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Chapter

Equality, Diversity and Inclusion – 
A MOOC for Academic Purposes
Rita Bencivenga, Cinzia Leone and Anna Siri

Abstract

Since its fifth framework programme (1998–2002), the European Union has 
promoted gender equality and equal opportunities in the higher education sector 
and science and technological development. In its current framework programme 
for research and innovation, Horizon Europe (2021–2027), the EU requires scien-
tists to systematically integrate the concepts of sex, gender and intersectionality 
into their research paths and to promote equality, diversity and inclusion (EDI) 
in their working environments. However, for historical reasons, following the EU 
requirements is challenging, particularly for scientists in STEM disciplines. The 
University of Genoa is planning a MOOC suited to a large research institution 
audience to address this problem. The MOOC’s targets are researchers, scholars, 
administrative personnel and students interested in advancing EDI practices in the 
scientific fields. It enables them to understand the basic principles underlying the 
gender mainstreaming adopted by the EU and integrate methods and strategies 
related to sex, gender and intersectionality to progress towards an EDI-sensitive 
institution. Supported by a learner-centred instructional strategy, this chapter 
explores the choices related to EDI-sensitive methods and strategies adopted to 
develop and implement an online education path. Theoretical and practical implica-
tions are also discussed.

Keywords: equality, diversity and inclusion, EDI-sensitive university,  
gender equality, higher education, MOOC

1. Introduction

It is widely believed that research performing and financing organisations 
(RPOs and RFOs) should be sensitive to Equality, Diversity, and Inclusion (EDI). 
The European Union (EU), its Member States and national funding organisations 
have been taking action to help higher education institutions (HEIs) apply for 
research funding to include sex/gender, intersectionality, diversity and inclusion 
analyses in their research and throughout their activities, enabling them to promote 
EDI within their organisations and in the scientific fields.

However, promoting an EDI-informed learning path and research activities 
requires the introduction of formal, organisation-focused knowledge and knowl-
edge of cross-cutting topics. The idea of the MOOC originated from a search for 
EDI-focused online courses that did not reveal resources useful to achieving the 
learning aims described above. The chapter describes the path towards the creation 
of the MOOC.
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In the following pages, we will begin by outlining the state of the art on the 
course content (EDI) and the chosen format (MOOC). The following paragraph 
will briefly outline the theoretical framework relating to the transition from lifelong 
learning to heutagogy. We will then detail the structure and contents of the course 
and conclude with a reflection on the relevance of the content chosen for HEIs that 
intend to continue on the EDI path.

2. State of the art

2.1 Equality, diversity and inclusion in academia

EDI is a strategic topic for the higher education sector. It impacts institutional 
culture, research and learning and teaching. In planning and designing the MOOC 
on EDI, we focused on the most up-to-date documents and strategies, in order to 
provide the learners with a helpful roadmap in devising policies for higher educa-
tion and research and in implementing or supporting ideas and actions in their daily 
activities, as professionals or students.

The creation of the MOOC has been inspired by the favourable moment in 
equality, diversity and inclusion strategies and policies at EU level and in the 
academic sector. The EU Gender Equality Strategy 2020–20251, the Strategy for 
the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 2021–20302, the LGBTIQ Equality Strategy 
2020–20253 and the EU Roma strategic framework for equality, inclusion and par-
ticipation for 2020–20304 are all part of a Union of Equality to which the European 
Commission has committed itself, in order to accelerate the process towards equal-
ity, diversity and inclusion in Europe.

These documents follow a political path whose main steps are represented by 
the commitment, in 2015, of EU ministers to promote social inclusion and cultural 
diversity and foster the education of disadvantaged young people by ensuring that 
education systems address their needs5. A similar commitment, focused this time 
on the higher education system, was declared by higher education ministers at the 
Ministerial Meeting of the Bologna Process in 2015, where they agreed to make 
higher education systems more inclusive6. This was reiterated by the European 
Commission in its 2017 renewed agenda for higher education.

