
 

MOOC instructors may need more support
for successful courses

February 29 2016

Supporting instructors of massive open online courses—MOOCs—may
be just as important to the creation of long-term, successful courses as
attracting and supporting students, according to a group of researchers.

In a study, researchers interviewed 14 current and former instructors of
MOOCs, which use technology such as streaming videos and interactive
web pages to deliver course lectures and materials online. Of the 14
instructors, only four indicated they would want to teach MOOCS on a
regular basis. Two instructors said they will not teach another MOOC,
four were considering a break and four were concerned about the
demands of teaching another course.

"Most of the research on how we can make MOOCs successful has
focused on the student side—how do we attract and retain them, for
instance—but now attention is starting to switch to instructors, who
make the MOOCs happen," said Saijing Zheng, a doctoral candidate in
information sciences and technology, Penn State. "So, it's important to
know the motivations of the instructors for teaching in this new format
and their experiences and challenges when they teach these MOOCs."

Zheng said that while MOOC students may need support during certain
stages of the course, instructors face several challenges throughout the
course development and instruction process, which the researchers broke
into three phases: preparation, implementation and feedback.

"Every phase is important and a breakdown in any phase could lead to
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teaching failure," said Zheng.

Instructors reported that teaching a MOOC was different from teaching
traditional college courses, adding that some aspects that attracted them
to teaching a MOOC were also challenges. For example, the size of a
class can be a motivation, as well as a burden, Zheng said.

"It's a significant motivation for the instructors to reach thousands of
students, but, in many cases, they are used to providing one-on-one
guidance in a traditional classroom format," said Zheng. "So a MOOC
can be a bit overwhelming to them, if they maintain those expectations."

Having a global impact on students, professional growth, research
opportunities and enhanced name recognition were other reasons they
gave for teaching MOOCs, but these also may present new challenges.

Workload during the preparation phase of the course was another
concern, according to the instructors. Before a MOOC course can be
delivered, teachers often must write lessons and record video lectures.
However, Zheng said that the instructors were also busy with their
traditional teachings duties during this preparation phase.

"Most of the instructors we interviewed said that their workloads were
really heavy already and the MOOC added to it," said Zheng. "One
professor told us that the preparation process for a course took about
400 hours."

While most instructors and universities use traditional retention rates to
determine the success of the MOOC, online courses attract different
types of students and may require different metrics to measure success,
according to the researchers, who release their findings today (Feb. 29)
at the Computer-Supported Cooperative Work and Social Computing
conference.
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"In previous research we discovered that there are lots of data that show
about 90 percent of students in MOOC classes leave the course after two
weeks, which is very different from a traditional course," said Zheng.
"This may mean that MOOC students may have different motivations
for attending the class - they may just be curious, or attend just so they
can get materials to study on their own time."

Feedback is critical to improving the online courses and may require the
creation of technology to provide feedback to instructors in a timely
manner.

"The goal, then, as researchers and designers, is to take this feedback
and hopefully provide support for the instructors' needs," Zheng said.
"By improving support for the instructors and their collaborators, we
may also improve the MOOC experience for students and other
stakeholders."
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