
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Conventional Participation & Response Rates 
 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Conventional participation rates in this course were within the typical ranges for a MOOC  
(Jordan, 2013).  Slightly over one-quarter of  registrants never logged in to the course.   
Of  those who did log in, 11% passed the course, which is remarkable when the “passing score” 
 of  80% is noted.  This score required that students complete the final assignment. 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

The following activities were considered  
a.  watched >=2 of  the video lectures for that week  

(there are three for each week) 
b.  submitted the weekly assignment 
c.  submitted the weekly quiz  
d.  participated in discussion forum activity  

 
 
 
 
 

And aggregated to create a level for each week  
    0.   No participation 

1.  Sampling (any a-d) 
2.  Auditing (a) 
3.  On Track (a+b+c) 
4.  Full Participation (a+b+c+d) 

 

Patterns of Persistence 
What Engages Students in a Remedial English Writing MOOC? 

  
 

Abstract 
This study sought to identify different types of  participation, early predictors of  high participation, and learning 
outcomes in a remedial writing English Massive Open Online Course (MOOC) created by Mt. San Jacinto 
College on the Coursera platform titled: "Crafting an Effective Writer: Tools of  the Trade".  This study investigated the 
second offering of  the course in September 2013, which had a total enrollment of  48,174 learners from countries 
around the globe.  

Clustered participation levels (disengaged, declining, lurking and persisting) revealed a higher rate of  ongoing 
meaningful interaction with the course than was indicated by conventional course participation measures. 
Although taking the entry survey or online readiness quiz were significantly related to participation level, the 
content items within the survey and quiz were not. Course-taking motivations, participation intent, and 
demographic characteristics were largely not significantly related to how much the learners engaged with the 
course. Average grade on all course items demonstrated low outcomes, but when scores were calculated by how 
many quizzes or assignments students attempted, outcomes were dramatically skewed toward high grades. 

Taken as a whole, these findings confirm the recent suggestion by Deboer, Ho, Stump and Brewslow (2014) that 
MOOC research requires a “reconceptualization of  educational variables” to more accurately understand the 
underlying processes  and outcomes of  learners in these new environments.  

 

The following questions guided the study:   
1.  Can learners in Crafting an Effective Writer be grouped into a meaningful typology of  participation? 
2.  Do early participation activities (e.g. participation in discussion forums, completion of  videos, submission of  

assignments) predict final levels of  participation and learning outcomes? 
3.  What demographic characteristics, motivations for enrollment, and other self-reported learner data would 

help MOOC providers and course instructors identify and support students most at-risk of  low participation 
in remedial courses? 

4.  What did learners say helped them be successful and what challenges did they encounter as indicated by pre/
post surveys and discussion forums? 

Data Sources 
1.  Coursera SQL data dumps for MOOC interaction data (4 databases, 48 tables). 
2.  Coursera platform data extracts for gradebook and quiz data (3 CSV files).  
3.  Data extracts for entry and exit surveys. 
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1.   Clustered participation levels are more meaningful and demonstrate 
higher levels of  value for MOOC learners than typical completion and 
activity measures. 
Through clustering techniques, this study found that 23% of  the learners 
experienced sustained interactions with the course, compared to a conventional 
metric of  8% pass rate of  all course registrants.  

2.   Entry survey responses were not significantly related to participation 
levels. 
One of  the most surprising findings in this study was what we didn’t find: 
learners’ self-reported motivations for taking the course, their intended time 
spent on the course, and demographic criteria were not significantly related to 
course participation.  This outcome runs counter to common sense about 
MOOC participation as a function of  learner goals and prior educational 
experience.  It likely demonstrates the inadequacy of  univariate measures and 
conventional criteria.  

3.   The best predictors of  participation are initial interaction with ‘opt-in’ 
activities such as surveys or readiness self-tests. 
These interactions demonstrate a higher degree of  interest in the course that is 
related to ongoing participation.  These measures are proxies for underlying 
processes that are not yet clear in the available data.  

4.   Learners attempt quizzes when they’ve mastered the material.   
The total score on all graded items is low but masks an interesting trend: when 
the score is calculated as a function of  items attempted, the grade distribution is 
skewed high.  The average grade increases with the more items attempted by the 
learner. 

Relationship Individual Variables with Participation Levels 
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Experienced w/Coursera Data?   
Help crowdsource “A Researcher’s Guide to 
Using Coursera”   
@ http://bit.ly/researcher_guide_coursera 
 
Less time figuring out database conventions 
and shared ETL scripts == more time for 
analysis!  

Entry Survey, MOOC Interactions & Participation Levels 

Adapting the clustering approach used in Kizilcec, Piech and Schneider (2013), MOOC interactions were 
aggregated into a single participation level for each week.  K-means cluster analysis was applied to these 
levels to create prototypical patterns of  participation over the course duration. These patterns were cross-
tabulated with course grade and other outcome measures and exhibited expected correspondences. 

Methods 
1.  Extract/transform/join load data from Coursera and survey sources.  Preliminary data inspection for 

distributions, exceptions, outliers. Substantial effort to interpret data conventions and variables. 
2.  K-means cluster analysis to create participation levels. 
3.  Cross-tab/correlation correlation between individual variables to validate constructs, identify relationships, 

and identify measures with significant relationship to participation levels. 
4.  Multinomial logistic regression of  significant variables to determine effect size. 

Statistical significance testing 
between variables in the entry survey 
found almost no significant 
relationship between responses and 
learner participation levels.  Age was 
significant at the Pr = .04 level, 
which is low considering the sample 
size.  Several MOOC interaction 
variables were significant with small 
effect sizes.   

Online Learning Readiness Survey  
vs. Participation Levels Participation, Survey, Cmty College  

Student vs. Participation Levels 
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