At the academic level, clear indications have been issued by reports and position 
papers [1–3] that define the best practices and the approaches to follow to progress 
rapidly and steadily towards more inclusive academia, supporting institutional 
growth and capacity building to promote the progress and innovation of European 

1 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52020DC0152&from=EN. Last 

visited on 15 August 2021
2 https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_21_810. Last visited on 15 August 2021
3 https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/lgbtiq_strategy_2020-2025_en.pdf. Last visited on 15 

August 2021
4 https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/eu_roma_strategic_framework_for_equality_inclu-

sion_and_participation_for_2020_-_2030_0.pdf. Last visited on 15 August 2021
5 Informal Meeting of European Union Education Ministers, 2015, ‘Declaration on Promoting citizen-

ship and the common values of freedom, tolerance and non-discrimination through education’, Paris, 

France, 17 March 2015. Retrieved on 15 August 2021 from http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/education_culture/

repository/education/news/2015/documents/citizenship-education-declaration_en.pdf
6 Education Ministers of EHEA member countries, 2015, ‘Yerevan Communiqué’, EHEA ministerial 

meeting 2015, Yerevan, Armenia, 14–15 May 2015. Retrieved on 15 August 2021 from http://www.ehea.

info/media.ehea.info/file/2015_Yerevan/70/7/YerevanCommuniqueFinal_613707.pdf
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society. More recently, in a book promoted by the Council of Europe, it is reaf-
firmed that, in order to be persuasive, institutional leaders need to understand 
how to adapt their arguments for diversity and inclusion to different audiences and 
contexts [4].

Inclusiveness is therefore a strategic question for the higher education sector. It 
impacts institutional culture, research and learning and teaching. HEIs aim to be 
more open and inclusive and find new ways to enable people from traditionally less 
represented backgrounds to participate and progress in their working or learning 
careers, thus increasing diversity.

Diversity is a condition for excellence, and fairness in competition attracts talent 
at all levels. Non-diverse research environments are less creative and produce poorer 
results; diverse learning environments are more stimulating than homogenous 
ones. To support inclusiveness, HEIs may adopt strategies with high impact poten-
tial, such as equity in recruitment practices, mentorship and initiatives to ensure 
inclusive research and an inclusive work environment.

Since the early 1960s, diversity management has been commonly focused on 
historically disadvantaged groups such as women and minorities, but the concept 
of diversity has expanded over time, due to growing awareness about differences. 
For several years, the focus on gender equality has demonstrated, for example, the 
existence of a “leaky pipeline” [5] for people who identify as female in academia 
[6, 7]. The gap in academia is affected by ethnicity and intensifies when reaching 
senior academic roles [8]. Geographical factors may negatively influence a career 
path, hindering the publication process [9]. The myth that STEM disciplines 
represent spaces in which identity does not matter has been shattered by research 
focusing on lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans and sexually/gender diverse (LGBTQ+) 
individuals [10].

Currently, sexual and gender diversity, age and other grounds for potential 
discrimination have become more visible. The grounds for potential discrimination 
recognised by EU legislation, in the EU Charter for fundamental rights7, are sex, race, 
colour, ethnic or social origin, genetic features, language, religion or beliefs, political 
or any other opinion, membership of a national minority, property, birth, disability, 
age or sexual orientation. The challenge is now to monitor these grounds at the 
academic level to promote EDI. The challenge is facilitated by the focus placed by the 
European Commission on addressing equality diversity and inclusion in an inter-
sectional [11] perspective, stimulating the progress towards inclusive organisational 
practices that foster equity across multiple intersecting identities [12].

HEIs are becoming increasingly aware of the fact that “[k]nowledge production 
and research at universities and research-performing institutions are not as inclu-
sive as they could be.” ([1], p. 19). Current research deals with challenges, climate 
change, poverty, sustainable food production, which could benefit from broader 
perspectives, promoting excellence and innovation.

