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Abstract 
As more academic institutions are developing MOOC courses, there is a need to make the courses 
more interactive and to reflect and incorporate 21st century learning skills. This presentation reports 
on the findings of a pilot MOOC course offering a different model that emphasizes teaching and 
learning adapted to the 21st century transmitted in a virtual environment. Seven teacher colleges 
joined to develop a MOOC course entitled Introduction to Multiculturalism. The course was developed 
and adapted in three languages – Hebrew, Arabic and English. The new model integrates cutting-
edge pedagogy and technology and is based upon collaborative experiential learning with simulations 
and role plays. 
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1 INTRODUCTION  
Massive Open Online Courses (MOOC), started in the year 2011 with three online courses that were 
offered for free at Stanford University. This was an attempt to reach as wide a population as possible 
and indeed, 160,000 students from all over the world registered [1]. The prevalent model of a MOOC 
course today is one where telegenic lecturers prepare the course and know how to present the lesson 
in a lucid and interesting manner. Students go into the desired course, and execute the required 
assignment such as, watching a short video, reading, entering the forum, filling out a reflection form, or 
answering questions. The student in many cases is not involved in interaction with other learners and 
is relatively passive. 

Online instruction alongside conventional learning is becoming the norm in higher education. Many 
internet-based courses, as well as complete and partial online courses, are offered in the colleges. In 
2018, more than 900 universities offered about 11,400 courses with more than 100 million students 
enrolled [2].  Some of these courses are MOOCS. Recent studies emphasize the potential and the 
drawbacks of MOOC courses in an educational context. The advantages include the opening of 
courses on various topics, available everywhere and to anyone at no cost. The limitations of MOOCs 
are a high dropout rate and a low number of students completing the course, and among participants 
and there is a lack of participant involvement and personal connections.[3] [4] There are however, a 
number of formats and types of MOOCs in the literature that provide a better solution where 
involvement and active participation were identified as components of success [5] [6]. 

2 LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 21st century pedagogy  
The pedagogy recommended today includes numerous skills to enable our students to function better 
in the work place, society and as citizens. Teachers are encouraged to integrate all these skills in 
every subject areas. These skills include critical thinking, research skills, innovation and creativity, oral 
and written communication including public speaking, teamwork leadership and collaboration skills, 
and ICT skills [7]. Teacher education should give students maximum exposure to how these skills 
should be integrated into their teaching. It is advisable for lecturers to integrate these skills in all their 
courses to supply the student teachers with models of how they in the future can integrate these skills 
in their future classrooms.  

Experiential learning consists of contextually rich concrete experience, critical reflective observation, 
contextual-specific abstract conceptualization, and pragmatic active experimentation.[8] It is seen to 
be effective for retention of material over a long period of time. When we look back on major events 
from our school days it is generally the experiential type of learning that we remember. 
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2.2 Multicultural education  
Multiculturalism is an issue that needs to be dealt with in the teaching colleges to prepare future 
teachers to not only teach this subject to their future pupils but to also develop the skills to deal with 
multicultural issues in the classroom. Generally, courses on the subject of multiculturalism in the 
teaching colleges teach students about the topic and the 'other' without any personal contact or 
meeting the other. Although the use of movie clips helps to strengthen empathy to others through 
listening to the other's narrative [9],this empathy is often short-lived.  

Unfortunately, despite the plurality and integrative ideology of the education system in some countries 
students just get to meet people similar to themselves living in the same area. This tends toward 
segregation by nationality, ethnicity and religion. This is reflected in teacher training [10] 

2.3 Virtual worlds 
Improvements in technological infrastructures have increased interest in virtual worlds and their 
integration into education. Learning in a virtual environment allows students to meet via avatars in a 
place simulating another location. Advanced technology is used in these worlds, allowing capabilities 
which are non-existent in the real world, for example flying and jumping from one distant point to 
another. In such a place it is possible to write and speak with one another. Every participant chooses 
an avatar that serves as his/her image in the virtual world. Current technology allows non-active 
players (NPC), pre-programmed robots who "converse" with the participants, this enables broader 
uses of simulations in the world. The line between the real world and the virtual world is fine and 
students can experience what it is like to be someone else in role plays and simulations [11].  

