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ABSTRACT 

Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs) are deemed a “potentially important educational practice with 
significant impact on the future of online learning” (Siemens, 2015, as cited in Erikson et al., 2017, p. 133). 
The Centre for English Language Communication (CELC), at the National University of Singapore (NUS) 
has also rolled out several internal online courses to “harness good technology-enabled pedagogical practices 
for the enhancement of learning outcomes” (National University of Singapore, n.d.). This paper documents 
the team’s reflections on the design and implementation of the MOOC ELC002 “Effective Online Writing”. 
Analysing the six data points generated throughout the MOOC’s development process against the Funnel of 
Participation (Clow, 2013) framework, we found that learners enrolled in an ungraded online course 
primarily because of the content’s perceived usefulness, technological affordances, socio-psychological 
factors such as self-efficacy, and even logistical factors such as timing. Aligning the course with these 
motivations may help MOOC developers effectively promote the course (awareness) and pitch the content 
at the appropriate level (registration). Implementing learner-centric learning activities is recommended to 
engage and sustain learners throughout the course (activity), and ultimately acquire meaningful skills and 
knowledge (progress). 
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INTRODUCTION 
With 81 million learners enrolled in 9,400 courses by more than 800 universities worldwide (Shah, 2018), 
Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs) “have become an industry in their own right” (Littlejohn & Hood, 
2018, p. 2). At the National University of Singapore (NUS), various internal online courses and flipped 
modules have been rolled out to “harness good technology-enabled pedagogical practices for the 
enhancement of learning outcomes” (National University of Singapore, n.d.) and ELC002 “Effective Online 
Writing”, an internal online course developed by our team at the Centre for English Language 
Communication (CELC), was one of them. 
  
ELC002 was first piloted as a course titled “Influential Social Publishing through Blogs” and focused on 
social publishing, search engine optimisation, and language skills needed for an effective blog. However, 
the unsatisfactory enrolment (33 sign-ups), engagement, defined as the “interaction with the content and 
people in the course” (Walji et al., 2016), and completion rate (6%), defined as the percentage of learners 
completing all the learning materials, prompted us to examine the possible issues and seek solutions for 
successful MOOC development. 
 
According to the literature, attrition rates are a persistent issue with most MOOCs (Adamopoulous, 2013; 
Exoo & Exoo, 2013). Clow (2013), through his framework the Funnel of Participation, predicts that MOOC 
learners typically go through four stages of (1) awareness of a MOOC, (2) registration for it, (3) activity 
which refers to engagement with the course, and (4) progress which refers to meaningful learning (Figure 
1). In view of its relevance to ELC002, this same framework was used to explore the reasons behind the 
drastic decrease in participation at every stage and propose possible remediation. 
 

 
Figure 1. Funnel of Participation in MOOCs (Clow, 2013). 

 

As illustrated in the flowchart in Figure 2, we began by considering the engagement data (Data Point 1, or 
DP1) for the first run of ELC002 and formulated our research questions. With these, we designed and 
conducted a student perception survey (DP2) to better understand our target audience’s needs. Thereafter, 
we revamped and relaunched ELC002, along with a pre-course survey (DP3), post-course survey (DP5), and 
in-depth interviews (DP6) based on modified research questions grounded in the literature on learners’ 
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motivations, levels of engagement and rates of completion within the context of MOOCs (Wang & Baker 
2015; Xiong et al., 2015; Yang et al., 2017; Zheng et al., 2015). A full description of the data points is in 
Appendix 1. 

 

 
Figure 2. Research questions and data points. 

 

This paper aims to highlight some useful lessons in MOOC curriculum development and implementation at 
every stage of the Funnel of Participation. 
 
 
STAGE 1: AWARENESS—CHOOSE A RELEVANT PROMOTIONAL PLATFORM 

In the perception survey (n=175) (DP2), participants indicated that they obtained information about NUS 
courses primarily via email, followed by IVLE (NUS’ learning management system at the time of the study), 
and not as much from NUS websites, video hosting platforms and social media channels such as Youtube, 
Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter. Hence, ELC002’s second run was publicised through mass emails and on 
IVLE, in addition to the usual NUS websites and video hosting platforms. 
 
Indeed, 54.4% of pre-course survey participants (n=69) learnt about the course’s second run through email, 
while 42.6% through the announcement on IVLE (DP3). This points to the importance of relevant and 
appropriate promotional platforms for the target audience. Other viable options include social media 
marketing, press releases, reviews and search engine optimisation (Despujol Zabala, 2019).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://nus.edu.sg/cdtl/docs/default-source/engagement-docs/publications/ajsotl/v10n2/v10n2_lam-et-al_appendix1.pdf?sfvrsn=18262382_2
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STAGE 2: REGISTRATION—MEET THE AUDIENCE’S NEEDS AND INTEREST 

Learners are motivated to sign up and complete a course due to several factors. They include the content 
and/or the technology, such as the convenience or novelty of e-learning (Xiong et al., 2015; Zheng et al., 
2015), self-efficacy which is a behavioural intention to complete the course (Wang & Baker, 2015; Ajzen, 
2002), as well as social influences (Zheng et al., 2015; Azjen, 2002).  
 