Likewise, global challenges such as climate change adaptation, poverty reduc-
tion, sustainable food production and, more recently, the COVID pandemic, will be 
more effectively addressed with an inclusive agenda in mind, since this expands the 
range of perspectives brought to bear on these problems. The same thinking can and 
should be applied to the teaching curriculum at research-intensive HEIs, by making 
the reading materials and the research used as references more inclusive.

The League of European Research Universities (LERU) has identified five 
opportunities for universities wishing to promote equality, diversity and inclusion 
(EDI) to become institutions where anyone with potential can thrive: better reflect 
and connect local and global challenges; discover and include the most outstanding 

7 https://fra.europa.eu/en/eu-charter/title/title-iii-equality. Consulted on 10 August 2021.
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talents by reconsidering the definitions of excellence and success in the academic 
community; fully realise the potential in all staff and students; enhance wellbeing 
across the institution to the benefit of recruitment, retention and performance, and 
increase the validity and quality of research results and knowledge production and 
transfer [1].

2.2 Massive online open courses (MOOC)

Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs) have developed rapidly and now play a 
leading role in achieving a “universal” model of education [13–15]. Dave Cormier, 
University of Prince Edward Island, coined the term Massive Open Online Courses 
(MOOCs) in 2008, following an early experiment in activating an online course 
entitled “Connectivism and Connective Knowledge”, taught by Professors George 
Siemens and Stephen Downes [16].

According to Bates [17] and Hayes [18], a MOOC (Massive Online Open Course) 
can be defined as a product for teaching:

• Capable of providing a structured learning path that includes a syllabus and 
explicit learning objectives, materials and activities to support learning, an 
assessment system based on quizzes, exercises or projects, a certification 
process.

• Accessible through an online platform.

• Designed and managed to be enjoyed by many people [19].

• Built for free participation, i.e., without binding prerequisites and without 
requiring membership of a particular institution or costs for participation [20].

These characteristics imply that a MOOC should not be a repository of Open 
Educational Resources (OER), or a so-called blended course (although a blended 
course may also make use of a MOOC), or even a pathway that has a limited number 
of enrollees or prohibited access to specific categories of people [21].

Those who benefit most from this new model of education are mainly those 
who, for various reasons, have difficulty following traditional models of education.

Over the years, web platforms providing distance learning through MOOCs have 
multiplied, and the number and type of content creators have also increased, gradu-
ally including important international academic institutions [22, 23].

In the beginning, the first MOOCs had a solid and deep collaborative philoso-
phy (cMOOCs), with a constructivist-connectivist slant, in which participants 
played an active and predominant role over that of the teacher, who became a 
facilitator [24].

This philosophy then evolved into a commercial model (xMOOCs) with a 
delivery-instructionist slant, more widespread and implemented by large institu-
tions (mainly major US universities such as MIT, Harvard, Stanford), carrying on a 
more traditional model of education, based on video-recorded lectures [25].

However, more recent research has shown that this distinction is no longer 
feasible, due to the increasing overlap between these two extremes [26, 27].

In Italy, use of MOOCs has been spreading at an increasing rate, driven by the 
simultaneous growth of the phenomenon of so-called “telematic universities” [28] 
and the creation of EUDOPEN, a platform for the delivery of defined courses by a 
network of Italian universities and bodies/associations/networks of scientific and 
cultural importance Figure 1.
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However, it must be highlighted that, while indicated as a resource capable 
of increasing access to quality education [29], certain aspects of MOOCs have 
been criticised, especially the difficulties associated with assessment based pre-
dominantly on multiple-choice questionnaires [30, 31], poor interaction with 
participants [32, 33], failure to meet instructional design criteria [30, 34] and use of 
technology that is not accessible or user-friendly [30].

It is therefore crucial to incorporate pedagogical, didactic, organisational, 
communicative and technological features that - in the perception of participants 
and teachers or through the analysis of best practices - result in a “high-quality” 
MOOC “[35–39].

