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Abstract 
MOOCs (Massive Open Online Courses) touted as open access education for anyone in the world (as 
long as they have access to the internet) have been described as revolutionary to the field of higher 
education. Often promised to level the educational status quo, research drawn from one university 
shows problematic gender gaps exist among who chooses to enroll in MOOCs, with significantly fewer 
women representing the masses. In order for MOOCs to reach their egalitarian potential, this must be 
addressed. In this position paper, we argue that the present construct and design of MOOCs are not 
inclusive, and the relatively low number of women participants should be taken into consideration 
during the design of future MOOC courses and platforms. Drawing from feminist pedagogy and 
feminist theories of HCI, inclusionary design practices will inform future research and address the 
problem of gender-imbalanced education offered on a global scale. 

Introduction 
Anant Argarwal, a leading proponent of the Massive Open Online Course (MOOCS) movement (and 
founder of not for profit MOOC platform, edX), optimistically claimed that this emergent online 
community would provide “borderless, gender-blind, race-blind, class-blind, and bank account-blind” 
education to the masses [Waldrop 2013]. Argarwal’s educational utopianism, however commendable, 
is nonetheless contradicted by current data surrounding MOOC enrollment, and is particularly 
challenged by the relatively low rates of female enrollment.   Drawing on this data we argue that 1

MOOCs have not yet lived up to their full educational potential and that much work remains to be 
done regarding who takes, and ultimately benefits from, massive open online courses.  

One particular challenge to be met by the CSCW community regarding MOOC development is the 
ways and means in which to promote inclusion [1]. We advocate for the embedding of feminist 
perspectives into the relevant intersections of CSCW and pedagogical and design practices. 

MOOC Findings 
Data drawn from four 2014 MOOC courses run at a large American university shows an unequal 
gender distribution among enrollees, with women representing 25% of the total student population - 
a percentage that reflects similarities found within the larger paradigm of MOOC data [2,3]. We note 
that three of the four courses offered by the university were classified as STEM courses while only 
one, MOOC 2, occupied space outside of STEM’s domain. There were eight teachers in total, 7 men 
and one woman. While lesser participation rates of women in STEM education are well-documented, 
the MOOC 2 course, while reporting a lesser gap, also saw significantly fewer female than male 
enrollees. Therefore this phenomenon can not be explained by field of study. 

 

 

1  see: The gender gap in online enrollments for harvard's MOOCs. (2013).Bartonsville: BruCon Publishing 
Company. Retrieved from http://search.proquest.com/docview/1470876809?accountid=10267 



Accessing a feminist pedagogy 

If women are not enrolling in these courses, one logical question for designers and educators alike 
becomes simply a matter of why? Furthermore, who assumes the responsibility for ensuring more 
gender-equal participation?  Here we turn to the literature surrounding technofeminist theory, 
reading that sites of online learning such as MOOCs are part of larger sociotechnical networks 
comprised of designer, hardware, software (and their constraints and affordances) user and user 
intentions and the larger encompassing culture. As such, gender divides in one part of this network 
may then be translated into gender divides in other areas of the sociotechnical system [11]. 
Technofeminism finds it’s roots in materialism while incorporating a cyberfeminist examination of 
sexual politics in the creation and use of technological tools, systems and cultural practices [5]. 

In our research instance, the four MOOCs in question were created collaboratively by university 
professors responsible for content and a team of instructional designers and technologists performing 
various technological and pedagogical tasks in support of the course. What might the insertion of a 
feminist pedagogy look like to the overall production of a MOOC? Educator John Kellermeier used 
feminist pedagogy in his mathematic courses by initiating the riskable classroom- a space designed 
specifically so that students could feel safe in their learning [6].  According to this methodology, a 
space is created where not just women, but all gender identifications experience agency and 
empowerment- two necessary components for learning- whether the classroom is brick and mortar or 
online.  

HCI and feminism 

“Drawing more women into design—the configuration of artefacts—is not only an equal employment 
opportunity issue, but is also crucially about how the world we live in is shaped, and for whom” [7, 
p.151]. 

To foster an inclusive environment, scholars such as Bardzell and Wajcman [8,5] argue that women’s 
participation is crucial during each step of the design process. 

We wonder: what do feminist HCI practices mean for the design of the MOOC interface and 
functionality? Is it possible to create a MOOC hosting an online experience that would result in 
greater female enrollment? The actual technological framework of the learning platform is full of 
areas which have only begun to be researched, and we have not observed any feminist approach to 
the design of the platform and how it could inform user behavior. A start: edX has a dashboard for 
instructors that enables tracking students by gender. The edX website contains a section entitled 
Enrollments by Gender which mentions a brief example where gender imbalance in a math course 
was discovered and an intervention occurred [9].  If we assume that online education with open 
access is here to stay, much CSCW work is needed to develop inclusive practices to provide equal 
education for all. Bringing feminist approaches into the learning sphere is a logical next step to 
address the problems of the absence of women in these environments. While the technology to scale 
courses up to reach large masses of people now exists, the social components to using this technology 
have yet to be explored in detail, particularly through feminist ideologies, which provide unique 
insights into the barriers women across the globe face. CSCW should increase and develop theory to 
inform future design and use of systems to educate women. 
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