Content 

The perception survey (DP2, n=175) and pre-course survey (DP3, n=69) (Figure 2) highlight the reasons for 
registration. Firstly, as illustrated in Figure 3, DP2 data show that participants wanted to learn online writing 
skills applicable to “various online platforms” (72%) as opposed to only blogs (52%). This prompted us to 
rename our course to ELC002 “Effective Online Writing” and modify the learning outcomes to align with a 
wider range of online content (Appendix 2). The substantial rise in enrolment, from 33 to 166 participants, 
suggests a higher interest in the revamped course. 
 

 
Figure 3. Likelihood of taking types of online courses offered by CELC (DP2) (n=175). 

 
The pre-course survey findings (DP3, n=69), as illustrated in Figure 4, affirmed the significance of the 
novelty of the topic (83.4%) and the course’s perceived usefulness in enhancing their curriculum vitae for 
job applications (72.5%) and academic performance (61.4%) in their enrolment decisions (Appendix 3). 
Clearly, the shift from blogging to online writing skills enhanced the course content’s perceived usefulness 
and motivated registration. 
 

http://nus.edu.sg/cdtl/docs/default-source/engagement-docs/publications/ajsotl/v10n2/v10n2_lam-et-al_appendix2.pdf?sfvrsn=10d233f_2
http://nus.edu.sg/cdtl/docs/default-source/engagement-docs/publications/ajsotl/v10n2/v10n2_lam-et-al_appendix3.pdf?sfvrsn=2ed9a098_2
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Figure 4. Motivations to register for ELC002 (DP3) (n=69). 

 

Technology, self-efficacy, social influences 

DP3 also highlighted the technology-driven interest in the online learning platform in terms of its 
convenience (80.3%) and the registrants’ curiosity about it (65.7%). Self-efficacy-wise, 78% signed up due 
to their confidence in completing the course. Interestingly, a small percentage of registrants signed up due 
to social factors such as peer influence (2.6%) or a desire to join a community of interest (41%). 
 
Other factors 

Lastly, timing is important. According to the pre-course survey findings, 79.3% desired to learn new skills 
during the summer break (DP3), corroborating with DP2 data (69.1%). The improved enrolment rate for the 
second run, launched during the term break, also suggests the need to consider timing strategically since 
learners might not prioritise free and ungraded online courses over other commitments. 
 
In all, MOOC developers should consider learners’ perceived usefulness of the content, technology-driven 
interest, self-efficacy, and other social and logistical factors that influence their decision to register for an 
online course.   
 
 
STAGE 3: ACTIVITY—KEEP LEARNERS ENGAGED THROUGH LEARNER-
CENTRIC MATERIALS 

Engagement plays an important role in retention as students interact with the learning materials (de Freista 
et al., 2015), “obtain feedback, take part in active and collaborative learning, and interact with educators and 
other students” (Walji et al., 2016, p. 210). Instructor-learner interactions (Peltier et al., 2007) and 
instructor’s presence (Dixson, 2010) are also found to be significant in teaching and learning. Therefore, in 
addition to videos, quizzes and readings typical of extended or traditional MOOCS (xMOOCs) which 
promote one-way information transfer, both runs of ELC002 had online discussions and email 
communication from instructors to learners to promote collaborative learning, networking and instructor’s 
presence—a semblance of connectivist MOOCs (cMOOCs) (Daniel, 2012; Downes, 2012; Clow, 2013). 
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Meanwhile, as illustrated in Figure 5, DP4 data did show a sharp decline in participation in the second run 
from Week 1 to Week 2 before stabilising over the last three weeks, mirroring MOOC attrition and 
completion rates (Baker et al., 2014; Tseng et al., 2016).  
 

 
Figure 5. Participation rates of ELC002 (DP4) (n=166). 

 
Clearly, our effort to connect with learners over emails and facilitate the real-time forum discussions—the 
strategies deemed to be perceived positively by MOOC learners (Walji et al., 2016)—was not fruitful. 
 
To find out why this happened, we analysed the post-course survey (DP5 – see Figure 6) and interviews 
(DP6 – see Appendix 6 for a sample of the interview questions). The data revealed that a lack of time, lack 
of learning communities, selective learning, and basic content were the main reasons for the low engagement 
rate. While a lack of time has been acknowledged to be a “bottleneck” of MOOC completion rates (Eriksson 
et al., 2017), the lack of learning communities, selective learning (Ho et al., 2014) and basic content present 
some noteworthy implications for MOOC curriculum development and promotion. 
 