The literature on the topic is extensive [40].
Learning design for MOOCs seems to follow specific approaches, given that the 

audience for which they are intended requires a different instructional design than 
one that works for a defined number of students. Indeed, since anyone with an inter-
net connection can sign up for a MOOC, faculty staff cannot offer personalised sup-
port to every student. Consequently, the instructional design of a type of learning 
that must necessarily be self-regulated is a topic that must be considered carefully.

In creating the MOOC, we will follow the guidelines and reflections for evalu-
ation proposed by the Conference of Italian University Rectors [39], as well as the 
checklist for verifying the quality of the MOOC case study, divided into the follow-
ing six macro-environments:

1. MOOC STRUCTURE AND SYLLABUS.

2. TEACHING MATERIALS.

3. ONLINE LEARNING ACTIVITIES.

a. Asynchronous/synchronous peer-to-peer online learning activities.

b. Asynchronous/synchronous online teaching activities with staff/faculty.

c. Non assessed online learning activities.

4. ASSESSMENT OF LEARNING.

a. Quizzes.

b. Assignments.

Figure 1. 
EduOpen platform.
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5. TUTORING, MONITORING AND COMMUNICATION.

6. LEARNING MANAGEMENT SYSTEM (LMS) FEATURES.

Concerning the recognition of CFUs, reference is made to the Guidelines in force 
in Italy according to Art. 4, paragraph 4, of Ministerial Decree no. 47 of 30 January 
2013 (as amended), promoted and adopted by ANVUR (National Agency for the 
Evaluation of the University System and Research).

To calculate the CFUs deliverable through a MOOC, CRUI [41] points out that:

• Each recognised CFU corresponds with at least six hours of online teaching 
activity (e.g., actual duration of multimedia materials + Interactive learning 
activity).

• The online teaching activity can be calculated based on the actual duration of the 
video/interactive materials multiplied by two, adding the estimated duration of 
the planned online activities.

• The calculation does not include study materials (e.g., textbooks, articles, web 
resources and others), which are instead considered as part of the student’s 
study time, with at least nineteen hours per CFU.

The forced digitization we are experiencing due to the COVID19 pandemic has 
pushed academic institutions around the world to focus on MOOCs (Massive open 
online courses) to strengthen their educational offer and encompass inclusion, 
quality and sustainability Figure 2.

The success of the formula success, at least quantitatively speaking, is confirmed 
by the numbers: over 180 million enrolled students and 950 universities at the 
beginning of 2021 (almost double the number of a year earlier), over 16 thousand 
free online courses on the leading international platforms.

The main trends in the development of MOOCs today can be grouped into the 
following three: the institutionalisation of degrees based on MOOC offerings, the 
concentration in oligopolies of MOOC distribution platforms, and the develop-
ment of professionalising forms of accreditation for the lifelong market. This paper 
focuses precisely on this third point.

Figure 2. 
By the numbers: MOOCs in 2020 (Source: Class Central: https://www.classcentral.com/report/
mooc-stats-2020).
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3. Theoretical framework: lifelong learning and heutagogy

Lifelong learning is considered a crucial element for individual growth and 
human development, a valuable opportunity to develop and maintain one’s skills 
[42]. The emergence of this subjective right to lifelong learning implies a rethink-
ing of training processes to enhance skills, abilities and knowledge (cognitive, 
experiential, relational, technical) related to a life project [43]. Following Dewey 
[44], education and training are located within a “hidden” process of formation 
that stimulates permanent attitudes and interests, i.e., lasting mental and emotional 
habits. In this sense, education is a process of construction, identification and 
enhancement of different identities that continues throughout a lifetime (lifelong 
learning). It takes place in different environments of training and experience 
(lifelong learning). It acquires the value of deep learning (life-deep learning) when 
it is cognitively and emotionally consolidated, allowing us to communicate with 
ourselves and with others, regardless of different values (cultural, moral, ethical, 
social, religious, etc.).

Putting everyone in a position to have equal rights and opportunities for life-
long learning, regardless of their social, cultural and geographic background, is a 
challenge that enables everyone to participate effectively and with information as 
citizens in social and political life.

