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Contribution to knowledge
My research contributes to a growing understanding of the diversity and complexity of learners’ experiences in open online learning environments. 
Openness as a principle for learning remains poorly understood (Peter & Deimann, 2013) and has been insufficiently critiqued (Bayne, Knox & Ross, 2015). Open learning courses require a new balance between structure and agency (Mackness & Pauschenwein, 2016) and smooth and striated space (Bayne, 2004) and a new way of reviewing the learner experience. I have contributed to a unique, multi-dimensional framework, Footprints of Emergence, which takes a holistic approach to investigating open learning. The framework is used to elicit tacit understanding of the learner experience by considering this as being on a spectrum between prescribed and emergent learning (Williams, Karousou & Mackness, 2011). This practical framework has been used by learners, teachers, designers and researchers to gain new insights into the complexity of open learning environments. The drawing tool associated with the framework enables a visualisation of emergent learning and supports deep reflection on how this occurs and is valued by learners (Williams, Mackness & Gumtau, 2012).
This approach to understanding the learner experience in open learning environments is in contrast to data analytics research (Gašević et al.  2014). Much of the recently published research has focused on the use of data analytics to explore completion rates and learner behaviour in MOOCs (Jordan, 2014; Bayne, 2016). Data analytics, whilst useful for exploring patterns of learner behaviours and completion rates, has not yet accounted for the diversity of learners in MOOCs and their individual ‘voices’ (Veletsianos & Charalambos, 2015). Our original Footprints of Emergence framework focuses on the experience of the individual learner in open learning environments such as MOOCs. It recognises that these environments can be thought of as liminal spaces where learners encounter threshold concepts and practices (Waite, Mackness et al, 2013; Meyer, Land & Baillee, 2010). This experience can involve epistemic and ontological transformational shifts which impact on learner identities (Williams, Mackness & Pauschenwein, 2015). 
My research into open learning environments is specifically within the practice of connectivist massive open online courses (cMOOCs) (Bates, 2015). cMOOCs have taken an experimental approach to teaching and learning online through challenging the traditional hierarchical conventions of formal Higher Education institutions, with the purpose of empowering learners and democratising education.  They promote open access and networked connectivity, recruiting ‘massive’ numbers of diverse, autonomous learners. Research and the body of knowledge related specifically to MOOCs remains nascent and emergent (Veletsianos, 2013). All my research addresses two identified gaps in the MOOC literature; the learner experience of MOOCs and the role of the teacher/facilitator/designer in MOOCs (Bayne, 2016; Ossiannilsson, Altinay & Altinay, 2016; Gamage, Fernando & Perera, 2015; Wintrup, Wakefield, Morris & Davis, 2015; Adams, Yin, Vargas Madriz, & Mullen, 2014; Bayne & Ross; 2014; Liyanagunawardena et al., 2013). 

This qualitative, empirical research into learner experiences in cMOOCs and the associated teacher/facilitator/designer’s role shows that the key principles of these MOOCs (autonomy, diversity, openness and connectedness/interactivity) are complex and cannot be understood solely in terms of open access, open connectivity or open resources  (Williams, Karousou & Mackness, 2011; Williams, Mackness & Gumtau, 2012). They have psychological dimensions which influence teacher and learner identities, expectations and relationships (Tschofen & Mackness, 2012). The research also questions the ethics of experimenting on learners (Marshall 2014; Mackness, Bell & Funes, 2016), recognising their vulnerability in these open, often unsupported learning environments (Mackness & Bell, 2015; Barnett, 2007). Working in collaboration with colleagues, I show that uncertainty and liminality are significant aspects of cMOOC learner experience (Mackness et al., 2013; Waite, Mackness et al. 2013; Williams, Mackness & Pauschenwein, 2015) and that a lack of constraints in open learning can have negative consequences for cMOOC learners (Mackness, Mak & Williams, 2010; Mackness & Bell, 2015; Mackness, Bell & Funes; 2016). 
This body of work has contributed to a better understanding of MOOC pedagogy, which remains under-researched (Bayne & Ross, 2014). 
Contribution to changing research processes

All the papers submitted for this application have been co-authored.  Collaboration has been central and essential to my contribution. It has emphasised the diverse experience and expertise of the co-authors, who come from different disciplines. We have found that sharing knowledge, skills, expertise and alternative perspectives fosters creativity and individual and collective learning. This collaborative research is distinctive for the way in which our own learning has developed (Williams & Mackness, 2013). In most cases, the research arose serendipitously from participation in a MOOC, making connections online and initiating a research project independently of any institution and without face-to-face meeting of the co-authors. In this sense, the research and resulting publications have been emergent.
This research process has therefore mirrored the principles of openness, connectivity and emergence that have been the subject of study. It has been unconventional in that, for the most part, my collaborators and I have not conducted our research in affiliation with an institution. The research has been unfunded and voluntary, using open data and engaging in ‘insider’ research (Dwyer & Buckle, 2009) and there has been commitment to publishing in open journals, wherever possible, and openly disseminating the research through on and offline presentations, blogs and open wikis.  This type of extra-institutional open research, which uses open data and alternative forms of dissemination (e.g. blogs, webinars, wikis) has been referred to as ‘Guerrilla Research’ (Weller, 2013; Farrow, 2016). Some researchers have suggested that open education is changing the way in which research may be conducted, and that we are seeing emergent scholarly practices, which increasingly use a range of social media (Veletsianos & Kimmons, 2012). Veletsianos (2010) has said that these emerging technologies in education are not yet fully understood or fully researched. This has led Ross (2016) to describe these new ways of working as risky and uncertain, requiring new speculative methods which recognise the complexity of emerging technologies used for research purposes.

My research has been conducted in these complex open environments using emerging technologies, such as wikis and open resources, to manage the research process (Williams & Mackness, 2013). It contributes to a growing understanding of the way in which open research is impacting on scholarly practices and open education.
Conclusion

Open learning is an under-researched and complex area, which, in the case of cMOOCs, increases the diversity of learners and the distributed spaces in which learning takes place. My research in the context of cMOOCs shows how teachers and learners can take a more critical approach to the new affordances that open learning offers. The Footprints of Emergence analytical tool created and tested in collaboration with co-authors provides a mechanism to uncover the dynamics of open learning and is now being adopted to explore open learning in several university courses. These investigations into open learning have been conducted as extra-institutional open research, which itself is becoming of increasing interest to researchers as a new way of working. 
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