
A HEROIC MICRO 
ETHNOGRAPHY
A focus on online community vs. MOOC community



THE CLASS: THE RISE OF SUPERHEROES 
AND THEIR IMPACT ON POP CULTURE

! Available on EdX. The class is sponsored by the Smithsonian. It began as an experimental course at Indiana University in 
Bloomington, Indiana, US. 

! Class Creator: Michael Uslan

! The course is divided into 6 course blocks. Each block tended to go as follows: 
1. Watching a video
2. Followed by reading 
3. Posting to a forum 
4. Last, a homework assignment to create your own contribution to the class.

! Artist track - an art piece
! Historic track – an essay/other assignment 

! I never had the teacher respond to anything I wrote, and I didn’t see responses for anyone else. This was a self paced 
class, there was a feeling of being left to our own devices. 

! For my ethnography I chose to compare the community in the class to the community among the superhero-based 
fandom. 



THE CLASS COMMUNITY: 
PART 1

! In all the weeks there was very few conversations taking place among the response 
section. Though you could go through the class and follow people and vote on who 
had good posts. 

! The class does want the participants to interact. 

! They encourage following the class on Facebook and Twitter, to comment there 
and share work. 

! There is a sense of speaking to a void when you post. It has led to some interesting 
results. 

! For example, people yelling into a “void” just to see what happens. Oddly enough 
this “yelling” got the most feedback. The problem with this is that in a class, if 
people feel ignored, they may in turn ignore the material.

! “Research has highlighted passive behaviors in MOOC participants (for example 
Milligan & Littlejohn 2014), and questions have been raised about the isolation of 
students in such open educational formats.” (Bayne et al. 2019) 

! I especially liked the last line “Would that we could all be paying attention when
God illuminates us.” I feel it emphasizes my point that no one is talking to each
other.



THE CLASS 
COMMUNITY: 
PART 2
! The course created word clouds out of answers 

to certain questions we were asked:

! Who is your favorite superhero?

! Favorite villain?

! Superpower you would want?

! This is in the first block and gives the impression 
of a community, of the answers of thousands 
combined with your own. But it isn’t sustainable. 



FANDOM COMMUNITY

! "Myths are stories told by cultures—in poems, songs, oral narratives, and so forth—that often feature larger-than-life individuals who 
teach us something about ourselves and our place in the world.” (Uslan, Intro Lecture). This is the community that tells these stories.

! Similarly to each class block, fandom communities seem to follow a similar pattern of:

1. Watching a video 

2. Doing reading

3. Commenting about it on a forum

4. Contributing to the current content by creating something/writing about it 

! The difference between a MOOC and a fandom is a feeling of presence. In the MOOC there was a feeling of isolation, a wall 
between you and others.

! In fandom communities there can be a feeling of exposure when you comment on a post, a piece of art or a story. You’re taking
a risk because you feel more watched, you feel that what you say matters and effects others.



THE KEY
“If participants believe that their interaction is going to be limited and will not result in future interactions, then their relations 

tend to be more task-oriented. If, however, a future interaction is anticipated, participants will act in a friendlier way, be 

more cooperative, self-disclose, and generally engage in socially positive communications.”(Kozinets, 2010)  

! What Kozinets is saying is the key to these two communities and the experiences that happen there. 

! MOOC users in this class believe that their communication is limited or invisible. They believe that what they say 

doesn’t matter. Therefore you get this “yelling into a void” feeling.

! Meanwhile, Fandom community members may feel watched from every angle and this gives the feeling that one 

person can make a huge impact on the community. So they are more inclined to try and build a lasting connection 

within the community, to be a member. 



SIMILARITIES AND DIFFERENCES 

MOOC
- Formal
- Isolated

- Contained
- Much more structured

Fandom
- Much more 

involved
- It stretches to 

many other 
platforms
- Freeform
- Informal

Much more structured

Together
- Both focus on 

superhero 
stories and 

emphasize the 
importance of 
these stories to 

society



ETHICS: WITH GREAT POWER 
COMES GREAT RESPONSIBILITY

MOOCs make many promises about how they will be able to 

educate everyone in society, that race, ethnicity and 
socioeconomic status will no longer lock people out of higher 

education. What is the ethics of making such promises only to 
turn around and cater to a specialized community? Data shows 

that MOOC’s are marketed to professionals seeking further 

education rather than the general population.

Within the MOOC itself, they provide a set of guidelines on how 

to participate civilly within the course. The fandom community 
has no such rules. They are self-regulated by the group as a 

whole. Because they lack these rules, the conversations are more 

authentic and spontaneous. 



CONCLUSION/WONDER
! “Different mediations afford the expression of different aspects of our identity. At the primary level of our own experience 

we know that different forms of communication will inflect how we present ourselves and therefore how we experience 
ourselves.” (Lister, 2009. pg 48)

! This was a self-paced class, I concluded that this is the reason for the experience being so isolating. But I don’t think 
it should be. 

! I’m comparing the communication and resulting community of two very different environments. 
! The MOOC is meant to be an environment that is focused on the learning material, but it lacks 

communication between students as well as teachers leading to feelings of isolation. This does not benefit the 
learning process. What could be done to improve the situation? Perhaps observing the Fandom online 
community would inspire a solution. 

! The Fandom Community doesn’t have a centralized location or cyber environment. The Superhero Fandom 
lives on most platforms of the internet. There is a feeling of exposure, of having a lasting impact on the 
community.

! Wonder:
! Towards the end of my time on the MOOC I had wondered about how I might create community in the class, how 

could that be achieved. I thought of how the data would change if one or more persons was to go out of their way 
to create a community. To comment on the posts of others and reach out to current students.

! What can be done to create community in MOOCs that struggle to make students feel connected? If I was running 
a self paced MOOC, I would have the students  not only write their own posts but also require that they respond to 
at least two other posts that had been made within the last week on the forum. This could give students the feeling
that what they say matters, that they are not just commenting to an empty void. Will this solve the problem and lose 
the feeling of isolation? Maybe, maybe not. But it could be a start. 
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