The turning point can come about if training does not focus solely on the 
acquisition of skills functional to the profession but also addresses the typical tasks 
of an adult in the various social contexts. An educational policy based solely on 
a traditional educational model no longer has any meaning or usefulness today. 
Learning today means living a plurality of experiences, in which everyone recog-
nises themselves and takes direct responsibility for learning, deciding what, how, 
where and when to learn.

To address the many unprecedented challenges in the cultural, social and 
professional lives of individuals and modern societies, a new approach to human 
development must be promoted, a “progression from pedagogy to andragogy to 
self-regulation, with learners likewise progressing in maturity and autonomy” [45].

The shift from andragogy to heutagogy expands on the self-directed learning 
practices of andragogy and involves trainees taking an active role in developing 
their own learning skills to meet their own needs [46–48]. The core of heutagogy is 
the principle of learner agency [49], and two additional principles are self-efficacy 
(learner’s perception of their understanding of concepts and ability to apply and 
carry out specific tasks) and capability (develop their capacity to perform these 
tasks in new and unique environments).

Heutagogy builds on previous theories such as self-directed learning, human-
ism, capability, constructivism and self-regulation and self-determination [50–52].

It encourages the development of skills of autonomy and exploration, reflection 
and critical thinking, and innovation and entrepreneurship. It provides opportuni-
ties to develop students’ self-directed, self-determined and lifelong learning skills, 
which are critical skills in online learning contexts, and the possibilities of theory 
align closely with those offered by technology [50–55].

Learners choose their training path by reflecting on their own strengths and 
weaknesses and exploring new strategies that fit their learning style. Such a process 
of self-reflection allows for double-loop learning, where the learner is put in a 
position to evaluate the effectiveness of their problem-solving strategies, evalu-
ate alternative learning resources to activate [56] and their actions along with the 
beliefs acted upon [57].
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Heutagogy has been found to be effective in blended and online learning  
[52, 55, 57–60]. It is a net-centric theory [61–63], and its intersection with technol-
ogy is likely to stimulate the definition of one’s own learning path, the ability to 
create one’s own content, the ability to seek and explore sources of knowledge, to 
connect and collaborate with others, to reflect on new information and knowledge 
and to share one’s work [54, 64].

The availability and accessibility of technology solutions enable and facilitate 
access to educational resources, learning communities and global knowledge 
exchange. Examples include OERs, Open CourseWare and MOOCs [65].

In addition, social media [52, 57], community-based learning [57], the use of 
e-portfolios [64] and mobile learning [66] are other technology-supported learning 
contexts that meet the heutagogical approach.

In this framework, the meaning of training processes is reformulated to inte-
grate certain trends aimed at effectively fostering:

• access to personalised paths based on prior knowledge and objectives to be 
achieved (Personalised Learning).

• socially-based interactive learning that stimulates the sedimentation of 
knowledge, while providing an open and flexible pathway, supported by online 
technologies (Interactive/Social Learning) [47, 49, 67].

• access to experiences concerning one’s personal and professional learning and 
updating needs (Self-regulated learning and employability).

The possibilities offered by new technologies allow for the enhancement of the 
heutagogical perspective, as they allow for student-generated content and promote 
active engagement in the learning process through collaboration and self-reflection, 
engaging in double-loop learning [68].

Within this framework, heutagogy aligns with lifelong learning, as high-
lighted in the European Framework for Personal, Social and Learning to Learn 
Key Competence (LifeComp) [69] and the European Framework for the Digital 
Competence of Educators (DigCompEdu) [70], meaning that this approach is 
capable of developing competences for continuous learning.