Firstly, the lack of learning communities suggests that connecting with learners via emails and facilitating 
online discussions may not be enough to engage learners with diverse backgrounds, interests and capabilities. 
Instead, more novel ways to connect with learners such as enabling video comments for lecture videos, 
leveraging social media (Walji et al., 2016) as well as designing activities with more learner autonomy could 
stimulate interaction online (Davidson, 2017). Furthermore, given that some learners prefer more interaction 
with peers and instructors while others prefer individualistic activities (watching lecture videos or attempting 
quizzes individually), a wide range of activities is needed to support both self-paced and collaborative 
learning in a sustainable community of inquiry (Garrison et al., 2000). 
 
Secondly, instead of the typical sequential progression suggested by Moskal et al. (2015), the documented 
selective learning in the engagement data (DP4) suggested that some learners may not intend to finish the 
entire online course (Milligan & Littlejohn, 2017). Instead, they could (1) audit the content by simply 
watching the lecture videos or doing the readings, (2) sample a few units, (3) complete all, or (4) disengage 
halfway (Kizilcec et al., 2013). It could be argued that MOOC completion rates may not necessarily be 
calculated based on the number of learners completing all available units but by the number of topics learners 
choose to complete. In addition, learners may not always interact with the MOOC syllabus in a linear pattern. 
Hence, each unit should be designed as a stand-alone unit organised around certain themes. 
 

http://nus.edu.sg/cdtl/docs/default-source/engagement-docs/publications/ajsotl/v10n2/v10n2_lam-et-al_appendix6.pdf?sfvrsn=f9adf162_2
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Thirdly, while the majority of post-course respondents (87.5%) agreed or strongly agreed that the course 
content was insightful and “not a conventional thing seen in everyday life,” some learners found it “too 
basic”, “too simple”, and “not very informative”, which corroborated with the post-course survey findings 
where only 25% of respondents found the content challenging. We mapped participants’ comments with 
their background knowledge of online writing based on the interviews, and found that those who appreciated 
the course did not have much experience with online writing. On the other hand, those who found the course 
“too basic” had some experience in online writing or computing. This calls for a clear indication of the 
course scope and level of difficulty in the course description for subsequent course interations.   
 
In summary, while MOOC developers cannot control aspects like learners’ profiles, time constraints or other 
challenges, they can try to mitigate the reduction in engagement and meet various learner needs via syllabus 
design. While the entire syllabus could progress in a linear fashion, which will cater to the needs of a learner 
keen to pick up the skills from the start, it could, at the same time, adopt a unit-based structure—with 
standalone topics—comprising learner-centric content and activities that support selective, self-paced, 
collaborative, and non-linear learning patterns (Kizilcec et al., 2013). This design would therefore suggest 
that unit-based completion rates may be a more appropriate gauge of MOOC success. 
 
 
STAGE 4: PROGRESS—FIND OUT IF THE LEARNING WAS MEANINGFUL 

Meanwhile, the progress stage should see learners acquiring skills and knowledge (Clow, 2013). According 
to the post-course survey (DP5), as illustrated in Figure 6, 87.5 % of respondents found the overall course 
content insightful and 75% found the topics of search engine optimisation, as well as style and structure of 
online writing most useful. This corroborates with what interviewees recalled about the knowledge acquired 
(DP6). The mentions of key concepts such as search engine optimisation, content value ladder and the 
originality of online content, copyrights infringement, the F-shaped pattern of online writing, ethical 
language use, and the use of active versus passive voice in writing could demonstrate learning gains.  
 

 
Figure 6. Perceived usefulness by topic (DP5) (n=16). 

 

In addition, the average successful attempt rate across all the quizzes was 82.8% (Table 1). Despite the small 
number of quiz takers (between 25-59), the findings still suggest learning gains. 
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Table 1 
Quiz attempts 

 
 
For future MOOCs, a pre- and post-course assessment (McGrath et al., 2015) with a larger sample size may 
be more useful to measure actual learning gains. 
 
 
CONCLUSION  

While there are limitations in the generalisability of the findings due to the small sample drawn from the 
NUS learner community, what we observed and documented still highlight plausible issues in MOOC 
development. Future efforts should focus on understanding learners’ needs and preferences in terms of 
content, proficiency levels, online learning patterns, promotional platforms, and timings. Learners are 
motivated to enroll in an ungraded online course by the content’s perceived usefulness, technological 
affordances, self-efficacy and timing. Aligning the course with these motivations may help MOOC 
developers effectively promote the course (awareness), pitch the content at the appropriate level 
(registration), engage learners using learner-centric activities tailored for different learning styles, and 
promote a learning community (activity) to encourage learners to engage more with the materials and 
subsequently, acquire meaningful skills and knowledge (progress). 
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