The advantage of virtual worlds as opposed to regular simultaneous meetings is that it is possible to 
experience learning together with friends, to implement simulations and role-playing by assuming 
someone else's identity The Proteus Effect claims that embodying an avatar in VR changes self-
perception and social behavior. [12]. The students can implement role playing and participate in 
simulations. They work collaboratively and carry out interactive activities with their group partners [13] 
[14].  An interesting study showed the effectiveness of combining teaching students' robots in 
simulating real teaching in the virtual world [15]. 

The disadvantages of using virtual worlds are mainly connected to the technology and infrastructure of 
the participants. When there is no reliable internet connection it is problematic to use virtual worlds 
(VW). They also require a computer and not a tablet or phone with the specified graphics. Students 
who are technophobic might ell find the use of VW daunting and frustrating [16]. 

3 THE NEW MODEL 
The decision to integrate virtual worlds in the MOOC course "introduction to multiculturalism" rather 
than the traditional learning model where instructors transmit material to the students, was taken to 
enable the integration of 21st century skills that give solutions to collaboration, interpersonal 
communication, problem solving and critical thinking [17].  

The feeling was that the course for the study of multiculturalism and the other could not be taught in a 
technical manner using texts, films etc. The students need to examine their own identity and their 
personal bias in order to understand themselves better. In addition, they need to understand and 
express empathy towards others. Simulations in a virtual world allow participants to experience being 
someone else, and to cope with situations that they could not try out in a real-life teaching situation. 
For example, participants not only learn about the disabled in society, but experience dilemmas while 
being wheelchair-bound. Similarly, it is possible to dress any of the participants according to different 
nationalities or religions as well as changing the skin color. The learner can now deal with different 
situations while wearing someone else's hat.  

In this unique course, most of the assignments take place in the virtual world. All the film clips 
accompanying the content are filmed within the virtual island. Students work in small groups building 
knowledge together while carrying out various simulated missions. In place of an exam at the end of 
the course, the students are placed individually in an escape room and only by answering questions 
and completing missions on the material learned in the course can they get out of the room and finish 
the course. This is the first attempt to assimilate MOOC with virtual worlds. It is a challenging and 
different course, allowing for another kind of learning experience.  
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4 METHODOLOGY 
95 students from four teaching colleges took part in this pilot course. The students came from diverse 
backgrounds sectors (Jewish secular, Jewish religious, and Arab) learning in small groups during a 
semester. In addition to course materials the students worked in a virtual world participating in 
immersive learning activities with students from different religions and cultures. 

The four groups of students interacting in this course came from four distinct cultural groups, Graduate 
in-service teachers from a mixed teaching college including Bedouin and Jewish students (N24), 
graduate students in a secular college (N6) traditional Druze students retraining to be teachers in their 
faith (N25) and a group of novice undergraduate students in a women's religious college (N40). The 
students worked in mixed online groups of 6 students. The main objective of our initial research was to 
examine the effectiveness of this new model combining VW with an interactive online MOOC.  

The ages of the students were as follows: 

19- 30: 61%; 31-40:16%; 41-50: 13% over 51: 10%. 

As would be expected in teaching colleges 84% were female. 

Data was collected through pre and post questionnaires. Each population was analyzed using the 
qualitative phenomenological approach using data collected throughout the course, reflections and 
interviews. (the students were interviewed individually or in small groups). 

5 RESULTS 
58 students filled in the post questionnaire. When asked if they would recommend the course to others 
67% said they would to different degrees. 81% said the material and presentation was very clear,  

67% said that they enjoyed the course while 17% said they really didn't with 16% in the middle.  

When asked if the course reached your expectations there was a similar division with 64% very 
positive  while 17% were negative. This division also existed when asked how much the students 
learnt about multiculturalism. 

All the 96 students taking part in the course filled in reflections and were interviewed individually or in 
small groups. 

The key themes that came out of the initial analysis of the pilot group are collaborative learning, 
technological issues and changes in attitude to other groups. The course required collaborative 
learning meaning that the students needed to find a time to meet online in the virtual world. This was 
very challenging for the group members. 