4.  Developing the MOOC: equality of opportunities, diversity of 
representation: towards an equality, diversity and inclusion (EDI) 
sensitive university

4.1 The wider context

The MOOC is being created within a Horizon 2020 project entitled GenderEX: 
Gender for Excellence in Research. GenderEx is coordinated by the Kadir Has 
University Gender and Women’s Studies Research Center. The project aims at 
exchanging knowledge and engaging best practices to stimulate the integration of the 
Sex and Gender Dimension in Research Content. Three leading international edu-
cational institutions are members of the GenderEX partnership: University of Lund 
(Sweden), University of Genoa (Italy) and Technological University Dublin (Ireland). 
The overall aim of GenderEX is to further the adoption of a sex/gender dimension in 
all areas of research and across multiple scientific disciplines in Turkey by enhancing 
the capacity of GWSRC-KHAS for training and engaging more researchers into this 
field, with a primary focus on Early-Stage Researchers (ESRs).
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Since the Horizon Europe framework programme adopted an intersectional 
approach to research and innovation, GenderEX has added this aspect in its activi-
ties, in order to equip the participants with the most updated scientific perspectives. 
The perspective of the MOOC is therefore widened to encompass an EDI approach.

4.2 Methodology and architecture

Creation of the MOOC was divided into three phases: secondary and primary 
research, followed by synthesis and implementation.

Secondary data were collected through several activities, summarised in Table 1. A 
specific search for MOOCs promoting EDI was not limited to the EU. No MOOCs spe-
cifically addressing how to promote EDI in academia were found. The team involved in 
creating the MOOC learning content was formed of experts in gender and EDI-related 
issues, science and technology. The FIAGES project, focusing on promoting gender 
equality in STEM academic disciplines and ICT companies, provided a review of the 
existing learning resources produced by public and private organisations involved in 
EU projects in the 7th and 8th framework programmes (FPs). The FIAGES project 
has contributed to the creation of an online course [71], the content of which has been 
used as a model for the parts of the MOOCs relating to gender issues.

The primary research activities consisted of discussions within the MOOC 
working group during weekly partners’ online meetings (due to the restrictions 
imposed by the COVID pandemic).

The total duration of the meetings and the selection process was thirty-five 
hours. Five meetings with the local team (from two to two and a half hours each) 
made it possible gradually to include secondary research data and search for new or 
different information to fill in the gaps.

Secondary and primary data enabled the team to draft the MOOC contents 
and learning experiences (summarised in Table 1). The MOOC team held weekly 
review meetings to consider the emerging secondary and primary research results, 
reframe content, where necessary, and avoid repeating information that could be 
sourced elsewhere. The main task was to bear in mind constantly that the informa-
tion is aimed at higher education staff and students with no previous knowledge or 
experience in gender studies or EDI theory and practices. The theoretical aspects 
were therefore kept to a minimum and links to external sources were used to allow 
those interested to explore theoretical aspects. Over five such meetings, the MOOC 
team developed and refined a first draft of the MOOC modules. This draft was 
circulated to UNIGE staff, GenderEX partners and external experts, selected for 
their critical views of gender equality, diversity and inclusion studies.

4.3 Target groups and learning objectives

The course is aimed at researchers and students in academic and other research 
institutions. In addition, it should be of particular interest to Gender Equality 

Primary research Secondary research

Discussions within GenderEX partnership Literature review

Meetings with external experts EU reports and legislation

Team meetings Examples and models

Internal testing Comparable examples from other sectors

Table 1. 
Methods used to select and organise the contents.
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Plan (GEP) and EDI team members and Gender equality/EDI equality/diversity 
officers / focal persons.

The course is particularly suitable for middle managers aiming to start the path 
towards institutional change and for administrative personnel.

In fact, the MOOC aims to bridge the gap between gender experts and human 
resources officers, in order to pursue synergies and improve the integration of EDI 
tools and considerations into decision-making processes.

4.4 Course highlights, learning objectives and outcomes

The MOOC guides participants in becoming more EDI-sensitive in their work-
ing and learning activities in an HEI context. EDI is still often interpreted as a mere 
numerical balance of research participants, but cultural transformation leading to 
structural change is necessary to achieve gender equality, respect for diversity and 
inclusion.

Structural change needs to involve EDI-sensitive institutional processes and 
strategies and requires a vision of equality at individual and organisational levels 
that crosses disciplinary boundaries and engages with a variety of theoretical 
perspectives. Institutional and structural interventions challenging behaviour, 
attitudes and cultures are pivotal in achieving EDI in a broad sense.

