team conceptualize and assess (the place of) the forum interactions in their respective courses? How and to what extent do their intentions materialize in the practical organization of each MOOC? In order to answer these questions, we need to rely on screenshots of the MOOCs that include course descriptions, general instructions and forum pages, as well as interviews conducted with the teaching staff. A selection of forum threads will be examined for purposes of verification and exemplification. 
 We argue that MOOCs cannot be reduced to the ICT’s that enable them. MOOCs would be unthinkable without the establishment of a wider dispositive – i.e. a heterogeneous ensemble of material-discursive practices and elements articulated with each other in response to societal ‘urgencies’ (Bührmann en Schneider 2008; Caborn 2016). The MOOC dispositive includes an online ICT architecture but also a socio-economic ecology of universities, university services and departments and businesses; new and old pedagogic roles, identities and/or subject positions; implicit and explicit rules and regulations; pedagogic theories, practices and concepts developed for and/or applied within MOOCs; MOOC related knowledge and concepts; (big) data generated by, users, developers, researchers and ICT’s; as well as a multiplicity of statements and interactions between teachers and MOOC participants.  
If we are to understand the way people learn and interact in increasingly digital pedagogic environments, we need to move beyond an instrumental and functional approach to the way people relate to technology, and consider the way dispositives may exert an influence on the way social actors perform agency online. This paper is part of a larger research project called MOOCResearch2.0: a mixed-method and multidisciplinary approach to socio-cognitive conflicts in online educational platforms, funded by the UCLouvain. 
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