"It was hard to find a time to meet. Some members were not cooperative and didn't do their share of 
the work" 

Whereas other groups "clicked" 

'My group worked really well together. I made new friends and we helped each other with the 
assignments. We met each week even though sometimes we didn't need to, but we spoke about the 
material and how it affects our lives" 

The use of virtual worlds was new for most of the participants and although there were numerous 
tutorials and practice sessions there were technical issues that made the experience frustrating for 
some students. 

1272



'I wasted hours and hours trying to understand the technology, it was frustrating. I wouldn't wish this 
course on anyone." 

On the other hand the majority of students realized how the technology helps and how they can use it 
to be more affective teachers. 

I have learned that technology can greatly improve the quality of learning. It can create much more 
interesting and attractive learning than in the frontal classroom. It can bring together people who are 
different and far apart in many ways, for example, culturally - Arabs and Jews in our course. I have to 
say that it was really fun that we learned through videos, not lectures, and through activities on the 
virtual island where it was really fun to do assignments, and it was also more significant because I met 
and spoke with people of a different culture than my own. 

Changes in attitudes to other groups occurred more within the more isolated groups of students, 
traditional Druze and orthodox Jewish, where the students hadn't previously met or studied with 
students from different ethnic groups.  

"I learned that there are common things among us that make us empathize and understand the other. 
I learned that even when we are not from the same race or sex sector, it is always necessary to 
respect the person standing before me and to give him the right to share his feelings. When the 
person standing in front of me shares with me something personal that happened to him, it makes me 
empathic. 

I realized that as we progressed individually in the course and accumulated joint experiences that the 
stigma I had about people in society who are different from me and in the past I had no connection to 
them was wrong.  I realized that it is not right to look only at these externalities to see what a person 
has inside and that many times those who seemed so different to me culturally are the people I have 
most  in common with me." 

"I feel that thanks to this course, I am much more tolerant and I see things differently. I know now that 
if I meet someone who is different from me I will know how to deal with the difference, I will know how 
to accept it better than I used to. I will not mark people because of their appearance or affiliation with 
one culture or another. 

Many students felt more empathy to other groups through experiencing for example what it is like to 
be in a whell chair in one of the simulations. 

By going through the entire process of the course made me almost daily  to think more about my 
acceptance of the other and how to respect them  and not live with my prejudices and  stigmas. It’s 
really fun to be open-minded! 

6 DISCUSSION 
It seems that the students taking this course could be divided into two groups, the majority who were 
technically savvy and the minority who were technophobic and not comfortable with the advanced use 
of technology. Some of the students in the latter group were in the older age range, but some were 
not. This restriction made it very difficult for the student to be interactive with their group and work in a 
virtual world. The frustration and stress was so high they were not able to overcome their fears and 
participate fully. This division can be seen clearly in in the post course survey and is backed up by the 
interviews. 

The other difficulty alluded to by many was the need to work in collaborative groups. This was seen as 
a vital component of the course to allow the students to meet others and reflect on their learning and 
build knowledge together. In most cases the groups worked well together and the students said in 
their reflections how this improved the learning process and how they learned from one another and 
about one another's cultures and religions. However, in the 2 groups where the group dynamics did 
not work due to lack of participation there were higher levels of frustration and dissatisfaction with the 
course. 

The very positive finding is that a MOOC combined with experiential learning in VW can improve 
empathy and reduce racism and prejudice. This is in accordance with the Proteus Effect[12], but also 
combined with theory and group reflection in the course. This is an important finding suggesting that 
the model can impact education by improving intercultural relationships and reducing bias, stigmas 
and prejudice.  
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7 CONCLUSION  
In order to build a unique course to understand multiculturalism in our society, a different learning 
model was developed than the traditional MOOC framework. The new model makes use of virtual 
worlds together with collaborative learning, and allows its users to experience the subject taught. The 
new model presented here for learning in a MOOC combined with VR is an exciting experience for 
students who are techno savvy and leads to changes in their attitudes to others while learning about 
multiculturalism through simulations and role plays in small collaborative online groups. However, 
when there is minimal collaboration between the groups the enjoyment and learning decreases. This 
type of course is not recommended for those who fear or are frustrated by technology or do not have 
the required technology for the programs and platforms used in the course. 
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