The MOOC is based on an inventory and review of existing content provided 
by the EU and by international organisations, the results of previous projects 
focused on equal opportunities, gender equality, diversity and inclusion, a 
review of the scientific literature and the professional experience of the team 
members.

The introduction and the three modules include videos, texts and quizzes, and 
the learner is asked to perform tasks that apply the content to real cases. Other 
resources include links to external websites, videos, podcasts, reports and scientific 
resources.

The learning objectives of the MOOC, in terms of demonstrable skills and 
knowledge that will be acquired by the participants, are:

• Knowledge of university policies and infrastructure on EDI, as promoted by 
the EU and by its European Universities Initiative

• Familiarisation with Gender Equality Plans, Equality Committees (Comitati 
Unici di Garanzia - CUG) and Positive Action Plans (Piani di Azione 
Positivi – PAP)

• Understanding and learning to apply key achievements and indicators of EDI 
policies and actions

• Awareness of the importance of an “EDI-sensitive” academia

• Familiarisation with EU-funded gender equality, diversity and inclusion 
projects and their potential impact on students’ careers

• Awareness of the critical problems regarding gender in Research and 
Innovation

• Knowledge of the main EU policy frameworks and priorities to promote gender 
equality in research and innovation and of the new requirements introduced by 
Horizon Europe
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At the end of the course, participants will have acquired the skills to strengthen 
EDI engagement in the governance of their institution or in their working or learn-
ing activities.

Through a deep immersion in the extensive learning material, at the conclusion 
of all the activities, the participants will receive a certificate of completion from 
the university sponsoring the course if they complete the online lessons, pass the 
module quizzes, view all course lectures and complete the course survey.

4.5 Format and organisation

The MOOC materials are based on an inventory and review of documents issued 
by the EU, the results of EU gender equality and diversity projects, the scientific lit-
erature in the field and the professional experience of the team members. It focuses 
on the more relevant topics to promote participants’ awareness and knowledge of 
EDI in academia.

The online course hosted by the EduOpen platform (https://www.eduopen.org/), 
the first Italian portal of free university courses open to all [72], consists of four con-
tent modules. Firstly, the Introduction module will provide an explanation of the key 
issues and concepts of an EDI-sensitive academia. It offers the theoretical background 
and the EU support to higher education and research institutions. The participants 
will understand the links among EDI, the EU Union Equality concept and strategy 
and Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) no. 5, “Achieve gender equality and 
empower all women and girls” of the 2030 United Nations Agenda.

The first module, Highlights of university policies and infrastructure on EDI as 
promoted by the EU and by its European Universities Initiative, will explore reports 
and documents issued at institutional level. Gender equality is mentioned as early 
as 1957 in the founding Treaty of the European Economic Community (EEC). It 
is important to become familiar with the steps leading to the current perspectives 
and expectations about EDI. The module stimulates the debate on the scientific 
literature that has analysed the opportunities created and the obstacles faced in 
implementing them and uses illustrative case studies.

In the second module, Equality Committees (Comitati Unici di Garanzia - CUG) 
and Positive Action Plans (Piani di Azione Positivi – PAP), Gender Equality Plans, 
participants will learn about the different approaches to EDI at in different coun-
tries. While GEPs are mandatory by law in some, a softer approach allows universi-
ties to progress at individual level in others. The impact of the new Horizon Europe 
requirement for public organisations applying for funding to have a formal GEP 
will be discussed. The strategies adopted to satisfy this requirement and the risks of 
turning this into a box-ticking exercise will be analysed.

Lastly, the module on Policies on EDI, their key features, relevance for students 
highlights the key achievements and indicators of EDI policies and explains the 
connections between gender and the UNIGE Ulysseus, Milieu and GenderEX 
projects and their potential impact on UNIGE, its staff and students. More specifi-
cally, through this module, the participant will learn to interpret an EU-funded 
project addressing EDI topics and understand the strategies applied to adopt an 
overarching approach and to embed it in the complex set of follow-up activities, 
ranging from communication to dissemination, exploitation and evaluation. The 
participants will also learn how to contribute to the progress towards EDI through 
their individual role in the academic community.

The first edition of the EDI-focused MOOC course equips the participants with a 
set of multimedia learning tools.

For each module, 10-minute video-lectures, reports and scientific resources, key 
messages slides, reading materials, support through “Frequently Asked Questions 
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clinics” and quizzes and assignments to monitor progress (multiple choice) are 
available. These can be taken in the participants’ own time once they have registered 
for the MOOC.

Each module takes an average of two to three hours to complete and the course is 
based around a calendar of activities normally lasting four weeks.

The MOOC contents will be in English; some parts of the MOOC will, however, 
also be available in Italian, to assist participants who do not speak English. Where 
documents or reports are available in numerous languages (as is the case for many 
EU documents), links will be available to the multilingual repositories.

The participants are invited to submit questions through the course website. The 
most relevant questions will be answered by the team in the three virtual clinics. 
The FAQs and answers will thus become part of the MOOC and will be useful to 
future participants.

The material will be updated once a year or upon notification of broken links, 
new relevant documents and other important changes.

After completing the course, all participants will receive a certificate of atten-
dance. The MOOC will be online by the end of 2021, and only formal assessment 
will enable us to understand its user-friendliness and effectiveness, through self-
assessment and e-assessment.

5. Conclusion

The purpose of this case study was to describe the underlying strategies and 
choices for the design and implementation of the MOOC.

The current coronavirus pandemic sets several new challenges for the entire 
international community, and there is a growing need for MOOC curricula to be 
interdisciplinary. At the same time, the role of MOOCs in education, particularly 
non-formal and informal education, is growing in these turbulent times, due to the 
current heavy reliance on online communication and learning.

They represent the learning format that seems to best meet the expectations of 
education (formal, non-formal and informal) as they are inclusive, accessible and 
equitable.

The broader context of the MOOC is the GenderEX project co-financed by the 
EU, in which four partners activate a robust exchange of information to promote 
the integration of the sex and gender dimension into research and to engage in best 
practices together with international partners.

At the basis of the MOOC planning, there is the awareness that policies aimed 
at promoting equality, diversity and inclusion (EDI) in academia lead to improved 
personnel and students’ retention and satisfaction, as well as discovery, integration, 
application and dissemination of knowledge.

Academic excellence cannot be pursued without providing support to everyone 
involved, irrespective of gender, race, ethnicity, religion, age, social class and 
other factors, allowing them to embrace a diverse range of interests, abilities and 
life experiences that will enhance the exploration of ideas vital to the academic 
mission.

Integrating the gender equality, diversity and inclusion (EDI) dimensions into 
academia contributes to more inclusive scientific and innovation processes and 
ensures people from underrepresented groups are included, remain visible and feel 
supported and valued.

In recent years, thanks also to the initiatives organised by the European Union, 
HEIs have established diversity guidelines and policies underlined by the commit-
ment to academic excellence and inclusiveness and equal opportunities.
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The MOOC described in this chapter aims to share best practices in EDI, and 
equality policies and strategies implemented at the academic level in Europe, allow-
ing the participants to understand the roles they may have in benefiting from these 
policies in their professional activities and in promoting their implementation and 
progress actively.

The study responds to the need to train all those working or studying in the 
higher education sector on EDI and gender mainstreaming, − for which there is 
scattered online information requiring a significant amount of time to understand 
the process involved. The difficulty in identifying and using sound sources discour-
ages people interested in learning about EDI-related issues: they are confronted 
with concepts outside of their academic learning paths and with the multidisci-
plinary nature of the gender studies field. The MOOC enables learners to follow a 
clear path, guiding them in applying EDI principles to all aspects of their research, 
from the initial idea to the dissemination and exploitation phase, and in achieving 
better gender equality in their working environments.
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